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Abstract: Social scientists rarely address temporal issues explicitly, neither when defining a 
methodology nor when detailing results; nonetheless, aspects concerning it are an intrinsic part of 
social processes as the existence of subjects occurs within a plurality of times. Thus, when carrying 
out research to describe the aims and process of teaching English as a foreign language at a public 
university in Uruguay, a methodology was chosen that would enable capturing the historicity of this 
object of study. An ethnography of discourse in educational contexts was carried out considering 
JÄGER's (2003) methodological approach as it entails the development of a dispositive to analyze 
the complexity of historical, multilayered and contextualized discourses. In my research, I 
delineated aims focused on three discursive knots that happen simultaneously, at different cross-
institutional levels, articulating the teaching of English: 1. The political/university knot (macro level), 
2. the knowledge/know-how knot (meso level), and 3. the teaching knot (micro level). The 
identification of discursive threads by using different research tools (document analysis, semi-
structured interviews, surveys, and classroom observations) enabled the study of diachronic and 
synchronic aspects concerning English teaching and knowledge. In this article, I detail 
methodological aspects concerning temporality while describing the research process. 
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1. Introduction

Lives are determined by temporality; beings are conceived in relation to it. 
Everything social or natural develops in relation to time, changing in unpredictable 
ways and in connection with multiple factors that affect its context. Time envelops 
everything and has been a matter of study and thought (ARISTOTLE, 1957 [circa 
350 B.C.]. HEIDEGGER, 2001 [1927]), was the first to conceive an objective and 
infinite notion of time during ancient times, but not as temporality; he envisaged 
the common, or sometimes called "vulgar" or “ordinary” (pp.472-474; see also 
KELLER, 2008 [1996]) notion of time—i.e., the clock's time related to 
astronomical changes—as a measuring parameter made by a mathematical 
series of infinite components. [1]

This quantitative representation of time unfolds in a unique direction, and instants 
can be allocated in specific places on timelines or calendars. According to 
SIMESEN DE BIELKE (2017, p.292), HEIDEGGER represented this time as an 
infinite succession of isolated and homogeneous present times ("nows"1), that 
can only be differentiated by the place they occupy in the mathematical series. In 
history, this notion of time, considered "absolute time" (DEMASI, 1997, p.42), is 
sometimes used for chronological purposes to order different events according to 
the date when they happened. As GEIßLER (2002, p.133) stated, "clocks were to 
guarantee punctuality, control of time and the standardization of conduct in 
relation to time." Nonetheless, there are other ways of conceiving time—and not 
only non-linear ones, or the cyclical ones used by sailors and farmers in relation 
to weather—there are complex qualitative ways used by social science 
researchers (BRAUN & CLARKE, 2021; GIROLA, 2011; GOKMENOGLU, 2022; 
GORE et al., 2021; HANNKEN-ILLJES, KOZIN & SCHEFFER, 2007; HENRY & 
MACINTYRE, 2024; MURILLO, 2013; SCHILLING & KÖNIG, 2020; VALENCIA 
GARCÍA, 2002) that imply a different kind of notion known as temporality. [2]

Social researchers intrinsically rely on inherent aspects concerning temporality to 
comprehend the complex narratives that give place to the realities understudy. In 
memory studies, aspects related to temporality are explicitly mentioned, and this 
is a growing field. Nevertheless, many researchers exclude its analysis when 
developing a conceptual framework or presenting results (CLIFT, MERCHANT & 
FRANCOMBE-WEBB, 2021; GEIßLER, 2002) and, hence, methodological 
development in the area is scarce (GOKMENOGULU, 2022). [3]

In this paper, I focus on temporality aspects that were considered while designing 
and carrying out an ethnography of discourse study at a Spanish-speaking 
university in Uruguay to describe why English is taught at this university, since 
when, what linguistic policies exist, how many courses are being offered and 
where, what functions of English are appealed to, and what curricular contents 
and approaches are prioritized. I begin with a description of the chosen 
epistemological approach as it is crucial to understand what the main concepts 
being used imply (Section 2). Thereafter, I detail the state of the art concerning 

1 All translations from non-English texts are mine.
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the two fields I studied: Temporality and English language teaching in Uruguay, 
by analyzing what different researchers have found (Section 3). Then, I provide a 
detailed account of the methodology used in this investigation, as I wrote this 
paper to describe and illustrate how temporality issues were considered while 
conducting an ethnography of discourse (Section 4). In Section 5, I present some 
of the data found and explain how they were examined to show how temporality 
issues emerge at multiple levels of discourse. In Section 6, after discussing how 
the data were analyzed, I provide an overview of the main findings by illustrating 
how discourses occur simultaneously at multiple institutional levels. I conclude by 
summarizing the relevance of considering temporality issues in order to 
understand the described object of study in depth, its past, present and possible 
future implications (Section 7). [4]

2. Framework 

English as a foreign language courses have been offered at the Uruguayan 
public university where the research took place almost since its foundation. 
However, researchers who carried out investigations concerning English 
language teaching at a local level have focused mainly on non-university settings, 
and little was known—from historical and situated perspectives—about the 
teaching of English at this university. In order to describe different aspects in 
relation to this practice (linguistic policies, internationalization processes, 
functions of English prioritized, number of courses offered, curricular aims, 
content and approaches), and to understand what teaching English as a foreign 
language at this university entails at present, and in relation to its past and future 
(GEIßLER, 2002; HANNKEN-ILLJES, 2007), a genealogy (BIALAKOWSKY, 
2017; DEMASI, 1997; FOUCAULT, 2002 [1969]) concerning the process of 
development of this practice was carried out by studying discourses at different 
institutional levels (HIVER & AL-HOORIE, 2020; JOHNSON, 2011, 2015). [5]

From a complex qualitative research perspective in linguistics (GORE et al., 
2021), and based on JÄGER's (2003) methodological approach within critical 
discourse analysis (WODAK & MEYER, 2003), a five-year study was carried out. 
The approach, which involved the development of a dispositive to examine the 
complexity of multilayered discourses (HIVER & AL-HOORIE, 2020; JOHNSON, 
2011, 2015), was employed to analyze and describe the process which the object 
of study underwent since its origin. The objective of the research was to study 
three main discursive knots which, according to BEHARES (2011), articulate 
education at the university where the research took place, and hence, also 
involve the process of teaching English at this institution, i.e., 1. The 
political/university knot (macro level), 2. the knowledge/know-how knot (meso 
level), and, 3. the teaching knot (micro level). [6]

To carry out the research process, a "time window" (NEALE, 2021, p.120) was 
chosen (2019-2023), a dispositive was devised (JÄGER, 2003; JÄGER & MAIER, 
2009; JOHNSON, 2009, 2011, 2013, 2015), and instruments were produced 
bearing in mind temporal perspectives for data collection (NEALE, 2021; 
SCHILLING & KÖNIG, 2020). The dispositive was designed to examine some of 
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the multiple coexisting temporalities (GEIßLER, 2002; HANNKEN-ILLJES, 2007), 
periods of stability and transition—including the appearance of possible disruptive 
emergency situations (FOUCAULT, 2002 [1969])—regarding the process of 
teaching English at the chosen university. [7]

3. Literature Review: Bordering Temporality in Relation to the Object 
of Study 

A wide range of literature was consulted in relation to the research's methodology 
and the object of the study. Once the latter was defined, a methodology that 
could capture its historicity, its stabilities and variations throughout the plurality of 
time had to be chosen to hermeneutically explain the complex processes which 
the teaching of English underwent. Although this methodology will be thoroughly 
discussed in the following section, it implied research and decisions in two main 
areas: 1. Temporality, by considering perspectives that enable diachronic and 
synchronic analysis when necessary (BRAUN & CLARKE, 2021; CLIFT et al., 
2021; DEMASI, 1997; GEIßLER, 2002; GOKMENOGLU, 2022; GORE et al., 
2021; HANNKEN-ILLJES, 2007; HANNKEN-ILLJES et al., 2007; HEIDEGGER, 
2001 [1927]]; HENRY & MACINTYRE, 2024; SALDANA, 2003; SCHILLING & 
KÖNIG, 2020; SIMESEN DE BIELKE, 2017; THOMAS et al., 2024; VALENCIA 
GARCÍA, 2002), and, 2. discourse studies in which researchers focused on ways 
of examining complex social processes (FOUCAULT, 2002 [1969]; JÄGER, 2003; 
JOHNSON, 2011, 2015; WODAK & MEYER, 2003), such as ethnographies of 
discourse in education settings (JOHNSON, 2011, 2015). The readings and 
choices made in relation to the methodology based on discourse analysis theory 
are described in Section 4. [8]

Temporality is related to the ontological and hermeneutical functions of time in 
relation to the presence of beings and the nature of things in the world. KANT 
(2004 [1781]) first, and HEIDEGGER (2001 [1927]) later, explained how complex, 
dynamic and intertwined connections between present, past, and future configure 
beings by providing meaning and sense while nurturing historicity. This historicity 
constitutes subjectivity as it is related to the existence of subjects, their moments 
of transformation and stability from the point of origin to their death. It enables a 
genealogy of the subject (FOUCAULT, 2002 [1969]), a cartography or mapping of 
the different experiences a subject undergoes through life (NEALE, 2021), 
characterized by the existence of diachronicity and synchronicity concerning its 
history, as multiple layers of time coexist and overlap (GEIßLER, 2002; GORE et 
al., 2021; HANNKEN-ILLJES, 2007). Although everything undergoes processes 
of change at different rhythms and speeds, a diachronic perspective allows an 
approximation to the object of study by capturing aspects that persist or show 
certain stability throughout time (BIALAKOWSKY, 2017). In contrast, a 
synchronic approach facilitates an in-depth study of a specific moment in time, 
generally by selecting a time window research period where something disruptive 
or of specific interest has occurred (NEALE, 2021). The study of the temporality 
of a subject enables an understanding of some of the different processes it 
undergoes (CLIFT et al., 2021; DEMASI, 1997; GOKMENOGLU, 2022; 
SCHILLING & KÖNIG, 2020; THOMAS et al., 2024; VALENCIA GARCÍA, 2002). [9]
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To understand the present situation regarding the dynamic process of teaching 
English as a foreign language at a public university in Uruguay, its origins and 
periods of stability and disruption had to be traced (DEMASI, 1997; GORE et al., 
2021; HENRY & MACINTYRE, 2024; NEALE, 2021). Linguistic policies 
(CALVET, 1997 [1996]; JOHNSON, 2013, 2015; SCHIFFMAN, 1996) and social 
representations (GIROLA, 2011) related to the present, past and future of English 
language in the specific context had to be studied to describe the complex 
processes involved (GORE et al., 2021; HIVER & AL-HOORIE, 2020; THOMAS 
et al., 2024). HENRY and MACINTYRE (2024) mentioned that qualitative studies 
involving temporality are generally small-scale ones. However, my research could 
be considered a large-scale project since no previous institutional records 
describing solely the object of study existed, and the process it underwent had to 
be studied by using a combination of intensive data-collecting strategies (focused 
on the perspectives of specific English language professors) and extensive ones 
(covering a long period of time) (NEALE, 2021); hence, a first genealogy of the 
object of study, capturing its origin and change during plural times, was traced to 
understand its present situation, past and possible future (BIALAKOWSKY, 2017; 
GOKMENOGULU, 2022; MURILLO, 2013; STAEHLER, 2020; VALENCIA 
GARCÍA, 2002). To understand the methodology, a summary of the context 
where the situation under study was temporally embedded (GORE et al., 2021; 
NEALE, 2021) is provided. [10]

Studying Uruguay's history concerning English language uses and education was 
the logical starting point of the research process (THOMAS et al., 2024). At 
present, Spanish is the de facto language in Uruguay. Nevertheless, it is a 
country with plurilingual origins (BARRIOS, 2015; BERTOLOTTI & COLL, 2014; 
CANALE, 2015; MASELLO, 2020) as—apart from original native languages and 
Portuguese (that was spoken on Uruguay's border with Brazil)—migrants who 
settled in this state between 1860 and 1920 spoke in their native tongues (mainly 
Spanish, Galician, Italian, English, French and German). Nevertheless, Spanish 
is the common language as, between 1876 to 1877, during a dictatorship period, 
a nationalist movement promoted this tongue as the state's only language and 
thus hindering the use of multiple ones (OROÑO, 2016). Current studies indicate 
that, although Spanish must be used in different official instances due to laws that 
require this, linguistic diversity exists (BROVETTO, 2017; CANALE, 2015). [11]

In education, linguistic policies concerning foreign and second languages can be 
traced back in time in relation to two public systems: The national organism in 
charge of public education at the initial, primary and secondary levels 
(Administración Nacional de Educación Pública, ANEP), and the main national 
public university (Universidad de la República) where this research took place. 
Each system is independent of the other. Previous research studies and policies 
were investigated concerning both the understanding of the country's context and 
the historicity of the language under study. In the former institution, several 
investigations concerning English were carried out (BROVETTO & KAPLAN, 
2011; CANALE, 2011, 2013, 2018; FRADE, 2017), and a commission in charge 
of elaborating linguistic policies was created in 2006, although English had been 
taught in this system since the nineteenth century. Currently, different English 
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programs coexist, and plurilingualism is promoted regarding second and foreign 
languages (BROVETTO, 2017; MINISTERIO DE EDUCACIÓN Y CULTURA, 
2008). [12]

In the case of the university, plurilingualism is promoted (MASELLO, 2019a) and, 
although languages such as English and French have been taught there since 
1838—almost since its foundation (MASELLO, 2019b)—few and recent 
investigations have been carried out concerning English teaching in particular 
(CARABELLI, 2012, 2021; COUCHET, 2012; COUCHET & MUSTO, 2017; 
GABBIANI & MADFES, 2006; TORRES, VIERA & FEDORCZUK, 2009). To 
better understand the situation of the target language at both national and 
international levels, diverse investigations concerning this topic at university level 
worldwide were also analyzed (BOND, 2020; GONZÁLEZ-ÁLVAREZ & RAMA-
MARTÍNEZ, 2020; LIDDICOAT, 2018). [13]

4. Methodology: Configuring a Research Dispositive 

The notion of "discursive knots" (JÄGER, 2003, p.81; JÄGER & MEIER, 2009, p.47) 
was the fundamental construct of this research as it enabled an exploration of the 
complexities of the object of study. It allowed for the identification of discursive 
threads that configure the teaching of English at the chosen national public 
university. Adopting this perspective implied studying discourses produced at 
different historical times, by different agents, and at multiple institutional levels. [14]

4.1 Main and specific research aims 

My main objective was to analyze and describe the process of teaching English 
as a foreign language at Uruguay's main public university, the Universidad de la 
República, in relation to: 1. The political/university knot, 2. the knowledge/know-
how knot, and 3. the teaching knot. To achieve this, I formulated and adhered to 
the following specific objectives: 

1. Identifying linguistic policies (explicit and implicit) that emerged in discourses 
related to English teaching at the chosen university. With this specific aim, the 
political/university knot and the knowledge/know-how knot, mainly related to 
macro institutional policies, were analyzed to answer the following questions: 
Why is English taught at this university and in which dependencies? When did 
the practices start and what were the justifications for their introduction? Did 
all the university's dependencies share the same justifications? Were those 
continuous in time or were there variations or disruptive emergency situations 
in relation to the policies and practices?

2. Collecting existing course syllabi to identify the courses offered and examine, 
by carrying out surveys and interviewing students and professors, how the 
teaching of English has been tackled at the discourse level in the 
dependencies of the university where English has been taught. By doing this, 
different discursive threads from the political/university knot and the 
knowledge/know-how knot were identified at the meso levels of the institution. 
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The following guiding questions were answered: What were the learning 
objectives, curricular contents, and approaches outlined in the different 
syllabi? Which similarities and differences existed across the courses offered 
at the university dependencies? What functions of English were prioritized? 
What graduate profile did the different programs configure.

3. Examining if a specific approach to English language teaching is constructed 
in discourses of agents (students and professors) and their actions to 
describe some of the discursive threads related to the knowledge/know-how 
knot and the teaching knot at micro institutional levels. By doing so, teaching 
perspectives, outcomes, and the functions of English that were put into play 
during lessons could be identified. [15]

4.2 Temporality and JÄGER's notion of discourse

JÄGER (2003), based on critical discourse analysis theory, adopted 
FOUCAULT's (2002 [1969]) and LINK's (1983 in JÄGER, 2003) considerations of 
discourse and understood that all discourses are historical and material entities 
constituted by the accumulation of knowledge produced. As such, discourses are 
imbricated in everything we do individually and collectively, and they are 
developed through actions and social practices that produce and reproduce 
knowledge. Discourses transform over the course of history and may emerge 
simultaneously at different levels in intertwined and complex ways constituting the 
objects they refer to. Discursive practices and non-discursive practices, such as 
actions or events that evidence a subjacent knowledge, develop discourses. 
Moreover, discourses are institutionalized; and mechanisms of validation, 
inclusion, limitation, and exclusion exist. As JÄGER (2003, p.64) stated, "negation 
strategies, strategies to relativize, strategies to eliminate taboos" are used. 
Because of this complexity, JÄGER emphasized that a historical perspective is 
necessary considering the moments and contexts when discourses occur, 
interact and overlap. [16]

As JÄGER and MAIER (2009) detailed, discourses are made by combining 
infinite texts, and a "fragment of discourse" (p.47) implies a specific theme that 
can be found in a text or part of it (and, I would add, at a certain moment and 
context). Therefore, a discursive thread can be studied by analyzing fragments of 
discourses concerning a specific theme that may appear in many different texts 
produced at different moments. In this sense, by identifying and examining a 
discursive thread, one may study a theme's development—moments of 
appearance, recurrence or disruptive emergency situations related to it—from a 
historical (non-chronological or lineal) perspective (DEMASI, 1997; FOUCAULT, 
2002 [1969]; GORE et al., 2021). [17]

Discourses are complex because they do not refer to a unique theme; they relate 
to many themes simultaneously and at different times. Generally, primary and 
secondary themes are mentioned, and multiple layers of time emerge, generating 
multimodal data (GORE et al., 2021). Hence, discourses include many tangled, 
intermixed, discursive threads that simultaneously refer to several themes at 

FQS https://www.qualitative-research.net/



FQS 26(3), Art. 14, Patricia Carabelli: Temporality in Ethnography of Discourse: 
Untangling Discursive Knots Related to English Language Teaching at a Public University in Uruguay

multiple times. These discursive threads constitute a "discursive knot" (JÄGER & 
MAIER, 2009, p.47). Studying discursive knots involves identifying specific 
discursive threads in the knot to untangle or separate them from other threads, 
based on the theme being addressed, while analyzing the interrelations at 
different levels. Methodologically, this was done by defining the three basic cross-
temporality and institutional layers (micro, meso and macro), studying discourses 
by identifying and classifying key thematics (GIBSON & BROWN, 2009), and 
examining the intertextualities and the interdiscourses (JOHNSON, 2013, 2015) 
that emerge in relation to them. This is thoroughly discussed in the following 
section. [18]

4.3 Elaborating a dispositive to untangle discursive knots

Research dispositives must be carefully elaborated to study the complexity of 
discourses. As JOHNSON (2015) stated, when examining discourses, studying 
intertextuality is necessary as discourses do not occur in isolation; they are 
interconnected and influence each other's meaning. This meaning, which may be 
interrupted or reinforced, crosses discourses in diachronic ways, horizontally, 
persisting in time (for example, when people at present cite SHAKESPEARE's 
soliloquy "To be or not to be" [1976 (1603)] despite it being written in 1603). Yet, 
it also crosses discourses synchronically as discourses are heteroglossic 
(BAJTÍN, 1979) and have multiple meanings that can be studied at a specific 
moment in history (in relation to the previous example, a pianist, a computer 
engineer, and a material designer may understand SHAKESPEARE's soliloquy in 
different ways because of the multiple overlapped discourses that conform their 
subjectivity). Hence, as analyzing discourses is highly complex, one way of 
examining them is by designing specific research dispositives, bearing in mind: 1. 
Discursive and non-discursive practices (actions) (JÄGER, 2003; JOHNSON, 
2013, 2015), 2. contexts of appearance (including different institutional layers) 
(JOHNSON, 2013, 2015; MADFES, 2013), and 3. temporality of discourses as 
meaning concerning the present, past and even future possibilities may be traced 
(BIALAKOWSKY, 2017; GOKMENOGULU, 2022; GORE et al., 2021; MURILLO, 
2013; STAEHLER, 2020; VALENCIA GARCÍA, 2002) by using extensive and 
intensive (NEALE, 2021) research tools. [19]

Moreover, as discourses are supra-individual, collective symbols that characterize 
a situation under study and representations shared by social groups (GIROLA, 
2011) must be comprehended to some extent as well. As individual and social 
consciousness are intertwined and imbricated with knowledge (re)produced by 
circulating discourses (WODAK & MEYER, 2003), they may be described by 
analyzing recurring themes (GIBSON & BROWN, 2009), intertextualities and 
interdiscourses (JOHNSON, 2015). These aspects may be studied by using 
discourse analysis strategies based on the identification and examination of 
themes, discursive threads, discursive fragments, discursive knots, discursive 
events, discursive contexts, planes and postures. [20]

During the research, social representations were analyzed by identifying themes
—from oral and written texts and produced in specific contexts—in the different 
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thematic threads found within the three identified discursive knots. A thematic 
analysis approach (GIBSON & BROWN, 2009) was chosen because it implies 
the identification of themes in discourses that emerge simultaneously in different 
layers of the institution and at diverse times. It is an approach that enables a 
temporal analysis of themes as it captures the changes within a broader process, 
within a thematic thread. This perspective enables researchers to move beyond 
the instant, capturing more than a moment in time and tracing narratives that 
emerge by unveiling specific themes in texts that are part of discourse threads. It 
is a way of studying how themes change, persist or are abandoned within 
discourses. Social representations are identified within the discourses by 
analyzing themes shared by many individuals as these are recurrent across 
multiple discourse threads. By doing so, researchers may establish cross-
contextual connections between the past, present and future considering specific 
thematic threads that emerge and may also identify discursive knots. As JÄGER 
(2003, p.86) stated, there is a discursive knot when a text refers to many themes 
simultaneously, even if one of them is a primary theme. If this happens:

"Discursive processes should be analyzed within broader temporal frameworks to 
reveal their force, the density of the knot regarding certain discursive threads with 
other discursive threads, together with their changes, fractures, disappearance and 
reappearance. In other words, it will be necessary (as Foucault states) to elaborate 
an 'archaeology of knowledge', or, as he stated later, a 'genealogy'." [21]

To elaborate a genealogy considering the process of teaching English at the 
university where the investigation took place, an analysis of intertextualities and 
interdiscursivities (JOHNSON, 2013, 2015) was also adopted. This approach 
included a historical dimension by establishing the possibility of making 
connections between discourses that happen simultaneously at different 
moments, and a complex dimension by enabling associations between 
discourses that occur in different layers or that seem unrelated. In this sense, 
themes were studied considering: "Horizontal intertextualities" (JOHNSON, 2015, 
p.167) (establishing connections between texts that shared a common theme, 
and happened simultaneously in time, although they belonged to different 
institutional and societal levels), "vertical intertextualities" (ibid.) (studying texts 
with a shared theme that happened at different historical moments), and 
"interdiscursivities" (p.168) (that enabled the connection between institutional and 
social discourses that seemed unconnected). [22]

For example, when analyzing the lexis (identifying key and recurrent words 
related to specific themes) of a general linguistic university norm established in 
2001—which stated that postgraduate students had to prove reading 
comprehension in one or two foreign languages to graduate from master's and 
doctoral programs (UNIVERSIDAD DE LA REPÚBLICA, 2001)—the theme 
reading comprehension was identified as a priority at the macro level of the 
institution. A discourse thread related to the theme reading comprehension was, 
hence, acknowledged. When different syllabi were collected from different 
university dependencies, one of the first observations at the meso-institutional 
level was that, out of the twenty-three identified English courses (23 out of 77 
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foreign language courses), eight were designated as reading comprehension 
courses, as they focused on the development of this skill. The theme's recurrence 
evidenced the existence of horizontal and vertical intertextualities in relation to 
reading comprehension in English, as documents were created at different 
moments (vertical intertextualities) and in diverse dependencies (faculties, 
centers or institutes) of the university (horizontal intertextualities). Finally, during 
several classroom observations, professors focused on teaching aspects related 
to the development of this same skill and both, professors and students 
highlighted, when interviewed, the importance of being able to read in English to 
access knowledge written in this language. Once again, the theme reading 
comprehension in English reappeared—now at the micro level—evidencing the 
existence of interdiscursivities, as discourses across the different levels 
(institutional norms, syllabi, lessons, and individual agents) include the recurring 
theme, thereby reinforcing its concept and its associated notions. [23]

The elaboration of the dispositive enabled the identification and examination of 
the following discursive threads: 

• Historical-institutional processes related to the teaching of foreign languages, 
English in particular; 

• social representations that circulate within and outside the institution 
concerning the English language; 

• the vitality and functions of English at an international level; 
• the role of English in relation to internationalization processes within 

universities; 
• norms and documents that structure the presence of English language 

education within the university and its dependencies; 
• students' entry and graduation profiles; 
• professors' situated discourses and approaches to language teaching during 

English lessons. [24]

4.4 Choosing and designing appropriate research tools 

Although a time window between 2019 and 2023 was selected to establish the 
period and context in which the research took place, a genealogy was elaborated. 
Therefore, it may be considered a long-scale research project, where extensive 
and intensive data collection strategies (NEALE, 2021) were carefully chosen 
and, when necessary, elaborated. [25]

The research implied two types of data: 1. Pre-existent data, that were part of the 
context under study (institutional documents such as norms and regulations, 
course syllabi, classroom materials and resources), and 2. data generated during 
the research, considering its aims (through semi-structured interviews, surveys 
and classroom observations). Research tools were selected, designed, tested, 
validated and applied for each type of data as they entailed different temporal 
concerns (GORE et al., 2021). A few adjustments had to be made as research 
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projects often involve iterations (ibid., see also JOHNSON, 2015; MEYER, 2003). 
To filter existing information, document analysis techniques were applied. [26]

In relation to document analysis, cross-institutional public documents—such as 
norms, regulations and publications related to English and foreign language 
requirements, documents that mention the implementation or existence of English 
language courses, and existing English courses' syllabi—were reviewed across 
all the university's faculties, centers and institutions. The recommendations 
concerning document analysis proposed by BORÉUS and BERGSTRÖM (2017) 
and PIÑUEL RAIGADA (2002), as well as the thematic analysis guidance 
provided by GIBSON and BROWN (2009), were followed during the process. 
This extensive, diachronic review enabled an understanding of the process the 
object of study underwent, as its moments of change and stability could be 
pictured with the data found (CLIFT et al., 2021; GOKMENOGLU, 2022; GORE et 
al., 2021; NEALE, 2021; THOMAS et al., 2024). For example, in relation to the 
research, and regarding the post-graduate norm previously mentioned 
(UNIVERSIDAD DE LA REPÚBLICA, 2001), a unique cross-institutional norm 
related to knowledge of foreign languages was established on September 25, 
2001. This norm indicated that until that date, there were no general rules 
regarding knowledge of foreign languages; therefore, before that year, students 
could complete their post-graduate studies without knowing any foreign 
languages at all. In this sense, the establishment of the norm configured a 
disruptive emergency situation (FOUCAULT, 2002 [1969]), marking a moment of 
change within the institution in relation to knowledge of foreign languages, and 
the emergence of new discourses concerning them (for example, by fostering the 
creation of language courses or the introduction of books and articles written in 
other languages in the courses' recommended bibliographies). After 2001, from a 
diachronic perspective, a new period of stability, regarding foreign language 
knowledge at the macro level could be identified as no other cross-institutional 
norm was institutionalized (although authorities from some faculties, who have 
autonomy, implemented their own requirements concerning foreign language 
producing disruptive emergency situations also at meso-institutional levels). What 
is more, it is worth noting that although the institutional norm remained valid 
throughout the research process, it was revised in 2025 (UNIVERSIDAD DE LA 
REPÚBLICA, 2025), and the theme reading comprehension is no longer present 
in the norm, among other changes. As a result, future institutional changes 
related to English and foreign language teaching are anticipated. [27]

Regarding the tools used to generate new data, interview scripts included open-
ended questions and were designed in accordance with DÖRNYEI's (2016) and 
MERLINSKY's (2006) guidelines (Table 1). Individual (professors') and group 
(students') interviews were conducted outside the institution via a video 
conference platform, using the guideline questions detailed in Table 1. Interviews 
were video recorded, with the interviewees' consent to facilitate their analysis. 
They lasted an average of forty-nine minutes. 
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Professors' Interview 
Guideline

Students' Interview 
Guideline

1. What is your 
experience with 
foreign languages? 

Extensive; macro, 
meso, micro levels; 
past and present 
representations; 
future expectations

1. What is your 
experience with 
foreign languages?

Extensive; macro, 
meso, micro levels; 
past and present 
representations; 
future expectations

2. Considering your 
experience, what are 
the needs of students 
who take English 
language courses at 
the faculty you work 
in? 

Extensive; macro, 
meso, micro levels; 
past and present 
representations; 
future expectations

2. What is your 
experience 
regarding foreign 
language learning at 
this university? 

Extensive; macro, 
meso, micro levels; 
past and present 
representations, and 
future expectations.

3. How has your 
experience teaching 
English courses at 
university been? 

Extensive; macro, 
meso, micro levels; 
past and present 
representations; 
future expectations

3. How has your 
learning experience 
been in the English 
course the university 
provides? 

Extensive; macro, 
meso, micro levels; 
past, present 
representations; 
future expectations

4. Considering 
expectations 
regarding students' 
end of the course 
outcomes, how do 
you teach English in 
the courses you 
teach? 

Intensive; meso 
and micro levels; 
past and present 
representations; 
future expectations

4. What do you think 
about the topics you 
have worked with 
during the university 
English courses you 
took? 

Intensive; meso and 
micro levels; past and 
present 
representations; 
future expectations

5. What problems do 
you generally face 
during the English 
courses you teach? 

Intensive; meso 
and micro levels; 
past and present 
representations; 
future expectations

5. What do you think 
about the resources 
and materials you 
used during the 
English courses you 
took? 

Intensive; meso and 
micro levels; past and 
present 
representations; 
future expectations

6. How would you 
change the course if 
you could? 

Intensive; meso 
and micro levels; 
future expectations 
in relation to past 
and present 
representations 

6. What activities 
carried out during 
the English course 
do you think will help 
you throughout your 
career? 

Intensive; meso and 
micro levels; future 
expectations in 
relation to past and 
present 
representations
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Professors' Interview 
Guideline

Students' Interview 
Guideline

7. How would you 
change the English 
course if you could?

Intensive; meso and 
micro levels; future 
expectations in 
relation to past and 
present 
representations

Table 1: Semi-structured interview guidelines and corresponding temporality levels [28]

Student surveys were designed to collect data from a descriptive perspective 
(DÖRNYEI, 2016; LÓPEZ ROMO, 1998; SCOLLON, 2003) and contained sixteen 
questions (open and closed, Likert and multidimensional scales and multiple-
choice items) that could be divided into three groups: 1. Items to collect 
demographic data from the surveyed population (micro level of analysis, 
describing the present situation), 2. questions to understand social 
representations regarding the importance of knowing foreign languages, in 
particular English, for their careers and future professions (macro, meso and 
micro level of analysis, extensive analysis related to past, present and future 
representations), and 3. questions related to their personal experiences in the 
English courses they took at the university (meso and micro levels of analysis, 
understanding present experiences in relation to memories and future 
representations). All surveys were administered by the end of the courses by 
sending all students a link to a Google Forms questionnaire via e-mail. There was 
an overall average response rate of 29.5%. [29]

Regarding sampling methods, intentional sampling (RITCHIE & LEWIS, 2003) 
was used during interviews, as one student and one professor from each area of 
knowledge of the institution were selected and invited to participate voluntarily. 
Furthermore, as sample heterogeneity (DÖRNYEI, 2016) was sought, students 
from various career paths, with different levels of English proficiency (based on 
self-identification of levels), and of different genders (as self-identified) were 
invited to participate. Regarding the sample of student surveys, its size was 
considered representative (ibid., see also GRASSO, 2006; LÓPEZ ROMO, 1998) 
as described in the table below. 
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Area of Knowledge 
(as specified by the 
university)

Total 
Number of 
Enrolled 
Students 

Total Number 
of Students 
Who 
Completed the 
Survey 

Error 
Margin

Level of 
Confidence

Ideal Size 
of the 
Sample

Social and artistic 
area 

323 88 9% 95% 87

Technology, nature 
and habitat sciences 
area

19 10 15% 80% 10

Healthcare sciences 
area 

96 31 12% 90% 30

Total 438 129 8% 95% 99

Table 2: Statistical analysis of the sample size, margin of error and level of confidence2 [30]

In addition, classroom observations were carried out to study the scenes of action 
(SCOLLON, 2003), the places—in this case, the English as a foreign language 
classroom—where actions occur (re)producing existing discourses. As every 
moment is unique, and yet embedded in broader contexts, to collect and study 
on-the-spot data, classroom observation in institutional settings methodologies 
were used (CID SABUCEDO, 2001; GABBIANI & MADFES, 2006; ORLANDO, 
2006). These observations enabled a better description of the object of study as 
issues concerning its temporality emerged and could be captured on the spur: 
Knowledge present in different agents' discourses narrated during interviews 
could be visualized through emergent actions not present in discourses that 
erupted, showing the complexities of these multidimensional settings. To 
systematize the observations, structured classroom observation sheets were 
designed (GIBSON & BROWN, 2009) considering the aim of the study mainly at 
the meso and micro levels. The observation sheets focused on: 1. Learning 
objectives, 2. linguistic aims, 3. topics chosen, 4. English language teaching 
(ELT) approaches used, 5. teaching approaches concerning macro-linguistic 
development, 6. resources and materials used and, 7. outcomes visualized in 
relation to the different courses' syllabi. The duration of a single lesson was not 
considered a suitable criterion to study the way linguistic development is 
promoted. Hence, the teaching of a complete thematic unit, according to the 
professors' criteria, became the unit of analysis, whether it took two hours of 
instruction, a week or a month. Thirteen lessons were observed (of two hours 
each) in seven of the twenty-three existing English courses (26 hours in total), 
and at least one course per interviewed professor was visited. Lessons were 
either video or audio-recorded, with the corresponding authorization, to facilitate 
their analysis. Data were saved using different formats (written text, audio, and 

2 The statistical analysis of the sample, margin of error and confidence level was made by using 
the formula: n = Z2. p. q. N / NE2 + Z2. p. q. Where, n = size of the sample, Z = level of 
confidence, N = Population - Census, p = probability in favor, q = probability against and E = 
estimation error.
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video), and the transcripts were included in the appendices of the doctoral 
dissertation (CARABELLI, 2023) related to this project. [31]

Ethical concerns and requirements were closely followed, as the research had 
approval from the Ethical Commission of the Facultad de Humanidades y 
Ciencias de la Educación, Universidad de la República. The safety and well-being 
of all participants were guaranteed and always pursued; they were informed 
about the project's aims, signed consent forms, and all collected data were 
anonymized. [32]

Throughout the research, reliability and validity criteria were considered 
(BORÉUS & BERGSTÖRM, 2017; DÖRNYEI, 2016; GIBSON & BROWN, 2009; 
MEYER, 2003), as not only were research tools piloted (MATOS & PASEK, 2008) 
and reliable sampling criteria used (Table 1), but the three principles of discourse 
analysis methodology (SCOLLON, 2003) were also followed: 1. Triangulating 
data obtained from document analysis, interviews, surveys, and classroom 
observations, 2. interviewing different actors—professors and students—to 
capture their perceptions in relation to English teaching at the university where 
the study was conducted, and 3. conducting lesson observations to compare the 
discourses and actions that occur in practice with those expressed in documents 
and by participants in interviews and surveys. [33]

Finally, the research's limitations were related to its scope, given that the object 
of study is broad. According to the latest student survey, the Universidad de la 
República has more than 135.000 students;3 therefore, the population involved 
was very large. Therefore, representative populations and dependencies from 
each of the three areas of knowledge of the university (social and artistic, 
technology, nature and habitat sciences, and health sciences) were selected. 
Nonetheless, the approach inherently led to generalizations that result in some 
loss of specificity. Despite this, the research is considered highly relevant as no 
other empirical and observational studies regarding English language teaching 
were conducted at this university, and it contributes to its understanding while 
serving as a heuristic guide for future research. [34]

5. Analyzing the Data Collected: Themes, Intertextualities and 
Interdiscursivities 

Heteroglossia in texts exist, and social research is highly complex as it implies 
multiple interpretations. Nevertheless, as the research methodology chosen has 
proven valid (Section 4.4), a reliable description of the situation concerning the 
object of study could be made and several conclusions could be drawn. The data 
collected were (re)organized, (re)read, and (re)analyzed on various occasions 
throughout the research process as multiple dimensions were considered. 
Different color codes were used to categorize data from documents, 
questionnaires, interview transcripts and classroom observation forms and 
transcripts. Many tables were produced identifying and grouping themes and 

3 https://udelar.edu.uy/portal/institucional/   [Accessed: August 12, 2025].

FQS https://www.qualitative-research.net/

https://udelar.edu.uy/portal/institucional/


FQS 26(3), Art. 14, Patricia Carabelli: Temporality in Ethnography of Discourse: 
Untangling Discursive Knots Related to English Language Teaching at a Public University in Uruguay

subthemes by analyzing lexis and grammatical structures that determine meaning 
in sentences (GIBSON & BROWN, 2009). Subsequent connections were made 
across texts and discourses by establishing relationships according to themes 
and subthemes (JOHNSON, 2015). Once the data were organized, a possible 
genealogy related to the teaching of English at the university where the 
investigation took place was traced by establishing meaningful relationships 
between discourses which show the steady development of the area within the 
university. The first course was identified, and the presence of other courses was 
traced in time while addressing the following themes to answer the questions 
posed in Section 4.1: Which explicit linguistic policies exist or have existed (and 
which implicit ones emerge through social representations)? Who did/do the 
policies affect? What functions of English are prioritized? What courses were and 
are being given, where, how many and what are their aims, justifications, 
contents and expected outcomes? Which national and international discourses 
do the institutional ones connect with? [35]

5.1 Defining categories and grouping information

The data were examined using different discourse analysis techniques: Analysis 
of themes, intertextualities and interdiscursivities. The analysis was guided by the 
aims and questions presented in Section 4.1, and 31 different tables were created 
while examining the data (they were included either in the dissertation's body or 
appendices). Data were categorized by looking for the following aspects: [36]

1. Social and institutional contexts where discourses are (re)produced, interpreted 
and appropriated (space and time of discourse (re)production; where, when and 
why were the identified discourse threads (re)produced so as to identify 
diachronic and synchronic perspectives). The time, place, participants, 
participants' roles and purpose of the interaction (interview, questionnaire or class 
observation) were carefully recorded, together with specific data that were 
categorized as shown in the table below (Table 3). It only displays one row out of 
twenty-three as one row per identified course was created. 

Table 3: English language courses' formal requirements in the different syllabi (adapted 
from CARABELLI, 2023, p.353, Row 1, Table 1A). Please click here to download the PDF 
file. [37]

2. Discourse threads that emerged in texts (norms, syllabi, interview transcripts, 
lesson observation sheets) in relation to themes (identification of themes and 
subthemes using codes and sub-codes), e.g., by creating categories for 
discourse threads to group possible teaching approaches, as well as main and 
specific objectives among the different English courses, as shown in Table 4. As 
illustrated, some of the information found in the different syllabi falls into several 
categories and is included in each for subsequent analysis. 

Table 4: Categorizing teaching approaches and aims found in course syllabi (adapted from 
CARABELLI, 2023, p.357, Row 1, Table 2A). Please click here to download the PDF file. [38]
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3. Intertextual and interdiscursive connections in present and past discourses 
(temporality of discourses in relation to the identified themes). Horizontal 
intertextualities and interdiscursivities were identified, for example, by comparing 
data from different current course syllabi, as shown in Table 5 in relation to one of 
the studied categories: Textual genres. 

Faculty, Center or Institute Syllabus Content Related

to Textual Genres

1. Faculty 1

(Reading comprehension 
course)

- Presentation of diverse textual genres (abstracts, 
academic web pages, book reviews, calls for 
presentations, formal e-mails, forms)

2. Faculty 2 

(Reading comprehension 
course)

- Analysis of diverse types of texts 

- Studying the English used in textual genres from the 
legal area: Contracts, bylaws, clauses

3. Faculty 3

(Reading comprehension 
course)

- Analysis of authentic academic texts from the Social 
Sciences area 

- Analysis of the academic genre. Exploration of formal 
and discursive characteristics present in academic texts 

4. Faculty 4 

(Reading comprehension 
course)

- Reading comprehension of scientific texts related to the 
area of dentistry 

5. Faculty 5

(Reading comprehension 
course)

- Authentic academic and of general-interest texts are 
used throughout the course 

6. Faculty 6

(Reading comprehension 
course)

- Authentic academic and of general-interest texts are 
used throughout the course

7. Faculty 7

(Reading comprehension 
course)

- Academic and journalistic texts are used

- Formal aspects of different text types: expository, 
informative, argumentative, and persuasive, are 
analyzed during the course 

Table 5: Horizontal intertextualities in different reading comprehension in English courses' 
syllabi (adapted from CARABELLI, 2023, p.365, Table 3A) [39]

As shown in the table, by creating the category and grouping information from 
different curricular programs according to the theme textual genre, one may 
clearly visualize horizontal intertextualities (how textual genres are being studied 
currently in different courses) and interdiscourses (how discourses that are being 
(re)produced in different faculties share many characteristics). Vertical 
intertextual connections related to the research topics were mainly uncovered 
through bibliographic analysis. [40]
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By organizing the data in this way, information was compared, patterns were 
identified, and different conclusions were drawn. In this case, one of the 
conclusions drawn from all the data gathered (not just the one in Table 5) was 
that during the different English courses, professors tend to use materials and 
resources that focus on students' careers and needs. [41]

5.2 Demonstrating methods of data coding and analysis 

To illustrate how data were analyzed and treated, some examples, collected with 
different tools, are shown. The following table presents data collected from 
questionnaires, showing the degree of agreement of students concerning the 
statement: "The English course I took at university will benefit my career"

Social and Artistic Area Technology, 
Nature and 
Habitat Sciences 
Area

Health Sciences 
Area

Total

I fully agree: 51 (57,30%) I fully agree: 8 
(80%)

I fully agree: 17 
(54,84%)

I fully agree: 76 
(58,46%)

I partially agree: 23 (25,84%) I partial agree: 1 
(10%)

I partially agree: 
7 (22,58%)

I partially 
agree: 31 
(23,85%)

I agree to some extent: 12 
(13,48)

I agree to some 
extent: 0

I agree to some 
extent: 6 
(19,35%)

I agree to some 
extent: 18 
(13,84%)

I partially disagree: 3 (3,37%) I partially 
disagree: 1 

(10%)

I partially 
disagree: 1 

(3,22%)

I partially 
disagree: 5 
(3,85%)

I fully disagree: 0 I fully disagree: 0 I fully disagree: 
0

I fully disagree: 
0

Table 6: Data from student surveys, closed question, relationship between knowing 
English and career development (CARABELLI, 2023, p.172, Table 13) [42]

Apart from the closed question shown in Table 6, where students had to mark the 
option they agreed most with, an open-ended question asking the reasons for 
their answers was also posed. The arguments provided by students were 
analyzed and grouped according to themes (identified by theme-related 
keywords), and the number of recurrences was studied to try to understand which 
social representations seemed to be more vital, as Table 7 shows. 
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Main Arguments Provided by Students Concerning the Relationship 
Between English Knowledge and Career Development 

Recurrences

Access to knowledge 36

Increased communication possibilities 25

Access to bibliography and resources 16

Increased studying or working abroad possibilities 12

Academic and professional development 9

Widening lexical knowledge related to careers 9

Increasing work opportunities 9

Table 7: Data from student surveys, open ended questions, main arguments provided by 
students concerning the relationship between English knowledge and career development 
(CARABELLI, 2023, p.173, Table 14) [43]

Recurrences in Table 7 were identified as outlined in the cases that follow. For 
example, a student from the Social and Artistic area stated that she understood 
that the fact of "having a university that proposes, and impulses English language 
courses evidences its commitment towards the development of students'  
professions." The key vocabulary (in italics) used in the sentence demonstrates 
that the student understands that learning English will result in "academic and 
professional development" (Argument 5, Table 7). [44]

A student from the social and artistic area mentioned that knowing English "is a 
benefit because it enables access to different kinds of materials and documents; 
the fact that English is a shared language enables knowledge and information 
exchange." Once more, the lexis chosen by the student determined that she was 
aligned with the argument: "Access to bibliography and resources" (Argument 3, 
Table 7). What is more, a student from the Health Sciences Areas stated that: 

"It is necessary mainly because of the amount of information, such as articles and 
other literature that can only be found in English. Also, because it opens doors to 
learning other languages and participating, for example, in courses abroad." [45]

In this case, the student wrote an answer that provided more than one reason for 
his opinion. Therefore, his position was included both in Argument 3 (Table 7): 
"access to bibliography and resources," and Argument 4 (Table 7): "Increased 
studying or working abroad possibilities." [46]

Finally, a student from the technology and nature and habitat sciences area 
stated that knowing English will help her: 

"Learn (as many of the materials used are not available in Spanish, or the most 
recent versions are only available in English). To publish research that I carry out. To 
travel and interact with foreign colleagues." [47]
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Once again, several arguments were provided, showing the complexity of the 
topic. In this case, both Argument 1 (Table 7): "Access to knowledge," and 
Argument 4 (Table 7): "Increased studying or working opportunities" were 
selected as the student's chosen lexis referred to these meanings, evidencing 
that her arguments belonged to those two discourse threads. [48]

In addition, as emphasized throughout the paper regarding the plurality of time, 
the three chosen examples show the complexity of studying temporality because 
they address simultaneous planes. The discourse threads shown in these quotes 
evidence simultaneous aspects concerning the past, present and future of 
English in relation to the students' careers, as shown in Table 8. 

Discourse Threads 
Showing Diverse 
Temporality Planes

Arguments Provided 
by Students in 
Surveys

Students' quotes

 

"English is a benefit 
because it enables 
access to different 
kinds of materials 
and documents; the 
fact that English is a 
shared language 
enables knowledge 
and information 
exchange." 

"It is necessary 
mainly because of 
the amount of 
information, such as 
articles and other 
literature that can 
only be found in 
English. Also, 
because it opens 
doors to learning 
other languages and 
participating, for 
example, in courses 
abroad."

"Knowing English will 
allow me to learn (as 
many of the materials 
used are not available 
in Spanish, or the 
most recent versions 
are only available in 
English). To publish 
research that I carry 
out. To travel and 
interact with foreign 
colleagues."

Researchers' 
interpretation of 
discourse threads 
concerning the past

The student 
understands that as 
many things have 
been either written 
or translated to 
English, knowledge 
generated in the 
past may be 
accessed. 

The amount of texts 
that have been 
written or translated 
into English is 
enormous. English 
started to be used in 
several international 
events worldwide 
(for example, in 
courses). 

Many materials used 
in the courses the 
student takes were 
written in English. 
Uruguayan 
researchers published 
some of their findings 
in English. People 
speak diverse 
languages, yet, 
English became a 
bridge tongue. 
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Discourse Threads 
Showing Diverse 
Temporality Planes

Arguments Provided 
by Students in 
Surveys

Researchers' 
interpretation of 
discourse threads 
concerning the 
present 

Knowing English is a 
current need as it 
enables students to 
access the 
enormous amount 
of materials 
produced in this 
language. 

Articles and 
literature in English 
can be read 
because the student 
knows English. 
He/she may take 
courses in other 
countries that imply 
knowing English. 

Many materials are 
only available in 
English as recently 
published versions 
have not been 
translated into the 
student's first 
language. 

Researchers' 
interpretation of 
discourse threads 
concerning the 
future

Students who learn 
English will be able 
to access 
knowledge and 
exchange 
information in the 
future. 

Knowing English 
facilitates future 
participation in study 
abroad programs. 

The student will have 
to publish some of her 
research findings in 
English and if she 
travels she will have to 
speak in English to 
interact with 
colleagues that do not 
speak her tongue, 
Spanish.

Table 8: Planes of temporality in student survey responses [49]

In relation to the interviews, the data collected through them corroborated the 
data gathered in surveys. Once more, the given answers facilitated capturing the 
past, present and future expectations of the research participants. For example, 
one of the professors stated (Quote 1):

"The learning outcomes ... Well, trying to enable students to ... Well, in reading 
comprehension courses, to enable them to read original texts they deal with, isn't it? 
For them to be able to read with the least possible help, like a dictionary ... Well, 
nowadays, basically with the cell phone, but we want them to be as independent as 
possible, isn't it? And in the English 3 course, we want them to be able to speak so 
that they can give a talk in English, isn't it? In a university. Basically, we want them to 
be able to talk about things related to their profession; and also, to discuss, debate, 
about a variety of topics, isn't it?" (Professor 1, interviewed July 16, 2021). [50]

In Quote 1 the professor described the students' expected profile upon course 
completion, which enables the following interpretations concerning temporality in 
relation to the learning outcomes of the English courses: 
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Temporal Analysis of Quote 1's Meaning

Researchers' interpretation 
of discourse threads 
concerning the past

- An enormous amount of texts has been written in 
English.

- At international university congresses, many 
presentations are delivered in English, alongside other 
languages, as participants speak diverse native 
tongues but need a common means of communication, 
and English became an international bridge language.

- Many professionals from diverse linguistic 
backgrounds use English to discuss and debate various 
issues at the international level. 

Researchers' interpretation 
of discourse threads 
concerning the present

- Students are learning to read and study from texts 
written in English.

- Learners are becoming independent and fluent 
English readers who rely as little as possible on 
technology. 

- Students are learning to discuss and debate ideas in 
English.

Researchers' interpretation 
of discourse threads 
concerning the future

- Once students graduate, they will have to read several 
texts in English concerning their careers. 

- As professionals, they may be required to give 
presentations in English within university settings. 

- As graduates, they will need to discuss and debate 
ideas related to their careers and professions at the 
international level, often in English. 

Table 9: Planes of temporality in Quote 1, concerning the courses' learning outcomes [51]

In addition, data collected during classroom observations reinforced the idea of 
facing discipline-specific English courses, where the learning outcomes are 
closely linked to students' academic fields and future professional goals. Because 
of this, most of the materials and resources used during lessons were produced 
by the professors themselves, considering both institutional and students' needs. 
For example, in one of the lessons observed at the Faculty of Law, the professor 
worked on certain linguistic aspects that appeared in an English text about 
Federal law vs. State law. Although the students were not lawyers yet, the 
professor knew students faced texts related to this area since they entered 
university, and thus, needed to read them with autonomy. Different aspects of the 
students' and institutions' past, present and future, converge in every lesson, 
making them meaningful and relevant in relation to specific needs and interests. 
In this regard, another important finding was that the socio-cultural functions of 
the English language—particularly those related to access and production of 
knowledge—are prioritized at the university level. This contrasts with previous 
research conducted in the press and other sectors of Uruguayan society 
(CANALE & PUGLIESE, 2011; LÓPEZ, 2013) which highlighted the 
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predominance of utilitarian functions of English, especially in contexts such as 
work, technology, diplomacy, sports, and business. [52]

6. Overlapped and Multilayered Findings

With the data presented in this article, minimal compared to the amount collected 
during the investigation, I illustrate the complexity of studying discourses that are 
heteroglossic and involve a plurality of times, as present, past and future are 
intertwined and interconnected at different levels of discourse. To show this in 
relation to the overall findings, in Figure 1, I present the discursive threads 
untangled from the discursive knots at the different temporal and institutional 
levels.

Figure 1: Discursive threads in the macro, meso and micro levels of the discursive knot 
concerning the teaching of English at the university where the research took place 
(adapted and translated from CARABELLI, 2023, p.226, Figure 1) [53]
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In Figure 1, I illustrate how discourse threads connect throughout the different 
levels. It represents how discourses that, at first, may seem unrelated and 
happening in different places (at different institutional levels), and at different 
times, are affecting and depending on each other. Innumerable discourses occur 
at the macro cross-institutional level, primarily in relation to policies and 
regulations, and once produced, they exhibit certain stability over time, as the 
rhythm of change at this macro level sometimes tends to be slower. 
Nevertheless, the discourse threads within this level affect discourse threads in 
the other two layers through intertextualities (vertical and horizontal) and 
interdiscursivities (in a top-down way), and vice versa, the discourses in the micro 
and meso levels affect the discourse threats in the macro level (in a bottom-up 
way) as actions produced by agents (professors, researchers, deans) in micro 
levels also produce effects at the macro levels. It must be noted that, although 
the macro level may show a degree of relative stability, disruptive emergency 
situations—such as the passing of a new norm or law (such as the norm created 
in 2001 and modified in 2025 at the referred university UNIVERSIDAD DE LA 
REPÚBLICA, 2001, 2025) mentioned in Sections 4.3 and 4.4)—inherently 
provoke many changes, resulting in both the discontinuation and production of 
many discourses. [54]

To understand these processes, temporal considerations across different 
institutional levels must be uncovered through complex qualitative inquiry. To 
illustrate this, the way in which the following discursive thread unfolds 
simultaneously across multiple level is described. Since English lessons have 
been given at this university almost since its foundation, there is a tradition 
regarding the teaching of English in Uruguay and in the institution, and at least 
one explicit linguistic policy concerning foreign language knowledge has been 
implemented (extensive macro level); thus, many English professors work at this 
university and several courses have been created (intensive meso level), which 
implies that many university students attend English lessons (the scenes of 
action), and professors teach the target language using certain approaches and 
(re)producing certain functions of the language in relation to the context they are 
teaching at the intensive micro level. This temporal, contextual, multilayered 
reality reveals how multiple discourse threads dynamically overlap in relation to 
the configuration of the object of study. How past, present, and future coexist had 
to be addressed to describe what the process of teaching English at this 
university implies regarding the three discursive knots and the research aims (see 
Section 4.1) in relation to international, national and institutional policies, access 
to knowledge, knowledge production and language education. Moreover, the 
discourses surrounding the object of study, dynamically shaping and changing its 
presence, happen even while researchers attempt to apprehend its reality. 
Changes are constantly happening within the plurality of times, and things are 
varying in unknown and imperceptible ways. Hence, although the research aims 
were hermeneutically fulfilled, and the ethnography of discourse enabled a 
detailed description of different aspects concerning English language teaching at 
the chosen university, additional research in the field will enable further 
understanding. [55]
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7. Concluding Remarks

Temporality is inherent to existence; yet it is not related to infinite mathematical 
series or astronomical factors related to regular notions of time. It implies 
complex, dynamic, simultaneous and overlapped historical and in-time actions 
(discursive and non-discursive) that affect each other, configuring the existence 
of subjects. Considering this—together with a variety of theories from the 
discourse analysis field—and with the aim of apprehending and describing, 
hermeneutically, different aspects concerning the teaching of English at a specific 
university situated in Uruguay, an ethnography of discourse was carried out. 
Three pre-identified discursive knots that configure this university (BEHARES, 
2011) were used to delimit the research aims: 1. The political/university knot, 2. 
the knowledge/know-how knot, and 3. the teaching knot) and research questions 
(Section 4.1) could be answered. The findings referred to aspects at macro, 
meso and micro levels and included: Describing, from a historical perspective, the 
vitality and functions of the English language at international levels, outlining the 
situation regarding English and other foreign language usage and teaching in 
Uruguay and at the university where the research took place, detecting explicit 
and implicit linguistic policies at national and institutional levels, identifying 
existing English courses at the university, and analyzing their syllabi and existing 
justifications, contents, teaching approaches and expected learning outcomes. 
Some of the most important findings were that: 1. Most of the twenty-three 
English courses given in different university dependencies during the window 
period, prioritized the development of reading comprehension skills; 2. professors 
prepared materials and lessons focused on institutional and students' disciplinary 
needs; and, 3. that the socio-cultural functions of English related to access and 
production of knowledge are hierarchized in the different university courses. [56]

Bearing in mind JÄGER's (2003) theory regarding the existence of complex 
discursive knots and the elaboration of research dispositives to unveil discursive 
threads at different institutional layers, varied and specific research tools 
(surveys, semi-structured interviews and classroom observations) were designed, 
tested and used to collect valid and reliable data that would enable the 
accomplishment of the complex task. The methodology chosen was adequate as 
it enabled the tracing of a first cartography of the teaching of English at the 
chosen university (a public university in Uruguay). The complex multilayered data 
analysis consisted of, among other things, examining data: 1. Diachronically, or 
extensively (at macro and meso levels), to capture moments of change and 
stability (such as the creation of new English courses); and to identify disruptive 
emergency situations that may have altered existing orders of knowledge, power 
or discourse, in relation to the presence and aims in the institution (such as the 
appearance of the postgraduate norm (UNIVERSIDAD DE LA REPÚBLICA, 
2001, 2025) in relation to knowledge of foreign languages; and 2. synchronically, 
or intensively (at meso and micro levels) to capture changes within the object of 
study itself, in the scenes of action (e.g., concerning the curricular contents being 
taught in the different courses). [57]
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The discursive knots could be untangled, and different cross-institutional 
discursive threads were identified in relation to their context and temporality. 
These shed light on different implicit intertextual, interdiscursive and historical 
connections that occur simultaneously through discourses and actions of multiple 
agents (authorities, policy makers, professors, students and international 
scholars) at different levels: International, national, and at the university, in the 
different faculties, centers and institutions, and in the classrooms. Due to the 
chosen approach, and considering that social research is never exhaustive, the 
aim of describing the process of teaching English at Uruguay's main public 
university could be fulfilled. English courses have been offered at this university 
almost since its foundation, and many courses are currently being taught (twenty-
three different ones during the research window period). The socio-cultural 
functions of this language that are prioritized in them show that at this university, 
knowledge of English is considered highly relevant to access and produce 
knowledge. The research also provides a heuristic guide for future visualizations of 
changes within this specific field and identification of new areas of research. [58]
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