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“I felt like a teacher today”: Beginning teachers and professional identity  

 

Marilyn Pietsch and John Williamson 

Faculty of Education 

University of Tasmania 

 

In this paper, we consider the way in which beginning teachers seek to construct their professional 
identity as they enter the teaching profession. We report on findings of an ongoing research project 
into the experiences of beginning teachers in NSW in the course of their first two years in the 
profession. We argue from case studies and a state-wide survey that the employment contexts in which 
beginning teachers enter the profession appear to affect significantly the capacity of newcomers to the 
profession to develop strong personal professional identities as teachers. We explore the construct of 
professional identity in the light of beginning teachers’ images of teaching and the formation and re-
formation of their views about teaching and their place in it as they move from teacher education 
institutions to take up differing teaching positions in schools. The findings suggest that those involved 
in teacher preparation programmes and in the induction of beginning teachers into the profession 
need to understand, acknowledge and strengthen the individual’s view of self as teacher in the early 
year of teaching in order to ensure that commitment to the profession can be sustained through the 
difficulties inherent in early experiences of learning to teach. 

Introduction 

Many beginning teachers in NSW enter the profession because they have “always wanted to be a 
teacher.” They come to pre-service teacher education with images of teachers and ready-made 
metaphors which for them define teaching. They also come with personal beliefs and values about the 
moral purpose of teaching and about the role of the teacher in relationship with students – beliefs and 
values which precipitate a choice of tertiary education program, which in itself usually precludes other 
professions. In the course of tertiary study, they experience mixed roles as sometime student of 
teaching and sometime teacher of students in schools, developing increasing knowledge, experience 
and skill, and gradually increasing their understanding of what it is to be a “real” teacher in a “real” 
school as practicum succeeds practicum. Having completed usually four years of tertiary study, they 
then enter the profession, usually by accepting permanent, temporary or casual appointments to 
schools. Graduates of pre-service teaching are deemed by the community outside schools to have the 
requisite knowledge and skills to act as professional neophytes; what becomes clear in the narratives of 
beginning teachers is that the receipt of a formal designation as teacher arrived at on completion of 
pre-service teaching, comprises only a small part of the process of developing an identity of self as 
teacher within the context of a school and can in fact be easily displaced in the early years if other 
factors do not quickly come into play. 

The purpose of the study 

This paper reports part of a wider study which investigated the experience of beginning teaching in 
schools across New South Wales in 2003, as reported by teachers in their initial two years in the 
profession. The study sought to draw out the effects of variation in employment pattern and context on 
teacher socialisation, professional learning and professional identity and the interplay of these three 
processes in locating and retaining beginning teachers in the profession. This paper, like the work of 
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Connelly and Clandinin (1999) is an attempt to explore and understand the interrelationship and 
interconnectedness of knowledge, context and identity in the work lives of teachers. 

Methodology 

The study used both quantitative and qualitative methods, resulting in the development of 
complementary sets of data (Pietsch & Williamson, 2004, July.), pertaining to the process of beginning 
teaching.  The broad state-wide picture of beginning teachers was drawn from the responses of 
teachers located in different geographical and socio-economic regions of New South Wales to a postal 
questionnaire. The more personal account from the perspective of individual teachers who were 
engaged in the process of adapting from university student to beginning teacher was elicited from eight 
beginning teachers who agreed to participate in a collective case study (Stake, 2000) which utilised 
interviews and participant observation as the primary data collection methods.  

Survey-questionnaire: The state-wide picture  

In order to make contact with “first year out” teachers who were working in permanent, temporary and 
casual positions in public primary and central schools throughout New South Wales, teachers were 
approached through two sets of gatekeepers: (former) District Superintendents and school principals in 
the NSW Department of Education and Training. From an initial population of 1709 schools 
representing 38 of the 40 districts, 992 schools (58%) responded. Of these, 243 (25%) were identified 
as having beginning teachers on staff. Questionnaires were subsequently sent to 383 beginning 
teachers through their principals and 232 of these beginning teachers (61%) responded. Eighty-seven 
percent of respondents were female and 20% were over thirty years of age at the end of their first year 
of teaching. Questionnaires from the remaining two metropolitan districts continued to arrive during 
April 2004.  

Case studies: The individual and personal view 

Eight self-selected students at a rural university responded to an invitation to participate in the case 
studies. Data were drawn from initial semi-structured interviews (either individual or in a focus group 
setting) held prior to the commencement of teaching, followed by two personal recount interviews 
conducted over the course of the “first year out” with each teacher. Each initial recount interview took 
place after four to six weeks of teaching and was a personal recount of the “settling in” phase. The 
subsequent interviews, held after a further six months and eighteen months of teaching, combined 
participant observation of the classroom by the researcher, in-depth interviewing, and stimulated recall, 
and focused on the teacher’s decision-making and reasoning in the course of the teaching day. As well, 
during each of these interviews, each teacher constructed and explained a concept map (Morine-
Dershimer, 1989; Mostert & Tankersley, 1994) giving a “snapshot” of their own changing views on 
“teaching”. Interviews were audio-taped, transcribed and returned to participants for verification. 
Preliminary analysis of interview data was supported by the use of the NUD*IST software program to 
code, categorise and compare data. 

Negotiating professional identity 

Professional identity: The construct 

‘Professional identity’ appears to be an explanatory construct useful in attempting to identify what lies 
behind differentiation in teacher practice. It represents a way of explaining the effect on teacher 
decision-making, and therefore on teacher practice, of beliefs, ideals and values, and a way of 
describing a teacher’s perception of self. It appears to be grounded in both personality and experience, 
both of the profession and outside it and in the beliefs and values that inhere in both the personal and 
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the professional realms. It seems likely that professional identity - the perception of self-as-teacher - is 
not separate from personal identity – self-as-person - but is intricately bound to it. If identity 
constitutes “the dynamic configuration of the defining characteristics of a person” (DeRuyter & 
Conroy, 2002, p. 510) then teacher professional identity can be regarded as those characteristics which 
define a teacher and which simultaneously differentiate a teacher from a member of a different 
profession. What remains at issue is whether personal and /or professional identity is in essence 
personally constructed, or socially constructed, or a mix of both processes. People choose to become 
teachers because of beliefs, values and experiences that inhere in personal lives. Once they are working 
as teachers, the experience of the profession may sustain, enhance, change or conflict with  personal 
beliefs and values, concepts and images of both self-as-person and self-as-teacher, and beliefs, ideals 
and values about teaching and teachers. There may well be an overt and a covert “identity” where the 
personal beliefs and values that underlie professional action and define and sustain the identity of self-
as-person remain active but unarticulated, and an overt identity where only those beliefs, ideals and 
values that are represented in accepted discourse and action for teachers are expressed. Where these 
sets of beliefs, ideals and values are in tension, difficulties or dissatisfactions in practice may occur and 
may remain unacknowledged and therefore unremedied. Herein lies the significance of the construct in 
evaluating mentoring and professional development programs for beginning teachers. At a stage where 
the personal process of construction of professional identity is only just beginning, programs of 
induction, mentoring and development need to proceed with due regard for the established personal 
identity and for the need to develop professional identity which coheres with established personal 
values.  

For the purpose of this paper, professional identity will be regarded as a facet of personal identity. The 
self-as-person encompasses a multiplicity of facets, each one influenced by fundamental personal 
beliefs and values, knowledge and experience. These in turn impinge on the professional facet, 
underlying and at times overriding the professional beliefs and values which guide specific decision-
making and action in the workplace and which are acquired through the development of personal 
practical knowledge of teaching in the contexts of schools.  

Developing a view of self-as-teacher 

Connelly and Clandinin (1999) describe professional identity as a teacher’s “story to live by,” (p. 95) 
multi-faceted, composed, sustained and changed in the course of a teacher’s life. Professional identities 
are born and grow in the histories of teachers. The starting points for some are early, for others much 
later – but survey respondents and interviewees within this research project could recall a personal 
beginning point, a time when they began to see themselves as future teachers, and for most this was 
well before entering a teacher education course.  

In response to the question, “Why did you become a primary teacher?” survey respondents offered a 
range of reasons: 60% regarded teaching as a way utilising the qualities they perceived in themselves; 
28% based their decision on the personal experiences they had had in families or work; 65% chose 
teaching because it conformed with their beliefs about the societal role of teachers or teaching; and 
25% identified the values which they held and which they perceived to be also embodied in the 
profession of teaching. Only 1% of respondents was unsure of their reasons and had “just drifted into 
teaching.” 

Early formulations of professional identity: the teacher in the person 

Respondents to both survey and interview frequently identified the existence of a long-standing 
personal quality (expressed in such terms as such as “liking children’) which seems to have been 
recognised long before formal teacher education was considered. This personal quality becomes part of 
the confirming experience and as such becomes embedded in the personal narrative giving meaning 
and sense and coherence for many to that much later decision to “become a teacher”.   
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Survey respondents’ reasons were embodied in statements such as:  

I believe that the ‘art’ of teaching comes naturally to me. It is my passion and it’s what I do best. (040901) 

I did work experience as a teacher and like it better than other jobs I had previously had (020401)  

I thought it would be a satisfying career, where I could impact on the lives of children today and create a fun learning 
environment for them. (040301) 

Fiona, a journalist for seven years before re-training as a teacher, in interview drew her desire to 
change professions from her comparisons of teaching with journalism which she described as 
“challenging but [not] rewarding. And teaching…it’s fundamental to our society that children are 
educated as best they can be, and I want to be a part of that… (Individual interview, 2.07.03, p. 1) 

Early formulations of professional identity: the teacher in the child 

Many survey respondents remembered family situations where they were involved with young 
children and these were seen as experiences which established them as people (or even children) who 
understood young children,  

Coming from a large family I have always been involved with children (030401) 

Have always had a natural “knack” with children, lots of younger cousins when growing up… (040701)  

Fiona also identified her first desire to be a teacher as arising at the age of ten, when she “used to 
teach” her sisters …”it’s just something I’ve always wanted to do”. (Individual interview, 2.7.03, p.1) 

In addition, this personal leaning towards working with children initially arising in family relationships 
is often affirmed by memories of the school situation itself. For many of these beginning teachers, 
conceptions of professional identity appear to lie in memories of particular teachers known in their 
own school days. That these are important, well-retained images in the minds of beginners is reflected 
also in the narratives of interviewees. 

Bianca, reflecting on her own reasons for becoming a teacher, sought explanation in both her family 
situation and her schooling.  

I wanted to be an early childhood worker from primary school…about Year 5 in primary school…probably the fact that I have a 
lot of brothers and sisters and cousins and always liked working with young children, being around young children.” (Bianca, 
Focus group interview, p.1) 

 Her first ideas of what teaching constituted were expressed through remembering her own teachers.  

I think I pictured two or three of my favourite teachers in primary school and I thought well, I’d like to be like them…they were 
generally the people that always had a smile…had the time of day to sit there and have a chat – always made class interesting. 
..and the smile…I think the smile is what I pictured most on their face… (Bianca, Focus group interview, p.3) 

Later, when Bianca had spent several particularly frustrating and difficult days as a casual teacher, she 
described herself, using the same image almost as a yardstick for her view of a “good teacher.”   

I don’t know if I am [a good teacher]…I don’t feel that I know I’m a good teacher…in that programming-assessing-day-to-day 
teaching…I mean I feel like I can be a good casual…I feel that I can walk in and still smile at the end of the day…if I can do that 
I feel like I’m a good teacher if I can do that…I haven’t lost it… (Individual interview, 09.03, p.47). 
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Like Bianca, Graham had a long-remembered understanding that he would one day be a teacher and 
his own image of a teacher was based specifically on those of his own teachers he had liked or disliked 
during his own schooling. 

I’d always…this is going back from years and years …I’ve always wanted to be a PE teacher from as long as I can 
remember…it’s something that I kind of always wanted to do. I think it came from me having teachers that I didn’t like….that if 
I could have a chance to be a teacher there’s no way that kids that I taught would ever think about teachers in that regard. 
Thinking about the teachers that really made a difference to me …and thinking that I’d like to be like that…(Individual 
interview, 28.7.03 p.13) 

The interconnectedness of personal and professional identity  

As pre-service student teachers, factors outside the personal come into play as they become practising 
teachers, if only for a short while, in the course of university practicums. It is in these periods as a 
“student teacher” that the professional first becomes integrated into the personal – and it is here that 
student teachers may first need to reconcile discrepancies between the established personal facets and 
the emerging professional facets of their identity as they face the realisation that the pragmatics of the 
classroom may at times force compromises in the practical expression of long-held beliefs and values 
about self and teaching. According to Bullough et al. (1992), beginning teachers “seek to establish a 
coherent and integrated professional identity that is consistent with the inner self”(p.8) This coherence 
between the professional identity and the “inner self” is one that is reflected in many of the narratives 
of this project.  

Graham, a mature aged entrant who had spent five years in scientific laboratory work prior to 
commencing his teacher education programme, described his early thoughts about teaching in relation 
to teachers he liked and those he did not. His perception of teachers “having that attitude of being an 
army sergeant” as those who were not to his liking, was embodied in his own attitudes to students 
revealed in classroom observations. No matter what the provocation, he remained true to his original 
image of who not to be and of his developing perception of himself as teacher, which he perceived to 
be a professional outgrowth of himself as person. 

I try and stay as calm as I can…I’m not one to raise my voice…I try and use my voice and project it…also giving the child an 
option…so just keeping a calm demeanour and like…that’s the type of person I am as well…like even in general life…and 
whatever else, I tend to go about my way without getting too cranky and too fussed and too stressed…so just not letting the 
children see that I may be getting flustered over something that might be trivial to them which could be important to 
me….yeah….just going about my way in a calm and professional manner. (Graham, Individual interview, 28.07.03, p.3. 

In discussing her progress as a teacher at the end of eighteen months of teaching, Cate also linked the 
personal to the professional and saw them as too closely entwined to separate. Early in her career she 
had described the difficulties of moving out of home at the same time as taking up her first teaching 
position and the difficulties of adjusting to the responsibilities of independent adulthood as well as 
professional teacher. At the end of eighteen months she reflected: 

I can’t separate the professional from the personal because they have affected each other, and yeah, I feel a lot more settled, 
now, I’ve got the house and that’s…I’m settled into that…I’m settled in adulthood. Last year was a shocker…I mean, I was 
ready to quit teaching, I was unhappy…and this year it’s been completely different. I think I’m just at school and I made a 
decision to be myself, to not worry what other people thought or said, or anything like that. (Individual interview, .9.8.04, p.24) 

When beginning teachers experience difficulties in their first year of teaching, it appears to be their 
self-as-person that suffers. While self-as-teacher is still being composed, the longer-established self-as-
person appears to undergo diminution when teachers begin to feel that they are “failing”. Without 
sufficient knowledge to draw on, and particularly in the absence of colleague support, it is the personal 
self that suffers. When Cate was finally appointed to a school as a permanent teacher, the supports 
offered by the school were minimal and left her feeling less self-confident than she had felt as a 
student.  
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I’ve never had anyone really doubt me, and think that…I’ve never had the feeling that people have thought that I was a complete 
idiot that didn’t know what she was doing until I came here…Individual interview, 9.8.04, p.41) 

Unable to achieve the target for Kindergarten reading levels set by the school, she believed it had to do 
with her own inexperience. … 

because I was new, I thought I’m doing something wrong, I’m doing something wrong, there’s something I’m missing out 
on…this can’t be right… (Individual interview, 9.8.04, p.25) 

Talking about a time when a school cancelled the casual “days” they had previously booked with her, 
Dianne could acknowledge that perhaps the school situation may have changed, but her reflections 
were based in feelings of personal inadequacy. 

Sometimes you think, is this just me…maybe he’d [the principal] decided that he wouldn’t have me there because that’s where I 
had limited experience and maybe that looked like I didn’t know what I was doing…And I just felt that was a reflection on me. 
(Individual interview, 17.3.03, p.15) 

Schools and professional identity  

Whether professional identity is imposed by the profession, or self-created as teachers reflect on their 
practice, or some combination of these is a matter for debate. Nias (1986, p. 3)  suggests that “the 
professional socialisation of teachers must be understood as an active process in which individuals 
seek to preserve within the school and the profession, their sense of personal identity.” Sachs (2001, 
p.153), however,  has suggested that professional identity is “used to refer to a set of externally 
ascribed attributes that are used to differentiate one group from another.” In these terms, teacher 
professional identity can be regarded as prescribed (and proscribed) behaviour pertaining to the role of 
teacher, and adopted by those who work as teachers. Professional identity is “negotiated, open, 
shifting, ambiguous, the result of culturally available meanings and the open-ended, power-laden 
enactment of those meanings in everyday situations” (Sachs, 2001, p. 154). It has to do with “fitting 
in” with the culturally prescribed norms of language of the groups in which teachers work, and it is in 
this sense that professional identity becomes a product of the process of professional socialisation 
occurring in school settings. In this view, “being a teacher is a matter of being seen as a teacher by 
himself or herself and by others; it is a matter of acquiring and then redefining an identity that is 
socially legitimated”(Coldron & Smith, 1999, p. 712). 

Schools provide the context in which professional identity is honed as teachers develop personal 
practical knowledge of teaching and, as well, an understanding of the culture of the school as both 
organisation and community in which they have membership. “Teachers’ professional identities are 
manifested in their classroom practice” (Coldron & Smith, 1999, p. 715) as they exercise choices 
within possibilities constrained by the norms, customs and traditions of the school, the system and the 
profession and their own developing practical knowledge of teaching, Schools provide first and 
foremost, the experience of teaching children; in addition, they provide the role models, and the advice 
and support of experienced colleagues, the social setting and the experience of the micropolitics of the 
school with which all teachers need to learn to contend. For many beginning teachers, accessing a 
school which can provide a stable environment for the development of teacher knowledge and 
understanding of the culture of teaching represents the first and most difficult step in the journey which 
each takes in developing a realistic view of self-as-teacher.  

Professional identity and beginning teachers’ employment  contexts 

The first problem confronting beginning primary teachers in New South Wales is that of gaining 
employment in a situation of apparent over-supply. Of the 241 entrants to teaching represented by the 
survey respondents, about one in four respondents (26%) began their first year of teaching in the same 
way as previous generations of NSW teachers had done, by teaching on their own class in one school 
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from the beginning of their careers, with the prospect of continuing at that school in the following year. 
By the end of their first year of teaching, a total of 39% of survey respondents had received full-time 
permanent appointments to Department of Education and Training schools, 88% of these appointed in 
the course of the year under the Graduate Recruitment program, known colloquially as the “targeted 
grad” program. While a further 31% of respondents taught in a temporary, class based relieving 
position for most of their first year, there remained 30% of survey respondents who had spent their 
first year working in day-to-day casual situations or taking short blocks of relief work.  

There were thus 74% of survey respondents who began their careers in fragmented teaching situations 
quite unlike that generally reported in the literature on beginning teachers (see for example, (Bullough, 
1989; Bullough, Knowles, & Crow, 1992; Huberman, Grounauer, & Marti, 1993). These teachers’  
employment situations limited their access to professional development, induction programs, role 
models, professional advice and membership of a teaching community. The consequent development 
of professional identity in these teachers was far more tentative than that of their colleagues in full-
time class-based positions, with less commitment to the profession as a whole. 

The beginning teachers who participated in the case studies, had similar experiences to those of the 
survey cohort with some in short- or long-term temporary positions; some in day-to-day casual 
positions and some in full-time permanent positions. All but two of the interview cohort had begun 
their teaching with day-to-day casual relief work and with varying degrees of success had then been 
accepted for block work or permanent work in the course of their first year. One interview participant 
went interstate to obtain a permanent position immediately on graduation; one remained a day to day 
casual teacher for the full 18 months of the project.  

Given that only 30% of all survey respondents began teaching with the stability of their own class in 
their own school, the opportunities for the development of professional identity varied with the 
employment context in which these graduating teachers entered the profession. Teachers who spent 
their first year in permanent or temporary work on their own class were able to see themselves as 
accomplished teachers. Those who had spent their first year in casual work were far less inclined to 
have developed a strong self-image of themselves as teachers and as such, were those most likely to be 
considering leaving the profession.  

“Teachers’ professional identities are manifested in their classroom practice” (Coldron & Smith, 1999, 
p. 715) as teachers exercise choices within possibilities constrained by the norms, customs and 
traditions of the school, the system and the profession. The first year is one of steadily increasing 
confidence for those who have the school and classroom settings within which to develop their 
professional knowledge. Casual teachers on the other hand, were limited in their access to professional 
development and were also given less opportunity to take responsibility for school programs and to 
contribute to school decision-making. For Bianca, the day when she “felt like a teacher” (Individual 
interview, 11.8.04) was the exception rather than the rule in her experience s a casual teacher. Without 
the opportunity to match experience with beliefs about teaching, the acquisition of a perception of the 
self-as-teacher is beset by fragility as the demands of “making a living” begin to overtake the 
commitment to teaching; as disillusion with a system that cannot employ them leaves between  25% 
and 40% of graduating teachers employed elsewhere after three to five years  (Ewing & Smith, 2003, 
p. 15).  

Cate, in reflecting on her day-to-day casual experience, admitted that as a casual she did not see herself 
as a ‘real’ teacher: 

[It was disheartening]…you don’t get any continuity with it and there’s...I always felt guilty at the end of a casual day because I 
don’t feel I’ve taught…feel like I’ve baby sat rather than taught…(Cate, Focus group interview transcript, 6.11.02, p. 40) 

And 18 months later, she reflected: 
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“I didn’t feel like a teacher…because I couldn’t…you walk into the classroom and the teacher might have left stuff but you can’t 
see where the kids have been and you can’t see really where they’re going, so you’re just…basically as a casual I just got 
through the day and thought, well, you know, it’s the teacher’s [responsibility]. (Cate, Interview transcript, 26.2.04, p. 4) 

Conclusion 

Understanding the process by which professional identity is formed, sustained, and changed and its 
relationship with the personal, the “inner self” may help to explain why some fragmented employment 
contexts cannot provide sufficient support to beginning teachers in their quest for an identity as self-as-
teacher. . The place of the first school teaching experience in providing the context within which the 
professional identity is initially formed and re-formed as the teacher negotiates the culture and 
develops the professional knowledge to build self-efficacy as a teacher appears to be central. Until 
beginning teachers have opportunity to articulate beliefs, ideals and values and to realise these in 
professionally and personally meaningful teaching assignments their attainment of professional 
identity is likely to be curtailed and their commitment to the teaching profession remain undeveloped. 
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