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Chapter 12

Using Autoethnography
to Engage in Critical
Inquiry in TESOL.:

A Tool for Teacher Learning and Reflection

Qinghua Liu
USC, USA

ABSTRACT

In this chapter, the author proposes using the qualitative research method of autoethnography to improve
one’s practice in teaching English to students of other languages (TESOL). This chapter first includes an
overview of autoethnography followed by discussion of evidence-based practices and learning activities
that apply the methodology. The chapter then explores the method through a case study involving the author
and her son. Through this autoethnography account, the author demonstrates the process of collecting,
analyzing, and interpreting autobiographical data to gain a deeper understanding of ourselves and our
students. The case demonstrates how intersectionalities, including race and gender, have an impact on
the learning experiences. In this way, this protocol has methodological and pedagogical implications
for TESOL praxis. This chapter finally discusses the implications of this methodology in TESOL as a
viable qualitative research methodology to gain new insights and understandings for TESOL educators.

INTRODUCTION

The number of both students and teachers within the Teaching English to Speakers of Other Language
(TESOL) field continues to grow around the world. Educators and scholars in TESOL are in constant
pursuit of more robust research and teaching methodologies to serve a widening array of students. For
example, Cumming (1994) proposed applying descriptive, interpretive, and ideological orientations as
alternative methodologies in TESOL research; and Eisenhart (2001) suggested that educators needed more
critical methodologies and research protocols to address teaching and learning environments, including
multi-layered social, cultural, and political contexts. Anderson (2006) argued that autoethnography is
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an important element in a complete qualitative social research agenda. Chang (2008) further claimed
that through autoethnography, educators could collect, analyze, and interpret their own autobiographical
data to gain a cultural understanding of the connectivity between self and others. These and other works
show the potential benefit of applying autoethnography as educational professionals. The questions then
become, how can TESOL graduate students or educators apply the autoethnography method in TESOL
teaching and research? Are there accessible protocols to guide the use of this method? And, how can
autoethnography help to deepen educators’ understandings of themselves and their students?

This chapter reviews autoethnography and the related concepts of positionality, intersectionality, and
reflexivity. Next, the chapter introduces a protocol for how to conduct autoethnographic research for a
novice English Language Teacher (ELT) with no previous knowledge of autoethnography. Then a portrait
of practice describes two research experiences, and how the author’s intersectionality, including race and
gender roles, mutually impacted her positionality, as a Chinese, female graduate student, mother, and
minoritized woman. This chapter employs intersectionality as an overarching interpretive framework to
make sense of the author’s autoethnographic research experiences as a TESOL female graduate student
and Chinese mother in the United States. Commonly, sources of discrimination and oppression in society,
education, and the workplace involve combinations of two or more social identities, such as race and
gender (Crenshaw, 1991). This chapter also explores how the different positionalities from the author
impact teaching and student learning. Finally, it also explores critical praxis within TESOL by connect-
ing internal and personal experiences with outward social and cultural experiences and exposing one’s
vulnerable self and “multiple layers of consciousness” (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, p. 739). In this way, this
chapter has personal and pedagogical implications for other ELT.

AUTOETHNOGRAPHY

Anthropologists and sociologists have been writing and using autoethnography since colonial periods. The
term ethnography comes from the Greek words ethnos, which means people and graphei, which means
to write. As one kind of qualitative method, ethnography differs from positivistic inquiry, which often
tests hypotheses to find them true or false, as it does not require a hypothesis to begin the research. As
Hughes (1992) stated, ethnography can provide comprehensive insights about the cultures, interactions,
lives, families, and perspectives of a particular group of people. Ethnography grew from anthropology,
when researchers such as Malinowski and Boas were “immersing” themselves in fieldwork for a long
period and getting a comprehensive understanding of the culture and interaction between people. These
early ethnographies often focused on people and cultures subjugated under colonialism.

Autoethnography adds to the root terms of ethno and graph auto, which refers to self (Canagarajah,
2012). Chang (2008) also points out that autoethnography is grounded in ethnography and, as a self-
narrative, has “self-transformative potential” (Chang, 2008, p. 54) to support a deeper cultural under-
standing of both self and others. The major difference between ethnography and autoethnography is
that the researcher is the insider in the research in an autoethnography, instead of “trying to become an
insider” as in an ethnography (Duncan, 2004, p. 3).

Autoethnography has proliferated and used within various fields to explore diverse topics, such as
cultural identity, health, nursing, and education (Chang, 2008). Specifically, scholars have published
various works to conceptualize autoethnography within education. Amongst the scholarship, there are
extensive discussions about the theoretical and methodological perspectives of educational autoethnogra-
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