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BEYOND TEACHING: IDENTITY MANIFESTATION OF
EDUCATORS OUTSIDE THE CLASSROOM

IN ARMENIAN SCHOOLS'

Ashkhen Hakobyan®
Institute of Archaeology and Ethnography, NAS RA

Abstract

This article explores the multifaceted role of teachers in
Armenian society, delving into their status as role models and
professionals whose influence extends beyond the classroom. Rooted
in Soviet practices, the perception of teachers as elite intellectuals
persists, despite changes and multiple problems. Drawing parallels
with American schooling practices, the study examines the evolving
role of teachers in the context of Armenia's shift from socialism to
capitalism. The research, based on in-depth interviews in the Armavir
and Syunik regions, investigates how societal expectations shape
teachers' professional identity, emphasizing the pervasive influence of
this identity across various aspects of their lives. The article argues that
the impractical, yet significant role attributed to teachers leads to the
dominance of their professional identity, impacting interactions with
peers, society, and family. It illustrates the intricate ways in which
teachers navigate their roles in the face of evolving educational
landscapes and societal expectations, contributing to a deeper
understanding of teacher identity beyond the traditional classroom
setting.
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Teachers in Armenia are seen as role models, professionals whose job
is not limited to in-class teaching. At school or any other public place, they
are expected to show up strictly according to the morals and the best criteria
of values dominating society. Besides the evident reason behind this

perception and the expectancy which is linked to the nature of the job that
includes much interaction and influence on young people, teaching is a job
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perceived more as a mission and teachers are perceived as an elite
professional group, often a part of the so-called intelligentsia. These
perceptions were rooted in Soviet practices and are primarily present among
teachers today as well. However, on the edge of it, Antonyan’s article on
self-identification of intellectuals mentions teachers as such in a couple of
instances leaving more remarkable proportions to professionals having more
fame and influence like actors, writers, TV stars, etc’. Following the same
research, being an intellectual meant having a vigorous public role in the
country. In another research, educational experts refer to teachers as “a part
of the intellectual core of society®”. Although the term “intellectual” itself
has stopped being that viable today as society is much less homogeneous and
it is harder to divide it into distinct classes, although the notion of it is still
identifiable in general terms. Despite the former high status of the profession,
today the system is facing the problem of a considerable shortage of
professionals willing to step into that career or stay in the profession. The
problem got so urgent, that the Parliament made amendments in the Law on
General Education® in 2022 to give specialists with no teaching qualification
an opportunity to get the necessary credits for teaching as a separate course
and be qualified to teach.

The literature on American schooling practices shows similar patterns
regarding the roles and assumed features attributed to teachers. Hence, a
large part of the literature is made up of studies on teacher identity in the
USA for the last three decades. These studies are particularly relevant to my
research due to the drastic shift the Armenian education system has made
since independence. The transition from a socialistic to a capitalistic
orientation of the country and the society led to the westernization of most
spheres in the country, including education. Looking at today’s narratives in

3 Yulia Antonyan, “The Armenian Intelligentsia Today: Discourses of Self-Identification
and Self-Perception,” Laboratorium: Russian Review of Social Research 4, no. 1 (May
2012): 76-100.

4 United Nations Development Programme (2007). “Educational Transformations in
Armenia.” Human Development Reports (January 2000).

3 Qwywunubh <wbpuwtinnipyub optiipp «<wipupenipyui Ywuhi» optipnud
thnthnhunipniiiitip b jpugnidttp junmwntyny dwuht, <O-35-U, <uguwuwwih
<whpunylnniepub Uqquyhh dnyny, 09.02.2022
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Armenia, we can see major similarities with the ones living in the USA at
the end of the last century. The overall role and image of teachers are in line
with the role and image of teachers today in Armenia, especially in the
transition and dilemma of preserving the standard images inherited from the
Soviet experience or recreating a new kind of schooling environment. Some
of the most common narratives are the role of teachers in transmitting the
societal values of the previous generation to younger generations®, the
authoritarian and controlling image of teachers in the popular culture in
America’ and the idea of teacher identity being a palimpsest, an ongoing
biographical production that fails to erase the traces of earlier social, cultural,
political, pedagogical discourses®. Putting together those narratives, a larger
discourse is coming out that whether it is by peers, society, or
academicians, there exists a perception of the role of teachers that is
wider than that of an educator only responsible for specific subject
knowledge.

Based on the literature discussed above, this article seeks to push the
topic further by asking how that role and stereotypically perceived image
shape a teacher's professional identity and in what ways this specific
self/identity penetrates other aspects of the lives of teachers. Based on in-
depth interviews conducted with teachers of Armenia’s Armavir and Syunik
regions, I argue that having been given such a significant but impractical and
near to unrealizable role, teacher professional identity becomes overly
dominant and ever-present along with other aspects of self and identity.
There are two main indicators, that I used to make sure that the initial
hypothesis is seen in the collected material: the preservation and vitality of
the professional identity outside the context of their job and the willingness
and aspiration not to limit their input in the development of the students by
the subject knowledge but be an influential leader for students in the
formation of their value system.

6 Rosetta Marantz Cohen and Samuel Scheer, The Work of Teachers in America, Routledge
eBooks, 2013.

7 Sandra J Weber and Claudia Mitchell, That’s Funny You Don’t Look like a Teacher!:
Interrogating Images, Identity, And Popular Culture (Routledge, 2002).

8 Patrick M. Jenlink, Teacher Identity and the Struggle for Recognition: Meeting the
Challenges of a Diverse Society (R&L Education, 2014).



JELLNAFOULUL S616UWUAh / ANALYTICAL BULLETIN 1 53

This two-part question determines the structure of this article. After
discussing the data and methodology, I first discuss how a teacher's
professional identity becomes dominant among other identities under the
influence of the role given by society. The second part unveils the ways
professional identity penetrates the other having-no-connection-to-teaching
aspects of self in relation to other community members, friends, and family
members.

Theoretical Framework and Methodology

Academic literature widely discusses the problems of self and identity
in education and those discussions keep enhancing every year. Race,
ethnicity, gender, and social status aspect studies are extremely helpful bases
for any action research in today’s complicated classroom environments
which are constantly in motion. However, a focus on professional identity
displayed inside and outside the school requires tools to dismantle the
multiplicity of professional self and its unifying aspect. The latter is essential
in understanding how professional identity manifests in other aspects of life
unrelated to their job or profession. The approach is borrowed from Hubert
Hermans, a psychology scholar based in the Netherlands who is known for
creating the Dialogical Self Theory in education. Together with Agnieszka
Konopka, Frans Meijers, Sanne Akkerman, Paulien Meijer, and other
thinkers, Hermans shows the multiplicity of [-position that shifts and adapts,
expresses multiple perspectives of self, takes a different position depending
on external factors. After introducing the three models of self: traditional,
modern, and post-modern, Hermans and Konopka suggest looking at identity
from the viewpoint of Culture 2 using a dialogical approach i.e.
understanding the nature of identity through time and space, without
excluding the emergence of the mentioned models of self in a particular
situation’. Studying teacher identity in the frames of this multiplicity, opens
up a view to see different layers, such as identity manifestations with regard
to having Soviet education or being trained by representatives of Soviet
education, job market and economic realities, status related incentives to

° Hubert Hermans and Agnieszka Hermans-Konopka, Dialogical Self Theory: Positioning and
Counter-Positioning in a Globalizing Society (Cambridge University Press, 2010), 82-116.
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have this career etc., meanwhile bearing in mind that the influence of all
those factors can appear and vanish in particular place and time.

For this particular research dialogical approach is an agile method for
understanding the layers and patterns of current identity manifestations
among teachers when facing the challenge of showing up to different actors
in different contexts, especially in a transition period of changing values and
societal transformations from Soviet to independence period.

The empirical data consists of ten in-depth interviews in the small
communities of Armavir and Syunik. The data was collected through an open
conversation interview type which provided a fully bottom-up approach to
the fieldwork material.

Being a teacher is a dominant identity marker.

In Armenia’s independence period, teachers have had a controversial
status in the society. The rough economic, political, and cultural changes
forced the country to officially reposition the meaning of education and
teachers’ agencies in that meaning'®. The profession of a teacher has been
about not only doing something but also being a certain way. The image of
the people in this profession has been a part of their job and duties because
teachers have been seen as promoters of the values of one generation to the
other!!. If those people are not only to train students and teach certain skills
but also transfer ideologies and values of a country, a nation, or any other
social or ethnic entity, then they become very important members of society,
and their whole life becomes a part of their work whether they are in the
classroom or not. In the pre-Soviet period, the teachers (often priests), were
representatives of the church, while Soviet teachers were seen as the
promoters and strengtheners of socialistic values. In the post-Soviet period,
teachers transformed into holders of national/nationalistic values despite the
state’s initial intention to invest in humanitarian values. This “mission” is
often full of expectations and pressure from society and peers to act and even

10 UNECSCO. Education Policy Making during Situation of National Emergency, Education
Policy Report. Republic of Armenia. 1994.

1 Cohen and Scheer, The Work of Teachers in America, 2013. Jenlink, Teacher Identity and
the Struggle for Recognition: Meeting the Challenges of a Diverse Society, 2014.
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to live inside the frames of a certain image. The importance of fitting the
acceptable image of a teacher is visible in the well-built narratives about
“born teachers” meaning that the legitimization of their holding that position
is not limited by the respective diplomas, they also have the necessary
characteristics to be teachers and it is meant for them to become ones long
before they made that decision. We can observe such narratives mostly in
stories of becoming a teacher that legitimizes them holding their positions.
Those factors usually are the nature, values, and morals of the teacher rather
than pedagogic skills or subject knowledge.

Dypngn wfuwpunty il 72 pywlpubhl, dwblunfupdh Bplih dhppp dlipu
bwip, npnfhlanly pudmod b dppn unugmg dwblpuafupd I wpwllipn Epip
Juwnnadd, Bu dfpwm duwhlunfund Bl bnly, wilpufu Gpauebhg, np hhdabhg pupdn
& lpup En pudpnadd: Gplih hulpudnieiniliu

1 graduated from school in [19]72. I guess I had a knack for teaching,
even as children when we played teacher and pupil outside, I would always
be the teacher regardless of whether there was someone older than me there
or not. I think I had a tendency toward it [teaching].

Syunik, female, deputy head teacher with Soviet time experience

This and other such examples show how special and important the
profession is perceived. In such narratives, they push forward an
extraordinary occurrence that led them to become a teacher. This cruciality
of teachers’ role also makes them an easy target in moments of failure like
losing a war or the occurrence of a crisis. Cohen & Scheer state that as
spokespersons for all the choices- good or bad- that we have made about our
culture and ourselves, the teacher is necessarily an easy target for hostility
and resentment. Today, as in the past, whenever confidence in our own
prevailing ideas and institutions comes into question, it is understandable
that we would feel discontentment towards those charged with perpetuating
those institutions'’. This targeting makes it often hard to predict or find the
truly viable discourse as teachers can be criticized e.g. for teaching too much
nationalism from one group and criticized for not teaching nationalism, both

12 Cohen and Scheer, The Work of Teachers in America, 2013, 3-4.
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sides explaining the same failures of the society by juxtaposing statements.
Hence, teachers are expected to be either changemakers or agents of
reproduction and conservatism'?, therefore those perceptions, no matter how
opposing they are, work in the same regularity.

Another controversial approach to the profession is that it is not
wanted, especially among young people, very few of them choose teaching
as a career, and teachers start feeling less of a role model which reduces their
influence on children in the spheres that society has obliged them to.

«wunid w [dphwpnuankpp]’ unynplgp wwpununhp sh, b skl
uninply <wpfuupnnid, puyg <wpyfupynud unynpudblpp wpfuuwannid ki il
dmn: e Eplehud nue we junaodd nm nne glow, by Gplguughie wou” uniinplp, guin
wnwllndy:

“...says [the billionaire]: studying is not necessary, I haven’t studied
at Harvard, but people who have gone to Harvard, are now working for me.
And the child listens to that and now you try to convince this child to study.”

Syunik, male, deputy head teacher without Soviet time teaching
experience.

The dominant narrative that a teacher should be something more than
an educator and all the controversial perceptions of what exactly that “more”
should be like, leave little room for professional preparation. From the point
of view of Hargreaves’ classification of professionalism ages, 1 see the
controversies mostly in the transition process from “the age of the
autonomous professional” to “the age of the collegial professional”',
Moreover, teachers themselves express their individual engagement to focus
or to skip something when teaching, especially on an ideological level,
seeing themselves less as a part of the system, stressing their individual
responsibility in their mission as changemakers or supporters of
conservatism. Moreover, there can be a combination of both depending on
the status and power relations between the teacher and the segment they are

13 Mitchell, “That’s funny, you don’t look like a teacher!: interrogating images and identity
in popular culture”, 128-130.

14 Andy Hargreaves, “Four Ages of Professionalism and Professional Learning,” Teachers
and Teaching: Theory and Practice 6, no. 2 (June 1, 2000): 151-82,
https://doi.org/10.1080/713698714.
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in dialogue with. Such combinations include acting as a supporter of
conservatism but showing up as a change maker and the opposite.

The manifestation of teacher identity in other aspects of self

It was discussed above that teacher identity is dominant among other
identities. Apart from being an important part of the self, it is also exposed
in other roles and pops up in other relationships. This pattern must be
declining over the years; however, it can still be observed particularly in
smaller communities where most of the public interaction is among familiar
people who are either their present/former students, or children/parents of
their students. Hence, these outside school interactions mostly bear the
context of them being teachers. The presence of teacher identity in situations
other than in the school context is closely linked to the special status of the
profession. Despite the general decline of the status of this profession, it still
holds a special position in society and is deeply rooted inside the professional
community of teachers. As the opportunities and career chances become less
linear and fixed, the importance and authority of the profession also step
back. Education and the diploma meant better chances on the labor market
in the 20th century, education used to provide societal status and life
opportunities. Therefore, having the career of a teacher provided an
established ground for status, respect, and recognition to the ones holding it
because the key to a better life was in the hands of teachers to a certain
degree. At present we can observe the decline of that authoritative position
and along with that decline the teacher community is not at ease with the
changes and tries to preserve the former status and recognition. During the
independence years there was a large education policy change which
anticipated a humanitarian orientation driven by western practices' and it
was the time when the dialogical, non-hierarchal ideas were in the rise in the

15 United Nations Development Programme (2007). “Educational Transformations in
Armenia.” Human Development Reports (January 2006), UNECSCO. Education Policy
Making during Situation of National Emergency, Education Policy Report. Republic of
Armenia. 1994.
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western schools of thought'®. The change, however, was mostly a formality
to adapt to western education system and was a part of system borrowing
process full of problems with localizing the experience learnt in a different
cultural and geographical areas (the general problems of borrowing
education systems was widely discussed in Gita Steiner’s publications and
locally the problems of education system transitions were covered by
Belyavina, National Human Development Report 2007, Khachatryan,
Manukyan!” etc.). Apart from formalities, sparkles of changes that can be
detected regarding the dialogical and non-hierarchal setup are rather bottom-
up transitions coming from students, sometimes from parents too, which is
unwelcome by the teachers and some part of parents too.

The empirical data with rather a small sample already shows quite a
few roles and identities that have nothing to do with teaching but keep the
teacher identity in it.

One of them is the role of a neighbor and a mate living in the same
town or village. Mostly the other members of a town or a village keep using
the plural, respectful form of pronouns as vocatives when referring to
teachers, using either the full form that children use, which is mainly
“comrade (phytin)” and the family name together or just the family name of
the teacher/former teacher. During an interview an in-service teacher in her
late sixties expressed her contentment about the fact that nobody from the
village ever called her by name, they always use the “respectful” vocatives
and call her by her family name. This form of communication is to indicate
that there is an ever-present teacher identity in every relationship in public.

For younger generation of teachers, keeping that status in other forms
of relationships can be more challenging as children today tend to treat young

16 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed: 30th Anniversary Edition (Bloomsbury
Publishing USA, 2014), Bell Hooks, Teaching Critical Thinking: Practical Wisdom
(Routledge, 2013).

17 Narek Manukyan, “6 The Reform of the General Education System in Armenia: Education
Policy Borrowing in a State of Democratization and Transitional Institutional Capacity,” in
Tectum — Ein Verlag in Der Nomos Verlagsgesellschaft eBooks, 2019, 77-100,
Khachatryan, Serob, Petrosyan, Silva, Terzyan, Gayane. Assessment of teacher professional
development and educational content in the context of general education reforms in
Armenia. 2013, Belyavina et al. “4 Study on Recruitment, development and salaries of
Teachers in Armenia.” International Education Policy studies. 2009.
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teachers as equals. On the one hand it is a beneficial position for a young
teacher to be standing in a less distant place and be more accepted by the
children. It helps them have better control over the situation and makes it
easier to do their job in the classroom. On the other hand, this equality and
loss of hierarchy takes away the special status that they have.

«Ophlouly bu wnbnugh &, Gpp np pupu ol qughu  Bpklnpwi,
pllpubnupupn pd wpwlbunblpu npunad B jhimad, wwh we jhimad, np
phwlwlwpwp qquunwbmd B, wwh w jhinod, np dnnwinad kb, np pnt
phmlm bGu: Qpunkl, np phnln bu, puyg dnnwbimd b, np... Quod '
lpuplah, Juy sniih, np pypnghg nnupu b, hjnlw L gne wjunh pliq phidig
wwhliu, np phyniblgh piah: Opowmwbipp dhom fw I pypngnol, Il nypnghg
nnipu»:

“For instance, I am local, and when I go outside into the village in the
evening, my students are of course outside and at times they act more
vigilant, at times they forget that I am present. They know that I am there,
but they forget that... I tell them that they can’t behave that way, it doesn’t
matter that we are outside the school, they ought to behave in an acceptable
way. We are always at work inside or outside the school”.

Syunik, male, deputy head teacher without Soviet time teaching
experience.

Another aspect of life that is effected by teacher identity is the family
life. When paying attention, we can notice the families of teachers in each
school. There are families where almost every adult member of the family
has chosen to become a teacher, often working in the same school as other
family members. To the question about the career choice, I happened to learn
that many of them do not consider it a choice. Instead, they view it as a
natural life decision and they haven’t even considered any career path other
than becoming teachers. Along with the economic or other possible reasons
behind this phenomenon, it clearly shows that professional identity is of a
central importance inside the family. Some of the interviews I conducted for
this research took place in teachers’ apartments. One of them was a history
teacher and a school principal who has spent his entire life in school in
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various positions, his wife, daughter, and daughter-in-law were teachers as
well. Their entire apartment from corridor to the bedroom was decorated
with photos, diplomas and other items indicating professional success
together with photos of his children and grandchildren. The same can be seen
in the social media profiles, where most posts are about family and career
intertwined. Similarly, Weber and Mitchell citing Britzman and Elbaz
discuss how teachers were viewed depersonalized and interchangeable with
the subjects they teach but on the other hand, their identity is static, existing
outside time and unchanging'®. This academic conversation comes to support
the idea that all other identity markers go in line with the professional self.

However vividly we can see that professional identity is present in
most aspects of life, together with the popularization of child-centered,
dialogical approach to education, these tendencies are gradually fading too.
Considering the age of the informants, the tendency to have an overly
dominant professional identity is less noticeable among younger teachers
whereas the Soviet generation teachers have rather unchanged positions on
their elite status. The working environment and peer influences make the
process of breaking the hierarchy even slower inside the community. When
speaking with young or middle-aged teachers, we can notice the
controversies of trying to be accepted and understood by children during a
one-on-one interaction. Meanwhile, the public interactions become
problematic as in this case the teacher strives to preserve the formality and
draw the lines and appropriate distance from the students.

In rural communities generally there are multiple occasions when
teachers and students appear in the same area outside the school, in an
informal setting. At times it happens to be really challenging to handle such
situations because losing formality might mean opening space for
vulnerability. Some teachers believe that losing informality is an impedance
for losing respect.

dundwbiuly w Enly, np wubklp Eplpuwb dimu spnpngnud w Enly, nk plq
hwquiphg Ukl w wlublnud, dh whqudd wluunbblpn mwbnod Bh, np onip
wwgh, wmuanhlh poubingen, whgly Ehip fuwbnyeh dninny, wunid w' nuanp,

18 Mitchell, “That’s funny, you don’t look like a teacher! : interrogating images and identity
in popular culture.”
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pllplp <mfhwbbihupwbp jup hnflpp wwbmad w, gnip v Qund w' hu, pu
Dl we wbmad, hbph By we dhg ddwl dhwpn we i, gnpd w wimod: Quiplugly
En, wounad we hw”, hlph By wonkilg gnpd wibmid: ypngnid pliq inkulmid w
luuvynadngy, glunkd, hpw huwddwup whunynp we: Pugg nue puy w, np Gplhuud
pnlihg w mwona:

<wt, bu oflqpponad bh fmpmpu Gplfuughi wuwhmdd Bh, hluwe gloulip inmd,
lnbubilsp, Ullip fnanud, wwulpmpn nuoanupuuih Sl wyy wgohly Eyuf, wouunf” u
quipilwgu, phlilp Ulungwibly, wund we mypngnad, by opl by nbg w bnly Gplnu
al nply hlshg dklp hpuds, wumd we ypngnul bppuwd swp, Bypud fufian, winkm
nlg w funpupl wud” dniup-wniuh, wumd w' by g'p Bp: (e Hylg w nypng,
Dbt puily, v puthipy op nuwpudimd gy dwiupl funuwgly we:

There have been times when a pupil was across the street, well they
see you rarely. Once I was taking the livestock to give them water, the
grandmother’s store, we passed by the store, he/she said, “Grandma, does
Ynker (lit. friend, comrade) Hovhannisyan take the cows for water?” and
[the grandma] says, “of course he does, he is a person like you, he does
work.” The kid was surprised, “really? Is he doing that sort of work as
well?” At school they see you in a suit, I know, it is unusual. But it is good
that the kid is thinking in that manner. Yes and recently, I was taking care of
my nephew/niece, we will see him/her when we get home. A girl from tenth
grade came and said that she was surprised. She was saying, “Mr.
Mkrtchyan, at school,” it happened so that I gave a low mark to her on that
day, she says, “at school you are so strict how come here you are so gentle
with the child, is this you?” And then she came to school, dear Ashkhen, and
for a couple of days this was talked about in class.

ol phd Ypwe B ophluunly phpnad, happ wpnbl wkubdnd w, np dbp
hwpliwbi w, ophluuly, np hlph b w ulhg gnpd w wilnid, pf huddwp B
niunigsh pubp, hupnn w upouy B dvaednid, puyg Ypupupn wih niunighsh
w, np bl inbuly B nuypngnd plopuadap jygen dwid, glinlighly, hnpnnipulud
hwqlfwod, hwidwaw7i skp, Wikl pwih, hpnp nkig w, puyg nni glmd bu,
hwpliwd niumghsp hlil w, gndf w dwppoid I wypl, b wgph, wpnbil np nm
wiulbiu munighs, pn dnn quynt w In niunighsp, np npne nuypngnid inkuly bu
gl np pnplgpny -



62 ¢ ASHKHEN HAKOBYAN

1 will bring the example on myself, he/she[the student] sees that, for
example, our neighbor also does this kind of work, for me the thing about a
teacher is that... and maybe I am wrong about this, but I think that a
teacher’s character is what I have seen at school for seven hours only, good-
looking, properly dressed, don’t you agree, dear Ashkhen, it’s really the
case, but when you go and see that the neighbor is there cleaning the farm
and so on, then when you say a teacher, you will have that image of a teacher
that you have seen at school, with new clothes.

Syunik, male, deputy head teacher without Soviet time teaching
experience.

Conclusion

The problems of teacher identity, particularly that this aspect of self is
dominant and present in other aspects, was discussed in this article in general
terms. This was an attempt to indicate the problem in general. However, each
of the reasons behind this problem needs to be discussed and studied in
separate research. Some of these issues are to understand how it works for
teachers being a mother or wife when they are teachers for everybody
around. Moreover, how things change when their children study at the same
school where they teach. Another interesting part is the public interactions
and how they change when the teachers contact their present or former
students, and the parents of their students. It is also obvious that there have
been changes in the past decades and those changes often refer to the younger
generations of teachers, while most perceptions stay the same for the teachers
with 30 years plus experience. We can notice how people who are no longer
students keep using family names when referring to their former teachers,
while it is more common to use the first names when communicating with
younger teachers. These and many other specific issues need to be studied to
have a full picture and a deeper understanding of the culture that dominates
in one of the most important and inclusive spheres of society, the public
schools of Armenia.
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