
The Efficiency Column

Do you have suggestions for improving the way we work, teach, or learn? Do you just like 
to rant? Do you sometimes feel a bit overloaded? Write for the Efficiency Column! Help 
us all be more efficient (see page 23 “About Erasmus” for a near rant.)

Disclaimer: Each author’s content and ranting is her or his own and not necessarily that 
of PeerSpectives, KUIS, their relatives, those from the same country or office, or this 
planet.

As Wayne Gretzky said, "100 % of the shots you don't take don't go in." 

Asking may be a moment’s embarrassment, not asking may be a lifelong regret. 聞くは一
時の恥、聞かぬは一生の恥。
Kiku wa itoki no haji, Kikanu wa issho no haji
Go ahead. Give it a shot!

Narrating a Story of 
Teaching, Researching, and Writing

Mohammed K. Ahmed
International University of Japan, mkahmed@iuj.ac.jp

I wish to narrate here a story concerning a specific professional experience of mine. I 
will narrate this story in three parts: as a teacher, as a researcher, and as a writer of this 
narrative for publication in PeerSpectives. The view I wish to share is that teaching and 
researching are intimately connected activities, that a human action is embedded in 
specific contexts that involve one or more participants as agents who operate with 
mediational means, and that narrative is a significant mediational means. Above all, all 
these elements are connected to each other in a dialectical manner. I know I am using a 
series of terms here that need clarification. I will illustrate them in the course of my 
narrative. In the end, I wish to be able to reveal multiple layers underlying this act of 
narrating that I am engaging in.
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 Let me first narrate my story as a 
teacher. I teach a cross-cultural 
communication course at an English 
medium university in Japan for graduate 
level students who come from numerous 
countries. The university is small; it has a 
residential campus where students live in 
a multicultural environment. Cross-
cultural interactions and experiences 
become visible features of campus life 
from the moment students arrive at the 
university. The course I teach fits in well 
with this multicultural setting. Students 
take this course with much interest; they 
are keen to apply what they learn from 
the course to their daily cross-cultural 
interactions in their campus life right 
away. 
 

 The topic of cultural identity is a 
major focus of this course. The aim is to 
develop a personalized understanding of 
how complex the issue of identity can be. 
I introduce some non-essentialist 
definitions of cultural identity in the class 
from selected readings in literature, such 
as cultural identity is “self as defined by 
national culture and self as defined by 
the global supermarket” (Matthews, 
2008); it is “the link between the 
personal and the social” and “a tension 
between how much control I have in 
constructing my identities and how much 
control or constraint is exercised over 
me” (The Open University, n.d.). In short, 
cultural identity is presented as 
something “constructed, multiple, hybrid, 
and dynamic” (for a literature review of 
this perspective, see Ha, 2008). Following 
this conceptual beginning, students 
engage in interactive discussions on a 
series of cross-cultural dialogs, critical 
incidents, and critical situations. These 
provide concrete examples of cross-
cultural conflicts related to identity 
issues, and are taken from published 
literature (see Storti, 1994; Cushner & 
Brislin, 1996; Holliday et al., 2004). They 
help students understand definitions of 
cultural identity introduced in the class in 
more concrete forms. Students also refer 

to their own experiences in light of these 
concepts and examples. 

 An important phase in this process 
then follows. Students are asked to write 
a short paper on their own cultural 
identities. They are expected to write it 
in a personalized narrative form while 
incorporating the concepts of identity to 
present and explain their own identities 
to others. They are expected to share 
their narratives with other students in the 
class. I read the narrative accounts of 
their individual identities as the 
instructor and give my comments and 
reactions. 

I enjoy teaching this course. I feel 
rewarded when students make positive 
comments about the course, comments 
like how they better understood 
themselves and others as a result of this 
process, how they felt closer to their 
classmates in the course outside the 
classroom, and how they felt they 
developed greater cross-cultural 
sensitivity. At the same time, they tell me 
it was not easy to write the paper, and 
how they struggled to express their 
identities in writing, but how they felt 
satisfied in the end. 

Let me move on to another side of 
this narrative, i.e., the research side. As 
a researcher, I wish to understand this 
particular activity of writing narratives 
from a theoretical perspective I have 
appropriated as my research orientation. I 
utilize the Vygotskian sociocultural theory 
(SCT) to design the pedagogical approach 
underlying this course and to interpret 
the activities my students and I engage 
in. 

 Two key SCT ideas—one theoretical 
and the other pedagogical—become 
important for my research study here: 
mediated action and concept-based 
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teaching. I should briefly define these 
interrelated concepts. According to 
Wertsch (1998), a foremost Vygotskian 
scholar in the West, “almost all human 
action is mediated action” (p.25). In 
other words, if we try to interpret an 
action by a human being, we should also 
look at the mediational means the human 
being is operating with. These 
mediational means can be artifacts, 
concepts, and/or activities, encompassing 
physical, psychological, and social 
dimensions. More importantly, it is the 
dialectic between the human agent and 
the mediational means that matters, or in 
Wertsch’s (1998) words, the “irreducible 
tension” between the two. In other 
words, the relationship between the 
agent and the mediational means is 
characterized by dynamic tension that 
could be called dialectical. When we try 
to interpret a human action as mediated 
action in this sense, we need to look at 
the dynamics between both the agent and 
the mediational means as the basic unit 
of analysis. Such dynamics produce 
development at different levels and may 
significantly transform both the agent and 
the mediational means in course of time. 

Let me give a couple of examples. 
The first is the notable example of pole 
vaulting that Wertsch (1998) gives from 
the world of sports. Pole vaulting is a 
mediated action involving the vaulter and 
the pole. A complete understanding of 
pole vaulting performance has to consider 
both the agent and the mediational 
means in a dynamic relationship: the pole 
provides the means to the vaulter but the 
vaulter uses his skills to use the pole. Any 
success or failure in pole vaulting needs 
to consider the dynamic tension between 
the vaulter and the pole. In other words, 
pole vaulting performance should not be 
attributed exclusively to the vaulter or 
the pole. Historically, as Wertsch 
explains, both the vaulter’s performance 
and the pole’s composition and 
construction have gone through strategic 
transformations in the world of sports as 

a result of the dynamic tension between 
the agent and the mediational means. 

Let us consider another example 
from our world of research. As a 
researcher, I may administer a carefully 
designed questionnaire to my students 
and find responses that show me some 
significant qualitative changes in the 
attitudes and thoughts of my students. 
However, in terms of mediated action, it 
is essential that I not only look at 
students’ responses, but also how and 
what I asked the students to respond to. I 
should look at the dynamic tension 
between the mediation I provided and the 
response of the students to that 
mediation. The mediational means in this 
example (the design and content of the 
questions) could be seen as conceptual. In 
short, most human action is mediated 
action in this sense. 

On the pedagogical side, concept-
based teaching in SCT begins with the 
abstract and then moves on to the 
concrete. In other words, “learners are 
presented with systematic conceptual 
knowledge…and are then encouraged, 
with guidance, to proceduralize 
knowledge in concrete circumstances that 
are relevant to their own 
interests” (Lantolf & Poehner, 2008, p. 
285). In the context of my classroom-
based research study, I introduce the 
definitions of cultural identity as an 
attempt to start with theoretical 
thinking. This is followed by a 
concretization phase during which my 
students discuss a series of examples 
concerning identity issues. They also refer 
to their own personal experiences during 
the discussions. I play a mediating role in 
these discussions by carefully asking 
questions and making comments. 

The subsequent phase, in which 
each student has to write a paper on his 
or her cultural identity, becomes a 

PeerSpectives Issue 4                                                                                                                                     22!



significant phase in this mediated action 
process. The concepts of cultural identity 
introduced in the class and the narrative 
form of writing serve as the mediational 
means. In fact, narrative is considered as 
a significant form of symbolic mediation 
in SCT (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006; Wertsch 
1998, 2004). To give a common example, 
if we ask our students to tell us about 
their language learning experiences, or if 
we ask them to narrate their language 
learning histories, narrating for them 
becomes a mediational means to 
construct their identities. If the students 
have to write their histories, the act of 
narrating in writing creates other levels 
of dynamic tension between the demands 
of written narratives and their life 
experiences. 

The students in my course make 
attempts to create a coherent account of 
their lives by narrating their cultural 
identities in writing. During the process of 
writing, they struggle in their decisions on 
what to include and what to exclude from 
their life stories. They know their 
narrative accounts will be read by their 
teacher and other classmates; hence, 
they want to be sure they present what 
they want others to think of them. The 
definitions of identity they are expected 
to incorporate in their narratives make 
them reconceptualize their life stories. 
Narrating is “languaging,” as Swain (2006) 
may put it, i.e., “the process of making 
meaning and shaping knowledge and 
experience through language” (p. 98). 
Significantly, the students’ act of 
narrating “identity [can be] conceived as 
a form of action that is first and foremost 
rhetorical, concerned with persuading 
others (and onself) about who one is and 
what one values….” (Penuel & Wertsch, 
1995, p. 91). 

In short, in my course, narrating 
for my students became an act of 
constructing their individual identities 
with rhetorical purposes in mind, focusing 

on their own selves and others. The 
activity of writing a narrative paper was 
mediated action involving each student 
on one hand as the agent, and on the 
other hand the surrounding mediational 
means, i.e., the teacher, the other 
students, the concepts, the narrative 
form, and the activities before and after 
the writing process. What mattered most 
was the dialectics, or the dynamic 
tensions, among all these elements. In my 
course, I found a diversity of voices in my 
students’ narratives. Some narratives 
skillfully appropriated the concepts of 
cultural identity introduced in the class, 
while some other narratives exhibited a 
sense of compromise. In one particular 
narrative, even a voice of resistance or 
indifference might have been expressed 
towards my concept-based pedagogy and 
the use of narrative as a mediational 
means. Reading my student narratives 
also changed my own perceptions and 
images of individual students. Other 
students reported similar changes. 

I wish to bring back my narrative to 
where I started from. Narrating this story 
of my professional experience helps me 
create coherence and find meanings in 
my professional experience in terms of 
teaching and researching. It is an account 
of my practical teaching as well as 
conceptual researching. There is a 
dynamic tension between the two, and 
this act of narrating helps me resolve the 
tension and move forward. My teaching 
helps me do research, and my research 
helps me reconceptualize my teaching. I 
have a rhetorical purpose in mind in 
narrating this story: I wish to convince 
others (e.g., peers reading this narrative 
in PeerSpectives) about the validity of my 
teaching and researching both in terms of 
pedagogy and theoretical 
conceptualization; at the same time, I 
wish to deepen my own sense of 
coherence and confidence in what I am 
doing and talking about. 

PeerSpectives Issue 4                                                                                                                                     23!



There is yet one more layer in 
narrating this story. I wrote an earlier 
version of this paper for PeerSpectives, 
and I got constructive questions and 
suggestions from an anonymous reviewer. 
The editor also provided a follow-up note 
based on the reviewer’s comments. Their 
comments necessitated some changes in 
the earlier draft. The reviewer’s 
feedback, along with the editor’s note, 
served as a mediational means for me, 
creating a dynamic tension between me 
as the writer and my perceptions of the 
anonymous reviewer as the reader. By 

revising and incorporating the reviewer’s 
comments, my revised version has been 
qualitatively changed in my view. As I 
tried to incorporate the suggestions I 
received, I actively thought, but my 
thinking echoed other voices. My revised 
narrative now appropriates the voices of 
the reviewer and the editor in some 
significant ways. My narrative 
incorporates multiple voices in this sense! 
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