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Abstract
Although the heritage concept was introduced to the language field in the 1970s, it has attracted little interest until relatively recently. But heritage is a human factor which has the potential to significantly influence teacher identity and teaching practice, and the study reported in this article aimed to investigate this issue. The participants included a group of teachers, born abroad, but who had returned to their heritage environment to teach English. They were asked to complete a questionnaire, followed up by interviews. When compared, results indicated that, although some problem areas were noted, the teachers were generally positive about their heritage background, especially since it enabled them to use code switching to clarify meaning and that they could approach their students’ difficulties on a human level with empathy based on their own experience. Implications of these findings are suggested, for both the immediate and wider contexts, as well as directions for further research into this important but neglected topic.
Introduction and review of literature

The importance of language learner identity is now well-established, with Norton’s (1997) seminal work stimulating decades of subsequent research by numerous scholars (e.g., Hajar, 2017). In contrast, interest in teacher identity has emerged more slowly. Although Connelly and Clandinin’s (1999) influential edited volume on teacher identity was published only two years after Norton’s work, the field did not gain comparable momentum until much later (e.g., Barkhuizen, 2017: Barkhuizen & Mendieta, 2020).

Teacher identity is now recognized as a multifaceted and dynamic construct that encompasses how teachers perceive themselves and are perceived by others (e.g. Tajeddin & Yazan, 2024). It is not a fixed characteristic, but an evolving trait influenced by pre-service education, in-service teaching experiences, and broader sociocultural influences. Teachers actively negotiate their roles and self-concepts in response to geographical location, institutional requirements, cultural expectations, and pedagogical demands. This negotiation often involves tensions between personal beliefs and professional obligations, especially in multilingual or multicultural settings. In other words, teacher identity is both “context-sensitive and agency-driven” (Lord, 2023, p.120).

One dimension of teacher identity that remains under-researched is the development of identity among teachers with heritage backgrounds. The human factor of heritage (introduced in Canada in 1977 through the Ontario Heritage Languages Program) initially attracted limited scholarly attention. When it did begin to attract interest, research focused primarily on learners, examining how heritage languages and cultures influence language acquisition, motivation, and identity formation (e.g., Gavriilidou et al., 2024). Only recently has the field begun to explore how heritage shapes teacher identity and, in turn, influences pedagogical practice (e.g., Doğlu & Griffiths, 2025).

Heritage encompasses more than just language; it includes cultural practices, values, and traditions such as food preferences, family structures, behavioural norms, and ceremonial customs such as weddings and funerals (e.g. Fatima & Nadeem, 2025). These human elements of heritage are deeply embedded in personal identity and can significantly influence a teacher’s worldview, classroom interactions, and pedagogical choices. Teachers with heritage backgrounds may experience a dual positioning, and this duality can foster empathy and intercultural competence (e.g., Gubar, 2023).

Edwards and Edwards (2016) underscore the importance of reflective practice in navigating these complexities. They argue that teachers must critically examine how their heritage informs their evolving professional selves in order to promote inclusive and culturally appropriate pedagogy. Understanding the interplay between heritage and identity is crucial for supporting effective teaching practice. 
	 

The study

The study reported in this article aimed to investigate the question of how heritage background affects teacher identity and teaching practice. In order to gather data on this question, six teachers with a heritage background who were currently teaching English in North Cyprus (where Turkish is the dominant language) were purposively selected. All the participants had Turkish Cypriot heritage, were born in English-speaking environments (UK or Australia), and they all considered their heritage language to be Turkish. Biographical details (using pseudonyms) are as follows: 
1. Mehmet was a 25-year-old male, born in UK, with 2 years teaching experience
2. Hüseyin was a 34-year-old male, born in UK, with 13 years teaching experience
3. Yonca was a 23-year-old female, born in UK, with 1.5. years teaching experience
4. Mustafa was a 32-year-old male, born  in  Australia, 10 years teaching experience
5. Melek was a 50-year-old female, born in UK, with 25 years teaching experience
6. Ebru was a 36-year-old female, born in UK, more than 10 years teaching experience 
As can be seen from the above, participants were varied in terms of gender, age and teaching experience. It was hoped that this variety would enable the collection of representative data from different perspectives. 

Participants were first sent an open-ended questionnaire by email. They were asked to write answers to the questions about themselves, their background and the effect on their teacher identity and practice with as much detail as they could and then re-send the completed questionnaire to the researchers. This was analysed thematically and several additional questions which arose from the analysis were added for the purpose of the semi-structured interview, which was recorded and transcribed. The interview data were also analysed thematically, and participants’ responses compared.

Findings and discussion

Heritage background
In biographical terms, the participants ranged from 23 to 50, and there were 3 who identified as male and 3 who identified as female. They were all born in the UK with the exception of Mustafa (who was born in Australia), all had a Turkish Cypriot heritage and were able to speak Turkish as well as English. Teaching experience varied from one and a half to twenty-five years. We might say, therefore, that this relatively small sample nevertheless represented a reasonable cross-section of the target population (teachers who have a heritage language and culture).

When asked what they considered their first language (the one spoken in the home) to be, many of the participants found this a difficult question to answer, since in all cases, both English and Turkish were spoken in the home, making a decision about which was the “first” difficult, and answers given were often inconsistent. For instance, Mehmet considered his first language to be Turkish, whereas for Hüseyin and Ebru it was English, and Yonca, Mustafa and Melek answered both Turkish and English. In other words, we might say that half of the participants found it impossible to nominate a single “first” language, a difficulty also noted by Diaz (2014). 

All the participants stated that their heritage language was Turkish with varying levels of self-reported proficiency. Hüseyin, Yonca, and Melek reported high proficiency levels in both Turkish and English, using phrases such as “very fluent”, “strongly proficient” and “perfectly proficient”. Other than these participants, Mustafa stated that he believed he was proficient in his heritage language, but his grammar and vocabulary were sometimes faulty, and he believed he was much more proficient in English, as he had lived most of his life surrounded by English in Australia. Ebru believed she was equal in speaking and listening in both languages, but she thought she was better in reading and writing in English, since she had learned these in school. Mehmet sometimes found himself having difficulties with grammar both in English and in Turkish. Also, due to his shy and perfectionist personality, he sometimes felt stuck when speaking spontaneously, which he was trying to overcome by practising and speaking without fear of making mistakes. Variable proficiency levels among heritage speakers are also noted by Gavriilidou et al. (2024). 

Although not always accorded high priority in language learning, the importance of pragmatics has recently been attracting more attention (e.g. Tajeddin & Alemi, 2020). Mehmet, Hüseyin, Yonca, Melek and Ebru believed they had equal pragmatic competence in both languages, whereas Mustafa felt he had pragmatic competence in English, but he did not have it that much in Turkish because he had lived most of his life in Australia, where the Turkish community is not large. This suggests that exposure and usage play an important role when it comes to using the language in social and communicative contexts. Mustafa heard his heritage language at home from his parents, but he did not have enough input in Australia. Therefore, we can see that even though he believed himself to be proficient in his heritage language, he was much more proficient in English, which was the dominant language of the country he was living in and to which he was exposed. 

Participants’ family backgrounds were similar but not entirely the same. For five of them, both their parents were Turkish Cypriot, but Hüseyin’s mother was Turkish Cypriot and his father was English. They were all born into families which adhered to greater or lesser extents to Turkish language and culture. Although some of the participants do not give an exact time, Yonca was only 1.5 years old when her family decided to return to North Cyprus and Ebru was 12. Reasons for the move vary from jobs, to parents’ divorce, to just “wanted to”. We can see, then, that although the participants share a common Turkish Cypriot heritage, in other ways there were variations, an issue also discussed by Pavlou et al. (2024). 

The participants had varied experiences adapting to the Turkish Cypriot environment, largely influenced by their backgrounds. Mehmet and Yonca, having relocated at a very young age, had no difficulty with integration. Similarly, Hüseyin’s adaptation was smooth due to his mother’s Turkish Cypriot heritage and support, while Melek’s upbringing in a home with two cultures helped her navigate the transition with ease. In contrast, Mustafa faced challenges, as his expectations about adaptation were challenged by the diverse populations he encountered in North Cyprus when he had expected a more homogeneous environment. Ebru also struggled, finding North Cyprus very different from the UK, and also experiencing difficulties with settling into her father’s family after her parent’s divorce. Despite this, most participants (4 of the 6 or 66% ) reported few if any difficulties, primarily due to their early exposure to Turkish Cypriot language and culture or existing family connections. However, for others, the process proved more complex, highlighting how personal background shapes acculturation experiences, as noted by Anderson (1994). 

Teacher identity

Participants indicated that there were several points of their background which affected their identity as a teacher. According to Mehmet, being born in London and raised in an English-speaking environment had earned him the benefit of having a clearer pronunciation, the advantages of which have long been recognised in terms of intelligibility (e.g. Jenkins, 2007). When compared to other teachers, Mehmet felt his good pronunciation was an advantage in terms of his own self-confidence and employability. Yonca and Ebru also mentioned the importance of good pronunciation, especially when trying to find a job, when native-like English is often preferred. Hüseyin thought similarly: his bilingual background and knowledge of the language gave him an obvious advantage in terms of English teacher identity.

Most of the participants thought that having a heritage language and/or culture could only be an advantage. They said that knowing two languages and cultures, and being able to establish good relationships with their Turkish students were all advantages, and it contributed positively to their identity as teachers in a Turkish-speaking environment.

Only Ebru said that although she believed there were many advantages, there were also some disadvantages. These included the expectations of institutions, which tended to expect more from bilingual teachers, perhaps in terms of providing translation or editing services, which could be time-consuming, usually unpaid, and often taken for granted and unappreciated. Also problematic could be attitudes of other teachers, who sometimes thought that their bilingual colleagues had not worked as hard for their teaching position because their language came fluently and naturally and because there was often a bias in favour of teachers who could be seen as native speakers of the target language. 

Teaching practice

Two main issues arose in response to the question of teaching practice. These were language choice and empathy. 

The participants varied in terms of language choice when teaching, another issue which has been much debated over the years. One perspective was that code switching or translanguaging (e.g. Treffers-Daller, 2024) was fine when teaching because it could help students to better understand the subject being taught. Mehmet was one of the participants who had this perspective. Although the institution where he was working had an English-only policy, he found he had to switch to the students’ L1 (Turkish) sometimes because he had students who could not understand English. Yonca agreed: she used English most of the time because of school policy, but sometimes she switched to Turkish for her Turkish students, and she believed giving students the direct translation helped them to better understand English and ease frustrations. Mustafa and Melek had similar thoughts. Their choice was to speak mainly English in class, but they were flexible in code switching from time to time in order to help their students understand material with which they struggled if it was only presented in a language with which they were still not fully familiar. Ebru also said she code switches and used translations with her older students, but she preferred not to do that with her younger ones since they had the ability to pick up the language naturally without needing code switching or translations. 

The second perspective was that code switching or translanguaging was not a good practice, especially in a foreign language environment, as it took away what was often the only opportunity for students to hear and use the target language. Hüseyin had this perspective: he believed code switching was not a good thing. His language preference during class time was English only, partly because it was the number one rule of the institute where he worked, and also the school environment was the only time the students were able to speak in English, since when they left the classroom they spoke Turkish again. Therefore, in order not to lose that opportunity, he avoided code switching. 

Another problem mentioned with code switching between English and Turkish was that it disadvantages those students who do not speak either language as an L1. In the case of the environment of the present study, by far the majority of the students spoke Turkish, but there were also a few others (e.g. Russian, Iranian, Kazak, Malian, etc.). In their cases, switching from English to Turkish was no help, indeed it may just have compounded their problems. This situation needed to be treated with care and sensitivity by the teacher. 

Several of the participants also mentioned the issue of empathy, long recognised as an important feature of successful learning (e.g. Guiora et al., 1972; Kariman, 2022), which their background had helped them to develop since they were able to exactly understand their students. Yonca believed that she became more tolerant of other cultures and different languages because of her own experience, and this made her a more understanding and empathetic teacher because she had experienced two different cultures and languages herself from a young age. Mustafa also could relate to different cultures, as he was used to two cultures, and because of this, he was able to better understand not only his Turkish students but also his foreign students and share his knowledge with them more effectively. Melek likewise pointed out the emotional benefit of her background; she said being raised in two cultures had earned her the benefits of having wider understanding of multi-cultural students and appreciating their mind-sets, mannerisms, behaviour, religion, and also the topics they were interested in, thereby contributing positively to her teaching practice. 

Implications

According to the results of this study, teachers with a heritage background are generally positive about the effect of their heritage on their teacher identity. They find that it provides confidence in their language ability in both languages (especially with regard to pronunciation), and this, in turn is advantageous in terms of gaining employment. Being fluent in most of their students’ first language enables them to communicate easily. In addition, their experience of acquiring two languages enables them to be empathetic towards the stresses their students are experiencing since they have been through the same difficulties themselves. 

A number of implications can be drawn from these results, both for the immediate environment of the current study and also for language teaching contexts more broadly. These include the idea that teachers who have a heritage background should be encouraged to value this background in terms of its potential to support students. It is also valuable in terms of bilingual teachers’ potential to act as inspirational role models of successful bilingual learners, and to provide empathy in a way which is only possible because of their shared cultural and linguistic background and experience.

Clear implications of practices such as code switching and translanguaging are difficult to draw, given the conflicting views on the subject. Clearly, however, most of the teachers in this study do use such practices to a greater or lesser extent. Although it is not possible to give a clear right or wrong answer to this question, perhaps we can say that teachers should be made aware of the issues so that they can make informed decisions according to their own students and contexts.

The results of the study suggest that institutional and collegial expectations of bilingual teachers should be adjusted to provide a fair and realistic working environment for all teachers. Merely because bilinguals speak more than one language does not mean that their teacher education courses were any less arduous, nor does it mean that their services as translators or editors should be taken for granted. 

The issues noted above (and, perhaps others) need to be dealt with at both pre-service and in-service education levels. They are needed at pre-service level to help establish a proactive mindset so that when new teachers encounter these issues in the “real” classroom, they are already prepared and therefore in a better position to make appropriate decisions. They are needed at in-service level, firstly to refresh teachers’ knowledge of the issues, and also to keep teachers up-to-date with new theories and research findings which are constantly evolving.  

Suggestions for ongoing research

As noted above, the question of heritage background and how it affects teacher identity and practice is very under-researched, so almost any studies on the subject have the potential to add useful information to the limited current knowledge on the topic. In particular, perhaps, researchers might care to investigate the following:
1. The current study was conducted among English language teachers with a heritage background in North Cyprus where Turkish is the dominant language and culture. But the issue also exists in many other contexts. Are results obtained in these other contexts similar or different?
2. Because there were very few teachers who fulfilled the criteria for the study (Turkish Cypriot heritage teachers born in an English-speaking environment and teaching English in North Cyprus), participants were limited. More generalizable results could be obtained with a larger participant pool
3. Implications are drawn above for pre-service and in-service education. But how, precisely, should such education be conducted? What, exactly, would be included? How would it be delivered?
4. The study reported here was essentially qualitative and employed an open-ended questionnaire followed by interviews. Other methodologies such as Likert-scale questionnaires, think alouds, mixed methods, etc. might add interesting new perspectives. 
5. And, of course, at this point in history, we cannot avoid considering the effect of artificial intelligence. Intuitively, there seems to be no particular reason to believe that AI affects bilingual teachers any more than other teachers, but is this the case? Bilinguals have, after all, already had a greater cognitive load to shoulder than monolinguals, and it is possible that they might therefore struggle more with AI than their monolingual colleagues, who possibly have more memory space still available. AI is currently so new that there are multiple questions waiting to be answered, and the relationship of AI to bilingualism could be an interesting direction to pursue.

Conclusion

This study aimed to investigate the human factor of heritage and how it affects teacher identity and teaching practice. Results indicated that although participants were similar in terms of their heritage, in other ways they were different from each other. They had varied family backgrounds, differing language proficiency levels in both languages, differing levels of pragmatic competence, and diverse experiences of adaptation to their heritage environment. 

Most of the participants thought that their heritage exerted a positive influence in terms of their teacher identity, especially with respect to their pronunciation, employability and relationships with students. Only one participant, although generally positive, mentioned institutional demands and collegial attitudes as potential negatives. 


As for teaching practice, the main issues raised were regarding empathy and code switching or translanguaging. In the interests of comprehensibility, most of the participants said they used code switching at times, even though most teaching institutions preferred their teachers to use English only. Only one participant said he avoided code switching and preferred a target language only policy since it maximised exposure to the TL in a non-TL environment. Mention was also made of the fact that using the local language disadvantaged foreign students who do not speak the local language.

The article concludes by outlining the implications of heritage for both teaching practice and teacher education, both in the immediate context of the study and beyond. Recommendations are also made for future research. At the time of writing, the intersection of the human factor of heritage background with teacher identity and pedagogical practice remains insufficiently explored. It is hoped that forthcoming studies will take up this important and so far relatively neglected area of inquiry.	
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