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Teacher agency plays a critical role in sustaining early career teachers’ professional development. Teachers who

are of proactive agency can stay true to themselves in seeking career development. Teachers who exercise

proactive agency are more likely to regard themselves as a member of “a meaningful profession”, rather than doing

“just a job” (p. 149). Teacher agency strengthens the teachers’ commitment to develop themselves as teachers. To

provide implications for early career teachers’ professional development, it is essential to explore what shapes

teachers’ enactment of agency, including resistance, ambivalence, and proactivity, and to examine the intricate

relationship between teacher agency and identity commitment.
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1. Teacher Agency

Teacher agency was described as the teachers’ capacity to “critically shape their responses to problematic

situations”  (p. 11). As argued by Biesta and Tedder , the notion of agency suggests that “actors always act by

means of [italics in the original] an environment rather than in an environment” (p. 137); the achievement of agency

results from “the interplay of individual efforts, available resources and contextual and structural ‘factors’ as they

come together in particular and, in a sense, always unique situations” (p. 137). Priestley, Biesta, and Robinson 

formulated an ecological model for understanding teacher agency. This model of teacher agency includes the

following three dimensions: iterational (i.e., teacher agency arises from teachers’ accumulated teacher

experiences, and previous patterns of thoughts and actions), practical-evaluative (i.e., teachers can make practical

judgements based on an evolving situation), and projective dimension (i.e., teachers can be motivated by an

intentional act of creating a future). The above definitions suggest that agency refers to the agents’ actions in

producing effects or fostering the capacity to act and make changes. The agent possesses the capacity to make

choices based on his/her intentions and purposes, while, at the same time, is “reflexive and creative and can act

counter to societal constraints as well as with societal possibilities”  (p. 197).

Teacher agency is important, as professional development for teachers has been something “for teachers, by

teachers”  (p. 250). Teachers often demonstrate different degrees of teacher agency. One important reason is the

fact that teachers enter the profession with different backgrounds and, most importantly, their communities may

afford different degrees of autonomy in learning to teach . In addition, when exploring teacher agency, we also

need to consider teachers’ beliefs, their desires to set goals, and their knowledge of classroom pedagogy .

Teacher agency is an essential element in determining teachers’ efforts to confront, resist, and work out

pedagogical conflicts. The exploration of teacher agency is particularly important for early career teachers, as they
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are in the early stage of being enabled and constrained by their social and institutional environment. Although early

career teachers are expected to enact agency for professional development, they experience disappointments and

challenges during their initial years of teaching .

2. Teacher Identity

Identity is a product of the volatile, fluctuating, and fragmental natures of the “self”  (p. 8). From the perspective of

communities of practice, identity is a process that is established and maintained through negotiations within social

situations, or social roles . An awareness of identity provides a sense of continuity, enabling individuals to

differentiate between the self and others . A common understanding about identity is that institutional or social

contexts in which individuals are situated, can reframe their identity trajectory . Thus, we interpret individual

teachers’ identity within their professional histories and institutional contexts, and explore the interplay between

individuals and the contexts.

Teacher identity formation is a process wherein teachers engage in building their own ways to act similarly to

teacher, and negotiate among multiple identities that are constantly shaped, reshaped, and adapted to the figured

world . Related to this, teacher identity is altered by “teaching context, experience, and biography”  (p. 761).

Through an ongoing acquisition of knowledge and teaching, teachers construct and enact their identities, and

modify their mental images to align with reality and realistic expectations . The early career phase is described

as “a tumultuous time of transition” for novice teachers  (p. 91). Therefore, teacher identity cannot be simply

understood as teachers’ perceptions of themselves as teachers . It can be operationalized as dynamic,

discontinuous, and multi-faceted . Early career teachers may confront school cultures that discourage innovation

. Hence, they may encounter identity conflicts.

3. A Proposed Framework on Agency and Identity

Early career teachers have to spend a disproportionate amount of time and effort in keeping up with the minimum

requirements and responsibility . Schaefer  suggests a need to examine the problems that influence teacher

development, through focusing on individual teachers, including teaching experiences, educational background,

and exploring the organizational contexts in which teachers work. Teachers’ professional commitments, although

oriented towards the future, develop out of prior experience, as well as contextual conditions. One question for us

to consider is how early career teachers’ identity and agency may have been shaped to make them stay in, or

depart from, teaching. For this purpose, a framework on connecting identity and agency is proposed as an analytic

lens, to underpin early career teachers’ decisions to join, stay in, or leave the teaching profession (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Proposed framework on agency and identity.

In the proposed framework, identity is an emergent property, arising from the configuration of identity resources

and individuals’ agency in responding to structures. Agency may remain unexercised if a relevant identity resource

is not experienced by an individual. Agency may hinder, or facilitate, specific aspects of professional identity in an

individual’s practices. Professional practices thus emerge at the intersection of identity resources and

individual/collective agency. With a focus on early career teachers, Trent  and Harfitt  also highlighted the

intricate relationship between agency and identity. Early career teachers enact agency through making choices

about what to engage in, and taking actions in shaping their professional identities .

To explain how individuals respond to the perceived identities, the researcher draws on Bourdieu’s  concept of

habitus or socialized norms and structures that guide behaviors and thinking. As illustrated in Figure 1, individuals

encounter identity resources with dispositions in the forms of beliefs about who they think they are, and who they

want to become. These dispositions are the result of individuals’ previous experiences. It is argued that a teacher’s

professional identity practices are caused, non-consciously, by his/her habitus if identity is compatible with an

individual’s sense of self and his/her ideal self. However, an individual’s responses to incompatible identities

happen through reflexive deliberations, which, in turn, are mediated by their identity perceptions. The intricate

relationship between agency and identity commitment affects the teachers’ choices and actions in seeking

professional development. In particular, it underpins a teacher’s decision to stay in or leave the profession.
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