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Abstract 

Classroom justice, an under-investigated topic in language education, has been brought under 

focus in this study. Employing a qualitative research design, we took conceptual metaphor as 

both the theoretical framework and data analysis tool. Accordingly, 51 Iranian English as a 

foreign language (EFL) teachers were selected via snowball sampling to express their beliefs 

about (in)justice by creating a metaphor/simile. The aim was to discover EFL teachers’ 

conceptualization of metaphors of classroom (in)justice. The participants took a metaphor 

completion task (e.g. classroom justice is like …… because ……). Data analysis involved 

gathering, inductively coding, and classifying linguistic metaphors. Three elements were 

identified for each response, namely, the topic, vehicle, and ground. Then, conceptual 

categories were formed based on thematically grouping vehicles. Findings indicated 

reflection of the multidimensional conceptualization of classroom justice based on the 

organizational justice theory in many created metaphors; reference to emotional, 

psychological, and learning consequences of (in)justice in many other metaphors; and many 

pairs of opposite metaphors. These findings have implications for teacher education programs 

to employ metaphor as a useful tool to promote teachers’ reflection about classroom 

(in)justice; raise awareness of second/foreign language (L2) teachers about both issues of 

justice and injustice and their potential consequences for students’ wellbeing and educational 

outcomes; and train teachers for practical strategies of implementing justice principles in the 

instructional context as a way to address their professional development needs for becoming 

a quality L2 teacher and acting fairly in classroom.   
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INTRODUCTION 

Teachers’ enactment of justice in their behavior toward students is one of the 

primary concerns students bring into classroom (Moore et al., 2008). This is 

because teaching, as a moral enterprise (Sabbagh, 2009), involves instruction 

of the subject matter along with democratic values of equality, fairness, and 

justice (Pnevmatikos & Trikkaliotis, 2012). Enactment of justice, both as an 

educational and a moral issue, can promote students’ positive educational 

outcomes like learning, motivation, engagement, wellbeing, achievement, 

psychological need satisfaction, sense of agency, interest in a given subject, 

and emotional and social development (e.g. Berti et al., 2010; Chory, 2023; 

Grazia et al., 2021; Holmgren & Bolkan, 2014; Kaufmann, & Tatum, 2018; 

Molinari & Mameli, 2018; Peter et al., 2016), while its violation can bring 

about such adverse effects on students as engagement in cheating, bullying, 

academic disengagement, aggression, anger, and frustration (Chory et al., 

2017; Horan et al., 2010; Lemons & Seaton, 2011; Rasooli, DeLuca et al., 

2019; Santinello et al., 2011).  

Following the early assertions about the necessity and dearth of 

research on justice in education (Tyler, 1987; Walzer, 1983), more than four 

decades ago, some scholars initiated studying justice, including teachers’ just 

behavior, in the instructional context (e.g. Colquitt, 2001; Cooper et al., 1982; 

Chory-Assad, 2002; Dalbert & Maes, 2002; Oppenheimer, 1989; Tata, 1999; 

Tyler & Caine, 1981). One perspective toward classroom justice is the social 

psychology of justice, specifically the organizational justice theory (Kazemi, 

2016; Resh & Sabbagh, 2009), conceiving justice to be enacted or violated at 

three dimensions of classroom distribution (e.g. grade, feedback, praise), 

procedures (e.g. grading criteria, attendance policy), and teacher-student 

interactions.  

While classroom justice was initially researched and studied in the 

USA (Chory, 2023), over the past 20 years there has been an extensive and 

flourishing body of research on it in the Middle East, Asia, Europe, and other 

parts of the globe (e.g. Bempechat et al., 2013; Čiuladienė & Račelytė, 2016; 
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Di Battista et al., 2014; Estaji & Zhaleh, 2021a; Yan, 2021). It should be, 

however, noted that the majority of these studies have adopted a quantitative 

methodology, with only few studies engaging in qualitative explorations of 

the topic (e.g. Bempechat et al., 2013; Chory et al., 2017; Estaji & Zhaleh, 

2021a; Čiuladienė & Račelytė, 2016; Rasooli, DeLuca et al., 2019). 

Additionally, the majority of the existing literature has attended to students’ 

perspectives toward classroom (in)justice (see Rasooli et al., 2018), and 

teachers’ beliefs have been only studied recently in few investigations in 

general (e.g. Rasegh et al., 2022) and second/foreign language (L2) (e.g. 

Estaji & Zhaleh, 2021a, 2021b) education.  

Studying instructional phenomena, including classroom justice, from 

teachers’ perspective is essential because teachers’ conceptions can influence 

their instructional behaviors (Fives & Gill, 2015). Likewise, as Freeman 

(2002) posits, it is necessary to uncover the structure of teachers’ conceptions 

if we aim to enhance their professional effectiveness. To date, the few studies 

exploring teachers’ perceptions and experiences of classroom (in)justice have 

used instruments of closed/open-ended questionnaire, interview, or critical 

incident analysis (e.g. Berti et al., 2010; Estaji & Zhaleh, 2021a; Gasser et al., 

2018; Sonnleitner & Kovacs, 2020). Hardly any study has used metaphor 

analysis to uncover teachers’ conceptions about (in)justice. According to 

Cortazzi and Jin (1999), one of the common ways that researchers can elicit 

participants’ conceptualizations about a phenomenon is by asking them to 

create metaphors. Teachers’ creation of metaphors is helpful as it can raise 

their consciousness about a classroom problem, potentially resulting in 

changes in their behavior (Wan et al., 2011). Furthermore, metaphors are 

integral to one’s conceptual system, having a prominent role in one’s 

language, beliefs, and reasoning (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003; Reddy, 

1979).  

In the current study, we explored what metaphors a group of English 

as a foreign language (EFL) teachers used to reveal their beliefs about justice 

and its violation in their specific language instruction context. The logic for 

choosing this context for studying classroom justice is that effective L2 
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learning and instruction are built on pillars of strong teacher-student 

communication and positive relationships since language is both the ends and 

means in this context (Mercer & Gkonou, 2020). Teacher classroom justice 

can be instantiated in teacher communication behaviors, significantly 

contributing to building desirable relationships and outcomes in L2 education 

(Chory, Zhaleh, & Estaji, 2022; Yang, 2021). L2 classes are inherently more 

social and interpersonal than other subject matter classes, with constant 

teacher-student communication and relationship being integral to 

effectiveness (Farrell, 2014; Mercer & Dörnyei, 2020). This relational nature 

of L2 learning and instruction puts a heavy burden on teachers to be just in 

their communication with and treatment of language learners (Yang, 2021).       

In sum, despite its importance, classroom justice has been a neglected 

and under-researched issue in L2 education, and it has been extended to this 

realm only very recently through the few works conducted in L2 instructional 

settings (e.g. Chory et al., 2022; Estaji & Zhaleh, 2021a, 2021b; Lankiewicz, 

2014; Yang, 2021; Sun, 2022). Accordingly, to expand this fledgling line of 

L2 classroom justice research, on the one hand, and use the potential of 

metaphors to reveal teachers’ beliefs about enactment and violation of justice 

in the instructional context, this qualitative paper attempts to explore a group 

of EFL teachers’ beliefs about classroom (in)justice by taking conceptual 

metaphor as both the theoretical framework and data analysis tool. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Metaphor Analysis to Reveal Teachers’ Conceptions about 

Language Teaching and Learning 

Responses to interviews/questionnaires with predetermined questions for 

investigating one’s conceptions about language learning/teaching have been 

criticized by researchers like Barcelos (2003) as they elicit beliefs within an 

unnatural discourse, disjointed from actual social contexts. To resolve this 

issue, the discursive research on beliefs suggest to elicit stretches of 

writing/talk from individuals, involving analysis of causal explanations about 
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a phenomenon as really occurred in discourse (Kalaja, 2003). One potential 

way to obtain such data (i.e. language in context) from language classroom 

informants is metaphors (Oksanen, 2005). Metaphor refers to a comparison 

“that cannot be taken literally” (Bartel, 1983, p. 3). According to Lakoff and 

Johnson (1980/2003), many instances of our actions, language use, and 

conceptualizations are “metaphorically structured” (p. 5). Through using 

metaphors, individuals can think, frame their world, and understand and 

interpret events (East, 2009; Oxford et al., 1998). A conceptual metaphor 

involves a metaphor/simile used to compare/liken a phenomenon, concept, or 

schema to a more palpable one (Levin & Wagner, 2006). Thus, through 

metaphor construction, properties of one phenomenon are mapped into 

another, with the aim of better conveying meaning and enhancing 

understanding (Kovecses, 2010).          

Metaphor analysis in language education has been mainly based on, 

first, Vygotsky’s idea of interaction between thought and language (e.g. 

metaphor) (Vygotsky, 1978), and second, the conceptual metaphor theory 

(Lakoff & Johnson, 1980/2003). Accordingly, metaphors are considered 

mediational instruments, making interpretations of individuals’ accounts of a 

particular social situation possible. Conceptual metaphors can provide 

researchers with data about what language teachers think, believe, and know 

(Alarcón et al., 2019). Teachers’ construction of metaphors is potentially a 

liberating experience as through metaphors, teachers can recognize where 

they stand in their profession (Saban, 2010). Metaphor is a valuable tool in 

aiding teachers to reflect upon their practice and enhance their professional 

effectiveness (Low, 2003). In the same vein, once teachers explain why they 

chose a particular metaphor, they are prompted to reflect on the subject of the 

metaphor during or after their teaching (Seung et al., 2015). Analyzing 

metaphors can result in consciousness-raising about implicit assumptions, 

reflection on practice, and change in role and performance (Cameron & 

Maslen, 2010; Tobin, 1990; Villamil, 2002).  

Conceptual metaphors have been used in the ELT context during the 

last four decades to explore language students’/teachers’ beliefs about 
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teaching/learning (e.g. Alghbban et al., 2017; Cortazzi & Jin, 1999; Low, 

2003; Oxford et al., 1998), EFL teachers and their roles (e.g. Cortazzi et al., 

2015; Parvaresh, 2008; Villamil, 2000; Wan et al., 2011), and EFL teacher 

professional identity (Zhu et al., 2022). For instance, Oxford et al. (1998) 

attempted to explore metaphors on the concept of teacher. They compared 

metaphors created by L2 teachers and students and those found in educational 

books and research papers. Their results revealed that the diverse and 

contradictory metaphors created by the participants indicated discrepancies 

in their basic philosophical vantage points regarding the teacher’s role and 

the nature of L2 education.  

In a case study conducted in Iran, Parvaresh (2008) unraveled 

metaphorical conceptualizations of an EFL learner about his English class 

and teacher. Findings of the study showed that the way this participant 

metaphorically conceptualized his language class, learning, and teacher, was 

somehow the same over time which might imply the influence of the 

schooling system on his belief system. Likewise, Wan et al. (2011) studied 

metaphors created by students and teachers about EFL teacher roles. In this 

study, using metaphor as a cognitive tool helped bring to light inconsistencies 

between teachers’ and students’ interpretations of teachers’ roles. Moreover, 

engagement in teacher-student interactions over the metaphors enabled both 

groups to take a step towards settling their belief conflicts and increased 

teachers’ desire to improve their instructional practice.    

To sum up, empirical evidence has suggested that metaphor analysis 

is an effective tool to unravel educational stakeholders’ underlying views and 

beliefs about a range of educational notions and concepts (Bullough, 2015). 

Nevertheless, it has not been employed to better understand teachers’ views 

about the critical issue of classroom (in)justice. This gap in the line of 

metaphor analysis research has prompted the conduction of the present study.  
 

Classroom Justice in L2 Education 

To date, research on justice and fairness in L2 education has been mainly 

underpinned by theories about power dynamics (i.e. following Freire, 
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1970/2005), translanguaging (e.g. Garcia & Wei, 2013), the impact of 

language tests (e.g. Shohamy, 2022), equity, diversity, and inclusion 

(Hiratsuka et al., 2023). Nevertheless, very recently the concept of classroom 

justice, informed by the organizational justice theory, has been introduced in 

L2 education research (e.g. Estaji & Zhaleh, 2021a, 2021b; Lankiewicz, 

2014), which can provide a multidimensional account of students’/teachers’ 

practices, experiences, and perceptions of (in)justice in the assessment, 

teaching, learning, and interactional domains of L2 classes. The 

organizational justice theory’s real value lies in using a social psychology 

perspective and trying to uncover individuals’ perceptions and experiences 

about justice, as justice is considered subjective in nature (Kazemi, 2008).  

Based on this view, classroom justice involves three main elements of 

dimensions, principles, and domains (Rasooli, DeLuca et al., 2019). To start 

with, classroom justice involves three dimensions of distributive, procedural, 

and interactional justice (Berti et al., 2010). Distributive justice concerns 

individuals’ perceptions of fairness in allocating outcomes and resources (e.g. 

grade, feedback, attention) in the class. Procedural justice relates to 

individuals’ perceptions of fairness in classroom processes and procedures 

(e.g. syllabus design, grading criteria). Interactional justice pertains to 

individuals’ perceptions of fairness in teacher-student informational and 

interpersonal communication (Chory, 2007; Di Battista et al., 2014; Horan et 

al., 2010).   

Each of these classroom justice dimensions is deemed to be realized 

through a number of justice principles, which are benchmarks/standards 

through which fairness is evaluated (Estaji & Zhaleh, 2021b). It is posited that 

judgments of teacher fairness hinge upon the degree to which they are 

perceived to implement or breach principles of justice (Rasooli, Zandi et al., 

2019). Accordingly, distributive justice involves principles of need (i.e. 

distribution based on individuals’ needs), equality (i.e. the same distribution 

for all), and equity (i.e. distribution based on individuals’ contributions; 

Adams, 1965; Deutsch, 1975).  

Procedural justice is guided by eight principles of 
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voice/representativeness (i.e. establishing procedures after hearing students’ 

concerns), bias suppression (i.e. making decisions impartially), 

reasonableness (i.e. establishing sensible procedures and rules), transparency 

(i.e. clarity of rules or procedures to all), accuracy (i.e. procedure 

establishment based on accurate information), correctability (i.e. setting 

correctible standards), ethicality (i.e. setting rules based on moral standards), 

and consistency (i.e. invariable implementation of procedures; Cropanzano et 

al., 2015; Rasooli, DeLuca et al., 2019). Likewise, interactional justice is 

realized through principles of caring, respect, and propriety in teacher-

student interactions, as well as timeliness, justification/sufficiency, and 

truthfulness in teacher’s communication of information to students (Bies & 

Moag, 1986; Estaji & Zhaleh, 2021a). Recent theorizing has also purported 

that classroom justice principles can be enacted or violated in four broad 

classroom domains of interactions, learning, teaching, and assessment, each 

encompassing a wide range of subdomains (Rasooli, DeLuca et al., 2019).  

 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The mentioned gaps in the classroom justice literature are, namely, the 

existence of little empirical evidence in the L2 instructional context, the 

limited number of qualitative and person-centric studies, few studies on 

teachers’ conceptions, and a paucity of research employing metaphor analysis 

to study the concept. To address these gaps, adopting a qualitative research 

design, the present study explored metaphors that Iranian EFL teachers used 

to conceptualize classroom (in)justice. One research question was raised in 

this study: 

RQ: How do EFL teachers metaphorically conceptualize justice and 

injustice in the classroom? 
 

METHOD 

Research Design 

According to Riazi (2016) “phenomenological studies aim at depicting a 
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phenomenon as lived and experienced by participants and as described by 

them.” (p. 236). The present research broadly shares some aspects of 

phenomenological research as it tries to reveal deeper insights into 

participants’ experiential worlds and it involves textual analysis. The authors’ 

understanding of the literature is that metaphor analysis aligns well with the 

objectives of the phenomenological research tradition. However, metaphor 

analysis is a well-established method on its own right used by many 

researchers (e.g. Cameron & Low, 1999; Cortazzi & Jin, 1999) that can be 

tangentially different from the traditional practice of researchers who follow 

the strong version of phenomenological research. Metaphor analysis elicits 

exemplar metaphors, from which the researchers can generalize to the 

exemplified concepts (Cameron & Low, 1999). Metaphor analysis can unveil 

meanings individuals ascribe to the phenomena and thought patterns behind 

their practices or beliefs (Kram et al., 2012). Cortazzi and Jin (1999) 

emphasize that metaphors are not just decorative language but can reveal 

significant insights into how people construct and communicate their 

experiences. In the context of phenomenological research, their work 

suggests that metaphor analysis can help in uncovering the cultural and 

contextual dimensions of lived experiences. Cameron and Low (1999) 

explore metaphor as a methodological tool in educational research. They 

argue that metaphors are pervasive in everyday language and can serve as a 

window into understanding how people think, learn, and make sense of their 

experiences. Their work is relevant to phenomenological research as it 

provides a framework for systematically analyzing metaphors to reveal 

deeper insights into participants’ experiential worlds. In conclusion, metaphor 

analysis shares common goals with phenomenological research methodology 

as metaphor analysis can serve as a powerful tool for interpreting the lived 

experiences of individuals and it involves textual analysis. By analyzing the 

metaphors that participants use, researchers can uncover the nuances of their 

experiences, including how they perceive challenges, relationships, or 

emotions. Accordingly, in this study, the teachers’ real experiences about the 

phenomena of justice and injustice are elicited through metaphors. 
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Participants 

The participants were 51 EFL teachers selected through snowball sampling. 

Attempts were made to have a representative sample of the population of EFL 

teachers in Iran by selecting participants from diverse age groups (ranging 

from 18 to 51, Mean = 27, Median = 25), genders (males = 16, females = 35), 

academic levels (diploma = 20, BA = 9, MA = 18, PhD = 4), majors (English 

= 35, other than English = 16), and teaching experiences (less than four years 

= 28, four to 33 years = 23). The teachers were also selected from 12 different 

provinces in Iran. Additionally, 16 teachers mentioned they enrolled in a 

teacher training course (TTC) or a teacher education (TE) program, while 35 

had already passed TE or TTC.     
 

Instrumentation 

An online questionnaire was used in this research, which included three parts: 

(1) a mini-training on how to create metaphors, (2) a demographic 

information scale, and (3) a metaphor completion task—created following 

Wan et al. (2011)—as presented below:  

1. A just teacher is like_______________because________________. 

2. An unjust teacher is like____________ because________________. 

3. A just classroom is like_____________because________________. 

4. An unjust classroom is like__________because________________. 
 

It should be stated that the use of the online questionnaire in this study was in 

line with the best practice in the studies that use metaphor elicitation and the 

objectives of this study. The rationale for using the online questionnaire was 

to explore conceptual metaphors that the participants could create for 

classroom justice and injustice. Therefore, the questionnaire was not a scale 

and did not measure anything; it was merely a means of eliciting conceptual 

metaphors. Furthermore, at the mini-training section of the questionnaire, the 

researchers clarified, through written examples and models, how the 

participants were expected to fill out the questionnaire. The clarification 

involved what the researchers meant by conceptual metaphors and how the 
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participants were expected to justify their responses by explaining them. 

 

Data Collection Procedure 

Before the primary data analysis phase, the instrument was piloted with 10 

participants. Having completed the questionnaire, some of the participants 

were asked to provide feedback regarding the instructions and task. Since they 

mentioned no negative points, the piloting stage data were included in the 

main phase data analysis. The questionnaire was developed and responded to 

in Persian based on the justification that it might be easier for the participants 

to find metaphors and express their metaphorical reasoning for (in)justice in 

their L1. Some excerpts from the participants were back-translated into 

English to be used in the results section of this study. To maintain 

participants’ anonymity, no sensitive information such as name was asked 

from them, and a code was assigned to each participant (e.g. T1, T14) and 

was used to name him/her when necessary in the results section. Participation 

in the study was voluntary, and informed consent was obtained from the 

participants. There was no time limit for completing the questionnaire; they 

could write as many metaphors as they desired for each prompt. Nevertheless, 

on average, they spent approximately 20 minutes on the instrument. Through 

snowball sampling, the questionnaire was sent to 154 teachers. Ninety-four 

of them attempted it; however, 54% (51 teachers) submitted their answers for 

the analysis.    

 

Data Analysis 

The data analysis process included gathering, coding, and classifying 

linguistic metaphors, generalizing based on them to the conceptual 

metaphors, and utilizing the results to indicate an understanding of teachers’ 

actions and beliefs (Cameron & Low, 1999). The process also involved (1) 

naming/labeling, (2) eliminations and clarification (sorting), (3) categorizing, 

and (4) analysis of data (Saban et al., 2007). Initially, we did an inductive 

coding of the teachers’ linguistic metaphors. Next, three elements were 
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identified for each response, namely, the topic (e.g. classroom, the teacher), 

the vehicle (i.e. the word or expression associated with the topic), and the 

ground (i.e. the type of association between the topic and vehicle, Wan et al., 

2011). Additionally, following Wan et al. (2011), conceptual categories were 

formed based on thematically grouping the vehicles. Moreover, no distinction 

was made between simile and metaphor in the current research (see Cortazzi 

& Jin, 1999; Marchant, 1992; Villamil, 2000). Bartel (1983) advises that 

metaphor is “any comparison that cannot be taken literally” (p. 3). Therefore, 

we excluded literal and metonymic expressions from our analysis (Saban et 

al., 2007; Wan et al., 2011) and presented them separately in Appendix A.  

Initially, each researcher separately analyzed 20% of the data. Next, 

they met to discuss differences in their codes and categories. Afterward, each 

of them individually coded all the data. Once more, they jointly resolved 

discrepancies in their analyses and reached total consensus after rounds of 

discussion. This resulted in the inter-coder agreement coefficient of 100%.  

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

This study aimed to uncover how EFL teachers metaphorically conceptualize 

(in)justice in L2 classes. As Table 1 indicates, 16 conceptual categories were 

identified based on teachers’ metaphorical conceptualizations of justice. 

Notably, eight categories were mentioned for conceptualizing both a just L2 

teacher and just L2 classroom; four were used only to conceptualize a just L2 

teacher, and the other four were employed solely to conceptualize a just L2 

classroom. The exhaustive list of exemplar metaphors along with their 

entailments for all the just teacher and just classroom metaphor categories are 

presented in Appendices B and C.  

Gᴏᴏᴅ ᴄᴀʀᴇɢɪᴠᴇʀ/ᴄᴀʀᴇɢɪᴠɪɴɢ was the conceptual category with the 

highest metaphor frequency. This finding provides further empirical support 

to the existing literature, characterizing caring as a principle of interactional 

justice (Chory et al., 2022; Estaji & Zhaleh, 2021a). Furthermore, this is in 

line with research evidence in language teacher education, highlighting caring 
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as a quality of good/effective L2 teachers (e.g. Mercer & Dörnyei, 2020; 

Mullock, 2003; Tajeddin & Alemi, 2019). Within this category, EFL teachers 

conceptualized justice in terms of such exemplar metaphors as ᴀ ɢᴏᴏᴅ 

ɢᴀʀᴅᴇɴᴇʀ, ᴀ ᴋɪɴᴅ ɴᴜʀsᴇ, ᴄᴀʀɪɴɢ ᴀɴᴅ ʜᴀʀᴅᴡᴏʀᴋɪɴɢ ᴘᴀʀᴇɴᴛs, or ᴀ ʟᴏᴠɪɴɢ 

ᴍᴏᴛʜᴇʀ/ғᴀᴛʜᴇʀ. Some of the entailments within this category unveiled that ᴀ 

ɢᴏᴏᴅ ᴄᴀʀᴇɢɪᴠᴇʀ knows how to take care of his/her care receivers and their 

mental state, pays attention to individuals’ needs and characteristics, provides 

a calm environment for them, never differentiates between them, is 

empathetic, treats all of them equally, and loves them all. These entailments 

reflect the need, equality, and caring principles of justice (e.g. Adams, 1965; 

Rasooli, DeLuca et al., 2019). This is also in line with findings of Nazari et 

al. (2023) who showed that caring is essential to promoting just instruction in 

L2 classes. Furthermore, these entailments are in agreement with previous L2 

research identifying teachers’ attention to students’ needs, wants, strengths, 

and weaknesses in addition to caring, equality, friendliness, empathy, love, 

understanding, and good interpersonal relationships to be necessary for 

providing quality L2 instruction to students and to be among the 

characteristics of effective L2 teachers (Mercer & Dörnyei, 2020; Moafian & 

Pishghadam, 2009; Mullock, 2003; Tajeddin & Alemi, 2019).  

The justice conceptual category with the second most metaphor 

frequency was ᴏʙsᴇʀᴠɪɴɢ ʀɪɢʜᴛs. One exemplar metaphor in this category was 

Stadium Seats, followed by a teacher’s entailment that “all chairs are not at 

the same height so that everyone can watch the game” (T37). This entailment 

reflects the equity principle of classroom justice. Another exemplar metaphor 

was ᴄᴏᴍᴘʟɪᴀɴᴄᴇ ᴡɪᴛʜ ʀɪɢʜᴛs, followed by a teacher’s entailment that “every 

student has the right to be taught according to his/her learning style” (T49). 

These entailments imply EFL teachers’ attempts to attend to individuals’ 

differences, needs, and unique characteristics for implementing justice in L2 

classroom, which resonate well with the importance of providing 

differentiated instruction to enhance students’ opportunity to learn, as 

highlighted in the classroom justice literature (Pnevmatikos & Trikkaliotis, 

2012). 
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Wᴀᴛᴇʀ was the category with the third most metaphor frequency. Here, 

for instance, T16 used the metaphor of Sea to argue that a just L2 teacher 

should “water students sufficiently from the boundless sea of his/her 

knowledge and experience.” This refers to the sufficiency/justification 

principle of interactional justice, meaning that a just teacher needs to 

sufficiently communicate class-related information to students (Bies & Moag, 

1986). The next category with the fourth most metaphor frequency was ᴛᴏᴏʟs. 

An example of a metaphor in this category is ᴄᴏᴍᴘᴀss, followed by a teacher’s 

entailment that a just L2 teacher should provide “students with authentic and 

valid information,” like a compass (T29). This is in congruence with the 

existing literature that identified truthfulness as a principle to be adhered to 

for implementing interactional justice (Cropanzano et al., 2015).  

Notably, many metaphors in this study underlined the positive 

consequences of implementing justice in L2 classroom (See Appendices B 

and C). For instance, a just L2 teacher was likened by T24 to ᴀ ᴄᴏɴᴅᴜᴄᴛᴏʀ 

who “produces a symphony in the classroom that makes all students shine 

and progress.” T31 also likened a just L2 teacher to ᴀ sᴜᴄᴄᴇssғᴜʟ ᴘʀᴇsɪᴅᴇɴᴛ 

who “makes one’s country progress.” Similarly, T32 said a just L2 teacher 

was like ᴀ sᴛᴏᴜᴛ ᴀɴᴅ ʟᴇᴀғʏ ᴛʀᴇᴇ that “everyone can sit under its shade and 

enjoy.” T42 metaphorically conceptualized a just L2 teacher as ᴀ ɢᴜᴀʀᴅɪᴀɴ 

ᴀɴᴅ sᴀᴠɪᴏʀ ᴀɴɢᴇʟ whose “establishing justice increases motivation in the 

person.” Justice in L2 classroom was also analogized by T5 to ᴀ ᴛʀᴀɴᴏ̨ᴜɪʟɪᴢᴇʀ 

that “gives language learners the mental serenity necessary for language 

learning to take place and helps them to be engaged in language learning 

without worry.” These results, which point to the positive psychological, 

emotional, and learning consequences of justice for L2 students, support the 

findings of previous empirical investigations which indicated that perceived 

teacher justice is associated with desirable student outcomes such as increased 

achievement, motivation, wellbeing, engagement, learning, and 

psychological need satisfaction (Berti et al., 2010; Di Battista et al., 2014; 
Donat et al., 2016; Kaufmann, & Tatum, 2018; Molinari & Mameli, 2018; 

Rasooli, DeLuca et al., 2019).  
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Table 1: Conceptual categories across justice metaphors for the L2 teacher and 

classroom 

Categories Just L2 

teacher 

Just L2 

classroom 

Total metaphor 

frequency 

Gᴏᴏᴅ ᴄᴀʀᴇɢɪᴠᴇʀ/Cᴀʀᴇɢɪᴠɪɴɢ 22 5 27 

Oʙsᴇʀᴠɪɴɢ ʀɪɢʜᴛs 0 10 10 

Wᴀᴛᴇʀ 4 4 8 

Tᴏᴏʟs 5 2 7 

Gᴏᴏᴅ ғɪɢᴜʀᴇ ᴏғ ᴀᴜᴛʜᴏʀɪᴛʏ 7 0 7 

Sᴏᴍᴇᴛʜɪɴɢ ᴇssᴇɴᴛɪᴀʟ 1 5 6 

Lɪɢʜᴛ 3 3 6 

Fᴏᴜɴᴅᴀᴛɪᴏɴ 1 4 5 

A ɢᴏᴏᴅ ɢᴜɪᴅᴇ 3 0 3 

Pᴏsɪᴛɪᴠᴇ ᴇᴍᴏᴛɪᴏɴ 1 2 3 

Sʏᴍᴘʜᴏɴʏ 0 3 3 

Mɪsᴄᴇʟʟᴀɴʏ 2 1 3 

Eɴʜᴀɴᴄɪɴɢ ᴡᴇʟʟʙᴇɪɴɢ 0 2 2 

Dɪғғɪᴄᴜʟᴛʏ ᴏғ ᴊᴜsᴛɪᴄᴇ 

Iᴍᴘʟᴇᴍᴇɴᴛᴀᴛɪᴏɴ 

0 2 2 

Pʟᴀɴᴛ 2 0 2 

A ɢᴏᴏᴅ ᴄᴏᴍᴘᴀɴɪᴏɴ 2 0 2 

Total 53 43 96 

 

According to Table 2, in total, 16 conceptual categories were identified based 

on EFL teachers’ metaphorical conceptualizations of injustice. More 

specifically, seven categories were related to metaphors for both justice and 

injustice. Three and six categories were exclusively used to conceptualize an 

unjust L2 teacher and unjust L2 classroom, respectively. The list of exemplar 

metaphors, along with their entailments for all unjust teacher and unjust 

classroom metaphor categories, are presented in Appendices D and E.  

Pᴇʀsᴏɴ ᴡɪᴛʜ ɴᴇɢᴀᴛɪᴠᴇ ᴄʜᴀʀᴀᴄᴛᴇʀ was the category with the highest 

metaphor frequency. One metaphor in this category, for instance, was ᴀ 

ᴍᴇʀᴄɪʟᴇss ᴘᴇʀsᴏɴ who “considers some people superior to others” (T47). This 

reflects the violation of the bias suppression principle and agrees with Chory 

et al.’s (2022) finding, which indicated that EFL students report bias when 

talking about teachers’ procedural injustice. (Pᴏᴛᴇɴᴛɪᴀʟ) Hᴀᴢᴀʀᴅ was the 
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category with the second highest metaphor frequency. An example of a 

metaphor in this category was ᴛʜᴇ ɪɴᴄᴏᴍᴘʟᴇᴛᴇ sᴘʀᴀʏɪɴɢ ᴏғ ᴀ ᴡʜᴇᴀᴛ ғɪᴇʟᴅ. To 

justify this metaphor, T7 explained that “just as the wheat that has not 

received enough pesticides cannot be properly resistant to pests, those L2 

students who do not benefit from the teacher’s attention in the classroom 

cannot properly handle the lessons.” This reflects a violation of the equality 

principle in distributive justice—not providing equal opportunity to learn for 

all. A similar pattern was reported in Rasooli et al. (2018) and Chory et al.’s 

(2022) studies as distributive injustice was perceived to be perpetrated by 

teachers’ violation of the equality principle.  

Bᴀᴅ ғɪɢᴜʀᴇ ᴏғ ᴀᴜᴛʜᴏʀɪᴛʏ was the next category, including such a 

metaphor as An Arrogant King who “pays more attention to his/her powerful 

and influential people” (T29). This again indicates that an unjust L2 teacher, 

like an arrogant king, breaches the bias suppression principle of procedural 

justice (Cropanzano et al., 2015). (Cᴀᴜsɪɴɢ) Dɪsᴇᴀsᴇ & Iɴᴊᴜʀʏ is the 

subsequent category in this order. Here T2, for instance, analogized injustice 

to ᴘᴏʟʟᴜᴛᴇᴅ ᴀɪʀ as it “affects everyone,” implying a violation of the equity 

principle. Fɪʀᴇ is another category with such an exemplar metaphor as ғɪʀᴇ ɪɴ 

ᴛʜᴇ ғᴏʀᴇsᴛ “burns both the dry and wet things” (T30), again violating the 

equity principle. Both these entailments imply teachers’ punishment to all, 

even students who make efforts, contribute to class, or perform well. This 

breaching of the equity principle, which was linked to teacher unfairness in 

this study, is in agreement with the reports of previous studies highlighting 

equity and equality to be among the main concerns of many teachers (e.g. 

Pantić, 2017; Rasegh et al., 2022).  

Some metaphors from different conceptual categories also revealed 

the undesirable consequences of injustice in L2 classes. For instance, T42 

likened an unjust L2 teacher to ᴛʜᴇ ᴡɪᴛᴄʜ/ᴛʜᴇ ᴅᴇᴍᴏɴ ɪɴ ᴄʜɪʟᴅʀᴇɴ’s sᴛᴏʀɪᴇs 

that “destroys all wishes and the world of learners in the blink of an eye and 

makes their world dark.” Another teacher wrote that, like ᴀ ʙᴀᴅ-ᴛᴇᴍᴘᴇʀᴇᴅ 

ɴᴜʀsᴇ, an unjust teacher “does not care about the psychological aspect of 

language learners, leading to their anxiety and sadness by his/her conduct” 
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(T5). Injustice was also conceptualized as ᴀ ᴛɪʟᴛɪɴɢ ᴡᴀʟʟ that “will collapse 

in the end and will cause damage” (T6), or as Death that “destroys everything 

and takes away motivation from everyone” (T32). Besides, while justice was 

likened to ᴀ ᴛʀᴀɴᴏᴜ̨ɪʟɪᴢᴇʀ, injustice was analogized to ᴀɴ ᴀɴxɪᴇᴛʏ-ɪɴᴅᴜᴄɪɴɢ 

sᴜʙsᴛᴀɴᴄᴇ that “decreases the concentration and calmness of language 

learners, exposing them to tension and mental pressure, and disrupting 

language learning” (T5). These findings reveal that breaching justice in L2 

classes can lead to students’ decreased learning outcomes, lower 

psychological wellbeing, and negative emotional responses. Similarly, 

studies show that classroom injustice is linked to students’ experience of 

dissent, disengagement, disappointment, stress, anger, negative attitudes, or 

behavioral problems (Horan et al., 2010; Lemons & Seaton, 2011; Rasooli, 

DeLuca et al., 2019; Santinello et al., 2011).  
 

Table 2: Conceptual categories across injustice metaphors for the L2 teacher and 

classroom 

Categories Unjust L2 

teacher 

Unjust L2 

classroom 

Total metaphor 

frequency 

Pᴇʀsᴏɴ ᴡɪᴛʜ ɴᴇɢᴀᴛɪᴠᴇ 

ᴄʜᴀʀᴀᴄᴛᴇʀ 

12 0 12 

(Pᴏᴛᴇɴᴛɪᴀʟ) Hᴀᴢᴀʀᴅ 3 7 10 

Bᴀᴅ ғɪɢᴜʀᴇ ᴏғ ᴀᴜᴛʜᴏʀɪᴛʏ 8 0 8 

Vɪᴏʟᴀᴛɪᴏɴ ᴏғ ʀɪɢʜᴛs 2 5 7 

(Cᴀᴜsɪɴɢ) Dɪsᴇᴀsᴇ & Iɴᴊᴜʀʏ 3 4 7 

Fɪʀᴇ 5 1 6 

Bᴀᴅ ᴄᴀʀᴇɢɪᴠᴇʀ 5 0 5 

Hᴜʀᴅʟᴇ 4 1 5 

Sᴏᴍᴇᴛʜɪɴɢ ᴜsᴇʟᴇss 2 3 5 

Wᴇᴀᴘᴏɴ 0 4 4 

Mᴜʀᴅᴇʀ & Dᴇᴀᴛʜ 0 4 4 

Nᴇɢᴀᴛɪᴠᴇ ᴇᴍᴏᴛɪᴏɴs & ᴛʀᴀɪᴛs 0 4 4 

Eᴀsᴇ Oғ ʙʀᴇᴀᴄʜɪɴɢ ᴊᴜsᴛɪᴄᴇ 0 3 3 

Nᴀᴛᴜʀᴀʟ ᴅɪsᴀsᴛᴇʀ 0 3 3 

Lɪɢʜᴛ 1 1 2 

Mɪsᴄᴇʟʟᴀɴʏ 0 1 1 

Total 45 41 86 
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Furthermore, according to Table 3, many opposite pairs of metaphors were 

found in the data—i.e. the two metaphors represented contrasting ideas or 

concepts. Among the total of 32 conceptual categories identified from justice 

or injustice metaphorical conceptualizations, opposite directions were found 

between 23 of them. The exceptions were five justice conceptual categories 

(ᴀ ɢᴏᴏᴅ ᴄᴏᴍᴘᴀɴɪᴏɴ, ᴀ ɢᴏᴏᴅ ɢᴜɪᴅᴇ, ᴛᴏᴏʟs, ᴘʟᴀɴᴛ, and sʏᴍᴘʜᴏɴʏ) and two injustice 

categories (ʜᴜʀᴅʟᴇ and ᴘᴇʀsᴏɴ ᴡɪᴛʜ ɴᴇɢᴀᴛɪᴠᴇ ᴄʜᴀʀᴀᴄᴛᴇʀ).  

Regarding the pairs of metaphors which worked in an opposite 

direction to each other it can be explained that, for instance, while a just 

teacher was likened to ᴀ ɢᴏᴏᴅ ғɪɢᴜʀᴇ ᴏғ ᴀᴜᴛʜᴏʀɪᴛʏ, an unjust teacher was 

analogized to ᴀ ʙᴀᴅ ғɪɢᴜʀᴇ ᴏғ ᴀᴜᴛʜᴏʀɪᴛʏ. Similarly, justice was metaphorically 

conceptualized as ᴡᴀᴛᴇʀ, while injustice was likened to ғɪʀᴇ.  

 

Table 3: Justice and injustice metaphors which functioned as opposite pairs  

Justice Categories Injustice categories 

Gᴏᴏᴅ ғɪɢᴜʀᴇ ᴏғ ᴀᴜᴛʜᴏʀɪᴛʏ Bᴀᴅ ғɪɢᴜʀᴇ ᴏғ ᴀᴜᴛʜᴏʀɪᴛʏ 

Gᴏᴏᴅ ᴄᴀʀᴇɢɪᴠᴇʀ/ᴄᴀʀᴇɢɪᴠɪɴɢ  Bᴀᴅ ᴄᴀʀᴇɢɪᴠᴇʀ 

Wᴀᴛᴇʀ Fɪʀᴇ 

Pᴏsɪᴛɪᴠᴇ ᴇᴍᴏᴛɪᴏɴ Nᴇɢᴀᴛɪᴠᴇ ᴇᴍᴏᴛɪᴏɴs & Tʀᴀɪᴛs 

Oʙsᴇʀᴠɪɴɢ ʀɪɢʜᴛs Vɪᴏʟᴀᴛɪᴏɴ ᴏғ ʀɪɢʜᴛs 

Lɪɢʜᴛ Lɪɢʜᴛ 

Sᴏᴍᴇᴛʜɪɴɢ ᴇssᴇɴᴛɪᴀʟ; Fᴏᴜɴᴅᴀᴛɪᴏɴ Sᴏᴍᴇᴛʜɪɴɢ ᴜsᴇʟᴇss 

Dɪғғɪᴄᴜʟᴛʏ ᴏғ ɪᴍᴘʟᴇᴍᴇɴᴛɪɴɢ ᴊᴜsᴛɪᴄᴇ Eᴀsᴇ ᴏғ ʙʀᴇᴀᴄʜɪɴɢ ᴊᴜsᴛɪᴄᴇ 

Eɴʜᴀɴᴄɪɴɢ ᴡᴇʟʟʙᴇɪɴɢ Tʜʀᴇᴀᴛᴇɴɪɴɢ ᴡᴇʟʟʙᴇɪɴɢ: 

Mᴜʀᴅᴇʀ & Dᴇᴀᴛʜ; (Pᴏᴛᴇɴᴛɪᴀʟ) Hᴀᴢᴀʀᴅ; 

(Cᴀᴜsɪɴɢ) Dɪsᴇᴀsᴇ & Iɴᴊᴜʀʏ; Wᴇᴀᴘᴏɴ; 

Nᴀᴛᴜʀᴀʟ ᴅɪsᴀsᴛᴇʀ 

Note: Threatening wellbeing is created as a higher-order category for the related 

injustice metaphors   
 

More importantly, ʟɪɢʜᴛ was metaphorically used to refer to both justice and 

injustice. The entailment following a metaphor indicates whether it refers to 

justice or its violation. For example, T26 likened injustice to sᴜɴʟɪɢʜᴛ as 

“shining on some and bestowing its blessing and light on them, while not 

shining on others and bringing about their decline and destruction.” 
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Conversely, justice is resembled to sᴜɴʟɪɢʜᴛ as “all students are treated 

equally and receive the same respect. This will reduce the tensions and create 

a healthier class atmosphere” (T13 & T2). These findings provide further 

empirical evidence to the argument that when individuals complete an “A is 

like B …. Because …” prompt, for correctly coding the linguistic formula as 

a conceptual metaphor, the researcher should take a discursive approach and 

look into the argumentation provided after “because” in the prompt 

(Strugielska, 2015).  
 

Overall, the opposite relationship among 72% of the categories imply 

that justice and injustice can be considered two sides of the same coin. Also, 

the same vehicle can be used to talk about completely opposing concepts.  
 

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

This study used conceptual metaphor as both the theoretical framework and 

the data elicitation and analysis tool to unravel EFL teachers’ beliefs about 

(in)justice. The participants’ generation of various metaphors for (in)justice 

signifies this concept’s multidimensional and complex nature. Despite their 

diversity, some of these metaphors’ entailments reflected the justice 

principles (e.g. equality, caring, need, bias suppression, etc.) within the 

distributive, procedural, and interactional classroom justice dimensions 

presented in the literature, while some other entailments referred to the 

consequences of classroom (in)justice. Thus, we conclude that these results 

are congruent with the social psychological underpinnings of classroom 

justice and provide supporting empirical evidence in this regard. The results 

also add to the existing evidence on the effectiveness of conceptual metaphors 

for uncovering and analyzing L2 teachers’ beliefs about different aspects of 

L2 teaching, including classroom (in)justice. 

The results of this study put forth some implications for L2 teacher 

education programs, teacher educators, and teachers. To start with, it should 

be noted that being fair or just is an essential characteristic of good language 

teachers (Tajeddin & Alemi, 2019; Estaji & Zhaleh, 2021a). Thus, teacher 
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education programs need to take necessary actions to foster this quality in 

pre-/in-service L2 teachers. To this aim, teacher educators can use metaphor 

as a tool to promote teachers’ thinking about (in)justice. Bullough (2015) 

refers to the usefulness of metaphors by stating that metaphors operate at 

different levels and are generative as they can devise new ways of making 

meaning and provide new perspectives on experience. They can similarly 

enable comparison and simplify the experience. Besides, a metaphor and 

change in metaphor potentially demonstrates a change in thinking over time 

(Tobin, 1990); thus, metaphor can be used as an interventional strategy to 

modify teachers’ beliefs about (in)justice. As found by Tobin (1990), the 

metaphors that teachers generated affected their beliefs and practices as 

teachers, and an intervention that resulted in the transformation of their 

metaphors effectively changed their instruction-related thinking and actions. 

Accordingly, L2 teacher education programs should identify L2 teachers’ 

attitudes toward justice by asking them to generate metaphors. Once the 

metaphors are obtained, an intervention to expand/revise teachers’ justice 

beliefs needs to be implemented, and its effectiveness can be re-evaluated 

through metaphor analysis.  

Similarly, L2 teacher education programs can encourage prospective 

L2 teachers to reflect on their beliefs about (in)justice and articulate their 

conceptualizations through creating metaphors. Provision of an entailment, 

where the teacher justifies selection of a metaphor, indicates the metaphor’s 

ability to trigger teacher’s reflection about a particular facet of his/her 

instructional practice (Alarcón et al., 2019). Moreover, as metaphor creation 

involves a subconscious/indirect mechanism (Patchen & Crawford, 2011), 

examining the way teachers link the justice principles to their classroom 

practice in the constructed metaphors potentially aids teacher educators in 

revealing teachers’ unconscious epistemological rifts. Once teachers’ 

conceptions about (in)justice are revealed through the metaphors they 

constructed, workshops can be held to critically discuss them and address 

teachers’ belief-action conflicts. Moreover, as a liberating experience (Saban, 

2010), metaphors can enable teachers to change their teaching beliefs and 
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practices (Cameron & Maslen, 2010; Low, 2003). Therefore, through the 

results of this study, in-service L2 teachers are recommended to generate 

metaphors as a way to become aware of their implicit assumptions about 

(in)justice, reflect upon their justice practices, and take necessary actions to 

ameliorate their justice-related beliefs and behaviors.  

Additionally, teachers can also construct metaphors as a 

transformative route for their professional development (Tait-McCutcheon & 

Drake, 2016; Zhu et al., 2020). As justice/fairness is essential for quality L2 

teaching (Tajeddin & Alemi, 2019), it is among the teachers’ continuing 

professional development needs. To address this need, teachers can construct 

(in)justice metaphors, which can promote reflection and potentially lead to 

the betterment of their beliefs and practices. Notably, teachers can become 

cognizant of the essence of justice by engaging in metaphor-based reflection. 

More importantly, teachers can compare their metaphors against the theory 

and find the aspects they are not paying attention to. 

L2 teachers can regularly engage in metaphor construction to identify 

if the metaphors that direct their justice performance are indeed the metaphors 

that they desire to keep despite new instructional practices and knowledge. 

Cognitive dissonance between teachers’ new experiences and existing 

metaphors can change their ideology and professional development (Zhu et 

al., 2020). Thus, L2 teachers are recommended to regularly re-examine their 

metaphors about (in)justice and modify them if they are incompatible with 

their ongoing knowledge base and classroom performance.   

The results of the present study should be interpreted with its caveats 

in mind. First, the conceptual metaphors that teachers generated may not 

reveal their actual justice practice. Future researchers can examine potential 

inconsistencies between teachers’ beliefs as identified from their stated 

metaphors and their (in)justice practices through observing what they actually 

do in the classroom. Additionally, due to the potential of teacher reflection 

for improving teachers’ subsequent actions (Saban, 2010), future studies can 

study whether or not teachers’ creation of metaphors can trigger reflection on 

their (in)justice practices and, consequently, result in changes in their 
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behaviors. As another limitation, only a questionnaire was used to gather data 

in this study. To enhance “the trustworthiness of the metaphor analysis” 

(Want et al., 2011, p. 411), future studies can engage in instrument 

triangulation by employing the questionnaire along with follow-up interviews 

to provide more profound interpretations and further explanations of the 

questionnaire. Next, although the authors conducted the piloting phase using 

10 participants’ views, they could have asked some experts in metaphor 

analysis to check their data collection instrument. This concern can be 

addressed in future studies to improve credibility of findings. 

The data in this study were gathered from a sample in Iran. While 

measures were taken to have a representative sample of the population of EFL 

teachers in the country, the results should be cautiously generalized to L2 

teachers worldwide. To see how teachers’ creation of metaphors about 

(in)justice might differ cross-culturally or across L2s, future researchers can 

replicate this study in other geographical locations or with teachers of other 

target languages. Finally, in this study, only teachers were the focus of the 

investigation. Future researchers can engage in participant triangulation by 

eliciting (in)justice metaphors of multiple stakeholders in a single study (e.g. 

teachers, students, teacher educators, or policymakers) in order to first 

understand the degree and points of (in)congruence in their 

conceptualizations, and second, provide opportunities for interactions 

between different groups of stakeholders through possibly reacting to or 

discussing each other’s perspectives on teacher (in)justice in language 

classes.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A. Too Literal or Weak metaphors  
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Appendix B. “A just teacher” metaphors 
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Appendix C. “A Just Classroom” Metaphors 
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Appendix D. “An Unjust Teacher” Metaphors 
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Appendix E. “An Unjust Classroom” Metaphors 



ISSUES IN LANGUAGE TEACHING, Vol. 13, No. 2                           73  

 



74                                                 K. ZHALEH & H. ZANDI  

 
 


