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How students with dyslexia are positioned by their language teachers and what roles teachers 
assume when working with this group of students have rarely been investigated. In this study, 
using positioning theory as a theoretical framework and collecting data by means of an in-
depth semi-structured interview and lesson observations, which were subsequently coded, 
we enquired about the positioning of 10 in-service Croatian primary and secondary school 
teachers. We wanted to know how teacher participants positioned students with dyslexia and 
how they positioned themselves towards this group of students. The analysis revealed that 
participants expressed positive attitudes, whereas their positioning was diverse. Participants 
positioned themselves as caring teachers and teachers of all learners. By recognising various 
learner needs, they created an inclusive learning environment by adapting teaching approaches 
and providing accommodations. However, this caring resulted in emotion labour, with both 
emotional costs and rewards. These results imply that teaching students with dyslexia may be 
challenging, and we hope that discussing teacher positioning in this context can help educators 
better understand teacher agency when working with students with SpLDs.
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Introduction

Positioning theory allows for describing processes of "conversations of speech and action that are labile, 
contestable and ephemeral" (Harré & Moghaddam, 2015, p. 229). It has been used as a theoretical framework in 
education and applied linguistics research in the past decade (Kayi-Aydar & Miller, 2018), yet, it is still recent 
and limited in its applications (Kayi-Aydar, 2019). With the growing focus on the teacher (Mercer & Kostoulas, 
2018), investigating teacher positioning is important because students’ engagement in the class and the 
content of the lesson may depend on it. Through teacher positioning, students will see how they fit in the 
classroom (Hazari et al., 2015).

Positioning can be approached from two perspectives. The first one is intentional self-positioning, that is 
"reflexive positioning in which one positions oneself", viewing the world from a specific position, which further 
guides how individuals act and what roles they choose to play in a given context (Davies & Harré, 1990, p. 48). 
It is displayed in the individual’s different discursive practices, which reflect one’s "thoughts, feelings, 
intentions, plans" (Harré & van Langenhove, 1999, p. 5). Teachers can either position themselves as teachers 
for students with various needs or as teachers who focus on regular students, and the position they have chosen 
will guide their interactive approaches with students (Yoon, 2008). However, using positioning as an analytical 
tool helps researchers and teachers identify learning opportunities that are crucial for second language 
students (Kayi-Aydar, 2014).

The other perspective is interactive positioning, "in which what one person says positions another" (Davies & 
Harré, 1990, p. 48). However, one’s utterances, actions, and thoughts have "a variety of meaning depending on 
who is using it, where, and for what" (Harré & Moghaddam, 2015, p. 230). Thus, interactive positioning may be 

Kałdonek-Crnjaković, A., & Fišer, Z. (2021). Teacher Positioning and Students 
with Dyslexia: Voices of Croatian EFL teachers. Journal of Language and 
Education, 7(3), xxx-xxx. https://doi.org/10.17323/jle.2021.11561

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:a.kaldonek2@uw.edu.pl
https://jle.hse.ru/article/view/11561
https://jle.hse.ru/article/view/11561


145

TEACHER POSITIONING AND STUDENTS WITH DYSLEXIA

implicitly or explicitly precarious because of its potential negative effect (Sabat, 2003). In the classroom setting, 
teachers can assume numerous clustered positions (Soreide, 2006), and the teaching approaches they adopt 
position their students, either intentionally or unintentionally, in a more positive or more negative light (Yoon, 
2008). For example, in Reeves’ study (2009), the teacher participant regarded himself as a teacher of all students; 
yet, he refused to provide accommodations for students new to English to facilitate language learning. Foreign 
language teachers in Gkonou and Miller’s study (2019) recognised their students’ disruptive and problematic 
behaviour, not as something adverse, but as a sign of anxiety. They responded by employing anxiety-mitigating 
learning and teaching strategies and providing a range of adjustments and accommodations.

From the poststructural perspective, individuals’ discourses and actions are shaped by their different selves, 
and positioning is used to gauge dynamic and complex aspects of the self (Kayi-Aydar, 2015). Naturally, 
therefore, teacher positioning is also closely linked to teacher agency, which "aims to describe teachers’ efforts 
to make choices within a host of contexts" (White, 2018, p. 196); therefore, one influences the other (Kayi-
Aydar, 2015). It is thus complex and dynamic. Since agency may be mediated by many contextual factors, such 
as social, interactional, cultural, and institutional (van Lier, 2008), actions taken by the teacher may or may not 
be possible to realise (Lantolf & Thorne, 2007). In other words, the teacher exercises their agency more in one 
context but less in another one (Kayi-Aydar, 2015), and when their actions are constrained, a teacher may 
assume a reflexive position to deal with constraints (White, 2018).

However, reflexive teacher positioning is not independently constructed (van Langenhove & Harré, 1999). 
Gkonou and Miller (2019), for example, stress that teachers’ narrative accounts cannot be easily predicted even 
when teachers are regarded as caring and responsible. Teachers’ reflexive positioning will hinge on their 
personal past experiences and on the extent to which they are dependent on social norms, and how they 
construct themselves within these norms. Caring entails "attentiveness, trust, responsiveness to need, narrative 
nuance, and cultivating caring relations" (Held, 2006, p. 15). Since individuals are viewed as relational and 
interdependent, everyone involved should benefit equally (Held, 2006). According to Kumaravadivelu (2012), 
this relational approach to caring is most needed in today’s language classroom because teachers regularly face 
difficult situations that stem from individual learner differences.

Caring, closely related to labour of emotions (Gkonou & Miller, 2019; Koster, 2011), is the management of one’s 
emotions that occur in a workplace (Hochschild, 1983). Since it is present in everyday aspects of teaching 
(Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006; Koster, 2011), teachers may incur many emotional costs. These costs are 
sometimes not easily noticeable, and thus stay unrecognised. Consequently, caring may be assumed as an 
innate part of teaching, and thus considered to be effortless (Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006).

This labour allows teachers to develop their agency in light of ethical self-formation, that is ongoing efforts to 
become better teachers (Gkonou & Miller, 2019). However, from the poststructural perspective, as teacher 
emotions are shaped by personal, social, and political processes (Zembylas, 2002), this ethical self-formation 
may require teachers to control negative emotions and display only the positive ones that show caring 
(Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006) to maintain their professional identity, which may be shaped by expectations of 
workplace rules (Benesch, 2012, 2018). Thus, caring is challenging because the social situations teachers need 
to function in are very complex (Collins & Ting, 2014). As Kumaravadivelu (2012, p. 66) explains it, teachers 

"are often confronted with a seemingly difficult choice between caring about their students and abiding by rules 
they are expected to enforce." Consequently, teachers may be expected to display only organisationally favoured 
emotions. This can be mentally tiring for them and lead to their self-estrangement, depersonalisation, and 
burnout (Acheson et al., 2016; King, 2015).

Drawing further on the poststructural perspective, emotions should not be divided into positive and negative 
categories because they are "potential sources of language-teacher agency" (Benesch, 2018, p. 61). As evidenced 
by some studies (Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006; Miller & Gkonou, 2018), teachers, on the one hand, associate 
their teaching experience with frustration, anxiety, irritation, and disillusion; and on the other hand, they 
experience many positive emotions such as enthusiasm, happiness, caring, and satisfaction, which may serve 
as emotional rewards, provided their working conditions allow (Hargreaves, 2000). Therefore, Benesch (2020, p. 
39) introduced the term "emotion labour" to emphasise "the relationship between emotions and power rather 
than qualifying the labor as emotional." Emotion labour may thus serve as a source of teacher activism (Benesch, 
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2020). The term "emotion labour" has been used by many authors in their recent works on language teachers’ 
emotions (e.g. Acheson et al., 2016; Benesch, 2017; Miller & Gkonou, 2018).

Studies have showed that language teachers have been regarded as caring when they feel responsible for the 
success of all children (Kayi-Aydar, 2015), teach appropriate strategies that helped students reduce their 
language anxiety (Gkonou & Miller, 2019), motivate students to learn (Chernobilsky et al., 2015) and respond 
to their various cultural and social needs (Yoon, 2008). Thus, teaching-as-caring (Miller & Gkonou, 2018) 
considers the student as a whole; the teacher responds to their students’ academic and social needs in an 
inclusive classroom, where all children feel accepted, take risks comfortably while learning, and find common 
ground to work as a group while accepting individual differences (Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006). However, 
responding to others’ needs is never costless. It may be challenging to manage teacher anxiety that is caused by 
working conditions (Gkonou & Miller, 2019), or when it results from feelings of failure and a lack of agentic 
position, as not all students’ needs can be met in a large class (Kayi-Aydar, 2015).

Caring about the academic and social needs of those with SpLDs, such as dyslexia, can be demanding. Reading 
and writing difficulties that feature dyslexia may make learning an additional language more challenging. 
Consequently, learners with dyslexia frequently experience failure in language learning (Kormos, 2017; 
Nijakowska, 2010). These difficulties and limited successes cause a higher level of language anxiety (Piechurska-
Kuciel, 2008; Sparks & Ganschow, 1991) and lower motivation for learning languages (Kormos & Csizér, 2010) 
among learners with dyslexia. These affective factors may also be exacerbated by negative teacher attitudes 
and the use of inadequate teaching methods (Kormos et al., 2009).

The literature suggests that those who work with students with dyslexia should assume the position of a 
supportive and caring teacher. A teacher needs to recognise each student’s learning potential (Nijakowska, 
2010) by considering their strengths and weaknesses (Kormos & Smith, 2012). They need to employ appropriate 
teaching approaches and accommodations (Nijakowska, 2010) and use motivational teaching strategies 
(Kormos et al., 2009). But to do so appropriately, teachers need to have a good understanding of the nature of 
learning difficulties and how they affect additional language learning (Kormos & Kontra, 2008).

Research exploring teacher positioning in the context of dyslexia and other SpLDs is scarce. It rarely draws on 
the poststructural perspective by showing the dynamism of the complexity of teacher agency referring to 
teaching-as-caring and emotion labour. A study by Kormos and Kontra (2008) is an example. The researchers 
found that teacher participants believed that learners with dyslexia could successfully learn a foreign language 
when appropriate teaching and motivational approaches are adopted. A teacher’s caring attitude was reflected 
in their understanding of a student’s individual cognitive profile and the reasons for their misbehaving and 
lack of confidence, as well as by providing additional help and adjusting their teaching methods, for example. 
Such teacher behaviour is "enlightened" (p. 209) and thus relates to ethical self-formation, where the teacher 
makes ongoing efforts to improve their teaching practice (Gkonou & Miller, 2019). In contrast, negative teacher 
behaviour is "uninformed" (p. 209) and stems from blame, exemption, and discipline.

Considering the importance of studying teacher psychology (Mercer & Kostoulas, 2018), the recent "affective 
turn" in the interdisciplinary field of second language studies (Prior, 2019, p. 516), and the current growing 
interest in exploring language teachers’ emotions (Benesch, 2018), we believe that by examining how language 
teachers construct themselves when working with students with dyslexia, we will further our understanding 
about teacher concerns and self-efficacy beliefs.

Drawing on the methodology and findings of previous studies that examined language teacher reflections on 
constructs of self and others (Gkonou & Miller, 2019; Kayi-Aydar, 2015; Trent, 2012), this study explored the 
positioning of Croatian EFL teachers. We were also interested in whether this positioning would show teaching-
as-caring and emotion labour. The following questions were posed:

1.	 How do Croatian EFL teachers position students with dyslexia?
2.	 How do they position themselves towards this group of students?
3.	 How is teaching-as-caring revealed in their positioning?
4.	 To what extent does the teachers’ caring attitudes involve emotion labour?
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Since this is the first study that enquired about language teacher positioning of learners with dyslexia, we 
could not form any hypotheses for the first and second research questions. In contrast, regarding questions 
three and four, based on previous findings on teacher positioning, we presumed that the participants’ 
positioning would reveal teacher-as-caring and emotion labour. The former may stem from caring for an 
individual-in-need and being responsible for their progress in learning, whereas the latter may be related to 
teacher self-efficacy and working conditions.

Materials and Methods

Background information

The present study was part of a research project that aimed at investigating Croatian EFL teachers’ knowledge 
and practice in the context of teaching students with dyslexia. The participants in the project were eight 
primary and eight secondary school EFL teachers working in mainstream state-financed schools in four regions 
in Croatia. Some findings have been reported based on the data collected in lesson observations and a semi-
structured interview (Kałdonek-Crnjaković & Fišer, 2017).

Participants

The participants in this study were four Croatian EFL primary and six secondary school teachers. They were 
selected from a pool of 16 teachers that participated in the project based on a preliminary screening of 
interview transcripts. Information about the participants is summarised in Table 1. The participants’ names are 
pseudonyms; they are listed in the order of appearance in the findings section of this paper.

Table 1

Information about the participants

Pseudonym Gender Place of 
work

Work experience 
in years

1 Petar Male Primary school (PS) 8

2 Iva Female PS 1

3 Slaven Male Secondary school (SS) 9

4 Mirna Female SS 18

5 Marta Female SS 14

6 Robert Male SS 3

7 Sylvia Female SS 8

8 Monika Female PS 5

9 Dinka Female PS 12

10 Renata Female SS 19

Data collection and analysis

The participants were interviewed using a five-part questionnaire with a range of open and closed questions 
and situational tasks. Interviews lasted between 45 and 75 minutes and were conducted in Croatian and English, 
depending on participants’ preferences. The interview questions did not directly investigate teacher positioning. 
Teacher reflexive and interactive positioning was observed for ten project participants in the preliminary 
screening. Following the principles of the applied thematic analysis (Guest et al., 2012), we coded narrative 
accounts that showed how the participants positioned students with dyslexia and how they positioned 
themselves towards this group of students. Subsequently, we examined the selected narrative accounts to see 
whether teacher positioning revealed teaching-as-caring and emotion labour. The coding was performed in the 
following areas: (1) beliefs and opinions about students with dyslexia; (2) roles played and practices when 
teaching this group of students; (3) attitudes and practices that demonstrate caring when teaching students 
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with dyslexia; and (4) expressing emotions when teaching this group of students. We extended the area of the 
analysis with the second examination of the transcript because we had noticed that the reflexive positioning of 
some teacher participants referred to all students in the class. Therefore, the coding also included the context 
of the whole classroom (inclusive practices). However, the codes emerged within the same accounts illustrating 
relational positioning, which revealed teaching-as-caring and emotion labour. The following themes emerged 
as a result of the analysis: (1) students with dyslexia as successful learners and teachers as supporters of 
students’ effort; and (2) students as anxious and disengaged learners and teachers as those responsible for 
students’ well-being. These themes relate to the first two research questions that enquired about teacher 
positioning. The evidence for research questions three and four were provided when discussing the findings 
within these two themes.

Next, to triangulate the data, and on the assumption that teacher positioning is analysed not only through the 
lens of conversations but also actions (Harré & Moghaddam, 2015), including "physical cues" (Hazari et al., 
2015, p. 743), we revisited the notes taken during the lesson observations. The notes from the lesson 
observations constituted a complementary source of data to the findings yielded from the interview transcripts.

Results

Theme 1: Students with dyslexia as successful learners and teacher participants as supporters of 
students’ efforts

Many participants voiced their positive opinions about students with dyslexia and believed that they could 
learn a foreign language successfully, regardless of the difficulties they experienced, which could be alleviated 
with adequate support from the teacher. Petar said that students with dyslexia "can perform really well in 
English" and stressed that "You just need to adopt an individual approach. It’s all about the right support." Iva 
added that students with dyslexia could master English to the level comparable to their peers: "I think students 
with dyslexia can do as well as the other students. They can master all four language skills. They will struggle 
sometimes, but it’s not important. You just need to support them." Slaven said that dyslexia "is maybe a 
difficulty, and you can see that students with dyslexia struggle, for example with writing. But I think it’s 
different language perception. They see things different, and you need to take it into account when you support 
the student." Mirna recognised the difficulty in writing but strength in speaking skills in her student with 
dyslexia: "He struggles with writing; that’s for sure. Reading is not so bad, but he is pretty good at speaking. 
When we do speaking activities, he is good, he talks and works in groups. I think he can be proficient in English. 
When you provide the right support, students with dyslexia can be proficient in English."

Mirna also positioned her student with dyslexia as an engaged learner when she said that "he talks and works 
in groups." In a similar vein, Marta viewed her students with dyslexia are hard-working and motivated to learn 
English. She recognised her students’ effort by providing them with additional help and learning resources. 
Marta’s response also indicates that she needs to devote extra teaching time. Her supportive attitude reveals 
that she cares about the success of all her learners, regardless of their specific needs: "You can tell they 
[students with dyslexia] are motivated to learn English and do well in English lessons. They work hard at home. 
They ask me for additional resources to do at home. I do my best to help them improve in English. I give them 
additional tasks, reading. Sometimes, I stay after the lessons to explain what they didn’t understand during the 
lesson."

We also observed this caring attitude when Slaven told us that he supported students’ efforts by recognising 
their individual strengths: "I give positive points for good performance; what the student is good at. For 
example, one of my students with dyslexia was good at comparing English and Croatian literature and I gave 
him a point for that."

In these narrative accounts, students with dyslexia were positioned as individuals who have their strengths and 
weaknesses; and teachers, in their ethic of care, need to providing support accordingly, recognising the 
individual profile of each learner. Robert said that "not every student is the same", and thus it is important to 
understand the difficulties they experience in a specific context: "This is why you need to check what they 
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struggle with, for example, when they are doing different tasks." Yet, he also acknowledged that some teaching 
approaches might be inefficient, when he said, "Some things work, some don’t."

Likewise, Sylvia talked about her continuous attempts to understand specific students’ needs and how 
important it is for efficient support provisions. She enthusiastically commented on the approach she used 
when supporting her students with dyslexia in essay writing: "I always try to understand what specific problems 
they have and how I can help them. One of my students struggled with the structure of the essay, but I just 
explained it again on a one-to-one basis, and he started doing it correctly!"

The caring attitude of primary school teachers was revealed in their feelings of responsibility for enhancing 
students’ motivation for learning English. They recognise effort, adjust teaching approaches, and provide 
accommodations for all students. Monika’s aim is that her students with dyslexia develop a positive attitude 
towards English: "I use simple questions to motivate weaker students. I want them to answer the questions to 
show that they can say something in English. I don’t want them to start hating English."

In contrast, Dinka involves all her students in classroom activities. She includes students with dyslexia even in 
the tasks that they may struggle with. She gave an example of spelling games and stressed that it was important 
to recognise an attempt: "This may not be by the rules, but I like to give a prize to pupils who guess the right 
spelling of the words. I reward them with an A grade, and then everyone tries to guess the right spelling of the 
word … I hear all kinds of attempts, but for me, it’s important that my students take part in the lesson."

Petar told us about adjusting teaching materials and the importance of engaging parents. His attitude shows 
that supporting a student with dyslexia should go beyond the teaching process that happens in the classroom 
setting: "Teachers should see the student as an individual, use different resources depending on the students’ 
needs, for example, eliminate busy pages for those with reading difficulties; parents should be included as well, 
for example, how they can support their child at home."

We gathered more evidence for these teachers’ teaching-as-caring while observing their lessons. Slaven 
provided an additional explanation. Monika and Mirna differentiated questions and praised every attempt their 
students made. Dinka asked the class to spell the words they had learned in the previous lesson in their books 
then walked around the class and provided constructive feedback, whereas Petar stayed after his class and 
talked to the parent of his student with dyslexia, showing what materials had been covered in the class and 
commenting on the student’s performance.

However, regarding accommodations, some participants believed that it was paramount to discuss their 
provision with students. Also, students with dyslexia should be given a choice as to whether to engage in 
classroom activities. Slaven provides "accommodations only if the student wants"; he thinks that "it’s important 
because if you don’t ask, the student can feel uncomfortable." Mirna, on the other hand, makes dictation 
optional in her class, and if the student decides to do so, she negotiates marking: "I don’t force them to do 
dictation tasks if they don’t wish. If they decide to write a dictation, I ask them if they are happy with the grade 
they got. If not, I don’t write the grade down."

These narrative accounts show that students with dyslexia are seen as partners with whom the teacher should 
have an ongoing discussion about how and when specific needs should be accommodated. In contrast, the lack 
of such a partnership would show a careless teacher attitude.

Further on accommodations, some teacher participants stressed the importance of their purposefulness and 
beneficial effects. They talked about how certain accommodations might affect the student once they leave 
school. Mirna told us about her attitude on adjusting classroom activities. She thinks that focusing on listening 
and speaking may affect the performance of students with dyslexia on final school exams.

"I know that students with dyslexia should learn through listening and speaking, but in the real world, they 
need to read and write. I assess them orally when we do tasks in the classroom, but exams need to be done in 
writing, so I need to prepare them for that."
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Robert also thinks about his students beyond the classroom. He said: "I don’t print work for my students with 
dyslexia on colour paper because no one outside the classroom would do it for them. I need to prepare them for 
what awaits them when they leave school." He added that it was important to help students with dyslexia 
develop effective strategies: "I usually use the resources that are already available. I want that my students can 
manage authentic materials. They have to come up with a strategy, how to handle the material if it is too 
difficult for them. This is what they will need to do when they leave school."

Mirna’s and Robert’s attitudes may seem severe and uninvolved, but it actually shows caring about students’ 
success in the future, beyond the scope of the language learning curriculum. These teacher participants feel 
that by restricting accommodations, they prepare their students for what awaits them once they finish school; 
when they need to function in a less protective environment.

When talking about providing accommodations and making adjustments for students with dyslexia such as 
printing recourses on tinted paper or enlarging font size, many participants stressed financial issues. These 
issues, as expressed by Iva, bring about barriers to effective teaching: "I know that for some of my students a 
text with larger font size or on tinted paper would be beneficial, but my school doesn’t provide paper other 
than white. We have a copy machine and a printer here in the school, but we can’t use them, like, you know, for 
everyday stuff; and they are often jammed. It is so frustrating! If I want to do additional copying, I would need 
to pay for it myself. And it’s not right. It’s really disappointing."

Iva’s narrative account shows that a lack of appropriate resources in the workplace may cost the teacher 
emotionally as it can be a source of disappointment and frustration. Iva is aware of the accommodations her 
students with dyslexia need, but her agency is limited by external factors. She could overcome this obstacle; 
however, she seems unwilling to use her private funds.

Theme 2: Students as anxious and disengaged learners and teachers as those responsible for students’ 
well-being

Participants also recognised anxiety among their students with dyslexia. Petar, for example, talked about the 
physical signs of stress his student with dyslexia experienced at school and how he tried to mitigate it: "I can 
tell that school is stressful for him. For example, he bites his nails, he is silent during lessons, rarely smiles. 
He’s shy, he doesn’t have many friends. I try not to put too much pressure on him, but try to involve him in 
what we do in the classroom. Sometimes it works, sometimes not."

Marta also positions her student with dyslexia as anxious. She talked about how worried he was about his 
performance at school due to the pressure at home, and how she felt about this situation: "There is a lot of 
pressure at home. He is worried all the time and asks me how he can improve his grades. Sometimes, it is too 
much. I tell him he shouldn’t be worrying so much because his grades are good. But his parents want 5s [the 
highest grade] in every subject. I can’t always give him 5; it would be unfair towards other students."

Petar’s and Marta’s caring attitudes reveal their positioning; they feel responsible for mitigating the stress 
their students experience. Petar, on the one hand, does not pressure the student; on the other hand, he tries to 
involve the student in the class activities. Marta tries to convince her student that his grades showed that he 
was doing well in English. However, Marta seems to be paying an emotional cost. On the one hand, she 
sympathises with the student and recognises his learning success; on the other hand, she feels the pressure of 
being responsible for the student’s good grades. In response, to maintain her integrity as a teacher who treats 
all students equally, she states that marking depends on performance.

Other teacher participants positioned themselves as responsible for students’ well-being by creating a positive, 
comfortable, and inclusive atmosphere in the classroom. Slaven ensures his students with dyslexia feel 
comfortable, and in this way increases the quality of their performance: "I make sure the student feels 
comfortable before starting speaking. It’s important because if he or she doesn’t feel comfortable, they will 
make many mistakes, for example, in pronunciation, or get stuck and will not say anything."

Petar recognises that his students with dyslexia may struggle, but at the same time makes sure that they feel 
comfortable and encouraged to participate in classroom work: "It is important that students with dyslexia feel 
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comfortable in the class. Even though they struggle with most of the things we do in the class, I try to encourage 
them to participate."

In the same vein, Renata believes that a positive atmosphere in the classroom will make the students more 
included and relaxed: "In general, the most important thing is that you create a positive atmosphere in the 
class so that the student doesn’t feel excluded or stressed."

These inclusive practices were observed in the lesson these teachers taught. For example, Renata, having first 
praised good vocabulary use, encouraged her student with dyslexia to read her work aloud. Petar asked his 
student with dyslexia, who looked disengaged sitting in the back of the class, to come to the board and try to 
match the word with the picture once other students had volunteered to match other words with pictures. Petar 
also supported the student by directing him to the correct answer; he referred to the student’s prior knowledge 
and the work other students had done. Petar commented on this situation in the interview by stressing the lack 
of voluntary participation in his student with dyslexia: "He [the student with dyslexia] needs to be asked. I 
mean, he won’t raise his hand, come to the board on his own. I need to ask him to do so."

Disengagement among students with dyslexia can be regarded as laziness. When discussing participants’ 
training needs, Marta, Renata, and Mirna said that many foreign language teachers had a negative attitude 
towards students with dyslexia and consider them ‘lazy’. They suggested that future training should address 
such views by discussing what dyslexia is, how it affects learning, and how students with dyslexia can be helped:

Marta: "I would like to know more about what else I can do; how to help the student better so that teachers 
don’t see them as lazy."

Renata: "Many of my colleagues think that students with dyslexia are lazy and they can’t learn a foreign 
language. This is not right."

Mirna: "Also, it is important that all teachers know what dyslexia is and how it affects learning. A lot of teachers 
stigmatise dyslexics, call them lazy."

These teacher participants seem to engage in emotion labour. In light of ethical self-formation, they want to be 
able to provide more appropriate support to students with dyslexia. They also act as advocates for students 
with dyslexia. This shows their caring attitudes as they feel responsible for the fairer treatment of these 
students by other teachers.

On this occasion, Mirna, a secondary school teacher, also talked about her ten-year-old son, who is a learner 
with dyslexia. While she expresses sympathy for her son’s language anxiety, she also appears disappointed and 
unsure when talking about approaches she uses to boost her son’s confidence and when helping him revise 
lessons and do homework: "Now, he lacks motivation and this worries me. His grades could be better, and 
grades are important later when applying for a secondary school. I am trying to engage him in different 
activities when we revise lessons or do homework, but nothing seems to work. He is not lazy, but I think he’s 
ashamed to use English; he is afraid of making mistakes. Sometimes I feel sorry for him. He compares himself 
with his mates in the class who are better at English, which is not right. I talk to him, but I think at this age, 
children don’t want to listen to their parents. I’m trying to make him more confident, but I’m not sure if I’m 
doing it right. I need to know how to motivate him, how he can be more confident, how to teach him."

However, apart from expressing worries about her son’s difficulties learning English, she also talked about hope 
in relation to her secondary school students’ progress, attainment, and motivation for learning English: "When 
I look at my students with dyslexia, I believe one day he [Mirna’s son] can learn English well. They are really 
good, especially speaking. They still struggle with learning English, but they make good progress. They are 
really motivated and want to work hard to get good grades. I believe I need to be patient."
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Discussion

In the first research question, we enquired about the participants’ interactive positioning of students with 
dyslexia. We found that the teacher participants expressed many positive opinions about this group of students. 
They positioned them as hard-working, motivated, engaged, and able to learn English successfully. Yet, some 
participants also recognised anxiety and disengagement in their students with dyslexia. Similar stances have 
been expressed in the literature in the field. Many aspects of language learning can be challenging for learners 
with dyslexia (Crombie, 1997; Nijakowska, 2010). In turn, they display higher foreign language anxiety 
(Piechurska-Kuciel, 2008; Sparks & Ganschow, 1991) and fewer positive motivational characteristics (Kormos 
& Csizér, 2010). However, the display of affective factors in learners with dyslexia may be dependent on the 
teacher’s attitude and the learning setting (Kormos et al., 2009) as well as the intensity of learning difficulties 
and the age of the learner (Nijakowska, 2010). This effect of age was observed in our study. Secondary school 
students were viewed as eager to learn, whereas a lack of motivation and disengagement was reported in 
primary school students. For example, in Petar’s primary school lesson, the student with dyslexia seemed 
unwilling to voluntarily participate in classroom activities, which Petar commented on during the interview. 
Mirna talked about her son, a primary school student, who ‘now’ lacks motivation for learning English because 
of his learning difficulties and possible mistakes he may make when using the language, and compared him 
with her motivated and engaged secondary school students with dyslexia.

Although such disengagement and avoidance among learners with dyslexia may appear as laziness to teachers 
(Nijakowska, 2010), many of the participants in this study explicitly disagreed with this view referring to 
positioning their students with dyslexia as hard-working, motivated, and engaged. In this way, and in reference 
to our second research question that enquired about reflexive positioning, the teacher participants positioned 
themselves as advocates of students with dyslexia. Marta and Mirna pointed out that students’ disengagement 
may be due to teachers’ lack of agentic position that stems from a lack of knowledge of how dyslexia affects 
learning a foreign language and of effective teaching strategies. This lack of knowledge among pre- and in-
service teachers was found by many large-scale studies (e.g., Fišer, 2019; Nijakowska, 2014), which consequently 
results in teacher low self-perceived efficacy and preparedness (Fišer, 2019; Kormos & Nijakowska, 2017; 
Nijakowska et al., 2018).

Many participants recognised the importance of motivation for learning and engagement among their students 
with dyslexia. In their efforts to provide their students with dyslexia with appropriate support and create a 
comfortable and motivating learning environment, the participants opted for collaboration with their students. 
Hence, these teachers positioned themselves and positioned their students as partners; students were regarded 
as "relational" and "interdependent" individuals (Held, 2006, p. 46).

However, some teachers believed that their role regarding some types of support should be more leading for 
the sake of the student. By adopting such a stance, they resemble the attitude of the teacher in Reeve’s study 
(2009), who believed that some accommodations might be disadvantageous for his students with limited 
English proficiency "because if they’re really going to be part of this society, and they’re really going to function 
in it" (Reeve, 2009, p. 38). Such an attitude may seem harsh, however, drawing on Kormos et al.’s study (2009), 
being strict and demanding was viewed by language learners with dyslexia as positive teacher characteristics; 
they were important for motivational teaching practices and the attribution of a supportive teacher.

In this way, the participants’ behaviour appeared to be "enlightened" (Kormos & Kontra, 2008, p. 209). Also, 
drawing on Yoon’s view (2008), the participants maximised their students’ participation and learning by 
assuming responsibility and having a positive attitude when responding to students’ various needs. Limiting 
the provision of accommodations and alterations to learning resources and teaching approaches may also be 
interpreted as teaching-as-caring, yet only when justified within a specific context and when each student’s 
needs are fully considered.

The participants also positioned themselves as teachers of all learners. Many teacher participants showed 
"responsiveness to need" and "cultivating caring relations […] for the benefit of all" (Held, 2006, p. 15); thus their 
practices may be deemed inclusive, like the participants’ in Kayi-Aydar’s (2015) and Yoon’s studies (2008), for 
example. This is best exemplified by the response of Petar, who said that "teachers should see the student as an 
individual, (and) use different resources depending on the students’ needs".
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Assuming responsibility and caring for the well-being of students, however, incurred emotional costs for some 
teacher participants, confirming our presumption for the fourth research question. These costs seemed 
unnoticeable (Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006). This may be because the teacher participants experienced 
negative emotions when showing teaching-as-caring, when facing a dilemma, or when feeling the limitation of 
their agency. For example, Marta tried to balance the pressure from home and her student’s worries against the 
ethical stance of treating all students fairly. Whereas Iva, similarly to teacher participants in Gkonou and 
Miller’s study (2019), experienced emotion labour due to her working conditions. It is noteworthy that she 
recognised limitations to her agency in teaching-as-caring when working with students with dyslexia early in 
her teaching career. Consequently, her teacher immunity may potentially develop as "maladaptive" (Hiver & 
Dörnyei, 2017, p. 405) and lead to burnout, which is experienced increasingly by language teachers worldwide 
(Gkonou & Miller, 2019).

Many teacher participants also showed concern about their limited knowledge of effective teaching approaches. 
In their pursuit of becoming better teachers (Gkonou & Miller, 2019), they want to provide students with 
dyslexia with more appropriate support. On the other hand, when an adopted strategy works, it leads to 
emotional rewards (Isenbarger & Zembylas, 2006; Miller & Gkonou, 2018). We observed this in Sylvia’s 
enthusiastic comment on the effectiveness of the approach she used when teaching essay writing. This 
enthusiasm was also felt when Dinka, Marta, and Slaven talked about the learning efforts of their students with 
dyslexia and how they supported them.

In short, drawing on Benesch’s recent view on emotion labour (2020), teacher participants’ ambivalent 
emotions, when caring about their students’ well-being and attempting to accommodate students’ needs 
adequately in challenging working conditions, should not be regarded as a sign of "an inability to regulate one’s 
emotions", but rather as "a signal of institutional inadequacy and therefore a springboard for activism" to 
ameliorate "unfair and unjust conditions" (Benesch, 2020, p. 37). Undoubtedly, these conditions may be 
alleviated by providing training opportunities that would help language teachers understand the effects of 
dyslexia on additional language learning and to learn about effective teaching approaches and accommodations 
that can be employed in a mainstream language classroom for students with dyslexia. As reported by Kormos 
and Nijakowska (2017), a high-quality training course on dyslexia and language teaching can help teachers 
alleviate their concerns, and develop more positive attitudes and higher self-confidence.

Conclusion

In this study, we aimed to investigate the positioning of Croatian primary and secondary language school 
teachers in the context of teaching EFL to students with dyslexia. We found that the teacher participants had a 
positive attitude towards learners with dyslexia. Their positioning showed teaching-as-caring, which supported 
our earlier assumptions. Most importantly, the participants’ caring attitudes involved all learners, which shows 
that they are sensitive to various learner needs and willing to adapt their teaching approaches and provide 
adequate accommodations. Our hypothesis for the last research question was also confirmed because the 
participants’ teaching-as-caring resulted in emotion labour, with both emotional costs and rewards, as 
indicated in the literature on the topic.

Although the findings presented in this paper reflect reflexive and interactive positioning by teachers, the 
topic has not been fully explored because the scope of the project within which the interviews were recorded 
did not explicitly seek to investigate teacher positioning, teaching-as-caring, and emotion labour. This may be 
considered a limitation of the present study. A study designed to directly investigate EFL teacher positioning in 
the context of teaching learners with dyslexia could provide more complex data, and consequently allow for 
more profound analysis. Therefore, the findings of the present study should be interpreted with caution. 
Potential differences among teacher participants related to cultural and educational diversity would also be 
worth investigating. Future research could also simultaneously explore diverse teaching settings, for example, 
one-to-one instruction and the mainstream classroom from the learner and teacher perspective considering 
their agency.

The indirect investigation of positioning, teaching-as-caring, and emotion labour is what distinguishes this 
study from other research that directly sought to explore these issues. This study showed that teachers need to 
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talk about their emotions related to teaching students with dyslexia. We hope that our results yielded from 
qualitative data have complemented previous research findings and added to the discussion on language 
teacher agency in the context of teaching students with dyslexia by showing what may affect it and what varied 
and complex emotions teachers may experience. Also, teaching-as-caring and teacher emotion labour in this 
paper indicate the importance of teacher emotional well-being. Teacher professional well-being is closely 
related to teacher ethical self-formation; therefore, it should be considered one of the current priorities in 
language teaching and learning.
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