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DANKWOORD 
 
Er ligt een boekje. Ik heb zojuist de laatste hand gelegd aan iets waarvan ik ooit 

zei dat ik er nooit aan zou beginnen: een proefschrift, resultaat van een paar jaar 

onderzoek. Het was slechts een beetje zoals ik me wat angstig had voorgesteld 

voordat ik begon aan dit promotieonderzoek: een eenzaam bestaan, saai, taai… 

Wat ben ik blij dat ik ja heb gezegd tegen onderzoek, onderwijs, de PTH en 

ESoE in Eindhoven. Het onderwerp van onderzoek en de combinatie met 

lesgeven hadden me over de streep getrokken een brief te schrijven. Zo begon 

ik in maart 2008 aan een onderzoek naar spanningen in de professionele 

identiteit van beginnende leraren. Ik had van tevoren niet durven hopen dat het 

zoveel zou opleveren. Ik heb geleerd over de wonderlijke wereld van de 

wetenschap, wetenschappelijk schrijven en publiceren, over onderzoeks-

methoden, over doorzetten, maar vooral ook over mijn eigen ‘identities’: die 

van collega, van vriendin, van partner, van dochter, van zus en van moeder. 

Soms wat ongeduldig, omdat het onderzoek zo traag ging, teleurgesteld, omdat 

Douwe en Perry niet tevreden waren, eenzaam, omdat niemand me zogenaamd 

kon helpen, gefrustreerd, omdat mijn artikel weer was afgewezen. Ik was ook 

opgelucht toen bleek dat ik dit kon, blij als er weer een sprong gemaakt was, 

vrolijk door mijn fijne collega’s en dankbaar voor alle mogelijkheden tot 

deelname aan cursussen, summer schools en  congressen in het buitenland. Dat 

waren de krenten uit de pap. Leren en gezelligheid gaan heel goed samen!  

 Op deze plek wil ik graag alle mensen bedanken die het voor mij 

mogelijk hebben gemaakt dit onderzoek te doen.  Douwe, graag wil ik bij jou 

beginnen. Een leven lang ervaring in de wetenschap, vriendelijk, eerlijk en niet 

snel tevreden. Allemaal eigenschappen van jou die mij hebben geholpen  om 

mijn promotieonderzoek tot een goed einde te brengen. Je hebt eruit gehaald 

wat erin zat. Dank voor de fijne begeleiding, de inhoudelijke discussies, de 

kritische feedback, maar ook voor de goede gesprekken in de auto als je me 

weer eens ergens oppikte of wegbracht naar een station. Ik kon altijd bij je 

terecht. Perry, in mijn ogen ben je de juiste aanvulling op Douwe. Altijd 

goedgehumeurd, serieus wat betreft werk, pragmatisch als het moest en wat 

fijn, al die kennis van de statistiek. Ik kon altijd bij je aankloppen voor praktisch 

vragen of voor tips over het schrijven. Dank voor de prettige begeleiding de 

afgelopen jaren. 

 Zonder beginnende leraren geen onderzoek, daarom wil ik alle 

laatstejaars studenten van de lerarenopleidingen en alle eerstejaars leraren 

bedanken voor de moeite die zij genomen hebben om de vragenlijst in te 



vullen. Speciale dank aan alle beginnende leraren die tijd hebben vrijgemaakt 

voor een interview. Alexander, Amin, Anton, Christian, Daniël, Dominic, Ellen, 

Eva, Freek, Hannelore, Henrike, Ilona, Ilse, Imke, Job, Karin, Kim, Margot, 

Marieke, Maudy, Monique, Peggy, Petra, René, Ruud, Ruud, Serge, Sofie, Sylvia, 

Verenice, Waldo en Yvette, dank voor jullie openheid en eerlijkheid.  

 Fontys Hogescholen wil ik bedanken voor de uitgelezen kans om 

mezelf te ontwikkelen in onderzoek en binnen het onderwijs. Hopelijk dragen 

de resultaten van dit onderzoek (indirect) bij aan de kwaliteit van 

lerarenopleidingen en beginnende leraren. Fontys Pedagogisch Technische 

Hogeschool (PTH) was vier jaar lang mijn werkplek. Wat had ik veel fijne 

collega’s. Hans, Ton D., Ton S., Narda, Wilma, Elly en vele anderen, ik heb van 

jullie allemaal iets anders geleerd. Dank voor de collegialiteit, de interesse in 

mijn onderzoek en de gezelligheid. Maaike en Kariene, dat geldt natuurlijk ook 

voor jullie. Fijn om jullie als voorbeeld te hebben. (Mama) Maartje, dank je wel 

voor je wijze raad, maar ook voor je feedback op mijn onderzoek. Han, stabiele 

factor met humor, dank je wel voor je kritische kijk op het gebruik van 

‘professionele identiteit’. Piet, dank voor je hulp met analyseren en schrijven, 

maar vooral dank voor je luisterend oor en de gezelligheid. De gesprekken 

tijdens de koffie deden me goed. Het was fijn om met jullie samen te werken. 

 ESoE was een prettige, rustige werkplek.  Jannet, Anna, Niek, Marjan, 

Irene, Migchiel, Zeger-Jan en Fons, maar ook de andere (oud)collega’s, dank 

jullie wel voor het sparren, voor de vragen die ik altijd kon stellen, de geintjes, 

de kopjes koffie met bijbehorende taart (van Fons). Linda, Wietse, Rens en 

Nele, ik voelde me op mijn plek bij jullie. Dank jullie wel voor de gezellige 

etentjes. Er viel altijd wel iets te lachen. Wietse, paranimf aan mijn ene zijde, je 

was altijd bereid om te luisteren naar een van mijn ergernissen, frustraties of 

andere verhalen. Dat had ik wel een beetje nodig het afgelopen jaar. Dank je 

wel. Evelien, je bent niet voor niets paranimf aan mijn andere zijde. Vanaf dag 

één was je mijn maatje. Je hebt me wegwijs gemaakt binnen de PTH en binnen 

‘onderzoeksland’. Dank dat ik de kunst van je heb mogen afkijken. Ik kon je 

altijd alles vragen: van computerdingen tot een kritisch blik op mijn onderzoek. 

Je bent een echte vriendin geworden en ik hoop dat we dat blijven.  

 

Vrienden en familie, graag wil ik jullie bedanken voor jullie interesse en 

betrokkenheid. Jullie hebben lang moeten aanhoren dat ‘het nu echt bijna af is’. 

Han en Idelette, Nienke en Aart, Brenda, Ivana, Silvia, Astrid en Achim, 

Marloes en Bert, Joke, Jan en Kolma en vele anderen, dank voor de lieve 

berichtjes, kaartjes en telefoontjes die bleven komen.  



 

Kirsten en Hendrik Jan, dank jullie wel voor het aanhoren van mijn verhalen en 

de support. Dank voor de opmaak van de tabellen Kirs, het kon nog net 

voordat lieve Sophie er was. Eske, zusje ver weg, dank je wel voor het meeleven 

en soms meelezen. Jij begreep het. 

 

Papa en mama, jullie hebben me meegegeven dat als je iets kunt, je het ook 

moet doen en dat als je ergens aan begint, je het ook af moet maken. Dat heb ik 

gedaan, het is gelukt! Fijn dat jullie zo hebben meegeleefd en er vertrouwen in 

hadden dat ik het kon. Dank voor het vele oppassen vorig jaar.  

 

Lieve Michiel, zonder jou was dit niet gelukt. Je hebt er op alle mogelijke 

manieren voor gezorgd dat ik mijn werk kon doen. Dank je wel voor je geduld 

met mij. Je maakt me gelukkig. 

 

Anna en Isa, mijn meisjes, wat maken jullie het leven mooi.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
En als ik bang ben dat ik stilsta 
Kijk ik heel gauw naar een ster 
Want ik weet dat die zo snel gaat 
Dat het lijkt alsof hij stilstaat 
Dus 
Wie weet 
Denk ik 
Ben ik ontzettend ver... 
 
Liselore Gerritsen



 



 

CONTENTS 
 

Chapter 1          

General introduction      13 

1.1 Theoretical background      15 

1.1.1 A professional identity perspective    15 

1.1.2 Professional identity (development) of teachers  16 

1.1.3 Professional identity tensions    17 

1.1.4 Emotions and coping     18 

1.2 Problem statement and research questions   19 

1.3 Context and participants     20 

1.4 Relevance of the study     21 

1.5 Overview of the dissertation     21 

 

Chapter 2   

Professional identity tensions of beginning teachers  23 

2.1 Introduction       24 

2.2 Theoretical background     25 

2.2.1 Teachers’ professional identity    25 

2.2.2 Tensions in professional identity    26 

2.2.3 Review of the literature     26 

2.3 Method       30 

2.3.1 Interview       30 

2.3.2 Participants      31 

2.3.3 Analysis       31 

2.4 Results       33 

2.4.1 Changing role from student to teacher: Carrie and Chris 33 

2.4.2 Conflicts between desired and actual support given to  

students: Sue and Megan     35 

2.4.3 Conflicting conceptions of learning to teach: Fred and Ivy 36 

2.4.4 Comparing the interview tensions with those from the   

literature      37 

2.5 Conclusions and discussion     41 

 



 

Chapter 3  

Tensions, accompanying feelings and coping strategies  

experienced by beginning teachers in their professional  

identity development       45 

3.1 Introduction       46 

3.2 Theoretical Background     48 

3.2.1 Teachers’ professional identity    48 

3.2.2 Tensions in beginning teachers’ professional identity  

development      49 

3.2.3 A search for tensions in literature    50 

3.2.4 Tensions: emotions and coping    53 

3.3 Method       54 

3.3.1 Instrumentation      54 

3.3.2 Sample       56 

3.3.3 Data Analysis      57 

3.4 Results       58 

3.4.1 Professional identity tensions experienced by beginning  

teachers       58 

3.4.2 Feelings       60 

3.4.3 Coping strategies      61 

3.4.4 Role of background variables    62 

3.5 Conclusions and discussion     63 

3.5.1 Conclusions and interpretation    63 

3.5.2 Limitations and future research    65 

3.5.3 Implications      66 

 

Chapter 4  

Profiles and change in beginning teachers’ professional  

identity tensions       69 

4.1 Introduction       70 

4.2 Theoretical background     72 

4.2.1 Professional identity (development)    72 

4.2.2 Tensions in beginning teachers’ professional identity  73 

4.3 Method       77 

4.3.1 Instrumentation      77 

4.3.2 Data collection and sample     79 

4.3.3 Data analysis      80 



 

4.4 Results       83 

4.4.1 Profiling beginning teachers    83 

4.4.2 Profiles       85 

4.4.2.1 Teachers with care-related tensions and troubled  

teachers      85 

4.4.2.2 Teachers struggling with (views of) significant others  

and moderately tense teachers    86 

4.4.2.3 Teachers with responsibility-related tensions and  

tension-free teachers     87 

4.4.3 Profiles and change     88 

4.5 Discussion       91 

4.5.1 Profiles of professional identity tensions   91 

4.5.2 Change in profiles      93 

4.5.3 Limitations and suggestions for future research  94 

4.5.4 Implications for practice     95 

4.6 Conclusions        97 

 

Chapter 5 

A longitudinal perspective on beginning teachers’  

professional identity tensions       99 

5.1 Introduction       100 

5.2 Method       102 

5.2.1 Participants and procedure     102 

5.2.2 In-depth interviews     104 

5.2.3 Data analysis      105 

5.3 Results       106 

5.3.1 Teachers’ perceived professional identity   106 

5.3.2 Characterisations of tensions    115 

5.3.3 Characterisations of tensions and teachers’ perceived  

professional identity     120 

5.4 Conclusions and discussion      122 

5.4.1 Conclusions and interpretation    122 

5.4.2 Limitations and future research    125 

 



 

Chapter 6   

Conclusions and discussion     127 

6.1 Overview       128 

6.2 Main results and conclusions     129 

6.2.1 Beginning teachers’ professional identity tensions  129 

6.2.2 Tensions, accompanying feelings and coping strategies 129 

6.2.3 Profiles and change in beginning teachers’ tensions  130 

6.2.4 Beginning teachers’ tensions and their perceived professional  

identity       131 

6.2.5 Overall conclusion      131 

6.3 Discussion of the main results     133 

6.3.1 A professional identity perspective on tensions  133 

6.3.2 Change in tensions     134 

6.3.3 Emotions and coping     135 

6.3.4 Relationship between tensions and perceptions of  

professional identity     136 

6.4 Limitations and future research    137 

6.5 Implications for practice     139 

 

References       143 

Appendix 1        151 

Summary        157 

Samenvatting        163 

List of publications      169 

Curriculum Vitae        171 

ESOE dissertation series      173 

 



GENERAL INTRODUCTION | 13 

 

CHAPTER 1 

GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



14 | CHAPTER 1 

The professional identity of teachers has become an increasingly popular topic 

of research during the last two decades (e.g., Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; 

Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop, 2004; Olsen, 2008, 2010). Several researchers have 

tried to conceptualise and characterise teachers’ professional identity (e.g., 

Akkerman & Meijer, 2011; Beijaard, 1995; Lamote & Engels, 2010; Mockler, 

2011; Rodgers & Scott, 2008), and how teachers develop this identity (e.g., 

Coldron & Smith, 1999; Cooper & Olson, 1996; Czerniawski, 2011; Flores & 

Day, 2006; Schepens, Aelterman, & Vlerick, 2009; Trent, 2011).  

Professional identity development is the process of integrating 

personal knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, norms, and values on the one hand, and 

professional demands from teacher education institutes and schools, including 

broadly accepted values and standards about teaching, on the other (Beijaard et 

al., 2004). It is a process of reconciling the personal and professional sides of 

becoming and being a teacher (Olsen, 2010; see also Lipka & Brinthaupt, 

1999). During this process, teachers may experience conflicts between what 

they find to be relevant to the profession and what they personally desire or 

experience as good (Beijaard et al., 2004, p. 109). If this connection between 

teachers’ personal subjectivities or ideologies and their professional selves 

cannot be made, the personal and the professional may conflict (Alsup, 2006; 

Beijaard et al., 2004). Such conflicts may emerge as tensions in the professional 

identity of (beginning) teachers. These ‘professional identity tensions’ are 

considered to be internal struggles between the teacher as a person and the 

teacher as a professional regarding undesirable situations. Tensions may have 

severe consequences for teachers’ learning and functioning and even cause 

them to quit teacher education or leave the profession.  

In this dissertation, it is being assumed that particularly beginning 

teachers will experience professional identity tensions. The period of transition 

from student to teacher can be characterised as a “struggle” for many 

beginning teachers, which is often invisible to their teacher educators and 

mentors or colleagues in schools (Flores, 2004; Kelchtermans & Ballet, 2002). 

In this study, this “struggle” is assumed to be caused by or lead to tensions in 

one’s professional identity. Furthermore, reconciling the personal and the 

professional sides of being a teacher is a dynamic and very complex process 

for beginners, influenced by many occurrences, practices, and people (Olsen, 

2008). These many different sources may be experienced as competing or 

conflicting and, at least to some extent, cause or lead to professional identity 

tensions for beginning teachers.   
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Not much is known about the professional identity tensions that 

beginning teachers experience, the feelings that accompany these tensions and 

the ways in which beginning teachers try to cope with them. It is also unclear 

how professional identity tensions can be categorised and whether they change 

over time or remain stable. Therefore, the central aim of this dissertation is to 

contribute to a better understanding of professional identity tensions that 

beginning teachers experience. Furthermore, it is known from the literature 

that tensions can be of great importance for the development of teachers’ 

professional identity, either positively or negatively (Alsup, 2006; Meijer, 2011; 

Olsen, 2010; Smagorinsky, Cook, Moore, Jackson, & Fry, 2004), because they 

may challenge their beliefs and ideals of what kind of teachers they want to be 

(Olsen, 2010; Smagorinsky et al., 2004). It is largely unknown, though, how 

tensions play a role in teachers’ professional identity development.  

   

 

1.1 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND  

1.1.1 A professional identity perspective 

Research on the professional development of teachers traditionally focused on 

knowledge, beliefs, or competencies, called by Akkerman and Meijer (2011, p. 

308) the “acquisition of assets”. This “acquisition of assets” emphasises the 

importance of what teachers should learn in terms of established professional 

standards. Nowadays, researchers increasingly believe this is not a sufficient 

basis for teachers’ professional identity development (McLean, 1999; Pinnegar, 

2005). According to Pinnegar (2005) a focus on externally formulated 

competencies leads to beginning teachers trying to meet desired behaviour, 

while it is their identity - thus how they perceive themselves as teachers and the 

teachers they wish to become - that fuels their behaviour and development as a 

teacher (p. 272). Learning the profession primarily comes from ‘within’ the 

person him/herself, notwithstanding that learning from ‘outside’ is important 

as well (Beijaard, 2009).  

In the literature on teachers’ professional identity, a distinction can be 

perceived between using professional identity from a practical point of view 

and from a more theoretical point of view. Practically seen, professional 

identity can be used as a resource for teachers to make sense of themselves in 

relation to others and the world around them (Coldron & Smith, 1999; 

MacLure, 1993). Various studies have shown that beginning teachers should 

develop a sense of their professional identity (Alsup, 2006; Olsen, 2010), since 

it is important for several aspects of teaching such as reflection upon their 
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engagement with and motivation for the profession (Canrinus, Helms-Lorenz, 

Beijaard, Buitink, & Hofman, 2012; Day, Kington, Stobart, & Sammons, 2006). 

In order to develop a professional identity, beginning teachers need to be 

consciously engaged in shaping their professional identity, preferably in 

relationship with and supported by their teacher educators, mentors in schools 

and peers (Pearce & Morrison, 2011).  

From a more theoretical point of view, professional identity can be 

considered as an analytic lens that is helpful to better analyse and investigate the 

work and life of becoming and being a teacher (Akkerman & Meijer, 2011; 

Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Beijaard et al., 2004; Coldron & Smith, 1999; Day 

et al., 2006; Olsen, 2011; Rodgers & Scott, 2008). Professional identity, for 

example, has been used as a tool to investigate teachers’ location in the teaching 

profession (Coldron & Smith, 1999), teachers’ personal practical knowledge 

(Beijaard, Verloop, & Vermunt, 2000), teachers’ career resilience (Pearce & 

Morrison, 2011), and dropping out of the profession (Hong, 2010). In this 

study, we take a professional identity perspective, e.g. use professional identity 

as a lens, to study tensions of beginning teachers in their development as 

teachers. 

 

1.1.2 Professional identity (development) of teachers 

Professional identity is viewed from many different theoretical perspectives. 

For the conceptualisation of professional identity researchers, for instance, 

draw on a psychological perspective (e.g., Akkerman & Meijer, 2011), a social-

psychological perspective (e.g., Vähäsantanen, Hökka, Eteläpelto, Rasku-

Puttonen, & Littleton, 2008), a sociocultural approach (e.g., Lasky, 2005), social 

theory and philosophy (e.g., Coldron & Smith, 1999), or a hermeneutic 

phenomenological perspective (Volkmann & Anderson, 1998). In addition, 

professional identity is viewed from a specific methodological perspective, 

under which a narrative perspective (e.g., Alsup, 2006; Atkinson, 2004; Cohen, 

2008; Olsen 2008; Sutherland, Howard, & Markauskaite, 2010). These different 

perspectives result in a variety of descriptions of what professional identity 

entails. What they mostly have in common, though, is the fact that professional 

identity is not a stable entity, but rather a continually changing, active, and on-

going process. They also share that it is not only influenced by teachers’ 

personal characteristics, learning history, prior experiences and beliefs, among 

other things, but also by professional contexts, colleagues, or by teachers’ 

knowledge, skills and educational attitudes (e.g., Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; 
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Beijaard et al., 2000; Beijaard et al., 2004; Cooper & Olson, 1996; Flores & Day, 

2006; Hong, 2010; Olsen, 2010, 2011; Schepens et al., 2009).  

In the present study, we make use of a social-psychological perspective 

on beginning teachers’ professional identity tensions, in which professional 

identity development is seen as the process of integrating one’s personal 

knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, norms and values, on the one hand, and 

professional demands from teacher education institutes and schools, including 

broadly accepted values and standards about teaching, on the other (Beijaard et 

al., 2004).  

 

1.1.3 Professional identity tensions 

In line with our conceptualisation of professional identity, professional identity 

tensions are considered to be internal struggles between the teacher as a 

person and the teacher as a professional regarding undesirable situations. 

Unlike “typical” beginning teacher problems that are generally considered 

solvable (e.g., Veenman, 1984), professional identity tensions as conceived in 

this study often are not. They oppose teachers’ feelings, values, beliefs, or 

perceptions. An example of a professional identity tension can be derived from 

the work of Smagorinsky et al. (2004). The student teacher in this study tried 

to negotiate different conceptions of teaching: her university taught a 

constructivist teaching approach, while her mentor at the practice school 

adhered to a “traditional” teaching approach. She experienced this situation as 

a serious tension. She did not know what to do and felt frustrated, because she 

lacked the opportunity to teach the way she wanted to teach, and was afraid of 

becoming the (traditional) teacher she did not want to be. Professional identity 

tensions are not only part of the field of teaching and teacher education, but 

exist in all kinds of social professions, for example nursing and social work 

(Kälvemark, Höglund, Hansson, Westerholm, & Arnetz, 2004; Richards, Ruch, 

& Trevithick, 2005).  

Taking a professional identity perspective on tensions of beginning 

teachers implies having attention for the personal and the professional side of 

becoming and being a teacher. From the studies by Alsup (2006) and Olsen 

(2010) it appears that a focus on the development of beginning teachers’ 

professional identity could be helpful in dealing with tensions. Their studies 

further suggest that experiencing tensions may be essential for the 

development of beginning teachers’ professional identity. For example, Olsen 

(2010) states that “the growth of professional learning and the refinement of 

teacher identity never end, but initial difficulties give way to new kinds of hope 



18 | CHAPTER 1 

and challenges” (p.80). Beginning teachers in the work of Alsup (2006) 

developed their professional identity in a positive way after experiencing 

certain types of tensions. From the same study of Alsup, it can be concluded 

that not all experiences of tension have positive consequences. Three of the six 

pre-service teachers involved in her study left the teaching profession, because 

the personal and the professional were so distinct for them that their tensions 

were too heavy to negotiate (see also Olsen, 2010; Smagorinsky et al., 2004; 

Volkmann & Anderson, 1998). It is expected that professional identity 

tensions may become problematic if they have severe (emotional) 

consequences for beginning teachers’ learning and functioning, or if beginning 

teachers do not know how to cope with their tensions.  

 

1.1.4 Emotions and coping 

There is a general acknowledgement that feelings are an inherent part of 

teaching and learning to teach, since interaction with other people (students, 

colleagues, parents, educators) is central in teachers’ work and many teachers 

are personally involved in their work (Hargreaves, 2005; Kelchtermans, 2005; 

Nias, 1996; Olsen, 2010; Van Veen & Lasky, 2005; Van Veen, Sleegers, & Van 

de Ven, 2005). Emotions do play an important role in identity formation, 

particularly with beginning teachers (Olsen, 2011; Rodgers & Scott, 2008). 

Since we assume tensions to stem from difficulties in reconciling the personal 

and the professional, we expect emotions to play an important role in how 

teachers experience their professional identity tensions (e.g., Volkmann & 

Anderson, 1998). Due to the fact that tensions can be considered as very 

stressful for beginning teachers, it seems natural that they are accompanied by 

negative feelings (Flores, 2004; Kelchtermans & Ballet, 2002).  
Since there is no (easy) solution for many tensions either, beginning 

teachers need to learn to cope with them. Coping is making an effort to manage 

a troubled person-environment relationship and implies that teachers appraise 

their tensions (Admiraal, Korthagen, & Wubbels 2000). In the literature, a wide 

variety of ways in which teachers may respond to work-related stress can be 

found (Davis, Petish, & Smithey, 2006; Yonemura 1986). Admiraal et al. (2000), 

for example, followed on from the work of Lazarus and Folkman (1984) by 

distinguishing between emotion-focused coping behaviour and problem-

focused coping behaviour. Emotion-focused coping behaviour is influenced by 

personality factors and is likely to occur when beginning teachers assume that 

environmental conditions cannot be modified. They may respond, for example, 

with avoidance tactics, minimisation, distancing or selective attention. Problem-
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focused coping behaviour is more dependent on the context and is related to 

problem-solving strategies. Beginning teachers may define their problem, speak 

to significant others or search for alternative solutions, then take action 

(Admiraal et al., 2000). It is expected that both types of coping behaviour are 

used by beginning teachers in order to cope with their professional identity 

tensions. 

 

 

1.2 PROBLEM STATEMENT AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

From the previous sections can be derived that tensions are not an unusual 

part of the complex process of learning to teach. Many researchers have 

focused on tensions that beginning teachers may encounter in this process 

(e.g., Aultman, Williams-Johnson, & Schutz, 2009; Fuller & Bown, 1975; 

O’Connell Rust, 1994), but these tensions are usually not studied from a 

professional identity perspective. It is largely unknown how tensions play a 

role in teachers’ professional identity development. By taking a professional 

identity perspective on tensions it is hoped to gain a better understanding of 

the kind of tensions that appear when beginning teachers have difficulties 

reconciling the personal and the professional side of becoming a teacher. Since 

they usually do not come to the surface during teacher education and in the 

first years after graduation (Flores, 2004; Kelchtermans & Ballet, 2002), it 

seems relevant to investigate these, supposedly tacit, professional identity 

tensions, feelings that accompany these tensions, and the ways beginning 

teachers cope with them, including the possible consequences they have for 

their learning and functioning. So far, it is not clear either if professional 

identity tensions change over time or not. If the different tensions that 

beginning teachers may experience next to one another can be clustered and 

summarised in profiles, they may be easier to recognise and to reflect upon by 

beginning teachers, teacher educators or mentors in schools. Furthermore, it is 

known from the literature that tensions can be of great importance for the 

development of teachers’ professional identity, either positively or negatively 

(Alsup, 2006; Meijer, 2011; Olsen, 2010; Smagorinsky et al., 2004). In addition, 

awareness of tensions by teacher educators and mentors in schools may be of 

help for providing beginning teachers with adequate support. 
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Altogether, the following leading research questions were formulated: 

 

1. What kind of professional identity tensions do beginning teachers 

experience, and how do these conform with tensions as described in 

the literature? 

2. What are the most common professional identity tensions that 

beginning teachers encounter, and what accompanying feelings and 

coping strategies do they report? 

3. What profiles in beginning teachers’ professional identity tensions can 

be found and to what extent are they subject to change?  

4. How can the characterisations of professional identity tensions be 

explained by teachers’ generally perceived professional identity?  

Each of these research questions will be answered in a separate chapter 

(2 to 5). The second and the fourth research question, central to chapters 3 and 

5, were split up in several sub questions. 

  

1.3 CONTEXT AND PARTICIPANTS 

In this dissertation the focus is on the period of transition from being a student 

to becoming an independent, in-practice teacher. Therefore, final-year student 

teachers and first-year in-practice teachers participated in the different studies. 

From now on, both will be referred to as “beginning teachers”. Student 

teachers in the Netherlands are considered to be beginning teachers, since they 

spend a relatively large amount of time in practice schools during their teacher 

training. In their final year they mostly operate as responsible and independent 

teachers. In order to capture a broad range of professional identity tensions and 

to be able to relate these to background variables, different educational 

institutes were approached in order to recruit participants. Beginning teachers 

from primary education, general secondary education and secondary vocational 

education participated in this study. In all these institutes, teacher education 

lasts four years leading to a Bachelor’s degree. 

 



GENERAL INTRODUCTION | 21 

1.4  RELEVANCE OF THE STUDY  

This dissertation has both theoretical and practical relevance. From a 

theoretical point of view, the studies in this dissertation add to the development 

of theory on the role of tensions in (the development of) beginning teachers’ 

professional identity. An overview is provided of the professional identity 

tensions that appear to be experienced on a regular basis and the dissertation 

contributes to insights in accompanying feelings and ways of coping that 

beginning teachers use to overcome their tensions. Professional identity 

tensions will be classified into categories, themes, profiles or patterns, which 

may be used for future research on teachers’ professional identity tensions. 

With regard to the practical relevance of the presented studies, 

beginning teachers will benefit from knowing what kind of tensions they may 

come across during the complex process of learning to teach. As such, the 

tensions described in this dissertation may be used by teacher educators and 

mentors in schools as ‘study material’ to help beginning teachers to reflect on 

their own tensions. Being conscious of the fact that others experience (the same 

kind of) tensions as well and sharing feelings and possible ways of coping, may 

help them to work on their tensions. Moreover, the developed questionnaire 

(see chapter 3) can be completed by student teachers or beginning in-practice 

teachers in order to gain insight in their own tensions.  

 

 

1.5 OVERVIEW OF THE DISSERTATION 

This dissertation consists of four empirical studies that each answer one of the 

leading research questions. In chapter 2, an overview will be presented of 

tensions of beginning teachers from a professional identity perspective. For this 

purpose, relevant literature on professional identity issues that could be 

interpreted as typical ‘professional identity tensions’ was reviewed and 

interviews were conducted with 24 beginning teachers about the professional 

identity tensions they experienced. These beginning teachers’ tensions could be 

classified into three overarching themes. 

The study described in chapter 3 examined professional identity 

tensions encountered by beginning teachers regarding their professional 

identity, the feelings that accompanied these tensions, and the ways in which 

beginning teachers tried to cope with them. Based on the literature study and 

interviews with beginning teachers presented in chapter 2, a questionnaire was 
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developed in which tensions were presented in the form of statements. If 

teachers recognised their own experiences in a tension, they were asked to 

report the feelings that they associated with it and the way they had coped with 

the tension. The questionnaire was administered online and completed by 182 

beginning teachers.  

The study described in chapter 4 aimed at profiling beginning teachers 

based on their professional identity tensions regarding the three main themes 

(see chapter 2). The extent to which these profiles change over time will also be 

presented. The questionnaire (see chapter 3) was administered a second time 

and based on the questionnaire data of 373 beginning teachers cluster analysis 

was carried out. The different combinations of tensions that beginning teachers 

experienced next to one another could be summarised into profiles.  

Chapter 5 describes how characterisations of professional identity 

tensions could be explained by teachers’ general perceptions of their 

professional identity. Eight beginning teachers who completed the 

questionnaire twice (see chapter 4) were selected for in-depth interviews. The 

tensions they had selected in the questionnaire were discussed and the 

interviewees were asked about relevant aspects of their professional identity. 

The findings will show a first indication of how the characterisations of 

tensions can be explained by the general perception of professional identity of 

the involved teachers.  

In chapter 6, the main results and conclusions that could be formulated 

from the studies will be presented and discussed. Furthermore, the limitations 

of the studies, suggestions for future research and implications for practice will 

be put forward. 

The chapters 2, 3, and 4 were written as independent articles, which 

were accepted for publication in different scientific journals in the field of 

teaching and teacher education. Therefore, some overlap exists in the 

theoretical backgrounds of the chapters. In the chapters 3, 4 and 5 there is also 

some overlap in the description of the method sections.  

 

 



PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY TENSIONS | 23 

 

CHAPTER 2 

PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY TENSIONS OF BEGINNING 

TEACHERS1 

 
 
ABSTRACT 
This study reports on interviews with 24 beginning teachers about tensions they 

experienced regarding their professional identity. The interviewees reported a total 

of 59 tensions which fell into three themes: (1) the changing role from student to 

teacher; (2) conflicts between desired and actual support given to students; and (3) 

conflicting conceptions of learning to teach. Most of the tensions experienced 

conformed with those found in the literature. Tensions were often accompanied by 

feelings of helplessness, frustration or anger, and the teachers had a strong desire 

to learn to cope with them. Because of their negative impact on beginning 

teachers’ professional development, it is important that teacher educators and 

mentors in schools pay serious attention to tensions like these that relate to 

beginning teachers’ professional identity. 

                                                           
1
 This chapter has been published as:  

Pillen, M., Beijaard, D., & den Brok, P. (2013). Professional identity tensions of beginning 
teachers. Teachers and Teaching: Theory and Practice. Advance online publication.  
doi: 10.1080/13540602.2013.827455  
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2.1 INTRODUCTION 

The professional identity of teachers has evolved into an increasingly popular 

topic of research during the last two decades (e.g., Beauchamp & Thomas, 

2009; Beijaard et al., 2004; Olsen, 2008, 2010). Several researchers have tried to 

conceptualise and characterise teachers’ professional identity (e.g., Akkerman 

& Meijer, 2011; Beijaard, 1995; Lamote & Engels, 2010; Mockler, 2011; 

Rodgers & Scott, 2008), and how teachers develop this identity (e.g., Coldron 

& Smith, 1999; Czerniawski, 2011; Trent, 2011; Volkmann & Anderson, 1998). 

One reason to pay attention to teachers’ professional identity is that it can be 

used by teachers as a resource for making sense of themselves (Coldron & 

Smith, 1999; MacLure, 1993, p. 311). Another reason is that it can be used as 

an analytic lens for teacher learning and development (Beauchamp & Thomas, 

2009; Olsen, 2011; Rodgers & Scott, 2008).  

Professional identity development is the process of integrating personal 

knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, norms, and values on the one hand, and 

professional demands from teacher education institutes and schools, including 

broadly accepted values and standards about teaching, on the other (Beijaard et 

al., 2004). It is a process of reconciling the personal and professional sides of 

becoming and being a teacher (Lipka & Brinthaupt, 1999; Olsen, 2010). During 

this process, teachers may experience conflicts between what they find to be 

relevant to the profession and what they personally desire or experience as 

good (Beijaard et al., 2004, p. 109). Such conflicts can be seen as professional 

identity issues, which may result in serious tensions.  

In this study, it is assumed that beginning teachers especially will 

experience tensions regarding their professional identity. Firstly, the period of 

transition from student to teacher can be characterised as a “struggle” for many 

beginning teachers, which is often invisible to their teacher educators and 

mentors or colleagues in schools (Flores, 2004; Kelchtermans & Ballet, 2002). 

This “struggle” is assumed to be caused by or lead to tensions in professional 

identity. Secondly, reconciling the personal and the professional is a dynamic 

and very complex process for beginners, influenced by many occurrences, 

practices, and people (Olsen, 2008). These sources may be experienced as 

competing or conflicting and, at least to some extent, cause or lead to 

professional identity tensions for beginning teachers.  

This study presents an overview of the tensions regarding their 

professional identity that were experienced by a group of 24 beginning teachers. 

Insights into these tensions may support teacher educators and mentors in 

schools to help beginning teachers to become aware of and reflect on the 
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impact of the different kinds of tensions they may come across during the 

process of learning to teach.  

 

2.2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

2.2.1 Teachers’ professional identity  

Research on the professional development of teachers traditionally focused on 

knowledge, beliefs, or competencies, called by Akkerman and Meijer (2011, p. 

308) the “acquisition of assets.” Partly as a reaction to this, teacher educators 

and researchers are becoming increasingly interested in how beginning teachers 

think about themselves as professionals and how they deal with the 

transformation from student to teacher (McLean, 1999). As a consequence, 

there is a growing interest in the professional identity of teachers, investigating 

the way they answer questions like “who am I as a teacher?” and “what kind of 

teacher do I want to become?” (Beijaard et al., 2004).  

Researchers who study teachers’ professional identity differ in how 

they define and study this concept. General agreement exists, though, on the 

fact that professional identity is not a stable entity, but rather a continually 

changing, active, and on-going process. It is also agreed that professional 

identity is not only influenced by the teacher’s personal characteristics, learning 

history, and prior experiences, but also by their professional contexts, including 

colleagues, knowledge, skills and educational attitudes (e.g., Beauchamp & 

Thomas, 2009; Beijaard et al., 2004; Cooper & Olson, 1996; Flores & Day, 

2006; Hong, 2010; Olsen, 2010, 2011; Schepens et al., 2009). A teacher’s 

professional identity involves the interaction between the teacher as a person 

and the teacher as a professional, operating in a particular (educational) context 

(Beijaard et al., 2004; Day, Sammons, Stobart, Kington, & Gu, 2007; Sleegers & 

Kelchtermans, 1999). It is a concept that covers the complexity of becoming 

and being a teacher and can be useful as a theoretical frame or lens to study this 

process (Olsen, 2011). 

For beginning teachers, developing a professional identity can be very 

difficult. If the connection between teachers’ personal subjectivities or 

ideologies and their professional selves cannot be made, the personal and the 

professional may conflict (Alsup, 2006; Beijaard et al., 2004) and lead to 

tensions in the beginning teacher’s professional identity. 
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2.2.2 Tensions in professional identity  

Tensions can be of great importance for the development of teachers’ 

professional identity (Alsup, 2006; Meijer, 2011; Olsen, 2010; Smagorinsky et 

al., 2004). Smagorinsky et al. (2004) emphasise that beginning teachers should 

be provoked by tensions to challenge their identities, allowing them to 

question themselves and their beliefs. Olsen (2010) states that tensions may 

open “new kinds of hope and new challenges” for beginning teachers (p. 80). 

It is expected, though, that tensions may become problematic if they have 

severe (emotional) consequences for beginning teachers’ learning and 

functioning, or if beginning teachers do not know how to cope with their 

tensions. The student teacher described by Smagorinsky et al. (2004) tried to 

negotiate different conceptions of teaching: her university taught a 

constructivist teaching approach, while her mentor at the practice school 

adhered to a “traditional” teaching approach. This tension had severe 

consequences for her emotionally. She felt frustrated, because she lacked the 

opportunity to teach the way she wanted to teach, and was afraid of becoming 

the (traditional) teacher she did not want to be (see also Olsen, 2010). More 

serious consequences of tensions can be derived from Volkmann and 

Anderson’s work (1998) on the professional identity construction of a 

beginning chemistry teacher. The tensions, which were real dilemmas to her, 

were caused by the fact that her own ideas about teaching differed from the 

reality of what makes a professional teacher. One dilemma concerned her 

desire to make chemistry understandable and fun for the students, while she 

felt herself that the subject of chemistry was difficult and dull. She did not 

succeed in resolving this dilemma and decided to leave the profession for a 

couple of years in order to gain more expertise in the subject (Volkmann & 

Anderson, 1998). Three of the six pre-service teachers that were involved in 

the work of Alsup (2006) left the teaching profession because the personal and 

the professional were so distinct for them that the tensions were too powerful 

to negotiate. In sum, the potentially severe consequences for beginning 

teachers are an important reason for studying these tensions in professional 

identity.  

 

2.2.3 Review of the literature  

During the past few decades, several researchers have focused on problems or 

tensions that beginning teachers may encounter during the process of learning 

to teach (e.g., Fuller & Bown, 1975; Smagorinsky et al., 2004; Veenman, 1984). 

Making use of a professional identity perspective on these tensions offers the 
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possibility to interpret beginning teachers’ tensions in the light of what it 

means to be and to become a teacher. In line with our conceptualisation of 

professional identity development, in this study tensions are considered to be 

internal struggles between the teacher as a person and the teacher as a 

professional regarding an undesirable situation. Unlike “typical” beginning 

teacher problems that are generally considered solvable (e.g., Veenman, 1984), 

professional identity tensions as conceived in this study often are not. They 

oppose teachers’ feelings, values, beliefs, or perceptions.  

Composing this overview of beginning teachers’ professional identity 

tensions consisted of three steps. In the first step, we studied a variety of 

literature on beginning teachers’ “tensions”, “problems” and “dilemmas.” This 

resulted in a long list of publications to be studied. As the tensions described 

in the literature were often not conceptualised from the perspective of 

professional identity by the original authors (e.g., Katz & Raths, 1992; Shapira-

Lishchinsky, 2011; Smagorinsky et al., 2004), all three authors of the current 

study conferred and determined which tensions corresponded with our 

definition of a “professional identity tension” in the sense of containing a 

conflict between the teacher as a person and the teacher as a professional. This 

second step resulted in a list of 13 types of professional identity tensions. In 

the third step, we studied literature on the tensions, problems or dilemmas of 

beginners in nursing and social work education in order to discover whether 

our list could be expanded. Like teaching, nursing and social work are 

professions in which beginners, in one way or another, serve other people 

(Kälvemark et al., 2004; Richards et al., 2005). Tensions encountered by 

beginning nurses were indeed similar to those of beginning teachers (see in 

particular numbers 7, 8, and 9 in the list below).  

We finally derived the following 13 types of professional identity 

tensions for beginning teachers from the literature review. Although a 

substantial amount of literature was studied, we do not claim the list to be 

exhaustive. 

 

1. Feeling like a student versus being expected to act like an adult teacher  

Beginning teachers may still feel like a student on the inside, but they 

are expected by students (and colleagues) to behave like “real” teachers 

and as adults (Fuller & Bown, 1975; Volkmann & Anderson, 1998). 

2. Wanting to care for students versus being expected to be tough 

Beginning teachers may feel that taking control of the class will 

sacrifice the close relationship they wish to have with students (Fuller 
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& Bown, 1975; Shapira-Lishchinsky, 2011; Volkmann & Anderson, 

1998). 

3. Feeling incompetent in terms of knowledge versus being expected to be an expert  

Students expect beginning teachers to be experts (in their subject) 

while they themselves feel that they are not and still have much to learn 

(Fuller & Bown, 1975; Katz & Raths, 1992; Volkmann & Anderson, 

1998).  

4. Experiencing a discrepancy between one’s own, usually implicit, lay theories and 

theories that are relevant to the teaching profession 

Tacit or unarticulated lay theories (Sugrue, 1997) about teaching and 

learning influence the ways in which student teachers respond to 

teacher education (Bullough, 1991) and process practical experiences 

(Holt-Reynolds, 1992). These lay theories, regarding what teachers 

personally desire and experience as correct, may be in conflict with 

theories that are seen by others as relevant to the teaching profession 

(Beijaard et al., 2004). 

5. Experiencing conflicts between one’s own and others’ orientations  regarding 

learning to teach 

Student teachers and mentors, for example, may differ in terms of how 

one should learn to be a teacher (Alsup, 2006; Rajuan, Beijaard, & 

Verloop, 2007). 

6. Being exposed to contradictory institutional attitudes  

`  Student teachers have to deal with both their university (i.e., teacher 

education institute) and the practice school. These different institutions 

may ask for contradictory attitudes towards teaching and learning from 

student teachers (Hatch, 1993; Olsen, 2010; Smagorinsky et al., 2004). 

7. Wanting to invest time in practising teaching versus feeling pressured to invest time 

in other tasks that are part of the teaching profession 

When beginning teachers want to accomplish all their tasks to the best 

of their ability, they often feel that they do not have enough time 

(Fuller & Bown, 1975; Kälvemark et al., 2004). 

8. Wanting to respect students’ integrity versus feeling the need to work against this 

integrity 

A beginning teacher may be taken into confidence by one of their 

students. This situation becomes difficult when they are forced to 

decide whether to respect this student’s integrity or to act against it, 

when breaching the student’s confidence seems necessary in order to 
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protect the student or other people (Kälvemark et al., 2004; Shapira-

Lishchinsky, 2011). 

9. Experiencing conflicting loyalties towards students and colleagues 

Conflicting loyalties may be experienced by a beginning teacher when a 

student takes him/her into confidence regarding a colleague 

(Kälvemark et al., 2004; Shapira-Lishchinsky, 2011). 

10. Wanting to treat pupils as whole persons versus feeling the need to treat them as 

learners (or vice versa) 

If beginning teachers have not (yet) developed a clear perception of 

how they view students, it makes it hard to decide whether to treat 

students as whole persons or as learners (Berlak & Berlak, 1981). 

11. Experiencing difficulties in maintaining an emotional distance 

Beginning teachers may be closely involved in the lives of their 

students (Veenman, 1984) as they want to show their students that they 

care about them. This may make it difficult for beginning teachers to 

distance themselves emotionally; at the same time, however, in order to 

“survive”, they experience the need for this distance (Fuller & Bown, 

1975).  

12. Experiencing difficulties regarding approaches to teaching 

Teachers can, for example, adhere to a content-centred or a learning-

centred approach to teaching (Kember & Kwan, 2000). If beginning 

teachers lack a frame of reference regarding what a teacher should 

know and do, this makes it difficult for them to position themselves as 

teachers towards a certain curriculum within the school.  

13. Misconceived career perspectives about the teaching profession 

If student teachers hold misconceived views of the teaching profession, 

teaching may not appear to be what they are looking for, which makes 

it difficult to continue their study (Rajuan et al., 2007).  

 

The tensions in professional identity experienced by beginning 

teachers are expected to vary across different points in time in the initial phase 

of teaching. Fuller and Bown (1975) described four stages of personal-

professional concerns that occur at the start of a teacher’s career. Some of the 

tensions outlined above align with these four stages. In Fuller and Bown’s first 

stage, comprising pre-service concerns, beginning teachers identify more with the 

students than with other teachers. This relates to the tension-category “Feeling 

like a student versus being expected to act like an adult teacher.” Beginning 

teachers struggle to accept their role as a teacher and the authority that comes 
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with it. In the second stage, survival concerns, beginning teachers are often 

concerned about how to “survive” the day; they mainly focus on how well they 

are liked and how well they are managing the class. The tension “Wanting to 

care for students versus being expected to be tough” relates to this stage. The 

tension “Wanting to invest time in practising teaching versus feeling pressured 

to invest time in other tasks that are part of the teaching profession” 

corresponds to the third stage, which consists of teaching concerns. Beginning 

teachers who find themselves in this stage experience that being a teacher is 

much more than merely preparing lessons and teaching. They feel 

overwhelmed by all the paper work, the need to find materials, and the 

meetings with other team members. The last stage relates to concerns regarding 

students. This stage can be observed in, for instance, the tension “Experiencing 

difficulties in maintaining emotional distance.” Beginning teachers start to 

actually be concerned about whether they will be able to provide the support 

that their students need.  

 

2.3 METHOD 

2.3.1 Interview 

A semi-structured interview was conducted with 24 beginning teachers to 

investigate what kind of professional identity tensions they had experienced. 

First it was explained to them what a “tension” constitutes, then they were 

asked an open-ended question about a tension they had experienced. If 

interviewees had difficulties recalling a tension, the following example was 

presented:  

 During teacher education, you have learned to teach in a certain way, but possibly 

your practice school adheres to a different way of teaching. A tension will be experienced if 

your own preferences in teaching conflict with either the way of teaching you learned during 

teacher education, the way of teaching that is habitual at the practice school, or both.  

Of the 24 interviewees, 18 needed the example to be able to recall a 

tension. The interview continued with semi-structured questions about the way 

beginning teachers tried to cope with their tension, feelings that accompanied 

this tension, and the consequences for their teaching. After discussing the first 

tension, the questions were repeated until the interviewee could not bring up 

any additional tensions. Each interview lasted between one and one-and-a-half 

hour. 
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2.3.2 Participants 

Letters were sent to the directors of three different teacher education institutes 

in the Netherlands to obtain participants for the study: one institute for primary 

education, one for general secondary education, and one for secondary 

vocational education. All were willing to cooperate. Via their teacher educators, 

final-year student teachers and first-year in-practice teachers who had graduated 

the year before were asked to participate. Twenty-four participants were 

recruited: 12 final-year student teachers and 12 first-year in-practice teachers, 

equally distributed over the three teacher education institutes. Their age ranged 

from 20 to 27 years, with an average of 23.7 years.  

 

2.3.3 Analysis 

All interviews were transcribed verbatim. To describe the professional identity 

tensions experienced by the beginning teachers and how these corresponded to 

the literature, two rounds of analysis were performed, each consisting of several 

steps.  

The first round consisted of three steps. In the first step, each of the 

tensions (65 in total) presented by the interviewees were summarised. Per 

interviewee notes were taken with regard to their ways of coping with and 

feelings about the reported tensions and the (possible) consequences that the 

tensions had for their learning and functioning as a teacher. In addition, notes 

were taken concerning the background of the interviewee to create a 

comprehensive picture of the experienced tensions. The second step was to 

verify if all 65 reported tensions met our description of a professional identity 

tension (see section 2.3). Six did not meet this description. Three ‘tensions’ had 

the characteristics of a problem, because they were described by the 

interviewees as easy to solve, and the other three did not involve an “internal 

struggle” between the teacher as a person and a professional. In the third step, 

the remaining 59 reported tensions were classified into three overarching 

themes: the changing role from student to teacher, conflicts between desired and actual 

support given to students, and conflicting conceptions of learning to teach. For each of the 

themes, Table 2.1 shows the number of tensions and an example mentioned by 

an interviewee. 
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Table 2.1 
Three themes of professional identity tensions, number of tensions for each theme reported 
by the interviewees, including examples derived from the interviews 
 

 
 

Theme 

 
How often 

mentioned by the 
interviewees 

 

 
 

Example 
 

 
1. The changing 
role from student 
to teacher 

 
32 

  
“I want to be the students’ friend, showing 
them that I am there if they need me. At the 
same time I need to be more strict to be in 
control of the class. It feels as if I have to make 
a choice.” 

 
2. Conflicts 
between desired 
and actual 
support given to 
students 

 
11 

 
“I want to help my students, because many of 
them have a troubled home environment. I do 
have a private life myself, though. Where is the 
limit? It doesn’t feel right if I don’t help them, 
but it doesn’t feel right either to spend so little 
time with my family.”  

 
3. Conflicting 
conceptions of 
learning to teach 

 
16 

 
“My practice school expects a lot from me 
concerning teaching competencies, but the 
teacher education institute does not offer what 
I need to perform well as a teacher. I find it 
important to spend time and energy on these 
teaching competencies, but if I do there is not 
enough time to meet the requirements of the 
teacher education institute.”  
 

 

 

The second round of analysis also consisted of three steps. The first 

step was to assign, if possible, each of the 59 reported tensions to one of the 

types of tensions derived from the literature (see section 2.3). Making use of 

consensus-based scoring, the first author and an external researcher assigned 30 

of the 59. Some reported tensions were very similar to specific tensions 

mentioned in the literature. Tensions that were more difficult to compare 

turned out to relate to two or more of the types of tensions from the literature. 

In those cases, we re-read the interviews to decide the emphasis of the reported 

tensions and to which category they fitted best. Full consensus was reached for 

19 of the 30 reported tensions concerning if and how they corresponded to the 

types of tensions from the literature. In the second step, the other 11 tensions 

were studied again for mutual differences and similarities. It turned out that 
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they could be classified into three newly formulated types of tensions: “Feeling 

treated like a student versus wanting to take responsibility as a teacher”, 

“Feeling dependent on a mentor (colleague/supervisor) versus wanting to go 

your own way in teaching”, and “Feeling like a peer versus wanting to take 

responsibility as a teacher.” 

During the third step, the first author and the external researcher 

separately assigned the remaining 29 (of the initial 59) reported tensions to the 

13 types of tensions derived from the literature, or to the three newly 

formulated types of tensions, in order to establish inter-rater reliability. An 

agreement of 96.6% was established (28 of the 29). Consensus was reached 

about the remaining instance. 

 

2.4 RESULTS 

Each of the three themes into which the mentioned tensions could be classified 

will be illustrated by two elaborated examples of tensions experienced by the 

interviewees. The examples show the differences in contexts in which the 

tensions took place and the way beginning teachers expressed their tensions, 

how they made them feel, how they coped with them, and what the 

consequences of the tensions were for continuing their teacher education, their 

learning, or their functioning as a teacher.  

 

2.4.1 Changing role from student to teacher: Carrie and Chris 

At the time of interviewing, Carrie and Chris were final-year student teachers. 

Carrie’s teaching subject was language, while Chris was becoming a teacher in 

engineering. One of the tensions they experienced during their pre-service 

training was characterised by their feelings of being too young to teach, being 

too close to their students with respect to interests, and being too 

inexperienced to take on the responsibility that is part of the teaching 

profession.  

Carrie and Chris both found it very difficult to decide how to respond 

to their students and were afraid of not being taken seriously. Chris said: 

“…how to behave like a student teacher or actually, beginning teacher…how to 

adopt an attitude… Should you keep the students as a friend or should 

you…yes, that is very difficult, how to behave.” Chris gave an example of 

students who were misbehaving in the corridor. He said that he occasionally 

corrected their behaviour, but other times he just passed them in the corridor, 

pretending he was one of them. He did not know how to tell them to behave 
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properly and was afraid of how they would respond if he did so. Afterwards, he 

felt embarrassed.  

Carrie brought up that she was still very young (19 years old) when she first 

began to experience this tension, and that she looked very young too. Besides 

that, she did not feel knowledgeable enough with regard to the subject matter. 

This made her feel insecure: “Of course my students notice that. They try me 

out, asking if I could explain the subject matter again in a different way. It was 

really to nag and tease me….” Carrie received tips from her mentor and teacher 

educator: “I should wear glasses and change my clothing to make me look older 

and more serious”. At the end of the school year, Carrie’s mentor and 

supervisor both strongly advised her to quit her teacher education programme: 

“I felt so small and young. It was awful. I was treated like a child and I felt that 

everybody conspired against me….” Carrie experienced this situation as what 

she described as the “worst tension ever.”  

For Carrie and Chris, these tensions had different impacts on their 

learning processes. While Chris was really bothered by not knowing how to 

behave towards his students, the consequences of this tension upon his learning 

process were rather small. At first, Chris thought that he could handle the 

tension on his own. When his mentor explained how he could handle the 

students and how he could behave like a teacher, Chris started to realise that 

talking to his mentor was important. His negative experience, expressed by 

feelings of being “too modest” and “a coward” changed into a learning point, 

which helped him to become more assertive and feel stronger as a teacher.  

Carrie’s tension had far more severe consequences with regard to her 

learning process. Even her continuing preparation to be a teacher was at stake. 

She explained that her pre-service training was a “kind of a disaster.” She 

thought that if both her mentor and supervisor did not find her competent as a 

teacher, then that had to be true. On the other hand, Carrie really wanted to 

become a language teacher, it was an ambition she did not want to give up. 

Eventually, Carrie explained her situation to the art teacher at her practice 

school. He gave her the opportunity to take over some of his classes. The fact 

that she was studying to become a language teacher was not important: “He 

believed in me and I could teach as many classes as I wanted. I learned a lot. I 

am very grateful to him, otherwise I would have quit.” Carrie’s pre-service 

period was prolonged by her supervisor, but at the start of the next school year 

she met all the criteria needed to complete her pre-service period. Experiencing 

this tension turned out very well for Carrie in the end: “I became less 

emotional. That was a good thing.” 
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For both Chris and Carrie, their professional identity tension seemed to 

be caused by the fact that they felt insecure, because of their age, and were 

afraid of not being taken seriously by colleagues or students. They seemed to 

have problems with taking the responsibility that is part of the teaching 

profession. Carrie’s tension slowed down her progress during teacher 

education, but after she had decided to “go for it”, her development as a 

teacher seemed to have made a quick jump. Her confidence grew and coping 

with the tension had made her feel stronger as a teacher. Chris’s tension seemed 

to have had less consequences for his development as a teacher, but he 

explained that it had helped him to become more assertive and, like Carrie, it 

had made him feel stronger as a teacher.  

 

2.4.2 Conflicts between desired and actual support given to students: Sue 

and Megan 

Sue and Megan were both first-year practising teachers at the time of 

interviewing. Sue was teaching 11–13 year old children at an elementary school 

with a high proportion of disadvantaged pupils. Megan was a language teacher 

at a secondary school. Sue and Megan were both keen on helping a 

pupil/student with a problematic home environment, but experienced 

difficulties in offering this help. 

Megan said about one of her students: “She was always late, using odd 

words, jeering at other students... I knew about her home environment, so I 

understood her behaviour, but I could not tolerate it.” This girl came to talk to 

Megan, but, in spite of knowing about her situation, Megan could not offer her 

more help: “I wanted to talk to her more often, but at the same time it was not 

my task and there were so many other students who needed help….” Megan 

asked herself whether it was worth the trouble, because she knew that she 

could never get the girl out of her misery. This made her feel helpless.  

Sue experienced tension regarding one of her pupils who told her in 

confidence that he was being abused: “He confirmed my suspicions…but I had 

no idea what to do.” Sue could not talk to the boy’s parents, because that would 

have made things worse for him at home. Besides that, he would feel that he 

could not trust his teacher anymore. On the other hand, Sue said: “But I had to 

do something! I could not just let him go home again…but eventually all I 

could do was sending him back to his parents. I felt so bad for him and the 

whole weekend he was in my mind.”  

Megan and Sue both talked to someone about their tension, but they 

both had different ways of coping with it. Megan finally put up with the 
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situation. She talked to her team leader, who told her that she could not do 

anything more for the girl than she had already done. The ways in which the 

school could help this girl were limited, and the coordinator for special needs 

had already done her best. Megan said: “I thought, who am I to think that I can 

help this girl, while the coordinator for special needs tried so hard already? So, I 

finally accepted it. It’s still frustrating.” 

Sue said that she finally decided to talk to the management. They took 

the situation very seriously, and called for emergency help. When that turned 

out not to be possible, they decided to talk to the parents themselves: “I was 

relieved when I cut the knot and talked to the management. All of a sudden it 

was not only my issue anymore.” Eventually, a court custody hearing took 

place. Sue felt sad for the boy, but was reassured at the same time that he was 

safe. After experiencing this tension, Sue took a course on child abuse. This, 

together with her experience, helped her to become more alert and enabled her 

to take a better course of action in situations like this. 

Sue and Megan’s tensions involved serious internal struggles for them. 

As a person, each wanted to take care of a pupil/student, but encountered 

professional restrictions against doing so. Sue and Megan were limited in their 

capacity to help their pupil/student, and therefore had difficulties in coping 

with their tensions. This showed in Megan’s frustration and in Sue’s sadness. 

However, these tensions seem not to have had negative consequences for their 

development as teachers. Sue’s tension helped her to become more alert and to 

take a better course of action if such a situation should occur again. 

 

2.4.3 Conflicting conceptions of learning to teach: Fred and Ivy 

At the time of interview, Fred and Ivy were both final-year students. Fred was 

becoming a teacher in engineering and Ivy a primary-school teacher. Except for 

the contexts in which they took place, the tensions that they experienced were 

rather similar. Fred and Ivy were both in conflict with their mentors at their 

practice schools; they perceived their mentors as very directive and not leaving 

any space for autonomy. Fred’s mentor was teaching in a very leading, frontal, 

and authoritarian way, but could not handle his class. As Fred said: “One day 

the class more or less exploded, the students became unmanageable….” Fred 

had his own ideas about what way of teaching was good for the students, but 

his mentor was telling him exactly how to teach. Similarly, Ivy said with regard 

to her mentor: “He was so authoritarian, the children were not allowed to do 

anything, they had to sit still and keep quiet.” For Ivy’s mentor, collaboration 

was not important and he had no interaction with the children. Learning 
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difficulties were ignored: “I felt sorry for those children,” Ivy said. Fred and Ivy 

felt trapped between following their mentors and going their own way in 

teaching. They could hardly bring themselves to teach the way their mentors 

did, but teaching the way they thought was best for the students was very 

difficult for them, as their mentors were also the ones who had to assess them.  

Fred and Ivy found different ways of coping with their tensions. Fred 

finally decided to take a reserved position, and adapted to his mentor’s way of 

teaching: “At first I wanted to discuss his and my way of teaching, but he didn’t 

want to.” Later, Fred realised that he could not work this way. He tried to keep 

his students satisfied by talking to them behind his mentor’s back. He felt 

helpless, but put up with the situation.  

Ivy asked for help from the teacher education institute, but did not receive 

any. The faculty wanted her to hold on, and to try to learn as much as possible 

from her in-service period: “The institute did not back me up; they did not 

understand the situation I was in. At a certain moment the whole situation 

became so stressful that it started to influence my private life. Then I decided to 

quit.” Ivy asked for a conversation with her mentor, but he was unwilling to 

discuss the issue: “He told me that I should be happy that I had the 

opportunity to learn from him…”.  

It seemed rather clear that Fred and Ivy’s tensions arose from the 

unbridgeable difference between their own (professional) conceptions of 

teaching and those of their mentors. Both found different ways of coping with 

their tensions. Although it was not an easy decision, Fred finally accepted the 

situation and tried to make the best of it. Ivy could not accept the situation and 

decided to look for another practice school – a decision that caused a delay in 

her completing her teacher education programme. It was apparent, and 

explicitly mentioned by both student teachers, that their tensions did not 

contribute anything to their learning process, but only led to negative feelings 

and delays in this learning process. 

 

2.4.4 Comparing the interview tensions with those from the literature 

Of the 59 experiences of tension that the interviewees reported, 36 were 

comparable to one of the 13 types of tensions that were found in the literature. 

Table 2.2 shows a detailed break-down of these.  
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Table 2.2 
Types of tensions derived from the literature and number of corresponding tensions reported 
by the interviewees, including examples derived from the interviews 
 

 
Tensions derived from 

the literature 

 
How often 

mentioned by 
interviewees 

 
Summarised examples of tensions 

mentioned by the interviewees comparable 
to those found in the literature 

 

 
1. Feeling like a student 
versus being expected to 
act like an adult teacher 

 
2 

 
As a beginning teacher, I should intervene 

when students do not behave themselves 
at school, but I don’t always dare to point 
to their behaviour, because I am only a 
little bit older than they are.  

2. Wanting to care for  
students versus being 
expected to be tough 

4 I would like to be a sympathetic teacher who 
maintains a good atmosphere in the 
classroom but, at the same time, I need to 
be consistent in punishing and rewarding 
children. It feels like playing two roles at 
the same time.  

3. Feeling incompetent 
in terms of knowledge 
versus being expected to 
be an expert  

10 I would like to explain the subject matter in a 
fascinating way to make the lesson 
interesting for my students. Unless I put a 
lot of energy and time in the preparation 
of my lessons, though, this is almost 
impossible: I don’t have enough knowledge 
of the subject matter to do so. 

4. Experiencing a dis- 
crepancy between one’s 
own, usually implicit, lay 
theories and theories 
that are relevant to the 
teaching profession  

0   

 
5. Experiencing conflicts 
between one’s own and 
others’ orientations 
regarding learning to 
teach 

 
2 

 
My mentor didn’t like the fact that I 

substituted at another school and started 
to doubt my competencies as a teacher. I 
wanted to hold on to show her that I was 
trying hard to be a competent teacher, but 
at the same time I wanted to look for 
another practice school, because I felt as if 
she had already judged me.  

6. Being exposed to 
contradictory 
institutional attitudes  

3 When I started my graduation assignment, 
the teacher education institute expected 
something different from me (investigating 
a project, in which the process of doing 
research was the most important) than the 
practice school (inventing a new system to 
arrange the store room, in which the result 
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was the most important). I wanted both 
institutes to be satisfied, but did not know 
how to achieve this.  

7. Wanting to invest 
time in practising 
teaching versus feeling 
pressured to invest time 
in other tasks that are 
part of the teaching 
profession 

2 I just got a job at this school and I wanted to 
show that I was able to accomplish all the 
tasks that are part of the teaching 
profession. I did not have any experience, 
though, and it took a great deal of time to 
find out how things worked. How could I 
decide how to use my time?  

8. Wanting to respect 
students’ integrity 
versus feeling the need 
to work against this 
integrity 
 

2 I had an agreement with one of my students 
to keep the information he gave me about 
his private life for myself. When he ran 
away from school, I felt that I should ask 
for help from colleagues, but would feel 
very uncomfortable then towards this 
student. 

9. Experiencing 
conflicting loyalties 
towards students and 
colleagues 
 

1 Students of my own mentor class complained 
about the way their English teacher was 
teaching them, while the English teacher 
complained to me about “the worst class 
ever”. I wanted to be there for my 
students, but did not want to let my 
colleague down. 

10. Wanting to treat 
pupils as whole persons 
versus feeling the need 
to treat them as learners 
(or vice versa) 

2 I wanted to show some comprehension for 
my students’ situations (many of them 
have learning difficulties or problems at 
home) and give grades from that 
viewpoint. If students perform well, albeit 
under average, I liked to motivate them by 
giving a high mark. That is not how the 
school wanted me to give grades.  

11. Experiencing 
difficulties in 
maintaining emotional 
distance 
 

7 One of my students had many problems. I 
wanted to help her, because I felt so bad 
for her. The few things I was able to do 
were not sufficient. At the same time, 
however, it was not my task to help her 
and it took so much time and effort. I no 
longer knew what to do. 

12. Experiencing 
difficulties regarding 
approaches to teaching  

1 My in-service training was spread out over 
the year. I strongly preferred a clustered 
in-service training, because I believe that 
would have contributed to experiencing 
the ‘real job’, feeling the pressure. Now I 
do not feel prepared for the teaching 
profession yet. 

13. Misconceived career 
perspectives about the 
teaching profession 
 

0  
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The interviewees reported a further 23 tensions that were not 

comparable to any of the tensions in the literature. This resulted in the three 

newly formulated types of tensions presented in Table 2.3. 

Beginning teachers who experienced the tension “Feeling treated like a 

student versus wanting to take responsibility as a teacher” did not know 

whether to go with their desire to be accepted as a teacher and refrain from 

speaking up for themselves or to behave in a humble way because they were 

“just” beginning teachers. They felt they were treated like students and did not 

dare to give their own opinion or ask for help from colleagues, because they 

were afraid that, in doing so, they might be seen as impudent or weak and 

unable to adequately manage their work as teachers. They feared losing their 

jobs or the judgment of colleagues. 

 
Table 2.3  
Three additional types of tensions and number of corresponding tensions reported in our 
interviews, including examples from the interviews 
 

 
Newly formulated 

tensions 

 
How often 

mentioned by the 
Interviewees 

 

 
Summarised examples of professional 

identity tensions mentioned by the 
interviewees 

 
A. Feeling treated like a 
student versus wanting 
to take responsibility as 
a teacher 

 
11 

 
I experienced difficulties while teaching 
and wanted to ask for help. At the same 
time, I wanted to solve the problem 
myself, because it could be interpreted as 
a weakness or as if I was not able to do 
my new job. 

 
B. Feeling dependent on 
a mentor (colleague/ 
supervisor) versus 
wanting to go your own 
way in teaching 

 
10 

 
The way my mentor wanted me to teach 
was not my idea of how to teach 
students. I wanted to do what I thought 
was best for the students, but my mentor 
was also the one who had to assess me. 

 
C. Feeling like a peer 
versus wanting to take 
responsibility as a 
teacher 

 
2 

 
I found it very hard to decide how to 
respond to students when I met them 
outside the school, for instance, in the 
pub. I wanted to have a good time myself 
and drink a few beers, but I was afraid 
my students would no longer take me 
seriously as a teacher.  
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Beginning teachers who experienced the tension “Feeling dependent 

on a mentor (colleague/supervisor) versus wanting to go your own way in 

teaching” felt limited in being able to follow their own ideas about teaching, 

because they were dependent on their mentors who were assessing them (see 

the examples of Fred and Ivy, section 4.3). They felt that they could not be the 

teachers they wanted to be. Most of the experiences that were comparable to 

this new category of tension showed some resemblance to the category from 

the literature “Experiencing conflicting orientations regarding learning to 

teach.” However, the new tension resulted not so much from “conflicting 

orientations” but from trying to avoid conflicts, as the teachers involved feared 

for their graduation or the continuation of their contract. Therefore, the 

tension “Feeling dependent on a mentor (colleague/supervisor) versus wanting 

to go your own way in teaching” was formulated as a new category. 

The third newly formulated category of tension “Feeling like a peer versus 

wanting to take responsibility as a teacher” resembled the category “Feeling like 

a student versus being expected to act like an adult teacher.” Beginning teachers 

who experienced this tension felt like peers of their students, being close in age 

and interests to them. In contrast with those beginning teachers reported in the 

literature, those we interviewed did see themselves as teachers and did feel 

capable of taking that responsibility. This newly formulated category was only 

mentioned twice by beginning teachers, but the impact of this tension on their 

functioning as a teacher was substantial. 

In sum, 13 types of tensions were derived from the literature. The three 

newly formulated types of tensions differed so substantially from the tensions 

derived from the literature that it was decided to perceive them as “new” 

tensions. Thus a total of 16 types of tensions were identified, all of which 

showed great variety in how they were experienced by beginning teachers. 

  

 

2.5 CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 

This study presented an overview of beginning teachers’ professional identity 

tensions and investigated how these tensions correspond to those found in the 

literature. Interviews with 24 beginning teachers resulted in 59 reported 

tensions that could be classified into three themes: (1) the changing role from 

student to teacher, (2) conflicts between desired and actual support given to 

students, and (3) conflicting conceptions of learning to teach. The three themes 

were described and illustrated with tensions experienced by some of the 
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interviewees. Out of the 59 tensions experienced by the interviewees, 36 were 

comparable to the 13 types of tensions that were found in the literature. The 

remaining 23 tensions were divided into three additional types of tensions.  

The professional identity tensions mentioned by the beginning teachers 

appeared on a regular basis within our group of interviewees. In many cases 

they were quite severe. It is relevant to notice the seriousness in some cases. In 

most cases, feelings of helplessness, frustration, or anger were dominant in 

accompanying the tensions. This study thus adds to the general 

acknowledgement that feelings are an inherent part of teaching and learning to 

teach (Hargreaves, 2005; Kelchtermans, 2005; Olsen, 2010; Van Veen & Lasky, 

2005). A positive outcome of this study was that some interviewees expressed 

that they had learned from their tensions. For example, Chris and Carrie both 

mentioned that their tensions made them feel stronger as teachers. Sue said that 

experiencing her tension helped her to become more alert and enabled her to 

take action in a better way in situations similar to the one she experienced. 

Their stories suggested that professional identity tensions, even though they are 

mostly accompanied by negative feelings, can have positive consequences. 

According to Meijer (2011), beginning teachers will develop a commitment to 

teaching because of the intense emotions that they need to cope with. Possible 

positive consequences have also been referred to by other researchers (see 

section 2.2), who stress that tensions can be of great importance for the 

development of teachers’ professional identity (Alsup, 2006; Meijer, 2011; 

Olsen, 2010; Smagorinsky et al., 2004). As such, professional identity tensions 

appear to be a very positive “tool” for teacher learning. Since this exploratory 

study suggests that professional identity tensions appear to be very common, an 

attempt should be made to transform them into learning experiences. It is 

important, then, that those who educate and mentor beginning teachers are able 

to recognise tensions and make them visible and observable, for example, by 

presenting their student teachers examples of the tensions mentioned by the 

interviewees in this study. Tensions are very personal and may not always come 

to the surface. Therefore, beginning teachers need to know that they are not the 

only ones to experience such tensions. Sharing tensions with others seems 

important in order to make student teachers aware of the difficult situations 

they may encounter (Ehrich, Kimber, Millwater, & Cranston, 2011). Many 

beginning teachers in our study appeared to recognise the importance of 

sharing their tensions, because they often talked with significant others about 

their tensions. Sharing tensions may also lead to learning about different ways 

of coping with tensions. Coping strategies depend on the kind of tension and 
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the kind of person a teacher is, but knowledge about possible ways of coping 

might help beginning teachers to start working on tensions (sooner). The 

relevance of working on tensions can be found in the great impact that tensions 

may have on beginning teachers’ learning and functioning. The stories of Carrie 

and Ivy, for example, demonstrated this.  

 The accompanying negative feelings and possible severe consequences 

for their professional development, and the fact that beginning teachers want to 

work on their tensions, suggest that they would benefit from support in coping 

with their tensions. Beginning teachers cannot be left on their own by their 

teacher educators and mentors in (practice) schools. Leijen, Lam, Wildschut, 

and Simons (2009) argue that it would be helpful if beginning teachers are 

guided to give meaning to the negative feelings that accompany the tensions 

they experience and those experienced by others. This “educative” approach to 

professional identity tensions requires teacher educators and mentors in schools 

to be able to recognise tensions and the many aspects that may play a part in 

them (Ehrich et al., 2011). Instead of the counter-productive effect that 

tensions appear to have when they are experienced, teacher educators must be 

able to help their student teachers to turn tensions into learning moments.  

Future research with different and larger samples of students, for 

instance by designing a questionnaire, could further investigate the influence of 

the background of beginning teachers, such as age, gender and type of teacher 

education, on the emergence and character of the tensions. For future research, 

it could also be interesting to take a closer look at other particular sources of 

tension that may influence the emergence and character of professional identity 

tensions. Deeper studies are needed on, for example, the teacher’s own 

biography, characteristics of his/her teaching context (for example, the number 

and background of students in classroom and characteristics of the 

neighbourhood), the functioning of school management and that of the 

beginning teacher as a team member.  

There is also an argument for including not only beginning teachers in 

the study of professional identity tensions but also more experienced teachers, 

as the question arises whether the tensions that were found in the present study 

are typical of beginning teachers or not. Furthermore, since the interviews 

showed that beginning teachers coped with their tensions in different ways and 

the interviewees mentioned different, though largely negative, feelings, it will 

also be interesting to gain insight into the ways of coping and the kinds of 

feelings experienced by teachers who have taught for a year or two. Such 
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information would enable teacher educators and mentors in (practice) schools 

to support their student/beginning teachers in a better way. 
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CHAPTER 3 

TENSIONS, ACCOMPANYING FEELINGS AND COPING 

STRATEGIES EXPERIENCED BY BEGINNING TEACHERS IN 

THEIR PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT2 

 

ABSTRACT 
This study examined tensions encountered by 182 beginning teachers during their 

professional identity development, the feelings that accompanied these tensions 

and the ways they tried to cope with these. Professional identity tensions stem 

from an unbalanced personal and professional side of (becoming) a teacher. 

Tensions that are often mentioned by beginning teachers concerned conflicts 

between what they desire and what is possible in reality. Female teachers reported 

more tensions than their male colleagues, while final-year student teachers did not 

differ from first-year in-practice teachers in the number of tensions they 

experienced. Tensions were often accompanied by feelings of helplessness, anger 

or an awareness of shortcomings. Most beginning teachers tried to cope with their 

tensions by speaking to their significant others or by searching for a solution 

themselves. Insights into professional identity tensions experienced by beginning 

teachers are important in order to form a better understanding of the support they 

need.  

                                                           
2
 This chapter has been published as: 

Pillen, M., Beijaard, D., & den Brok, P. (2012). Tensions in beginning teachers’ professional 
identity development, accompanying feelings and coping strategies, European Journal of 
Teacher Education. Advance online publication. doi: 10.1080/02619768.2012.696192 
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3.1 INTRODUCTION 

 
Research in the domain of teaching and teacher education increasingly 

emphasises the importance of teacher identity (e.g., Beauchamp & Thomas, 

2009; Beijaard et al., 2004; Olsen, 2008, 2010). Since teacher identity, or 

professional identity, has evolved into a specific research area during the last 

two decades, several researchers have tried to conceptualise and characterise 

teachers’ professional identity (e.g., Akkerman & Meijer, 2011; Beijaard, 1995; 

Lamote & Engels, 2010; Mockler, 2011; Rodgers & Scott, 2008), and how 

teachers develop this identity (e.g., Coldron & Smith, 1999; Cooper & Olson, 

1996; Czerniawski, 2011; Flores & Day, 2006; Schepens et al., 2009; Trent, 

2011).  

In literature on teachers’ professional identity, a distinction can be 

perceived between a practical point of view, using professional identity as a 

resource for teachers to make sense of themselves in relation to others and the 

world around them (MacLure, 1993), and a more theoretical point of view, in 

which professional identity is considered as an analytic lens that is helpful to 

better analyse and investigate the work and life of becoming and being a 

teacher (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Olsen, 2008, 2011; Rodgers & Scott, 

2008).  

Developing a professional identity is very important to become a 

successful teacher (Olsen, 2010). The process of learning to teach is not only a 

very complex matter (McLean, 1999), since the teaching profession is 

constantly changing, it is also a very personal process. Becoming a teacher 

means, among others, to decide how to express oneself in the classroom and 

to adapt personal understandings and ideals to institutional demands (Carter & 

Doyle, 1996). Teachers should, thus, develop a sense of professional identity, 

so that they will be able to “incorporate their personal subjectivities into the 

professional/cultural expectations of what it means to be a teacher” (Alsup, 

2006, p. 27). Developing a professional identity involves finding a balance 

between the personal and professional side of becoming and being a teacher 

(Lipka & Brinthaupt, 1999).      

In the present study, we presume that many (beginning) teachers 

experience tensions as a result of shaping their professional identity: if the 

personal and professional side of (becoming) a teacher are not in balance, then 

“what is found relevant to the profession may conflict with the personal 

desires from teachers and what they experience as good” (Beijaard et al., 2004, 

p.109). Such conflicts may emerge as tensions in the professional identity of 
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(beginning) teachers and cause internal struggles concerning an undesirable 

situation. For beginning teachers such tensions can be real dilemmas 

(Volkmann & Anderson, 1998) when they feel as if they have to make a choice 

between equally undesirable alternatives (Berube, 1982). 

It is expected that particularly beginning teachers will experience 

professional identity tensions. Firstly, the period of transition from student to 

teacher is often a “struggle” for (a great number of) beginning teachers, which 

usually remains invisible to their teacher educators and mentors or colleagues in 

schools (Flores, 2004; Kelchtermans & Ballet, 2002). We assume that this 

“struggle” may be caused by or lead to tensions. Secondly, the interaction 

between the personal and the professional side of becoming and being a 

teacher is a dynamic and very complex process for beginning teachers and 

influenced by many occurrences, practices, and people (Olsen, 2008). Many 

influences in this process may be experienced as competing or conflicting and, 

at least to some extent, cause or lead to professional identity tensions.  

In this study, final-year student teachers and first-year in-practice 

teachers participated. Both will be referred to as beginning teachers, since 

student teachers in the Netherlands spend relatively much time in practice 

schools during teacher education. In their last year of teacher education, they 

operate, in most cases, as ‘responsible and independent’ teachers.  

This study aims to contribute to understanding what tensions 

beginning teachers experience in their professional identity development, 

including the accompanying feelings and manners of coping. Beginning 

teachers’ professional identity tensions described in the literature were taken as 

a starting point for the study (e.g., Lampert, 1985; Smagorinsky et al., 2004; 

Volkmann & Anderson, 1998). Based on this literature and interviews with 

beginning teachers about their tensions, a questionnaire was developed in order 

to obtain more information regarding their professional identity tensions. 

Insights into these tensions may be relevant to teacher educators and mentor 

teachers in schools so that they may better understand and conceptualise the 

support which student teachers and beginning teachers need (Volkmann & 

Anderson, 1998). 
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3.2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

 

3.2.1 Teachers’ professional identity 

Researchers who study teachers’ professional identity seem to agree that 

professional identity is not a stable entity, but rather a continually changing, 

dynamic, active and ongoing process, developing over time and influenced by 

the teacher’s own personal characteristics, learning history, and prior 

experiences on the one hand, and professional contexts, including significant 

others, knowledge, skills and attitudes that are found relevant by teacher 

educators on the other (see e.g., Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Beijaard et al., 

2004; Cooper & Olson, 1996; Flores & Day, 2006; Hong, 2010; Olsen, 2010; 

2011; Schepens et al., 2009). Generally speaking, no agreement exists on what 

shapes a teacher’s professional identity. This particularly pertains to the various 

ways in which professional identity is being conceptualised in the literature on 

teaching and teacher education (Beijaard et al., 2004), and how it is being 

employed as a tool to study teachers’ professional development. 

Regarding the conceptualisation of teachers’ professional identity, 

Klaassen, Beijaard, and Kelchtermans (1999), for instance, mention three 

perspectives: a social perspective, that focuses on the changing conditions in 

the teaching profession; a cognitive perspective that merely focuses on the 

underlying processes and structures of teachers’ thinking and teacher(s’ 

practical) knowledge; and a biographical perspective that adds to, and integrates 

with, the social and cognitive perspective. From a psychological perspective, 

Akkerman and Meijer (2011) use theory of dialogical self to conceptualise 

teachers’ (professional) identity. They state that teachers’ identity is both unitary 

and multiple, both continuous and discontinuous and both individual and 

social. Vähäsantanen et al. (2008) take the view that professional identity is the 

interplay between individual agency and social context, reasoning from a social-

psychological perspective, while Lasky (2005) uses a sociocultural approach to 

understand the interplay among teacher identity, structure and agency. In order 

to gain insight in the way teachers acquire their professional identities, Coldron 

and Smith (1999) drew on social theory and philosophy. They perceive teacher 

identity as partly given and partly achieved by active location in social space. 

Volkmann and Anderson (1998) used a hermeneutic phenomenological 

perspective, understanding professional identity formation as an interaction 

between the teacher’s professional and personal identity. A different kind of, 

but often occurring, perspective on teachers’ professional identity, is the 

narrative perspective. Several researchers presume that narratives, stories or 
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talks shape or construct a teacher’s professional identity (e.g., Atkinson, 2004; 

Cohen, 2008; Olsen, 2008). Comparable is the work of Alsup (2006), who 

studied teachers’ identity development through various types of discourse, as 

well as the work of Sutherland et al. (2010) about the importance of reflection 

in teachers’ professional identity creation. All these different perspectives show 

that teachers’ professional identity is differently understood and highlights a 

number of different aspects (e.g., narratives, discourse, reflection) that are 

found relevant in the development of professional identity. In addition, 

different terms are also used for the concept of professional identity or even as 

a substitute. For example, professional identity is often linked to the concept of 

self (e.g., Lipka & Brinthaupt, 1999; Nias, 1989), self-image (e.g., Beijaard, 1995; 

Knowles, 1992; Sutherland et al., 2010), roles that teachers can take (e.g., 

Goodson & Cole, 1994; Volkmann & Anderson, 1998), or multiple identities 

(e.g., Cooper & Olson, 1996). 

While researchers view teachers’ professional identity from different 

perspectives and put emphasis on different aspects of the concept, it always 

seems to involve the interaction between the teacher as a person and the 

teacher as a professional, operating in a particular (educational) context 

(Beijaard et al., 2004; Day et al., 2007; Sleegers & Kelchtermans, 1999). As such 

it is a concept that covers the complexity of becoming and being a teacher and 

that can be useful as a theoretical frame or lens to study this interaction (Olsen, 

2011). In the next section, the focus of the present study is explained on the 

basis of this interaction. 

 

3.2.2 Tensions in beginning teachers’ professional identity development 

In the present study, we make use of a social-psychological perspective on 

beginning teachers’ professional identity tensions, in which professional identity 

development is seen as the process of integrating one’s personal knowledge, 

beliefs, attitudes, norms, and values on the one hand, and professional demands 

from teacher education institutes and schools, including broadly accepted 

values and standards about teaching, on the other (Beijaard et al., 2004). 

Developing one’s professional identity, then, involves finding a balance 

between the personal and professional side of becoming and being a teacher 

(Alsup, 2006; Lipka & Brinthaupt, 1999; Olsen, 2010; Volkmann & Anderson, 

1998). If both sides of (becoming) a teacher are not in balance or if the 

connection between teachers’ personal subjectivities/ ideologies and their 

professional selves cannot be made (Alsup, 2006, p.37), then ‘what is found 

relevant to the profession may conflict with the personal desires from teachers 
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and what they experience as good’ (Beijaard et al., 2004, p.109). Such conflicts 

emerge as tensions in the professional identity of (beginning) teachers. In turn, 

these tensions cause internal struggles concerning an undesirable situation. For 

example, in the work of Olsen (2010) about the development of teacher 

identity, one student teacher experienced a tension about reconciling her prior 

and personal experiences with the professional aspects of teacher education. 

She conceived teaching in a teacher-centered or traditional way, while the 

university program asked for a more student-centered approach, in which, for 

instance, cooperative learning was emphasised and lecturing was rejected (see 

also Smagorinsky et al., 2004). The student teacher struggled with these 

seemingly contradictory approaches. Although she started to realise that the 

two approaches did not have to be mutually exclusive, she did not find a 

solution for this tension, but had to find a way to cope with it. Trying to 

reconcile her prior conceptions of teaching with the newer ones, she learned, 

was emotionally difficult for her. 

Some professional identity tensions can be characterised as real 

dilemmas when beginning teachers feel as if they have to make a decision 

between equally undesirable alternatives (Berube, 1982). An example of such a 

dilemma was described by Volkmann and Anderson (1998), who aimed at 

discovering the nature of the creation of a beginning chemistry teacher’s 

professional identity. One of this teacher’s dilemmas was that she still felt like a 

student, but was seen by her students and colleagues as a “real” adult teacher 

(p. 299). She felt caught between two worlds (Volkmann & Anderson, 1998).  

 

3.2.3 A search for tensions in literature 

In order to obtain a comprehensive overview of possible tensions in beginning 

teachers’ professional identity development, a variety of research literature in 

the field of teaching education, nursing education and education in social work 

was studied. It seemed that the tensions encountered by beginning nurses and 

beginning social workers were similar to those experienced by beginning 

teachers (Kälvemark et al., 2004; Richards et al., 2005). The three domains are 

all social professions in which professionals, in one way or another, serve other 

people. 

It should be acknowledged that the tensions derived from the literature 

were often not conceptualised from a professional identity perspective by the 

original authors, but were interpreted by us as such (e.g., Kälvemark et al., 2004; 

Katz & Raths, 1992), because they met the needs of a conflict between personal 

and professional desires of teachers. The following list of 13 tensions was 
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derived from the literature. Although a substantial amount of literature was 

studied, we do not claim the list to be exhaustive. 

 

1. Feeling like a student versus being expected to act like an adult teacher  

Beginning teachers may still feel like a student on the inside, but they 

are expected by students (and colleagues) to behave like “real” teachers 

and as adults (Fuller & Bown, 1975; Volkmann & Anderson, 1998). 

2.  Wanting to care for students versus being expected to be tough 

Beginning teachers may feel that taking control of the class might 

sacrifice the close relationship they wish to have with students (Fuller 

& Bown, 1975; Shapira-Lishchinsky, 2011; Volkmann & Anderson, 

1998). 

3.  Feeling incompetent in terms of knowledge versus being expected to be an expert  

Students expect beginning teachers to be experts (in their subject) 

while they themselves feel that they are not and still have much to learn 

(Fuller & Bown, 1975; Katz & Raths, 1992; Volkmann & Anderson, 

1998).  

4.  Experiencing a discrepancy between one’s own, usually implicit, lay theories and 

theories that are relevant to the teaching profession 

Tacit or unarticulated lay theories (Sugrue, 1997) about teaching and 

learning influence the ways in which student teachers respond to 

teacher education (Bullough, 1991) and process practical experiences 

(Holt-Reynolds, 1992). These lay theories, regarding what teachers 

personally desire and experience as correct, may be in conflict with 

theories that are seen by others as relevant to the teaching profession 

(Beijaard et al., 2004). 

5.  Experiencing conflicts between one’s own and others’ orientations regarding learning 

to teach  

Student teachers and mentors, for example, may differ in terms of how 

one should learn the teaching profession (Alsup, 2006; Rajuan et al., 

2007). 

6.  Being exposed to contradictory institutional attitudes  

Student teachers have to deal with both their university (i.e. teacher 

education institute) and the practice school. These different institutions 

may ask for contradictory attitudes towards teaching and learning from 

student teachers (Hatch, 1993; Olsen, 2010; Smagorinsky et al., 2004). 
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7. Wanting to invest time in practicing teaching versus feeling pressured to invest time 

in other tasks that are part of the teaching profession 

When beginning teachers want to accomplish all their tasks to the best 

of their ability, they often feel that they do not have enough time 

(Fuller & Bown, 1975; Kälvemark et al., 2004). 

8. Wanting to respect students’ integrity versus feeling the need to work against this 

integrity 

Beginning teachers may be taken into confidence by one of their 

students. This situation becomes difficult when they are forced to 

decide whether to respect this student’s integrity or to act against it, 

when doing this seems necessary in order to protect the student or 

other people (Kälvemark et al., 2004; Shapira-Lishchinsky, 2011). 

9. Experiencing conflicting loyalties towards students and colleagues 

Conflicting loyalties may be experienced by a beginning teacher when a 

student takes him/her into confidence regarding a colleague 

(Kälvemark et al., 2004; Shapira-Lishchinsky, 2011). 

10. Wanting to treat pupils as persons as a whole versus feeling the need to treat them 

as learners (or vice versa) 

If beginning teachers have not (yet) developed a clear perception of 

how they view students, it makes it hard to decide whether to treat 

students as persons as a whole or as learners (Berlak & Berlak, 1981).  

11. Experiencing difficulties in maintaining an emotional distance 

Beginning teachers may be closely involved in the lives of their 

students (Veenman, 1984) as they want to show their students that they 

care about them. This could possibly make it difficult for beginning 

teachers to distance themselves emotionally; at the same time, however, 

in order to “survive,” they experience the need for this distance (Fuller 

& Bown, 1975).  

12. Experiencing difficulties regarding approaches to teaching Teachers can, for 

example, adhere to a content-centered or a learning-centered approach 

to teaching (Kember & Kwan, 2000). If beginning teachers lack a 

frame of reference regarding what a teacher should know and do, this 

makes it difficult for them to position themselves as teachers with a 

certain curriculum within the school. 

13. Misconceived career perspectives about the teaching profession 

If student teachers hold misconceived views of the teaching profession, 

teaching may not appear to be what they are looking for, which makes 

it difficult to continue their study (Rajuan et al., 2007). 
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Overlooking this list of tensions, some can be considered as real 

dilemmas, while others are more constraints. Experiencing them may be 

serious, emotional matters that beginning teachers have to cope with.  

 

3.2.4 Tensions: emotions and coping 

According to the examples of the beginning teachers given before (see section 

2.2), tensions can be very serious and may have a great influence on beginning 

teachers’ learning and functioning. For the beginning teachers illustrated before, 

coping with their situations was emotionally difficult. Feelings are an inherent 

part of teaching anyway (Hargreaves, 2005; Kelchtermans, 2005; Olsen, 2010). 

Nias (1996) argues that the emotional reactions of teachers to their work are 

connected to the views that they have of themselves and others. Therefore, 

emotions play an important role in an individual’s experience of tensions (e.g., 

Volkmann & Anderson, 1998). Due to the fact that tensions can be considered 

as very stressful for beginning teachers, it seems natural that they are 

accompanied by negative feelings (Flores, 2004; Kelchtermans & Ballet, 2002). 

Since there is no (easy) solution for many tensions either, beginning teachers 

need to learn to cope with them. Coping is making an effort to manage a 

troubled person-environment relationship and implies that teachers appraise 

their tensions (Admiraal et al., 2000). In the relevant literature, a wide variety of 

ways in which teachers may respond to work-related stress can be found (Davis 

et al., 2006; Yonemura, 1986). Admiraal et al. (2000), for example, followed on 

from the work of Lazarus and Folkman (1984) by distinguishing between 

emotion-focused coping behaviour and problem-focused coping behaviour. 

Emotion-focused coping behaviour is influenced by personality factors and is 

likely to occur when beginning teachers assume that environmental conditions 

cannot be modified. They may respond, for example, with avoidance tactics, 

minimisation, distancing or selective attention. Problem-focused coping 

behaviour is more dependent on the context and is related to problem-solving 

strategies. Beginning teachers may define their problem, speak to significant 

others or search for alternative solutions: then they take action (Admiraal et al., 

2000). In this study, we assume that both types of coping behaviour are used by 

beginning teachers in order to deal with their tensions.  

Several factors may affect teachers’ perceptions of and ways of coping 

with tensions. Therefore, it can be expected that variables relating to teachers’ 

backgrounds may be of influence on experienced tensions, accompanying 

feelings and coping strategies. However, the effect of such variables on (coping 
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with) tensions has barely been investigated, and has often been discussed 

implicitly (e.g., Kälvemark et al., 2004; Volkmann & Anderson, 1998)  

Based on the focus and theoretical framework of the present study, the 

following research questions will be answered:  

 

1. What kinds of tensions do beginning teachers experience in their 

professional identity development? 

2. What feelings accompany beginning teachers’ experiences of tensions 

in their professional identity development?  

3. What strategies do beginning teachers use in order to cope with the 

tensions which occur in their professional identity development? 

4. How are the tensions in beginning teachers’ professional identity 

development related to the background variables of gender, age, 

teacher education and teaching experience? 

 

 

3.3 METHOD 

 

3.3.1 Instrumentation 

In order to map beginning teachers’ professional identity tensions, their feelings 

and coping strategies, a questionnaire was developed in several consecutive 

steps. The first step consisted of a literature study regarding beginning teachers’ 

tensions. This resulted in a list of 13 professional identity tensions (see section 

3.2.3) that served as input for interviews with beginning teachers, which was the 

second step. Twenty-four beginning teachers (12 final-year student teachers and 

12 first-year in-practice teachers, teaching in primary education, general 

secondary education or secondary vocational education) were interviewed about 

the tensions they experienced. Interviews all lasted between one and one and a 

half hour and started with questions about the participants’ backgrounds, such 

as their gender, type of teacher education, and teaching subject. After an 

explanation of what constituted a “tension,” the interview continued with an 

open question about a tension that the interviewee had experienced. If 

interviewees had difficulties recalling a tension, an example was presented. The 

interview continued with semi-structured questions about the cause and nature 

of the tensions. The third step comprised a comparison between the tensions 

that were derived from the literature and those that were mentioned by the 

interviewees. Of the 13 tensions that were found in the literature, 9 were also 

regularly mentioned by the interviewees. Four tensions from the literature 
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(tension 4, 9, 12 and 13, see section 3.2.3) were not at all, or only rarely, 

recognised by the interviewees. They were, therefore, not included in the final 

list of tensions that was used for the questionnaire. Interviewees also 

mentioned tensions that were not found in the literature as such. When these 

newly formulated tensions were mentioned at least by two of the interviewees, 

they were added to the final list. Table 3.1 shows the four newly formulated 

tensions, including the corresponding statements that were used in the 

questionnaire to propose the tensions to the participants. See Table 3.3 for an 

overview of the complete and final list of, again 13, tensions that was used for 

the questionnaire (see appendix 1 for the complete questionnaire).  

 

Table 3.1 
Professional identity tensions, newly formulated by the interviewees, and corresponding  
statements that were used in the questionnaire 
 

 
Professional identity tensions 

mentioned by the interviewees 
 

 
Corresponding statements 

 
Wanting to invest in a private 
life versus feeling pressured to 
spend time and energy on work  
(Private life vs Work) 

 
‘Mara wants to perform well in her teaching job, but she 
also wants to be there for her family/roommates. She 
does not know how to divide her time properly.’ 

 
Feeling treated like a student 
versus wanting to take 
responsibility as a teacher  
(Wanting responsibility) 

 
‘Alex is a student teacher in his last year of teacher 
education. He feels that he is treated too much like a 
student teacher, while he should be preparing for being 
an independent teacher next year. Alex is unsure of what 
to do. He wants to stand up for himself and be treated 
seriously. At the same time he does not want to be too 
obtrusive, because he is still a student.’ 

 
Feeling dependent on a mentor 
(colleague/supervisor) versus 
wanting to go your own way in 
teaching  
(Mentor vs Own way) 

 
‘Carry feels that she is very dependent on her mentor. He 
forces her to teach in a way that does not match her own 
way of teaching. She likes to experiment and wishes 
there was another way of dealing with her students 
other than as her mentor does. On the other hand, she 
wants to listen to her mentor, because she is dependent 
on him regarding her assessments.’ 
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Feeling like a peer versus 
wanting to take responsibility as 
a teacher  
(Peer vs Teacher) 

 
‘Tess takes responsibility for her students, but at the 
same time she is close to the students, because of her 
age. She likes to have some fun with them in the 
classroom and also meets students when she goes out. 
She experiences difficulties regarding the role she needs 
to take inside and outside the school with regard to her 
students. She wants to have some fun with them, but is 
aware of her responsibilities as a teacher.’ 
 

 

The last step was the development of the questionnaire. The first part 

of the questionnaire comprised questions about the background variables: 

gender, age, teaching experience and teacher education. By making use of 

statements (see Table 3.1 for examples), all 13 tensions were presented in the 

second part of the questionnaire. For each of the 13 tensions, the respondents 

were asked about the extent to which they recognised their own experiences in 

the tension, making use of a four-point Likert-type scale (1 = not at all and 4 = 

very much). Furthermore, if they did not recognise themselves in a tension, 

they were asked to continue on to the next one. If they did recognise 

themselves in the tension, they were asked to report the feelings that they 

associated with it. Beginning teachers were offered a choice between the 

following feelings: helplessness, an awareness of shortcomings, anger, 

insecurity/doubt, not being taken seriously, lacking motivation, frustration, 

discomfort, resignation, being fed up or being pushed. The wording of these 

feelings was based on the interviews. The opportunity was given for the 

teachers to indicate more than one feeling. For each tension, the respondents 

were also asked to report the strategy that they had used in order to cope with 

this tension. A choice was given between: a) searching for a solution yourself; 

b) asking for help by speaking about the tension with a significant other (e.g., 

teacher educator, mentor or another student); c) receiving help without taking 

initiative, or d) putting up with the situation. These strategies were derived from 

the literature (see section 2.3), but their wording was inspired by the results of 

the interviews. 

 

3.3.2 Sample 

Letters were sent to the directors of eight teacher education institutes in the 

Netherlands: five for primary education, two for secondary education and one 

for vocational education. All were willing to cooperate in the distribution of the 

questionnaires among their fourth-year student teachers and graduates (first-
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year in-practice teachers, who graduated during the previous year). For each of 

the institutes, a contact person was assigned to distribute the questionnaire at 

the end of the school year (May-June 2009).  

Table 3.2 provides an overview of the respondents and the distribution 

of the type of teacher education they followed and their teaching experience, as 

well as their gender. Their age ranged from 20 to 59, with an average of 27.5 

years old.  

 
Table 3.2 
Distribution of respondents in terms of teacher education, teaching experience and gender 

 
   

Primary  
(teacher) 
education 

 
Secondary 
(teacher) 
education 

 
Vocational 
(teacher) 
education 

 

 
Total 

 
Beginning 
teachers 
 

 
Gender 

 
n 

 
% 

 
n 

 
% 

 
n 

 
% 

 
N 

 
% 

 
Final-year 
student 
teachers 

 
Male 

 
4 

 
2.2 

 
13 

 
7.1 

 
7 

 
3.8 

 
24 

 
13.1 

 
Female 

 
51 

 
28.0 

 
29 

 
15.9 

 
4 

 
2.2 

 
84 

 
46.1 

 
First-year 
in-practice 
teachers 

 
Male 

 
4 

 
2.2 

 
7 

 
3.8 

 
10 

 
5.5 

 
21 

 
11.5 

 
Female 

 
31 

 
17.0 

 
18 

 
9.9 

 
4 

 
2.2 

 
53 

 
29.1 

 
Total  90 49.4 67 36.7 25 13.7 182 99.8

a 

a 
Due to rounding, the total is not 100% 

 

 

3.3.3 Data analysis 

In order to answer the first three research questions regarding the types of 

tensions, accompanying feelings and coping strategies, a frequency analysis was 

conducted. In order to answer the final research question regarding the 

relationship between tensions and background variables, an analysis of variance 

was used. For the background variable age, the beginning teachers were divided 

into three age groups: 20-24 years old, 25-29 years old and 30 years or older. 

Post-hoc Scheffé tests were conducted in order to investigate which particular 

variable categories had statistically significantly different results. 



58 | CHAPTER 3 

 

3.4 RESULTS 

3.4.1 Professional identity tensions experienced by beginning teachers 

The number of tensions beginning teachers experienced in their professional 

identity development ranged between 0 and 11, with an average of 3.3. For 

each of the tensions, Table 3.3 shows the percentage of participants who 

experienced this tension and the extent to which they recognised themselves in 

it. The tensions are displayed in order of how frequently they occurred. 

 

Table 3.3 
Professional identity tensions in order of frequency of occurrence in percentages and the 
extent to which beginning teachers recognised themselves in the tensions 
 

 
Professional identity tensions 

 

 
% of beginning 
teachers who 
experienced 
this tension 

Extent to which 
beginning teachers 

recognised themselves 
in the tensions 

Mean score (SD)
a
 

 
Wanting to care for students versus being 
expected to be tough  
(Care vs Tough)

 

60.4 3.11 (.67) 

 
Wanting to invest in a private life versus 
feeling pressured to spend time and 
energy on work  
(Private life vs Work) 

36.3 3.18 (.66) 

 
Experiencing conflicts between one’s own 
and others’ orientations regarding learning 
to teach 
(Conflicting orientations) 

33.5 
 

3.20 (.58) 
 

 
Feeling incompetent in terms of 
knowledge versus being expected to be an 
expert  
(Incompetent vs Expert) 

26.9 2.70 (.70) 

 
Experiencing difficulties in maintaining an 
emotional distance  
(Emotional distance) 

26.9 3.38 (.61) 
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Wanting to invest time in practicing 
teaching versus feeling pressured to invest 
time in other tasks that are part of the 
teaching profession  
(Teaching vs Other tasks) 

25.8 3.64 (.57) 

 
Wanting to treat pupils as persons as a 
whole versus feeling the need to treat 
them as learners (or vice versa) (Students 
as a whole vs Learners) 

23.6 3.00 (.62) 

 
Feeling dependent on a mentor 
(colleague/supervisor) versus wanting to 
go your own way in teaching  
(Mentor vs Own way) 

20.9 3.03 (.76) 

 
Wanting to respect students’ integrity 
versus feeling the need to work against 
this integrity 
(Respect integrity) 

17.6 2.90 (.70) 

 
Feeling treated like a student versus 
wanting to take responsibility as a teacher  
(Student vs Teacher) 

16.5 2.76 (.64) 

 
Feeling like a peer versus wanting to take 
responsibility as a teacher 
 (Peer vs Teacher) 

15.4 3.00 (.68) 

 
Being exposed to contradictory 
institutional attitudes  
(Contradictory attitudes) 

13.2 2.91 (.60) 

 
Feeling treated like a student versus 
wanting to take responsibility as a teacher 
(Wanting responsibility) 

8.8 2.94 (.68) 

Total mean 25.0 3.06 

a 
Mean scores range between 2-4 

 

Some tensions were recognised very often and others were not, but 

the extent to which participants recognised themselves in the tensions also 

differed (see Table 3.3, third column). For example, ‘Feeling incompetent in 

terms of knowledge versus being expected to be an expert’ was recognised by 

27% of the participants, while the extent to which beginning teachers 

recognised themselves in this tension was not so high (mean score = 2.70). 
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‘Wanting to invest time in practicing teaching versus feeling pressured to 

invest time in other tasks that are part of the teaching profession’ was 

recognised by fewer participants (26%), but received a relatively high score for 

the extent to which teachers recognised themselves in this tension (mean score 

= 3.64).  

 

3.4.2 Feelings 

Table 3.4 shows the feelings that beginning teachers reported in order of 

frequency for all of the tensions, in (the range of) percentages and in terms of 

the tensions which the feeling was associated with most often.  

 

Table 3.4 

Feelings that accompanied tensions in order of occurrence in (the range of) percentages and 

in terms of the tensions for which a feeling was associated with most often 

 

 
Feelings (from 
most to least 

frequently 
reported) 

 

 
Total 

frequencies 
across all 

tensions in % 
 

 
Range in % 

 
Tension which a feeling was 
associated with most often

a 

 
Feeling helpless 

 
17.5 

 
1.9 - 22.3 

 
Student vs Teacher,  
Care vs Tough, 
Incompetent vs Expert, 
Respect integrity,  
Students as a whole vs Learners, 
Emotional distance,  
Wanting responsibility, 
Mentor vs Own way 

 
Feeling aware 
of shortcomings 

 
14.3 

 
0.0 - 22.2 

 
Conflicting orientations 
Contradictory attitudes 
Teaching vs Other tasks 
Private life vs Work 

 
Feeling angry 

 
9.3 

 
0.0 - 15.0 

 
Contradictory attitudes 

 
Feeling 
insecure/ 
doubtful 

9.1 1.5 - 21.2 

 

 
Feeling that one 
is not being 
taken seriously 

8.2 0.0 - 23.4 

 



TENSIONS, FEELINGS AND COPING STRATEGIES| 61 

 

 
Lacking in 
motivation 

8.1 0.8 - 16.4 
 

Peer vs Teacher 

 
Feeling 
frustrated 

7.7 0.0 - 18.8 
 

 
Feeling 
uncomfortable 

7.5 2.7 - 14.2 
 

 
Feeling resigned 

 
6.8 

 
1.0 - 16.5 

 

 
Feeling fed up 

 
5.8 

 
1.1 - 19.3 

 

 
Feeling like one 
is being pushed 

 
2.9 

 
0.0 - 22.7 

 

 
Total 
 

97.2
b  

 

 

a 
The abbreviations of the tensions can be found in Table 3.3  

b 
Due to rounding, the total is not 100%  

 

It is remarkable that for ‘Feeling like a peer versus wanting to take 

responsibility as a teacher’ (Peer vs Student), most of the beginning teachers  

mentioned that they had experienced a lack of motivation, while this feeling 

was not frequently mentioned in relation to other tensions.  

 

3.4.3 Coping strategies 

Table 3.5 shows the coping strategies that were reported in percentages, 

ordered from that which occurred most frequently to that which occurred least 

frequently. The range between the tensions in percentages and the tensions for 

which each strategy was mentioned most often are also shown.  

A large percentage (61 %) of the respondents indicated that they 

would search for a solution themselves as a way of dealing with ‘Feeling 

incompetent in terms of knowledge versus being expected to be an expert’ 

(Incompetent vs Expert, see Table 3.5, range 14%-61%). To a smaller degree, this 

was also the case for ‘Feeling like a peer versus wanting to take responsibility 

as a teacher’ (Peer vs Teacher, 43%). It is possible that these two tensions were 

regarded as ‘sensitive’, and that speaking with a significant other about it was 

not seen as an option. It is remarkable that for ‘Feeling treated like a student 

versus wanting to take responsibility as a teacher’ (Wanting responsibility) half of 

the respondents said that they would put up with the situation, while for all the 

other tensions this strategy was never reported as the strategy used most often. 
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This may possibly be explained by the fact that final-year student teachers want 

to graduate, without any trouble with their mentor or one of their teacher 

educators. 

Table 3.5 
Coping strategies used in order of occurrence in percentages and the tensions in relation to 
which each coping strategy was reported most often 
 

 
Strategies 
employed 

 
Total 

frequencies 
across all 

tensions in % 
 

 
Range between 

tensions in % 
 

 
Tensions in relation to which 
each strategy was mentioned 

most often
a 

 

 
Speaking to a 
significant other  

 
48.4 

 
25.0 - 69.1 

 

 
Student vs Teacher 
Care vs Tough 
Conflicting orientations 
Contradictory attitudes 
Teaching vs Other tasks 
Respect integrity 
Students as a whole vs Learners 
Emotional distance 
Private life vs Work 
Mentor vs Own way 

 
Searching for a 
solution yourself 

 
30.7 

 
14.3 - 61.2 

 
Incompetent vs Expert 
Peer vs Teacher 
 

Putting up with 
the situation  
 

18.9 3.1 - 26.7 Wanting responsibility 

Receiving help 
without asking 
for it  
 

0.9 0.0 - 4.5 
 

 
 

Total  99.9
b 

 
  

a 
The abbreviations of the tensions can be found in Table 3.3 

b 
Due to rounding, the total is not 100% 

 
 

3.4.4 Role of background variables 

Looking at the background variables of gender, age, teaching experience and 

teacher education, only gender appeared to be of any statistical importance 

regarding the number of tensions experienced. Female teachers indicated that 

they recognised themselves in more tensions (M = 3.4) than their male 
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colleagues (M = 2.7). This difference was statistically significant (F = 5.89, p< 

.05). 

When looking at the tensions separately, none of the background 

variables appeared to be statistically significantly associated with the degree to 

which respondents recognised themselves in the tensions. There was one 

exception: for ‘Feeling like a peer versus wanting to take responsibility as a 

teacher’ (Peer versus Teacher), a statistically significant effect was found for age (F 

= 3.87, p = .023). A post-hoc Scheffé test suggested that this effect was caused 

by the difference between younger teachers (20-24 years old) and older 

teachers (30 years or older), but that non-significant differences existed 

between the middle group (25-29 years old) and the other two age categories.  

 

3.5 CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 

 

3.5.1 Conclusions and interpretation 

The three professional identity tensions experienced most often by beginning 

teachers in this study were ‘Wanting to care for students, versus being expected 

to be tough’, ‘Wanting to invest in a private life versus feeling pressured to 

spend time and energy on work’ and ‘Experiencing conflicts between one’s 

own and others’ orientations regarding learning to teach’. Beginning teachers 

often indicated negative emotions, like feeling helpless, being aware of their 

shortcomings, feeling angry or feeling insecure. In order to cope with their 

tensions, they preferred problem-focused coping strategies above emotion-

focused strategies. Except for the fact that female teachers recognised 

themselves in more tensions than did their male colleagues, background 

variables did not seem to be strongly related to the number of experienced 

tensions.  

It was not surprising that ‘Wanting to care for students versus being 

expected to be tough’ was reported most often, since other studies have shown 

that student teachers want to be in control and to be caring at the same time 

(e.g., Veenman, 1984; Volkmann & Anderson, 1998). Volkmann and Anderson 

(1998) treated this ‘care-strictness tension’ as an identity dilemma in their article 

about creating professional identity. They discussed one beginning teacher’s 

dilemma in terms of the concept of caring face/tough face: “The question that 

worried this beginning teacher was: How do I take charge and still show my 

students that I care about them?” (p. 301). This tension also corresponds to 

classroom management and building a good relationship with students, which is 
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one of the most serious issues encountered by beginning teachers (Veenman, 

1984). Research on teacher-student relationships has shown that in about 80% 

of cases beginning teachers become emotionally involved with their students 

(Wubbels, Brekelmans, den Brok, & Van Tartwijk, 2006). Moreover, a study by 

Brekelmans, Wubbels and Van Tartwijk (2005) showed that teachers’ 

perceptions of the ideal levels of control (strictness) and caring (emotional 

involvement with the students) remain at a high and relatively stable level 

during their career, but that student teachers and beginning teachers are 

perceived as less controlling (strict) than their more experienced colleagues. As 

a result, beginning teachers often experience differences between desirable and 

ideal levels of control, and yet are unable to bridge this divide. 

The tension ‘Wanting to invest in a private life versus feeling pressured 

to spend time and energy on work’, recognised by 36% of the beginning 

teachers, corresponds well to the conflicts and ethical dilemmas experienced by 

nurses. Kälvemark et al. (2004) found that nurses express a form of reactive 

distress to the tension of the amount of time and effort spent on patients 

versus the time required for administrative tasks. Fuller and Bown (1975) also 

reported on teachers’ concerns regarding time constraints.  

Of the participating beginning teachers, 34% recognised their own 

experience in ‘Experiencing conflicts between one’s own and others’ 

orientations regarding learning to teach’. Rajuan et al. (2007) mentioned that 

beginning teachers often hold other orientations regarding learning to teach 

than those that their mentors, supervisors and colleagues expect from them. 

This may result in serious internal conflicts. 

In general, beginning teachers reported rather negative feelings as part 

of experiencing a tension. This result confirms the conclusions of the literature 

about emotions in teaching and learning to teach (e.g., Hargreaves, 2005; Olsen, 

2010). The fact that tensions are usually associated with negative feelings or 

emotions might suggest that they have negative consequences for beginning 

teachers. According to Meijer (2011), beginning teachers will develop a 

commitment to teaching because of the intense emotions that student teachers 

need to cope with. It is, however, important that those who educate and 

mentor (beginning) teachers are able to recognise this and be able to guide that 

process towards commitment.  

Apparently, the background variables (gender, age, teaching experience 

and teacher education) that were used in this study were not of importance in 

relation to professional identity tensions. Only gender was of influence on the 

number of tensions, but the fact that in our study female teachers reported 
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statistically significantly more tensions than male teachers does not necessarily 

imply that they experienced more tensions than male teachers. Possibly female 

teachers may be more comfortable sharing or taking note of their tensions than 

male teachers. Considering the importance of the context for becoming and 

being a teacher, other background variables like the kind of students that 

beginning teachers work with and the type of schools they work at might be of 

more importance in relation to experiencing tensions. This may also apply to 

variables like beginning teachers’ biographies, prior learning experiences or 

beliefs about learning and teaching.  

 

3.5.2 Limitations and future research 

In order to map beginning teachers’ professional identity tensions, 

accompanying feelings and coping strategies, a questionnaire was developed. 

Making use of a questionnaire implies that no in-depth information was gained 

about the nature and impact of the experienced tensions.  

Although the professional identity tensions used were derived from the 

literature and from interviews with 24 beginning teachers, we cannot claim that 

they are exhaustive. Furthermore, the translation of the tensions into 

statements might have affected beginning teachers’ interpretations of them. 

The fact that was asked for the tensions in which beginning teachers recognised 

themselves might explain that no statistically significantly difference was found 

between final-year student teachers and first-year in-practice teachers in the 

number of experienced tensions. Possibly, these graduated teachers did not 

only mention tensions experienced in their first year as teachers, but they 

reverted to tensions experienced during their teacher education as well. 

Another reason might be the considerably large amount of time that student 

teachers spend in practice schools nowadays in the Netherlands: the practical 

experience of final-year student teachers does not differ that much from that of 

first-year in-practice teachers.  

Moreover, only final-year student teachers and first-year in-practice 

teachers of different teacher education institutes participated in this study. The 

question that arises from this is whether the professional identity tensions 

which were investigated in this study are typical for beginning teachers. Unless 

we include more experienced teachers in further research, we cannot reliably 

reach this conclusion.  

Based on this study, we suggest the following for future research. First, 

administering the questionnaire more often will enable us to do profound 

analyses through a greater number of respondents. A longitudinal design can be 
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used to investigate the development that beginning teachers are going through 

concerning their professional identity tensions. Second, in-depth interviews 

with beginning teachers who completed the questionnaire would be helpful in 

gaining deeper insights in the reasons that led to the tensions they experienced 

and in the impact of these tensions on their functioning as a teacher. In-depth 

interviews will also be helpful to obtain a better understanding of their feelings 

and coping strategies. Third, it might be relevant to investigate the way in which 

emotions are connected to teachers’ professional identity. Olsen (2010) 

mentions that a focus on teacher identity opens up the possibility to reflect on 

the emotions that teaching elicits and can help teachers to guide these 

emotions. Fourth, the question arises regarding why beginning teachers use 

certain coping behaviours. Do they deliberately choose a problem-focused or 

emotion-focused way of dealing with their tensions? What does their choice of 

strategy depend on? Further research might be done on how the intensity of an 

experience of a tension, as well as the type and intensity of the accompanying 

(negative) emotion, determines the kind of coping strategy which beginning 

teachers use. Finally, since tensions are caused by beginning teachers’ 

unbalanced professional identity, in further research it will be interesting to 

investigate if (and how) their professional identity influences the experience of 

tensions. Taking Meijer’s study (2011) into account, it seems that experiencing a 

professional identity tension, even though it is accompanied by negative 

feelings or emotions, may have positive consequences as well. It seems very 

likely, therefore, that experiencing tensions may, in turn, also contribute to the 

development of a teacher’s professional identity.  

 

3.5.3 Implications 

The results of this study show that almost all participating beginning teachers 

have experienced one or more professional identity tensions that were derived 

from the literature and the previous interview study. It became also clear that 

these tensions in general are associated with negative feelings, like feelings of 

insecurity or feelings of helplessness. These feelings could be rather persistent 

and beginning teachers were regularly at a loss what to do about it. This was 

shown by the kind of coping strategies that beginning teachers used in order to 

deal with their tensions: they preferred to look for a solution themselves or to 

speak with significant others about their tensions. So, experiencing tensions can 

have quite an impact on beginning teachers and therefore it is important that 

teacher educators and mentors in (practice) schools cannot leave them on their 

own. They need to be aware of the tensions experienced by their 
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student/beginning teachers, which will most likely enable them to offer better 

support. 

Insights in tensions can be acquired by administering the questionnaire 

that was used in this study among beginning teachers. One way to address 

professional identity tensions during teacher education or within induction 

programs is by making it a part of the beginning teachers’ study materials (for 

example, in the form of stories or case studies) and to relate them to the 

student/beginning teachers’ own professional identity development process. 

Although tensions are very personal (the same situation may be experienced as 

a tension by one teacher, but does not necessarily have to be a tension for 

another teacher), learning about tensions of other (beginning) teachers will 

make student teachers aware of the difficult situations they may encounter or 

become involved in. This way they learn to recognise their own tensions. 

Another way of addressing this issue is by encouraging beginning teachers to 

discuss their own tensions in consultation and feedback sessions with their 

peers. By sharing their experiences, they will feel strengthened when they notice 

that others as well experience (the same) tensions (Olsen, 2010) and that 

experiencing tensions is not an unusual part of the process of learning to teach. 

It also enables them to exchange the different possible ways of coping with 

tensions with other teachers and to exchange the associated emotions. These 

emotions need special attention in the consultation and feedback sessions, 

because they can be rather fierce and may be of great influence on the process 

of learning to teach. Leijen et al. (2009) argue that it would be helpful if 

beginning teachers were guided by teacher educators to give meaning to the 

negative feelings that accompany their own dilemmas and those of others. This 

is why it should also be the teacher educator’s or mentor’s role to check the 

seriousness of the experienced professional identity tensions that are raised by 

their student/ beginning teachers. By making tensions visible and explicit via 

discussion, beginning teachers might more strongly develop their professional 

identity. In turn, a more developed professional identity might help them to 

better cope with their tensions. It can be recommended to pay attention to 

student teachers’ professional identity development during teacher education. 

Already more than a decade ago, Bullough (1997) emphasised the importance 

of teacher education programs in forming teachers’ professional identity. Hong 

(2010) found that these programs indeed do play an important role in building 

teachers’ professional identity, but that these programs need to be improved to 

support beginning teachers to reflect on their own professional identity 

formation (see also Ehrich et al., 2011). Student teachers themselves should be 
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consciously engaged in shaping their professional identity as well. If they do so, 

preferably in relationship with their teacher educators, mentors in schools and 

significant others, it will enhance the resilience (Pearce & Morrison, 2011) they 

need to successfully cope with their professional identity tensions. 
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CHAPTER 4 

PROFILES AND CHANGE IN BEGINNING TEACHERS’ 

PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY TENSIONS3 
 

ABSTRACT  
This study reports on profiles in beginning teachers’ professional identity tensions 

regarding their changing role from student to teacher, their care for students and 

their orientations towards learning to teach. 373 teachers completed a 

questionnaire. Cluster analysis identified six profiles: teachers struggling with 

(views of) significant others, teachers with care-related tensions, teachers with 

responsibility-related tensions, moderately tense teachers, tension-free teachers, 

and troubled teachers. Data of 42 teachers who completed the questionnaire twice 

showed that tensions are subject to change, implying that tensions can be reduced, 

coped with or altered if support is provided by teacher educators or mentors in 

schools.  
 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
3
 This chapter has been published as: 

Pillen, M. T., den Brok, P. J., & Beijaard, D. (2013). Profiles and change in beginning teachers’ 

professional identity tensions. Teaching and Teacher Education, 34, 86-97. 
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4.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

The process of learning to teach is not only very complex but also very 

personal (McLean, 1999; Olsen, 2010). When beginning teachers enter the 

teaching profession, they bring with them their own conceptions of teaching 

and learning based on their prior experiences as students, their biographies, 

personal characteristics, norms and values. At the same time, the contexts in 

which they (are going to) work expose them to a great number of expectations 

from, for instance, students, parents, colleagues, school leaders, and the 

community (Stronach, Corbin, McNamara, Stark, & Warne, 2002; Warin, 

Maddock, Pell, & Hargreaves, 2006). Teachers need to adapt to the demands 

that come with the teaching profession. For instance, becoming a teacher 

means deciding how to express oneself in the classroom and adapting personal 

understandings and ideals to institutional demands (Carter & Doyle, 1996). The 

constant process of reconciling the personal and professional side of being or 

becoming a teacher characterises the development of a teacher’s professional 

identity (Alsup, 2006; Lipka & Brinthaupt, 1999; Olsen, 2010; Volkmann & 

Anderson, 1998). In this study, professional identity development is perceived 

as the process of integrating one’s personal knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, 

norms, and values on the one hand, and professional demands from teacher 

education institutes and schools, including broadly accepted values and 

standards about teaching, on the other (Beijaard et al., 2004). 

Beginning teachers need to have a sense of their professional identity in 

order to better understand on which grounds their conduct and beliefs are 

based (Coldron & Smith, 1999; MacLure, 1993). Developing a professional 

identity, however, can be very difficult, because ‘what is found relevant to the 

profession may conflict with the personal desires from teachers and what they 

experience as good’ (Beijaard et al., 2004, p.109). Such conflicts may emerge as 

tensions in the professional identity of (beginning) teachers and are described 

by Warin et al. (2006, p. 237) in terms of ‘identity dissonance’. In this study, 

professional identity tensions are considered to be internal struggles between 

aspects relevant to the teacher as a person and the teacher as a professional. 

Such tensions may challenge a teacher’s personal feelings, values, beliefs, or 

perceptions and, as a consequence, they are often not (easily) resolvable.  

In the study that was conducted in chapter 2, a great variety of 

professional identity tensions among beginning teachers was found. One 

example of such a tension was that of a student teacher who felt trapped 

between having to follow his mentor in the school and wanting to go his own 
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way. Owing to his beliefs about teaching and dealing with students, he could 

barely bring himself to teach the way his mentor did. He felt, however, that 

teaching the way he thought was best for his students was not an option as his 

mentor was also the one who had to assess him. Beginning teachers often 

indicated that their tensions were accompanied by negative emotions, like 

feeling helpless and angry or being aware of shortcomings. For some of them, 

experiencing such tensions had severe consequences for continuing their 

teacher education or their professional development. They were regularly at a 

loss regarding how to deal with their tensions (see chapter 2 and 3; see also 

Alsup, 2006; Olsen, 2010; Smagorinsky et al., 2004). To prevent beginning 

teachers from feeling frustrated in the process of learning to teach, they should 

not be left to cope on their own with their professional identity tensions. It is 

essential that teacher educators or mentors in schools support beginning 

teachers in this respect and are aware of their professional identity tensions 

(Volkmann & Anderson, 1998). After all, the transition period from being a 

student to becoming an in-practice teacher can be very difficult for a great 

number of beginning teachers (Huberman, 1989; Kelchtermans & Ballet, 2002; 

Veenman, 1984). Meanwhile this is a period that heavily influences their 

perceptions of who they are as teachers and the teachers they wish to become. 

In this respect, professional identity tensions are one of the difficulties which 

can confront many beginning teachers. 

This study aims at profiling beginning teachers according to their 

professional identity tensions whereby the different tensions that are 

experienced next to one another, are being summarised into smaller bits that 

are more accessible and easier to comprehend (cf. Rickards, den Brok, & 

Fisher, 2005). This might help beginning teachers to become better aware of 

their professional identity tensions and make these explicit; it also makes it 

easier for teacher educators and mentors in schools to recognise such tensions 

and assist beginning teachers in dealing with them. Moreover, profiles can be 

very useful tools for stimulating reflection, especially when they are 

accompanied by powerful labels that can help to make beginning teachers’ 

associations with certain professional identity tensions explicit (cf. Rickards et 

al., 2005; Wubbels, 1992). This study also aims at contributing to a better 

understanding of the extent to which the professional identity tensions of 

beginning teachers are stable or subject to change. Insights into the stability and 

the persistence of professional identity tensions are important additional 

information for teacher educators and mentors in schools in their support of 

beginning teachers. So far, not much is known about the extent to which these 
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tensions change over time. In this study the following research questions will be 

answered: 

 

1. What sort of profiles in beginning teachers’ professional identity 

tensions can be found?  

2. To what extent are professional identity tensions, as represented in 

these profiles, subject to change? 

 

In order to answer these research questions, a questionnaire was used 

that was administered twice among beginning teachers. The questionnaire was 

based on a prior study (see chapter 3) in which a small sample of beginning 

teachers were interviewed about their professional identity tensions. The 

present study also seeks to confirm the findings of this prior study with a much 

larger sample of beginning teachers. By beginning teachers we refer to final-year 

student teachers and first-year in-practice teachers, since the focus in this study 

is on the transition from being a student to becoming an independent in-

practice teacher. Student teachers in their final year are considered to be 

beginning teachers in the Netherlands, since they spend a relatively large 

amount of time in practice schools and operate as rather independent teachers 

then. Beginning teachers who were educated for, or work in primary education, 

general secondary education or secondary vocational education were asked to 

participate in this study. For each of these types of education, student teachers 

in the Netherlands are educated at different teacher education institutes. 

Primary teacher education institutes educate students to teach pupils aged four 

to 12 years old (elementary school). To teach students from 12 to 16 years old 

(secondary school), students are educated at teacher education institutes for 

general secondary education if they have chosen to teach a general subject, or at 

teacher education institutes for vocational education if they want to teach a 

vocational subject. All programmes last four years and lead to a bachelor’s 

degree. 

 

4.2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

4.2.1 Professional identity (development) 

In general, researchers who study teachers’ professional identity differ in terms 

of how they define, view, and study this concept. They usually do agree, 

though, on the fact that professional identity is not a stable product, but rather 

a continually changing, active, and on-going process. They also believe that it is 
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not only influenced by teachers’ personal characteristics, learning history, prior 

experiences and beliefs, among other things, but also by professional contexts, 

colleagues, or teachers’ knowledge, skills and educational attitudes (Beauchamp 

& Thomas, 2009; Beijaard et al., 2004; Cooper & Olson, 1996; Flores & Day, 

2006; Hong, 2010; Olsen, 2010, 2011; Schepens et al., 2009). Teachers’ 

professional identity is thus both a product and a process (Olsen, 2010). The 

first refers to how teachers see themselves as a result of the interaction among 

aspects or elements of the teacher as a person and the teacher as a professional 

at a given moment. The latter refers to changes in that perception because of 

influences from ‘outside’ (for example, the feedback of a mentor), or from 

‘inside’ (for example, the desire to experiment with something new). 

In order to develop their professional identity, beginning teachers need 

to be consciously engaged in shaping their professional identity, preferably in 

relationship with and supported by their teacher educators, mentors in schools 

and peers (Pearce & Morrison, 2011).  

 

4.2.2 Tensions in beginning teachers’ professional identity  

In this study, professional identity tensions are considered to be internal 

struggles between how a teacher sees him/herself as a person and as a 

professional. Unlike ‘typical’ beginning teacher problems (Veenman, 1984), 

which are generally considered resolvable, professional identity tensions as 

conceived in this study are more complex to cope with and challenge a 

teacher’s feelings, values, beliefs, or perceptions. A nice example of such a 

professional identity tension is given by Smagorinsky et al. (2004). They 

describe a student teacher who tried to negotiate different conceptions of 

teaching at her practice school: the university taught her a constructivist 

teaching approach, whereas her mentor at the practice school adhered to a 

‘traditional’ teaching approach. She felt frustrated, because she lacked the 

opportunity to teach in the way she wanted, and was afraid of becoming the 

(traditional) teacher she did not want to be. Similar examples have also been 

reported by, for example, Olsen (2010). More serious consequences of 

tensions can be derived from Volkmann and Anderson’s work (1998) on a 

beginning chemistry teacher’s professional identity construction. This student’s 

tensions, which were real dilemmas to her, were caused by the fact that her 

own ideas about teaching differed from the reality of what makes a 

professional teacher. One dilemma concerned her desire to make chemistry 

understandable and fun for the students, although she felt herself that 

chemistry was difficult and dull. She did not succeed in resolving this dilemma 
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and decided to leave the profession for a couple of years in order to gain more 

content knowledge (Volkmann & Anderson, 1998).  

In our previous study, a literature study was conducted on teachers’ 

professional identity tensions (see chapter 2). In order to gain a comprehensive 

overview of professional identity tensions, we studied literature in the field of 

teacher education, nursing and social work education. These domains are all 

social professions whose practitioners, in one way or another, serve other 

people. It appeared that tensions encountered by beginning nurses and 

beginning social workers were quite similar to the tensions experienced by 

beginning teachers (Kälvemark et al., 2004; Richards et al., 2005). The tensions 

described in the literature, however, were often not conceptualised from a 

professional identity perspective by the original authors (e.g., Kälvemark et al., 

2004; Katz & Raths, 1992); they were interpreted by us as such if the tensions 

expressed a conflict between personal and professional desires of workers in 

these domains. Thirteen professional identity tensions could be identified in the 

literature. Although a substantial amount of literature was studied, we cannot 

claim our search was exhaustive.  

 In order to examine the extent to which beginning teachers 

experienced the 13 tensions described in the literature, semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with 24 beginning teachers (12 final-year student 

teachers and 12 first-year in-practice teachers, teaching in primary education, 

general secondary education or secondary vocational education). By asking 

open-ended questions, we tried to gain insight into the beginning teachers’ 

‘professional identity tensions’. If interviewees had difficulties recalling such 

tensions, an example was presented (the same example for every interviewee). 

The interview continued with semi-structured questions about the cause and 

nature of the tension(s). Subsequently, a comparison was made between the 

professional identity tensions that were described in the literature and those 

that were mentioned by the interviewees. Of the 13 professional identity 

tensions that were found in the literature, nine were also regularly mentioned by 

the interviewees. Four tensions identified in the literature (see Table 4.1) were 

not at all, or only rarely, recognised by the interviewees. These four were 

therefore not included in the final list of tensions that was used for the 

questionnaire in this study. Interviewees also mentioned tensions that were not 

found in the literature. When these newly formulated tensions were mentioned 

by at least two of the interviewees, they were added to the final list (see the 

tensions with an asterisk in Table 4.1). The final list of, again, 13 tensions 

served as input for the questionnaire. The tensions were classified into three 
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themes according to content, namely: (1) the changing role from being a 

student to becoming a teacher, (2) conflicts between desired and actual support 

given to students, and (3) conflicting conceptions of learning to teach. Table 4.1 

shows the three themes and their corresponding tensions.  

 

Table 4.1 
Three themes and corresponding professional identity tensions 
 

 

 
Theme 

 

 
Tensions 

 
1. The changing role 
from being a student 
to becoming a teacher 

 
Feeling like a student versus being expected to act like an adult 
teacher (Fuller & Bown, 1975; Volkmann & Anderson, 1998) 

 
Wanting to care for students versus being expected to be tough 
(Fuller & Bown, 1975; Shapira-Lishchinsky, 2011; Volkmann & 
Anderson, 1998) 
 

Feeling incompetent of knowledge versus being expected to be 
an expert (Fuller & Bown, 1975; Katz & Raths, 1992; Volkmann & 
Anderson, 1998) 
 

Wanting to invest time in practising teaching versus feeling 
pressured to invest time in other tasks that are part of the 
teaching profession (Fuller & Bown, 1975; Kälvemark et al., 
2004) 
 

Feeling treated like a student versus wanting to take 
responsibility as a teacher (see chapter 2)

a 

 

Feeling like a peer versus wanting to take responsibility as a 
teacher (see chapter 2)

a 

 
2. Conflicts between 
desired and actual 
support given to 
students 

Wanting to respect students’ integrity versus feeling the need to 
work against this integrity (Kälvemark et al., 2004; Shapira-
Lishchinsky, 2011) 
 
Wanting to treat pupils as persons as a whole versus feeling the 
need to treat them as learners (or vice versa) (Berlak & Berlak, 
1981) 
 
Experiencing difficulties in maintaining an emotional distance 
(Fuller & Bown, 1975; Veenman, 1984) 
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a
Tensions that were not found in the literature, but were mentioned by two or more of the 

interviewees 

  

The first theme comprises tensions regarding the changing role from 

being a student to experiencing the sudden responsibilities that are part of the 

teacher’s responsibility. Although beginning teachers are gradually prepared for 

the teaching profession by, among other things, spending a relatively large 

amount of time in schools, they can be taken by surprise by the responsibilities 

they have as a teacher. They are placed, for example, solely in charge of lesson 

content and the students, and they need to learn how to behave when dealing 

with colleagues, students, the director or parents. An example of a tension that 

was categorised in this theme is Feeling incompetent in terms of knowledge versus being 

expected to be an expert. This form of tension was mentioned by several 

interviewees and referred to by several authors (Fuller & Bown, 1975; Katz & 

Raths, 1992; Volkmann & Anderson, 1998). Beginning teachers who experience 

this tension may feel that their students expect them to be an expert in their 

subject although they do not feel that they are.  

 The second theme comprises tensions that beginning teachers 

experience regarding whether they will be able to provide the support their 

students need. When beginning teachers start focusing on their students, they 

will, for example, notice that some of them are poor learners who achieve 

disappointing results and that others have a troubled home environment. 

Beginning teachers who feel responsible for their students’ well-being may not 

know how to respond to such situations. They may also experience difficulties 

in offering help to their students because they lack the time, resources, or 

capability to do so. Wanting to respect students’ integrity versus feeling the need to work 

against this integrity is an example of such a tension. Beginning teachers who 

3. Conflicting 
conceptions of learning 
to teach 
 
 

Experiencing conflicts between one’s own and others’ 
orientations regarding learning to teach (Alsup, 2006; Rajuan 
et al., 2007) 

 

Being exposed to contradictory institutional attitudes (Hatch, 
1993; Olsen, 2010; Smagorinsky et al., 2004) 

 
Feeling dependent on a mentor (colleague/ supervisor) 
versus wanting to go one’s own way in teaching (see chapter 
2)

a 

 
Wanting to invest in a private life versus feeling pressured to 
spend time and energy on work (see chapter 2)

a 
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experience this tension may find their students to confide in them. The 

situation becomes difficult when they are forced to decide whether to respect a 

student’s confidence or betray it to protect the student or other people 

(Kälvemark et al., 2004; Shapira-Lishchinsky, 2011). 

 The third theme includes tensions about conflicts regarding 

conceptions of learning to teach between beginning teachers and others. 

Beginning teachers are supervised by a mentor or teacher educator, and they 

cooperate with colleagues and the director of their school. If the conceptions of 

beginning teachers regarding how to learn how to teach differ too much from 

those of others, some tension is likely to be experienced. Beginning teachers 

may not know whether to listen to others or to go their own way. Being exposed 

to contradictory institutional attitudes is an example of such a tension. Beginning 

teachers who experience this tension have to deal with institutes (university, i.e. 

teacher education institute, and practice school) that express contradictory 

attitudes towards learning and teaching (Hatch, 1993; Olsen, 2010; Smagorinsky 

et al., 2004).  

These three themes with their corresponding professional identity 

tensions, derived from the literature and interviews with 24 beginning teachers 

(see Table 4.1), served as input for the questionnaire that was used in the 

current study.  

 

4.3 METHOD 

4.3.1 Instrumentation 

As mentioned before, the questionnaire that was used for this study was based 

on the list of 13 tensions derived from both the literature study and the 

interviews. Initially, the questionnaire was developed to map beginning 

teachers’ professional identity tensions, feelings and coping strategies (see 

chapter 3). For the present contribution, only the percentage of respondents 

that recognised themselves in each of the 13 professional identity tensions was 

of importance. Therefore, only answers to questions regarding the recognition 

of tensions were used (see Appendix 1 for the complete questionnaire).  

The questionnaire consisted of two parts. The first part contained 

questions about the background characteristics of the respondents, such as 

their gender, age, teaching experience, and teacher education. In the second 

part of the questionnaire, all 13 tensions (see Table 4.1) were presented in 

statements (see Table 4.2 for examples). All authors were consulted before 
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these statements were formulated in such a way that beginning teachers would 

be able to recognise the tensions expressed in the statements in their own 

practice. For each of the statements the respondents were asked whether they 

recognised their own experiences in it or not. A simple yes or no was sufficient.  

Examples of statements representing a tension, and the corresponding 

theme are shown in Table 4.2 (see the questionnaire in appendix 1 for the 

complete list of statements). 

 
Table 4.2 
Examples of statements with the corresponding tension, one for each of the themes 
 

 
Theme 

 

 
Tension 

 
Statement 

 
1.The changing role 
from being a student to 
becoming a teacher 

 
Wanting to care for 
students versus being 
expected to be tough 

 
‘In order to maintain order in the 
classroom, Nicole needs to be strict 
with her students. This is difficult, 
because she wants the students to 
like her and she adheres to a positive 
atmosphere in the class room. Nicole 
wants her students to feel that she is 
there for them, but that does not 
allow her to be strict.’. 

 
2.Conflicts between 
desired and actual 
support given to 
students 

 
Experiencing difficulties 
in maintaining an 
emotional distance 

 
‘Howard is very concerned about his 
students’ well-being. He has a hard 
time accepting that he is not capable 
of helping his students to fulfil their 
needs’. 

 
3.Conflicting 
conceptions of learning 
to teach 

 
Experiencing conflicts 
between one’s own and 
others’ orientations 
regarding learning to 
teach  

 
‘Geoff finds that he did not learn the 
things that he should have learned 
during teacher education in order to 
be able to function well at the 
school’. 
 

 

Before the questionnaire was conducted, it was presented to 10 

beginning teachers (who were excluded from participation in the study). They 

were asked to pay attention to the intelligibility of the questions and statements 

and to give suggestions for improvement. Three statements needed adjustments 

and some questions were rephrased.  
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4.3.2 Data collection and sample 

To find a sufficient number of beginning teachers to complete the 

questionnaire, we approached directors of eight teacher education institutes in 

the Netherlands: five for primary education, two for general secondary 

education and one for secondary vocational education. All were willing to 

cooperate in the distribution of the questionnaires among their final-year 

student teachers and graduates (first-year in-practice teachers, who graduated 

during the previous year). For each of the institutes, a contact person was 

assigned to distribute the questionnaire at the end of the school year, in 

May/June 2009 and May/June 2010. This contact person asked the student 

teachers for their consent, and if students agreed to participate they 

subsequently received the questionnaire and completed it. 

In order to characterise beginning teachers in terms of their 

professional identity tensions, data from both final-year student teachers and 

first-year in-practice teachers were included in the analyses. The cross-sectional 

data consisted of the completed questionnaires of the beginning teachers in the 

first period (May/June 2009) and the second (May/June 2010). In total, 373 

beginning teachers completed the questionnaire: 181 in the first moment (108 

student teachers and 73 first-year in-practice teachers) and 192 in the second 

(117 student teachers and 75 first-year in-practice teachers). Their ages ranged 

from 19 to 59, with an average of 27.8. Over 75% of the respondents were 

between 20 and 28 years old.  

In order to achieve (a small sample of) the longitudinal data required 

for investigating the extent to which characterisations of professional identity 

tensions changed during the transition period from student to first-year in-

practice teacher, all student teachers who completed the questionnaire in the 

first moment (108 in total) were asked if they were willing to complete the 

questionnaire again in the second. Seventy of them agreed to this and provided 

their e-mail addresses and 42 of these 70 students (60%) actually completed the 

questionnaire again in May/June 2010. These 42 beginning teachers appeared 

rather representative of the total number of 373 beginning teachers with regard 

to type of teacher education (χ2 (2) = 4.05, p = 0.132), teaching experience (χ2 

(1) = 0.49, p = 0.486), gender (χ2 (1) = 0.99, p = 0.753) and age (χ2 (2) = 1.58, p 

= 0.453). The number of professional identity tensions they experienced 

differed slightly from that of the total number of respondents. The group that 

completed the questionnaire twice experienced more tensions (3.5 on average) 

than the total group of respondents (2.9 on average). 
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Table 4.3 provides an overview of all respondents who completed the 

questionnaire(s), their distribution across types of teacher education, teaching 

experience (final-year student versus first-year in-practice teacher), and gender. 

 

Table 4.3 
Distribution of 373 respondents in terms of teacher education, teaching experience and 
gender 
In Italic: the 42 respondents who completed the questionnaire for both periods 
 

   
Primary  

(teacher) 
education 

 
General 

Secondary 
(teacher) 
education 

 
Secondary 
Vocational 
(teacher) 
education 

 

 
Total 

 
Beginning 
teachers 

 
Gender 

 
n 

 
% 

 
n 

 
% 

 
n 

 
% 

 
N 

 
% 
 

 
Final-year 
student 
teachers 

 
Male  
 
Female 

 
12 
1 

101 
14 

 
3.2 
2.4 

27.1 
33.3 

 
26 
3 

61 
4 

 
7.0 
7.1 

16.4 
9.5 

 
14 
2 

11 
2 

 
3.8 
4.8 
3.0 
4.8 

 
52 
6 

173 
20 

 
14.0 
14.3 
46.5 
47.6 

 
First-year 
in-practice 
teachers 

 
Male 
 
Female 

 
5 
0 

49 

 
1.3 
0.0 

13.1 

 
17 
1 

58 

 
4.6 
2.4 

15.6 

 
14 
2 
5 

 
3.8 
4.8 
1.3 

 
36 
3 

112 

 
9.7 
7.1 

30.0 
 
 
Total 

 7 
 

167 
22 

6.7 
 

44.7 
52.4 

4 
 

162 
12 

9.5 
 

43.6 
28.6 

2 
 

44 
8 

4.8 
 

11.9 
19.0 

13 
 

373 
42 

31.0 
 

100.2
a 

100.0 
 

a
 Due to rounding, the total is not 100%  

 

4.3.3 Data analysis 

In section 2.2 it was explained that the 13 professional identity tensions of the 

questionnaire were grouped into three themes. Before profiles were created, the 

average extent to which respondents recognised tensions within each of the 

three themes was examined. Table 4.4 shows the corresponding tensions per 

theme and, for each of the tensions in order of frequency the percentage of 

respondents who experienced the individual tensions.  



 

 

Table 4.4 

Themes with corresponding tensions and percentages of respondents who experienced each of the tensions, listed in order of frequency 
 

 
Theme 1: The changing role from being a 
student to becoming a teacher              
Mean

a
 25.6% 

 
%

b 
 
Theme 2: Conflicts between desired 
and actual support given to students 
Mean* 22.7%  

 
%

b 
 
Theme 3: Conflicting conceptions of 
learning to teach 
Mean* 26.0%  

 
%

b 

 
Wanting to care for students versus being 
expected to be tough 

 
60.4 

 
Experiencing difficulties in 
maintaining an emotional distance 

 
26.9 

 
Wanting to invest in a private life 
versus feeling pressured to spend time 
and energy on work 

 
36.3 

 
 

Feeling incompetent in terms of knowledge 
versus being expected to be an expert 

26.9 Wanting to treat pupils as persons as 
a whole versus feeling the need to 
treat them as learners (or vice versa) 

23.6 Experiencing conflicts between one’s 
own and others’ orientations regarding 
learning to teach 

33.5 

Wanting to invest time in practising teaching 
versus feeling pressured to invest time in 
other tasks that are part of the teaching 
profession  

25.8 Wanting to respect students’ 
integrity versus feeling the need to 
work against this integrity 

17.6 Feeling dependent on a mentor 
(colleague/supervisor) versus wanting 
to go one’s own way in teaching  

20.9 

 

Feeling like a student versus being expected 
to act like an adult teacher  

16.5   Being exposed to contradictory 
institutional attitudes  

13.2 

Feeling like a peer versus wanting to take 
responsibility as a teacher  

15.4     

Feeling treated like a student versus wanting 
to take responsibility as a teacher  

8.8     

a 
Mean: average percentage to which respondents recognised tensions within each of the three themes 

b 
%: percentage of respondents who experienced each of the tensions 
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Subsequently, based on the questionnaire data, a cluster analysis was 

conducted to create clusters with the three themes as variables. In cluster 

analysis, respondents are assigned to groups (clusters) based on a set of 

variables or objects, so that the respondents in the same cluster are more 

similar to each other than to those in other clusters (Tan, Steinbach, & Kumar, 

2005). In the current study, cluster analysis was used to identify groups of 

beginning teachers (profiles) who showed different patterns in the tensions 

experienced across the three themes. Hierarchical clustering with squared 

Euclidian distances and Mahalonobis distance normalisation was used to make 

sure that profiles were optimally different from each other. Ward’s method was 

selected to make sure that teachers within a profile were optimally similar. In 

order to create clusters, an agglomerative strategy was used and the dendrogram 

was inspected to check how profiles were hierarchically grouped. Solutions with 

two to eight clusters were tested in the search for the optimal number of 

profiles. For each of the cluster solutions, an analysis of variance (ANOVA) 

was conducted in order to establish the amounts of variance explained by the 

solution(s) and to determine whether the profiles were statistically significantly 

different from each other. The optimal number of profiles was six. Solutions 

with more than six profiles explained little extra variance in teachers’ scores, 

whereas solutions with fewer than six profiles explained considerably lower 

amounts of variance. Moreover, in the six cluster solutions, each of the profiles 

appeared to be interpretable. The six profiles will be discussed in the results 

section. Finally, discriminant analysis was used to validate the classification 

results. Discriminant analysis revealed three discriminant functions underlying 

our grouping, explaining all variance. A total of 89.3% of the respondents was 

correctly classified by the discriminant analysis when compared with the 

findings of our cluster analysis.  

In order to investigate the extent to which the profiles of beginning 

teachers concerning their tensions were subject to change, it was examined 

whether the total numbers of tensions experienced by the 42 beginning 

teachers in the second period increased, decreased or remained stable, 

compared with the first period. This was also done for the numbers of tensions 

for each of the themes separately. Subsequently, we grouped each of the 42 

beginning teachers into one of the profiles by computing the distance of the 

teacher to each of the six profiles – in terms of the themes underlying the 

profiles – and by assigning the teacher to the profile showing the smallest 

distance. In the light of the relative number of tensions they experienced within 
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each of the themes, a personal profile was created for every teacher. 

Subsequently, every teacher was assigned to the profile that aligned best with 

his/her personal profile (see Figure 4.1 in section 4.1). This was done for both 

periods.  

 

4.4 RESULTS 

4.4.1 Profiling beginning teachers  

Table 4.5 provides an overview of the distribution of beginning teachers over 

the six profiles, the average percentage of tensions within each of the themes, 

and the variance that was explained for each of the three themes (eta squared). 

  The explained variances of theme 2 and theme 3 are relatively high, 

whereas the explained variance of theme 1 is somewhat low. This means that 

differences between respondents in themes 2 and 3 are better explained by the 

profiles than is the case for differences in theme 1. Thus, there is more overlap 

between the profiles with respect to theme 1 than with respect to the other two 

themes. A possible explanation for this might be that theme 1 contains more 

tensions than themes 2 and 3 and, consequently, the nature of tensions in 

theme 1 may be more broadly interpretable than the nature of tensions in 

theme 2 and theme 3.  
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Table 4.5 
Overview of the distribution of beginning teachers over the profiles, average percentage of  
tensions within each of the themes, and explained variance in themes by cluster solution 
 

 

Profiles 

 

Number of 

teachers 

 

Average % 

Theme 1 

 

Average % 

Theme 2 

 

Average % 

Theme 3 

 

     

1. Teachers struggling 

with significant others 

69 29% 15% 58% 

2. Teachers with care-

related tensions 

25 22% 75% 21% 

3. Teachers with 

responsibility-related 

tensions 

57 42% 0% 8% 

4. Moderately tense  

teachers 

75 32% 36% 14% 

5. Tension-free 

Teachers 

135 9% 0% 9% 

6. Troubled  

teachers 

12 60% 72% 65% 

 

Total 

 

373 

   

 

Eta squared 

  

0.49 

 

0.85 

 

0.71 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1 is a graphical display in which the percentage of tensions 

within each of the themes is shown for each of the six profiles. The size of the 

circles reflects the number of teachers classified in each profile.  
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Figure 4.1 
Graphical display. For each of the six profiles, the average percentage of tensions within each 
of the themes is shown 

 

4.4.2 Profiles  

In Table 4.5, theme 2, ‘conflicts between actual and desired support provided 

to students’, seems to play a crucial role in characterising the six profiles. 

Theme 2 is very prominent in profile 2 and profile 6, low to moderate in profile 

1 and profile 4 and does not play any role in profile 3 and profile 5. The six 

profiles will now be discussed in detail.  

 

4.4.2.1 Teachers with care-related tensions and troubled teachers 

As said earlier, ‘conflicts between actual and desired support provided to 

students’ (theme 2) is largely present in profile 2 and profile 6. Profile 2 is 

represented by a relatively small group of beginning teachers who mainly 

experience tensions that have to do with the concerns they have about their 
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students or pupils. Profile 2 teachers can also experience tensions about ‘the 

changing role from being a student to becoming a teacher’ (theme 1) or about 

‘conflicting orientations regarding learning to teach’ (theme 3), but to a smaller 

extent. They are labelled as teachers with care-related tensions, because they attach 

strong importance to the well-being of their students or pupils. They want to 

do a good job as a teacher in fulfilling their students’ or pupils’ needs, but have 

a hard time accepting that they are not always capable of doing so. They may 

experience a lack of time, resources, or capability. It is striking that as many as 

64% of teachers in profile 2 are teachers in primary education. A very small 

group of beginning teachers is classified in profile 6. These teachers are similar 

to teachers with care-related tensions in that they also experience a large number of 

tensions that are related to theme 2. In contrast with profile 2 teachers, they 

also experience tensions that are often related to theme 1 and theme 3. This 

small group of beginning teachers, dominated by teachers in general secondary 

education (eight out of 12 teachers), experiences many tensions across all three 

themes and is therefore labelled as troubled teachers.  

 

4.4.2.2 Teachers struggling with (views of) significant others and 

moderately tense teachers 

Theme 2 is low to moderately present in profile 1 and profile 4. Beginning 

teachers who are classified in either one of these profiles experience some 

tensions related to ‘conflicts between desired and actual support given to 

students’, but not as much as teachers in the previous two profiles. Beginning 

teachers who are classified in profile 1 experience some tensions about the 

‘changing role from being a student to becoming a teacher’ (theme 1), but they 

mainly experience tensions that are part of theme 3, ‘conflicting orientations 

regarding learning to teach’. Since beginning teachers in profile 1 do not (easily) 

seem to adapt to others’ orientations regarding learning to teach, but strongly 

adhere to their own orientations, these teachers are labelled as teachers struggling 

with (views of) significant others. Teachers in profile 1 want to feel in control of the 

choices they make in their work, but they feel limited in doing so by the 

conflicting orientations of others regarding learning to teach. Beginning 

teachers who are classified in profile 4 experience to a similar degree as teachers 

from profile 1 tensions regarding the ‘changing role from being a student to 

becoming a teacher’ (theme 1), but fewer tensions that are part of theme 3, 

‘conflicting orientations regarding learning to teach’, compared with profile 1 

teachers. Unlike some of the other profiles, profile 4 is not a very distinctive 

profile. Therefore, teachers in this profile are labelled as moderately tense teachers. 



 PROFILES AND CHANGE | 87 

 

They do experience tensions across all three themes, but not to a great extent, 

and none of the three themes clearly stands out. Teachers of all three types of 

education are distributed roughly equally over profile 1: 19.2% of all 

participating teachers in primary education, 18.5% of all participating teachers 

in general secondary education, and 15.9% of all participating teachers in 

secondary vocational education were classified in profile 1. The same applies to 

the distribution of teachers in profile 4: 23.4% of all participating primary 

teachers, 16.1% of general secondary teachers, and 22.7% of secondary 

vocational teachers were classified in profile 4.  

 

4.4.2.3 Teachers with responsibility-related tensions and tension-free 

teachers 

Theme 2 is not present in profile 3 and profile 5, so beginning teachers who are 

classified in one of these profiles do not experience any tension regarding 

‘conflicts between desired and actual support given to students’. Profile 3 

teachers also hardly experience tensions that are part of theme 3, ‘conflicting 

orientations regarding learning to teach’. They mostly experience tensions that 

are connected with ‘the changing role from being a student to becoming a 

teacher’ (theme 1). Teachers in profile 3 are labelled as teachers with responsibility-

related tensions. They want to be taken seriously by significant others, like 

colleagues and students/pupils, but they experience difficulties in accepting the 

responsibilities that are part of the teaching profession. For teachers with 

responsibility-related tensions the percentages of primary teachers, general secondary 

teachers, and secondary vocational teachers are rather similar at 12.6%, 18.5% 

and 13.6%, respectively. A relatively large group of beginning teachers is 

classified in profile 5 and can be characterised as tension-free teachers, because they 

do not or hardly experience any of the tensions. The percentages of teachers in 

the different types of education are roughly equal here again: 33.5% of all 

participating primary teachers, 37.7% of teachers in general secondary 

education and 40.9% of teachers in secondary vocational education are 

classified in profile 5.  
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4.4.3 Profiles and change 

In order to investigate changes in profiles, we compared the total number of 

tensions that the 42 beginning teachers mentioned in the first and the second 

questionnaires. In general, a decline in tensions was seen: beginning teachers 

experienced 26.5% fewer tensions in the second period than in the first period. 

Teachers experienced statistically significantly fewer tensions around ‘the 

changing role from being a student to becoming a teacher’ (theme 1; t (41) = 

2.86, p< 0.01, r = 0.49)4 and around ‘conflicts between desired and actual 

support given to students’ (theme 2; t (41) = 2.36, p< 0.05, r = 0.31). Tensions 

that were part of theme 3, ‘conflicting conceptions on learning to teach’, stayed 

rather stable: a very small increase was detected (t (41) = -0.18, p >0.05, r = 

0.50). 

Subsequently, the stability over time in terms of the profiles was 

examined. Table 4.6 shows that 30 of the 42 beginning teachers changed 

profiles in the transition period from student teacher to in-practice teacher. 

With a Kappa of 0.101, agreement between moment 1 and moment 2 seems 

more or less owed to chance. This means that from the profile present in the 

first period, it is very hard to predict the profile visible in the second period.  

                                                           
4
 Since the t-value concerns moment 1 – moment 2, a decline shows a positive t-value, 

whereas an increase shows a negative t-value. 



  

 

Table 4.6 
Overview of the division of 42 beginning teachers over the six clusters at period 1 (T1) and at period 2 (T2) 
 

 
 
 
Profile 

    
Profile 
     T2        
T1 

 
1 Teachers 
struggling with 
sign. others 

 
2 Teachers with 
care-related 
tensions 

 
3 Teachers with 
responsibility-
related tensions 
 

 
4 Moderately 
tense 
teachers 

 
5 Tension-free 
teachers 

 
6 Troubled 
teachers 

 
Total 

 
 

1 Teachers struggling 
with sign. others 

 
6 

 
2 

 
1 

 
1 

 
3 

 
0 

 
13 

2 Teachers with care-
related tensions 

 
3 

 
4 

 
- 

 
2 

 
- 

 
- 

 
9 

3 Teachers with 
responsibility-
related tensions 

 
1 

 
- 

 
- 

 
4 

 
1 

 
- 

 
6 

4 Moderately tense 
teachers 

 
2 

 
- 

 
7 

 
- 

 
2 

 
- 

 
11 

5 Tension-free 
teachers 

 
- 

 
- 

 
- 

 

 
- 
 

 
2 

 
- 
 

 
2 
 

6 Troubled 
teachers 

 
1 

 
- 
 

 
- 
 

 
- 
 

 
- 
 

 
- 

 
1 

  
Total  

 
13 

 
6 

 
8 

 
7 

 
8 

 
0 

 
42 

 

Note. The diagonal (in bold) shows the ‘stable’ teachers 
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Tensions in beginning teachers’ professional identity development are 

significantly subject to change. The numbers on the diagonal in Table 4.6 show 

that only 12 of the 42 beginning teachers did not change profiles after 

graduation. Six of them were teachers struggling with (views of) significant others, four 

were teachers with care-related tensions, and two were tension-free teachers. These 

beginning teachers experienced tensions that concerned the same theme(s) in 

their first year as in-practice teacher as in their final year as student teacher. Of 

the 12 teachers who did not change profiles, seven were primary teachers 

(31.8% of all primary teachers who completed the questionnaire twice), three 

were teachers in general secondary education (25% of all general secondary 

teachers who completed the questionnaire twice) and two were secondary 

vocational teachers (25% of all secondary vocational teachers who completed 

the questionnaire twice). Thirty beginning teachers changed profiles after 

graduation: 68.2% of all primary teachers, 75% of all general secondary 

teachers, and 75% of all secondary vocational teachers. Some striking shifts 

were detected. Most distinct was the shift from teachers with responsibility-related 

tensions to moderately tense teachers after graduation, and vice versa. None of the six 

teachers who were teachers with responsibility-related tensions in the first period 

stayed in profile 3 in the second period, and four of them became moderately tense 

teachers. At the same time, none of the 11 moderately tense teachers of the first 

period stayed in profile 4 after graduation. Seven of them became teachers with 

responsibility-related tensions. Teachers with responsibility-related tensions who became 

moderately tense teachers started to experience tensions around theme 2 (conflicts 

between desired and actual support given to students). The proportion of 

teachers in secondary education (general or vocational) who changed from 

profile 3 to 4 or from profile 4 to 3 was relatively high (eight out of 20) 

compared with the proportion of primary teachers who changed between 

profile 3 and 4 (three out of 22).  

In both questionnaires the highest number of beginning teachers were 

teachers struggling with (views of) significant others (n=13 for both periods). It was 

noticeable that the seven teachers who changed profiles were spread out over 

all other profiles (except profile 5) in the second period. Also, the seven teachers 

struggling with (views of) significant others in the second period were classified into 

one of the other five profiles before graduation. Because six of the 13 profile 1 

teachers stayed in this profile after they became in-practice teachers, profile 1, 

in comparison to other profiles, seems to be the most stable profile. Profile 2 

teachers, teachers with care-related tensions, also seems rather stable: four of the nine 

beginning teachers, three of whom were primary teachers, were still mostly 
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concerned about the support they could give their students after graduation. 

The fact that the total number of experienced tensions decreased in the second 

period from the first was supported by an increase in the numbers of tension-free 

teachers from two to eight. Six of the eight tension-free teachers were primary 

teachers and two were secondary vocational teachers.  

 

4.5 DISCUSSION 

4.5.1 Profiles of professional identity tensions  

Below the six profiles of professional identity tensions found in this study will 

be discussed.  

Teachers struggling with (views of) significant others mainly experienced 

tensions around conflicting orientations regarding learning to teach. Since 

teachers in profile 1 did not (easily) adapt to others’ orientations regarding 

learning to teach, but strongly adhered to their own orientations, it seems likely 

that they put a high value on their own agency. Agency is the extent to which 

someone feels in control of their goals and own actions (Ketelaar, Beijaard, 

Boshuizen, & den Brok, 2012; Metcalfe & Greene, 2007). Teachers in profile 1 

seemed to want to feel in control of the choices they made in their work, which 

were based on their own interest and motivations (Vähäsantanen et al., 2008), 

but they felt limited in experiencing agency by the conflicting orientations of 

others regarding learning to teach. Teachers with care-related tensions mainly 

experienced tensions around the desired and actual support they give their 

students. The fact that these teachers wanted to do a good job in fulfilling their 

students’ or pupils’ needs, but had a hard time accepting that they were not 

always capable of doing so, is in congruence with the literature on dilemmas 

that have to do with the caring role of teachers (Aultman et al., 2009; Shapira-

Lishchinsky, 2011; Volkmann & Anderson, 1998). Volkmann and Anderson 

(1998) also discussed a dilemma that is in line with tensions in profile 3 (teachers 

with responsibility-related tensions). Teachers in profile 3 were mainly concerned 

about the changing role from being a student to becoming a teacher, similarly 

to the beginning chemistry teacher in Volkmann and Anderson’s study. This 

beginning teacher felt like a student but was treated like a teacher and an adult 

by colleagues and students (Volkmann & Anderson, 1998, p. 299). Moderately 

tense teachers experienced tensions across all three themes, (the changing role from 

being a student to becoming a teacher, conflicts between desired and actual support given to 

students, and conflicting conceptions of learning to teach). None of these three themes 

was experienced to a high extent and none clearly stood out. Tension-free teachers 
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and troubled teachers were, in fact, contrary profiles: a relatively large number of 

tension-free teachers did not experience any or very few professional identity 

tensions, whereas a few troubled teachers experienced many tensions across all 

three themes. Beginning teachers who could be profiled as tension-free teachers 

possibly did not, in the first place, perceive the teaching profession as a 

profession for life. They may not plan on having a long career as a teacher, if, 

for example, they become disaffected with their choice. It might be a possibility 

that they view the teaching profession as a ‘stepping stone’ to other careers, or 

find that teaching proves to be too demanding for them (Watt & Richardson, 

2008). It may also be possible that the fact that tensions-free teachers hardly 

experience any tensions is related to their personality. The reason that 

beginning teachers were classified as troubled teachers may also be related to their 

motives for entering the teaching profession. Troubled teachers may be very 

insecure about how they perform professionally and, as a consequence, 

experience many tensions. If beginning teachers have a passion for teaching, 

want to make a contribution to the lives of others, or view teaching as a morally 

good career (Watt & Richardson, 2008), they may feel pressured to succeed in 

their job. 

Professional identity tensions are experienced if teachers have 

difficulties in reconciling the personal and professional sides of becoming or 

being a teacher. Next to other influences of the professional side on this 

process, the context in which teachers are working may have a strong impact. 

The influence of the context on having professional identity tensions may be 

part of the explanation why some profiles found in this study are dominated by 

a certain type of teachers. For instance, explanations for the large number of 

troubled teachers among teachers in general secondary education - two-thirds of all 

troubled teachers were teachers in general secondary education - may be found in 

the complex organisations of schools for general secondary education in the 

Netherlands or in the diversity of students in these schools. The fact that 

teachers in primary education strongly predominated in profile 2, teachers with 

care-related tensions, might be explained by the fact that primary teachers are 

mostly women and women have traditionally been seen as having a caring 

function (Grumet, 1988; Olsen, 2010). Caring reasons, like working with 

children, are frequently occurring motives for entering primary education (e.g., 

Carrington, 2002). Further research may explain the role of the context in 

experiencing professional identity tensions. 
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4.5.2 Change in profiles 

The number of tensions that beginning teachers experienced in the second 

period was lower than in the first period. Compared with their final year as a 

student teacher, first-year in-practice teachers experienced fewer tensions 

regarding ‘the changing role from being a student to becoming a teacher’ 

(theme 1) and ‘conflicts between desired and actual support given to students’ 

(theme 2); tensions that concerned ‘conflicting conceptions on learning to 

teach’ (theme 3) appeared to be rather persistent. At first sight, this seems a 

remarkable finding, since first-year in-practice teachers do not have to deal any 

longer with or are not (as) dependent on mentors in schools and teacher 

educators. First-year in-practice teachers start to work, however, in a new 

environment to which they need to adapt. Another rather plausible explanation 

for this result is the fact that the number of beginning teachers who 

experienced the tension Experiencing conflicting orientations in terms of learning to teach 

increased when they became first-year in-practice teachers. This tension was 

presented in the questionnaire as follows: ‘Geoff finds that he did not learn the things 

that he should have learned during teacher education in order to be able to function well at the 

school’. Possibly, first-year in-practice teachers became aware of the kind of 

knowledge or skills they lacked during teacher education when they experienced 

what it was really like to be a teacher.  

It is noteworthy that many beginning teachers change profiles when 

they make the transition from being a student teacher to their first year as an in-

practice teacher. This shows that the themes reflected by the tensions are not 

stable at the beginning of the teaching career. In one way this is not surprising. 

It is known from the literature that (student) teachers’ concepts, beliefs, 

attitudes, or knowledge, which all play an important role in professional identity 

tensions, are subject to change during the process of learning to teach (De 

Vries & Beijaard, 1999; Radloff, 2002; Richardson, 1996). On the other hand, a 

study by Zeichner, Tabachnick, and Densmore (1987) showed that student 

teachers’ personal values and beliefs and their ideas about teaching were 

elaborated rather than changed by professional training. The fact that most 

beginning teachers changed profiles does not appear to be in line either with 

literature that states that tensions of teachers are rather persistent and difficult 

to deal with (Alsup, 2006; Katz & Raths, 1992). Wagner (1987), for instance, 

speaks about ‘knots’ in teachers’ thinking. These ‘knots’ are closely related to 

the professional identity tensions of the current study and are accompanied by 

negative feelings, like anxiety, which causes inability to cope with the ‘knots’ 

that teachers face (Wagner, 1987).  
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The present study suggests that the themes represented by the 

professional identity tensions of beginning teachers are not necessarily 

endurable or persistent. They change when student teachers make the transition 

to being a first-year in-practice teacher. Although the results of this study do 

not provide us with information about why beginning teachers change profiles, 

it seems likely that a change in context is of importance. Fourth-year students 

find themselves in a different context from that of first-year in-practice 

teachers. In addition, first-year in-practice teachers have a different role in their 

practice school from that of fourth-year student teachers. As a graduated 

teacher they have full responsibility for their pupils or students and for all other 

tasks that are part of the teaching profession (Fuller & Bown, 1975). 

Furthermore, it seems possible that some beginning teachers developed their 

professional identity in such a way that (some) existing tensions were resolved, 

but that for quite a few others new tensions emerged. From the work of Alsup 

(2006) and Olsen (2010) it can be concluded that a focus on the development 

of student teachers’ professional identity could be very helpful in dealing with 

tensions. In their studies, experiencing these tensions appeared to be essential 

for the development of beginning teachers’ professional identity. It would be 

interesting to explore the extent to which the tensions of the beginning teachers 

who participated in the current study, are important for their professional 

identity development. 

4.5.3 Limitations and suggestions for future research  

A questionnaire was conducted among beginning teachers in order to be able 

to characterise beginning teachers with respect to their professional identity 

tensions. The questionnaire also sought indirectly to confirm the findings of 

our prior study with a much larger sample of beginning teachers.  

The use of a questionnaire seemed to be the only possible way to 

reach a large group of beginning teachers in order to profile their tensions, but 

at the same time it implies that no in-depth information was gained about the 

nature and impact of the tensions experienced. This kind of information might 

be helpful for further describing and interpreting the profiles, as well as the 

possible transitions that take place. In-depth interviews with beginning 

teachers who completed the questionnaire in both periods may reveal why 

beginning teachers experience more, fewer, or different kinds of professional 

identity tensions as first-year in-practice teachers than in their final year in 

teacher education. In-depth interviews may also suggest how to weight the 

different kinds of professional identity tensions; certain tensions seem to 
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resolve ‘spontaneously’, whereas other tensions are more persistent. Insight 

into ‘weighting’ professional identity tensions would be especially interesting, 

since it is known from previous research that some tensions can be very severe 

and may have a strong influence on beginning teachers’ learning and 

functioning (see chapter 2). In-depth interviews may also uncover the extent to 

which professional identity tensions influence teachers’ professional identities. 

Furthermore, for future research we suggest studying - on a larger scale than in 

the current study - the extent to which profiles change during the transition 

period from students to first-year in-practice teachers, since the number of 

respondents who completed the questionnaire twice was relatively small. In 

order to gain more information about the development of beginning teachers’ 

professional identity tensions, beginning teachers could be tracked during their 

first years as independent teachers or even beyond that period.  

The current study was limited to beginning teachers, which may give 

the impression that professional identity tensions are typical for beginning 

teachers. We can only speculate, but it seems very well possible that more 

experienced teachers encounter professional identity tensions as well. Teachers 

who change schools, for example, need to adapt to the new context in which 

they are going to work. They are exposed to different expectations from 

pupils/students, parents, colleagues, school leaders, and the community than 

they were used to (see Stronach et al., 2002; Warin et al., 2006).  

A final limitation of this study to be mentioned here is the somewhat 

poor result of the cluster analysis for theme 1 compared with themes 2 and 3, 

suggesting that the cluster solution does not fully explain differences in answers 

among respondents for theme 1. Theme 1, therefore, does not distinguish the 

profiles as well as it should do. Additional themes may be needed to create a 

clearer distinction in this respect. A higher proportion of explained variance for 

theme 1 could have led to higher reliability of the classification into clusters.  

4.5.4 Implications for practice   

The results of this study provide empirical support for the fact that professional 

identity tensions may be subject to change and thus may be affected by the 

support and other activities provided by teacher educators or mentors in 

schools. It is already stressed in the literature that teacher education institutes 

should pay attention to student teachers’ professional identity development 

(Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Bullough, 1997; Hong, 2010; Rogers & Scott, 

2008). If tensions contribute to beginning teachers’ professional identity 

development, it seems also very important that teacher educators and mentors 
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in schools should support beginning teachers in coping with their professional 

identity tensions.  

First of all, teacher educators and mentors in schools need to be able 

to recognise the (kind of) tensions that beginning teachers may experience. 

Without ignoring the personal character of professional identity tensions, we 

believe the profiles in this study could help teacher educators to recognise their 

student teachers’ tensions. The interrelated tensions are summarised in profiles 

with clear labels and interpretations, which makes it possible to comprehend 

them more easily (Rickards et al., 2005). It also makes it possible for teacher 

educators to use profiles as a reflection tool for their student teachers. Profiles 

can stimulate associations and links that beginning teachers have with certain 

tensions (Rickards et al., 2005; Wubbels, 1992). The importance of reflection 

in relation to teachers’ professional identity development is stressed in the 

literature (Alsup, 2006; Ehrich et al., 2011; Sutherland et al., 2010). The 

profiles, themes, and tensions provide a language for such reflection. Language 

seems an obvious means to bring up professional identity tensions. Beginning 

teachers can be encouraged to discuss their own tensions with teacher 

educators or peers in consultation or reflection sessions. If student teachers are 

classified in groups according to their profiles, consultation and reflection can 

be attuned to their personal needs. Sharing experiences can make them realise 

that they are not the only ones with these tensions, and that experiencing 

tensions is not an unusual part of the process of learning to teach (see chapter 

2). For teacher educators it can be a difficult task to make beginning teachers 

share their tensions, since tensions often remain salient (Sugrue, 1997). The 

present study and profiles could help teacher educators by showing that there 

are several common types of tensions. Student teachers not only need to be 

aware of their own professional identity tensions but should also have an idea 

of other tensions that they may encounter after graduation.  

Although this study was carried out in the Netherlands, the 

aforementioned implications may also be interesting for student/beginning 

teachers in other countries. This study did not show significant differences 

between different types of teachers (student/beginning teachers in primary 

education, general secondary education, and secondary vocational education) 

and the number and kind of tensions they experienced. A relatively equal 

distribution of the different types of teachers was detected for profiles 1, 3, 4 

and 5 and although profile 2 was dominated by primary teachers and profile 6 

was dominated by teachers in general secondary education, it should be 

mentioned that only a small number of teachers were classified into these two 
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profiles (respectively 25 and 12 from the total of 373 participants). It can thus 

be suggested that the number and type of tensions cannot be predicted by the 

type of school in which a student/beginning teacher is working, meaning that 

the findings on the support that student/beginning teachers need with respect 

to their professional identity tensions may be generalisable to teachers in other 

countries. 

 

4.6 CONCLUSIONS  

In this study an attempt has been made to profile beginning teachers according 

to their professional identity tensions. Based on a cluster analysis of the 

questionnaire data from 373 beginning teachers it appeared that these teachers 

could be classified into six different profiles, namely: teachers struggling with (views 

of) significant others, teachers with care-related tensions, teachers with responsibility-related 

tensions, moderately tense teachers, tension-free teachers, and troubled teachers.  

Furthermore, 30 of the 42 beginning teachers who completed the 

questionnaire twice changed profiles after the transition period from student 

teacher to in-practice teacher. We need to be cautious about drawing a 

conclusion about this finding, because the number of respondents was 

relatively small, but it seems that tensions in beginning teachers’ professional 

identity development are not stable during the transition period from final-year 

student to first-year in-practice teacher. Our study also showed that for most 

beginning teachers tensions do not disappear. Teaching in primary education, 

general secondary education or secondary vocational did not seem to be a 

predictor for the particular profile accorded to a teacher, since the different 

types of teachers were fairly evenly distributed across profile 1 (teachers struggling 

with (views of) significant others), profile 3 (teachers with responsibility-related tensions), 

profile 4 (moderately tense teachers), and profile 5 (tension-free teachers). Teachers with 

care-related tensions, however, predominated in primary education and two-thirds 

of all troubled teachers (profile 6) were teachers in general secondary education.  

Summarising, interrelated tensions in profiles with labels and 

interpretations makes it possible for beginning teachers, teacher educators and 

mentors in schools to comprehend tensions more easily. Profiles can also be 

used as a reflection tool for student teachers. Not taking into account the large 

group of tension-free teachers (profile 5), it seems important that special attention 

is necessary for profiles 1, 3, and 4, since relatively many teachers from all three 

types of teacher education were classified into these three profiles. For primary 

teachers it seems important that there is special attention for profile 2, since 
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two thirds of all teachers with care-related tensions were teachers in primary 

education. Similarly, special attention for profile 6 seems necessary for teachers 

in general secondary education, because two-thirds of all troubled teachers were 

teachers in general secondary education. Profiles thus may serve as a tool for 

resolving professional identity tensions.  
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CHAPTER 5 

A LONGITUDINAL PERSPECTIVE ON BEGINNING TEACHERS’ 

PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY TENSIONS  

 

ABSTRACT 
This study reports on how professional identity tensions experienced by beginning 

teachers can be explained by their perceptions of their professional identity. Eight 

beginning teachers were interviewed about their tensions and the way they 

perceived their professional identity. A ‘professional identity’ portrait was 

composed for each of the interviewees, followed by an identification and 

description of similarities in beginning teachers’ perceived professional identity. 

Next, tensions that the interviewees had experienced were characterised as either 

remaining or fading due to more personal or more professional reasons. This 

resulted in four patterns of tensions, namely: remaining personal, remaining 

professional, fading professional and fading personal tensions. For some teachers, 

their tensions could partly be explained by their perceived professional identity, 

but a more in-depth approach seems necessary in order to be better able to 

explain tensions by teachers’ perceived professional identity.  

 



100|  CHAPTER 5 

 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

In the previous studies we aimed at a better understanding of the kind of 

tensions that beginning teachers experience when they have difficulties with 

reconciling their personal and professional sides of becoming a teacher. These 

professional identity tensions were considered to be internal struggles between 

aspects relevant to the teacher as a person, like their personal knowledge, 

beliefs, attitudes, norms, and values, and aspects relevant to the teacher as a 

professional, such as professional demands from teacher education institutes 

and schools and broadly accepted values and standards about teaching (Beijaard 

et al., 2004).  

We first searched for categories of tension that beginning teachers may 

experience during the process of learning to teach. Literature on tensions of 

beginning teachers that could be interpreted as ‘professional identity tensions’ 

was investigated (e.g., Fuller & Bown, 1975; Shapira-Lishchinsky, 2011; 

Smagorinsky et al., 2004; Volkmann & Anderson, 1998) and interviews were 

conducted with 24 beginning teachers. This resulted in an overview of 

professional identity tensions in chapter 2, consisting of three categories: 1) 

tensions regarding the changing role from student to teacher, 2) tensions 

pertaining to conflicts between desired and actual support given to students, 

and 3) tensions representing conflicting conceptions of learning to teach. 

Although some beginning teachers expressed that they learned from their 

tensions - tensions had made them feel stronger as a teacher or had helped 

them to take action in a better way in similar situations - the results mainly 

showed that professional identity tensions are not an unusual part of the 

complex process of learning to teach, but may have severe consequences for 

beginning teachers’ professional development. The results also indicated that 

tensions can be very stressful for beginning teachers and may thus be 

accompanied by negative feelings (Flores, 2004; Kelchtermans & Ballet, 2002). 

Therefore, in the second study (chapter 3) we tried to gain a better 

understanding of these results by means of a questionnaire. It was investigated 

to which extent the professional identity tensions, derived from the first study 

(chapter 2), were experienced by a larger group of beginning teachers. 

Furthermore, the kind of feelings that accompany beginning teachers’ 

professional identity tensions were investigated, as well as the kind of strategies 

they prefer in coping with their tensions (Admiraal et al., 2000). The three most 

frequently occurring professional identity tensions experienced by beginning 

teachers were ‘Wanting to care for students, versus being expected to be tough’, 

‘Wanting to invest in a private life versus feeling pressured to spend time and 
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energy on work’ and ‘Experiencing conflicts between one’s own and others’ 

orientations regarding learning to teach’. Beginning teachers often indicated 

negative emotions, like feeling helpless, angry or insecure or being aware of 

their shortcomings. In order to cope with their tensions, they preferred 

problem-focused coping strategies, like speaking to significant others, over 

emotion-focused strategies, such as putting up with the situation.  

In the third study (see chapter 4), the different tensions that beginning 

teachers may experience next to one another were summarised into profiles to 

make it easier for beginning teachers, teacher educators and mentors in schools 

to recognise and reflect on professional identity tensions (Rickards et al., 2005). 

Six profiles were detected, namely teachers struggling with (views of) significant others, 

teachers with care-related tensions, teachers with responsibility-related tensions, moderately 

tense teachers, tension-free teachers and troubled teachers. From a repeated measurement 

of the tensions and their resulting profiles, it appeared that most teachers who 

participated in this repeated measurement changed profiles after the period of 

transition from student teacher to in-practice teacher. This shows that tensions 

are not stable or persisting at the beginning of the teaching career. It remained 

unclear, though, why for quite some beginning teachers new tensions emerged 

after graduation and why some other beginning teachers seemed to have 

developed their professional identity in such a way that (some) existing tensions 

were resolved.  

Olsen (2010) and Alsup (2006) suggest that a focus in teacher 

education on the development of student teachers’ professional identity could 

be very helpful in dealing with tensions. By studying beginning teachers’ 

perceived professional identity, we hope to find empirical evidence for this. 

Therefore, this study aims at gaining a better understanding of how tensions 

experienced by beginning teachers can be explained by their perceived 

professional identity. The study addresses the following research questions: 

- How do beginning teachers perceive their professional identity? 

- How can beginning teachers’ tensions be characterised over time?  

- How can the characterisations of tensions be explained by beginning 

teachers’ perceived professional identity?  

 

In-depth interviews were conducted with eight of the beginning 

teachers who participated in the third study (see chapter 4), which aimed at 

profiling beginning teachers’ professional identity tensions. The selected 

teachers were asked to describe how they perceived their professional identity. 

With regard to their professional identity tensions, they were asked to describe 
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the situation in which the tension(s) took place and to indicate reasons why 

tensions appeared and why they remained or faded at different moments in 

time. Aspects of the perceived professional identity of the interviewees were 

used to explain the characterisations of the tensions they had experienced.  

 

 

5.2 METHOD 

 

5.2.1 Participants and procedure 

Eight participants were carefully selected from the group of 42 beginning 

teachers who completed the questionnaire that was used to profile beginning 

teachers’ professional identity tensions in May/June 2009 (T1) and in May/June 

2010 (T2) (see chapter 4). We attempted this selection of interviewees to be 

mixed with respect to the kind of tensions (i.e. with regard to the classifications 

of tensions into themes, see chapter 1) and the number of tensions (i.e. varying 

from many to few tensions) they indicated in the questionnaire. Seven female 

teachers and one male teacher participated. Two beginning teachers worked as 

language teachers in general secondary education and one teacher was 

employed in secondary vocational education as a teacher in designing. Of the 

five teachers who were educated in primary education, only two worked as 

primary school teachers at the moment of interviewing. Of the other three 

teachers, one ended up as a language teacher in secondary vocational education, 

one worked as a co-worker at an institute for people with a mental or multiple 

handicap, and one teacher intentionally quitted the teaching profession and 

decided to work as a salesman in her father’s shoemaker’s shop. Seven out of 

eight interviewees were between 24 and 30 years old. One teacher, for whom 

the teaching profession was her second career, was 45 years old. Table 5.1 

shows an overview of some characteristics of the interviewees and the tensions 

they indicated in the questionnaire when they were final-year student teachers 

(May/June 2009, T1), when they were first-year in-practice teachers (May/June 

2010, T2) and at the moment of interviewing (January 2012, T3). 



 

 

Table 5.1 
Overview of teachers’ age, teacher education, and current profession and the tensions

 
they experienced on T1, T2, and T3 

 

 
Teachers’ 

names 
 

 
Age 

 
Teacher 

education 

 
Profession at moment of 

interviewing 

 
Tensions T1 

 
Tensions T2 

 
Tensions T3 

 

 
Susan 

 
45 

 
General 
Secondary  
 

 
Language teacher General secondary 
education 

 
B, J, L, M 

 
B, J, L 

 
B, J, L 
 

Monica 25 Primary  Co-worker at institute for people 
with mental/multiple handicap 

A, D A, B, D, L, M B, D 

 
Holly 

 
24 

 
Primary  

 
Primary school teacher  
 

 
C, D, I, K, M 

 
C, D, I, J, K 

 
C, D, J, K 

Irene 30 Primary  Salesman in shoemaker’s shop 
 

B, D B, L B 

Mary 30 Secondary 
Vocational  

Teacher in designing in Secondary 
vocational education 
 

C, I, J, K, L, M C, I, L, M M 

Ralph 27 General 
Secondary  
 

Language teacher in General 
vocational education 

B, K, M B, M B, M 

Ally 26 Primary  Language teacher in Secondary 
vocational education 

B, I, J, K B, I, J, K B, I, J, K 

 
Marion 

 
25 

 
Primary  

 
Primary school teacher  
 

 
L, M 

 
B, K, L, M 

 
K, L 
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A. Feeling like a student versus being expected to act like an adult teacher 
B. Wanting to care for students versus being expected to be tough  
C. Feeling incompetent in terms of knowledge versus being expected to be an expert  
D. Experiencing conflicts between one’s own and others’ orientations regarding learning to 
teach  
E. Being exposed to contradictory institutional attitudes  
F. Feeling dependent on a mentor (colleague/supervisor) versus wanting to go your own way 
in teaching  
G. Feeling treated like a student versus wanting to take responsibility as a teacher 
H. Feeling like a peer versus wanting to take responsibility as a teacher  
I. Wanting to respect students’ integrity versus feeling the need to work against this integrity  
J. Wanting to treat pupils as persons as a whole versus feeling the need to treat them as 
learners (or vice versa)  
K. Experiencing difficulties in maintaining an emotional distance  
L. Wanting to invest in a private life versus feeling pressured to spend time and energy on 
work  
M. Wanting to invest time in practicing teaching versus feeling pressured to invest time in 
other tasks that are part of the teaching profession  

 

What clearly stands out in Table 5.1 is that all interviewees have 

experienced at least one tension as a student teacher that still remained after 

graduation (T2) and even remained at the moment of interviewing (T3). Irene, 

for instance, experienced tension B when she was a student teacher, but still 

experienced this tension at the moment of interviewing (T3). Not one of the 

tensions that Ally had experienced as a student teacher (B, I, J, and K) were 

resolved. For several beginning teachers some of their tensions were resolved at 

T2 or T3. For example, Mary’s tensions K and J and Ralph’s tension K were 

resolved at T2. For some others, though, new tensions appeared. Monica 

experienced new tensions (B, L, and M) in her first year as in-practice teacher, 

as well as Marion did (tensions B and K). 

5.2.2 In-depth interviews 

The in-depth interviews were conducted 18 months after the participants 

completed the questionnaire for the second time. The first part of the 

interviews aimed at gaining insights into beginning teachers’ perceived 

professional identity. Questions were directed at giving an explanation of the 

kind of teacher that the interviewees perceived themselves to be, and possible 

differences between the teacher they perceived themselves to be and the 

teacher they would like to be. They were also asked to explain important 

experiences that influenced their development as a teacher. In addition, they 

were asked what aspects of their development they could ascribe to their 

personal characteristics and beliefs or to their professional characteristics and 
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beliefs. A final question comprised the extent to which they felt capable of 

finding a balance between the teacher they perceived to be as a person and the 

teacher they perceived to be as a professional (i.e. how they reconciled their 

personal and professional sides of being a teacher; see section 3.1).  

The second part of the interview aimed at a better understanding of 

the tensions that the interviewees had indicated in the questionnaires. Firstly, 

beginning teachers were asked to describe how the tensions were applicable to 

their own situation at the first and second moment of completing the 

questionnaire. Subsequently they were asked for reasons why tensions 

appeared when they were final-year student teachers (T1), and why the same 

tensions remained or were ‘resolved’ or why new tensions were experienced 

when they became first-year in-practice teachers (T2). It was also asked which 

of the tensions still remained at the moment of interviewing (T3).  

 

5.2.3 Data analysis 

The first two research questions are of a descriptive nature. Data analysis 

consisted of several steps. Table 5.2 shows these steps.  

 
Table 5.2 
Data analysis steps for research questions 1 and 2 
 

  
Research question 1 

How do beginning teachers perceive 
their professional identity? 

 
Research question 2 

How can beginning teachers’ tensions 
be characterised over time? 

Step 1 The first part of the interviews was 
repeatedly rewinded in order to be able 
to summarise all answers of each 
interviewee to questions related to 
their perceived professional identity. 
This resulted in an overview matrix. 

The second part of the interviews was 
repeatedly rewinded in order to be able 
to summarise all answers of the 
interviewees to the questions related 
to their experienced tensions. This 
resulted in a second overview matrix. 

Step 2 Based on the matrix, four aspects of 
professional identity were distinguished 
in order to compose the perceived 
professional identity of each of the 
interviewees.  

Based on this matrix an overview of all 
tensions of each of the interviewees 
was obtained. For all tensions, 35 in 
total, it was determined whether they 
remained or were fading.  

Step 3 A member check was undertaken in 
order to check if the interviewees 
recognised themselves in the 
description of their professional 

Tensions were further studied for 
differences and similarities. Reasons 
why tensions were remaining or fading 
turned out to be of a more personal 
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identity. In some cases small 
corrections were made. 

respectively professional nature. This 
resulted in four patterns, each of which 
were described in detail (see section 
3.2). 

Step 4 Based on the four aspects of 
professional identity it was searched for 
similarities among the perceived 
professional identities of the 
interviewees in order to draw 
overarching conclusions per aspect of 
the perceived professional identities.  

The main characterisations of the 
tensions (remaining-fading and 
personal-professional) enabled us to 
compose a quadrant with the main 
characterisations as dimensions and the 
four patterns as quadrants (see Figure 
5.1).  

Step 5  All 35 tensions mentioned by all 
interviewees were placed into the 
quadrant. The process was verified by 
two colleagues by means of consensus-
based scoring.  

Step 6  To further characterise tensions, it was 
searched for possible regularities in the 
way the ’type of tensions’ (A-M, see 
Table 5.1) were placed into the four 
patterns and the way that teachers 
were placed into the patterns. 
 

 

The third research question, aiming at explaining characterisations of 

tensions by the perceived professional identity of beginning teachers, is of a 

more explanatory nature. For this purpose, the results of the data analysis of 

research questions 1 and 2 were combined. The aspects of the perceived 

professional identities of the teachers who experienced tensions that were 

characterised in the same way (i.e. classified into the same pattern) were 

compared in order to find similarities in reasons why tensions were remaining 

or fading and why tensions were of a more personal or professional nature. 

 

5.3 RESULTS 

5.3.1 Teachers’ perceived professional identity  

Based on the first part of the interviews, four aspects of teachers’ perceived 

professional identity could be distinguished, namely: teachers’ personal 

characteristics and beliefs, teachers’ professional characteristics and beliefs, teachers’ 
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personal/professional circumstances and the extent to which teachers felt capable of 

reconciling the personal and professional sides of being a teacher. Table 5.3 shows these 

aspects for each of the interviewees. Summarising the professional identity 

aspects resulted in a description of the perceived professional identity of each 

of the beginning teachers. Eight different ‘professional identity portraits’ were 

composed. Susan’s portrait is fully described here as an example5. 

For Susan it seemed an easy job to describe her professional identity. 

This might have to do with the fact that she was the only beginning teacher for 

whom the teaching profession was her second career. Her personal passion for 

language was the reason why she decided to become a language teacher. At the 

moment of interviewing, Susan was 45 years old and indicated that her age, life 

experience and former professional career were of much influence on her 

professional identity as a teacher. She described herself as a teacher who tries to 

find a balance between an effective way of transferring subject matter knowledge and 

personal attention for students. She adheres to clear rules in the classroom, and 

considers herself to be a helpful teacher who is not too demanding towards her students 

concerning workload. In order to understand her students, Susan explained that it is 

very helpful that her own daughters are in secondary education. She is open and approachable 

to colleagues. Susan explained that there is no difference between the teacher she is and the 

teacher she would like to be, meaning that she is content with the way she performs her 

profession, although she realises that she should be more severe or strict sometimes. At 

the same time, she explained that she can further develop as a teacher. Her 

personal characteristics, being a rather social person, being persevering and 

sometimes even egocentric, and thinking in solutions instead of problems, were of 

much influence on her development as a teacher. In addition, also many 

professional characteristics from Susan influenced this development. She 

attaches importance to consulting colleagues and sharing ideas on (ways of transferring) 

subject matter knowledge. Professional standards she took along from her former 

profession were of influence on her professional identity development, like the 

importance of efficient and pragmatic meetings and the importance of clear communication. 

Susan clarified that she is very well capable of separating her private life from her 

professional life and her personal and professional characteristics are very much in balance.

                                                           
5
 The words in Italic are the professional identity aspects that Susan mentioned in the 

interview. These aspects can be found in Table 5.3.  



 

 

Table 5.3 
Aspects of each of the teachers’ perceived professional identity 
 

  
Aspects of teachers’ perceived professional identity 

 

Names Personal characteristics 
and beliefs in relation 
to teachers’ perceived 
professional identity 

 

Professional characteristics and 
beliefs 

Personal/professional circumstances 
in relation to teachers perceived 

professional identity 

Reconciling the personal and 
professional sides of being a 

teacher 

 
Susan 

 
Passion for language  
Social person 
Persevering/egocentric 
Thinks in solutions 
Adheres to clear 
communication 

 
Passion for language  
Significance of subject matter 
knowledge 
Significance of effective way of 
knowledge transfer  
Personal attention for students  
Adheres to rules  
Cooperative  
Open and approachable to 
students and colleagues  
Not too demanding for students 
Significance of pragmatic 
meetings  
Adheres to clear communication  
 

 
Susan’s daughters are in secondary 
education, which helps to 
understand her students.  
 

 
After graduation Susan seemed to 
have found a balance between 
private life and work. She is content 
with the way she carries out her 
profession, but wants to keep 
developing. 

 



 

 

Monica Perfectionist  
Not emotionally 
involved 

Consistent, strict, adheres to rules  
Structured 
Good atmosphere  
Quickly angry 
Professional attitude towards parents 
Modest attitude towards colleagues  
Asks colleagues for feedback  
Not quickly befuddled 
 

Next to her job as a co-worker for multiple 
and/or mentally handicapped people, 
Monica works as a substitute in primary 
education from time to time. 

Monica’s personal 
characteristics and beliefs 
come to the fore in her 
profession, which makes 
her feel balanced as a 
person and as a 
professional. Her 
perfectionism is a pitfall, 
she needs to release 
sometimes.  

 
Holly 

 
Perfectionist  
Adheres to norms and 
values  
Structured 
 

 
Strict  
Structured  
High expectations of pupils  
Hard work will be rewarded  
Personal attention for pupils 
Good relationship with pupils  
Cosiness/good atmosphere 
Insecure on executive tasks 
Insecure about answering to 
expectations of parents and 
colleagues  
Vulnerable in relation to parents  
Lack of knowledge of children with 
special needs  
 

 
A serious disorder to her intestines caused 
some serious tensions for Holly. She now 
accepts her disorder and is capable of, and 
pragmatic in, making her professional 
choices.  

 
Holly explains that she has 
no trouble in balancing 
her personal and 
professional life. As a 
teacher she feels like 
‘herself’. She would like to 
gain more knowledge on 
children with special 
needs and likes to make 
her lessons more 
attractive. She wants to 
keep professionalising. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 

 

 
Irene 

 
Direct/straight 
 

 
Teaching children as much as 
possible 
Strict 
Firm attitude towards pupils, but 
wants to be more friendly  
Fair-minded 
Jokes and games 

 
Many personal circumstances negatively 
influenced Irene’s teaching practice: 
-Being a substitute at a black school made 
Irene feel forced to be strict and firm.  
-Irene’s husband suffered from a company 
accident, at the same time that their son was 
born. Irene was thrown back on herself.  
-Irene was fired in a miserable way. The 
emotional severe consequences (especially a 
loss of confidence) made her decide to leave 
the teaching profession. She now works as a 
salesman in her father’s shoemaker’s shop. 
 

 
There is a gap between 
the teacher Irene was and 
would have liked to be. 
She was always looking 
for a balance between the 
personal and the 
professional, but would 
have needed more 
experience to succeed. 
Her professional 
development suffered 
from severe situations 
and tensions she 
experienced. She ‘lost’ 
herself as a teacher.  

 
Mary 

 
Concerned/involved 
Patient 
Clear in 
communication 
Pleasant in contact 
with people 
Open and 
approachable  
Follower 
Enthusiastic 
Disorderly/chaotic  
 

 
Fond of the subject she teaches 
Motivates students for subject 
matter 
Open to different roles as a teacher 
(subject matter expert, trainer, 
supporter, mentor)  
Personal growth of students 
Views students as individuals  
Pleasant in contact with colleagues  
Cooperative  
Follower, but should be more of a 
leader  
Should be more organised in work  

 
Mary was pregnant at the time of 
interviewing and that made her more 
relaxed, so she was better capable of 
keeping work and private life separate. It 
also made her less objective, though. 

 
Private life and work are 
becoming more and more 
integrated as far as 
Mary’s behaviour is 
concerned (as a teacher 
she stays closer to who 
she is as a person), while 
she is better capable of 
separating her private life 
from work. 



 

 

Ralph Perfectionist  
Fierce on respect 
and decency  

Sympathetic as a teacher 
Good atmosphere and jokes 
Boundaries/rules for students  
Significance of subject matter 
Significance of knowledge transfer  
Hard work required from students 
Good relationships with students  
Significance of being a mentor 
Significance of developing teaching 
materials  
Should learn to monitor time/little 
spare time  
Stress  
 

Ralph is strongly influenced by his father, 
who is a teacher too. They exchanged 
experiences about keeping order in the 
classroom, boundaries/rules for students and 
punishing and rewarding students. 
 

Ralph’s personality is the 
reason that he became a 
teacher. He is happy with 
the way he carries out his 
profession, but suffers 
(stress) from a lack of 
balance between his tasks 
and the amount of time 
he spends on these tasks.  

Ally Perfectionist 
Enthusiastic 
Cheerful and funny 
 

Significance of subject matter 
Significance of transfer of knowledge 
Significance of acting pedagogically 
correct 
Adheres to a close relationship 
between student and teacher 
Views students as individuals 
Competent in senior vocational 
education 
Insecure in secondary education 
concerning subject matter 
knowledge and assessments  
Wants to reach more with students 
concerning subject matter 
knowledge 
Wants to keep professionalising  

After graduating as a primary school teacher, 
Ally started teaching language in vocational 
education. She likes the type of students and 
feels confident regarding subject matter 
knowledge. Next to her job she studies to 
graduate as a language teacher. Her practice 
is in general secondary education, where she 
does not feel confident and the type of 
students does not appeal to her. After 
graduation she wants to keep working in 
vocational education and wishes to put more 
effort into her students. In between 
completing the questionnaire for a second 
time and the interview, Ally had a baby. That 
made it easier for her to choose for herself 
and her daughter instead of for her work.  

At work (vocational 
education) there is a clear 
balance between Ally as a 
person and Ally as a 
teacher. That balance is 
lacking at her practice 
school (general secondary 
education). Ally’s 
insecurity makes a 
different person from her 
at work than she likes to 
be.  



 

 

 
Marion Perfectionist  

‘Talker’ 
Significance of 
expressing emotions  
Adheres to norms and 
values 
Leader and organiser 
 

Clear: children know what is 
expected from them 
Good atmosphere  
Space for children’s ideas  
Significance of feeling safe and 
confident  
Acting pedagogically correct 
Involved/concerned 
Open and approachable  
Cooperative 
Good preparation of lessons  

Marion is afraid that in a while 
teaching is not so much of a challenge 
anymore. She wants to develop herself 
beyond teaching.  

Marion indicates that all personal 
characteristics and beliefs come 
to the fore in her teaching role. 
Other people view her as a 
teacher, even if she is not in her 
teaching role. Marion 
experiences a balance between 
the person and the teacher she 
is, but she is annoyed by her 
perfectionism: she wants to 
perform all tasks and to the best 
of her ability. 
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Table 5.3 shows that the interviewees had rather different perceptions 

of their professional identity, but there were also similarities. We will discuss 

the similarities per aspect below. 

Personal characteristics and beliefs. In general, interviewees did not mention 

many personal characteristics and beliefs in relation to their teaching 

profession. Most apparent is the fact that five out of the eight interviewees find 

themselves a perfectionist: Monica, Holly, Ralph, Ally and Marion. 

Furthermore, Holly and Marion both personally adhere to norms and values, 

and Mary and Ally find themselves enthusiastic as a person.  

Professional characteristics and beliefs. Interviewees mentioned a relatively 

large number of professional characteristics and beliefs. Quite some similarities 

were found between the interviewees on this professional identity aspect. 

Susan, Ralph, and Ally have a passion for their subject and they find it 

important to be capable of transferring this subject matter knowledge to their 

students. This seems also what Mary and Irene mean. Mary wants to motivate 

her students for the subject and Irene wants to learn her pupils as much as 

possible. Most interviewees (Susan, Monica, Holly, Irene, and Ralph) are strict 

and/or adhere to rules in the classroom. In this line, Monica and Holly find 

themselves structured as a teacher and, like Marion, they seem to be clear in 

what they expect from their pupils/students. In relation to this strictness and 

adhering to rules, Susan, Monica, Holly, Ralph and Marion find the atmosphere 

in the classroom important. Furthermore, Susan, Holly, Ralph and Ally attach 

importance to a good or close relationship with their pupils or students and/or 

want to give their students personal attention. Mary and Ally especially attach 

importance to the personal growth of their students: they both view students as 

individuals. For Ralph and Marion teaching is ‘all about the student/pupil’. 

They want their students/pupils to feel safe and confident at school, since they 

consider that as a condition for learning. Marion and Ally want to act 

pedagogically correct.  

Based on the above, three main topics were distinguished on the aspect 

of professional characteristics and beliefs. Beginning teachers attach importance 

to subject matter knowledge and making this knowledge teachable, they find it 

important to keep order in the classroom and maintain a good atmosphere at 

the same time, and they want a good relationship with their students/pupils. 

There were more similarities, but these were not so strong: 

- Holly and Ralph have high expectations from students/pupils or want 

them to work hard.  
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- Susan and Marion are open and approachable to 

students/pupils/colleagues. 

- Marion, Mary and Susan find themselves cooperative teachers. 

 

Personal/professional circumstance: Hardly any similarities can be 

distinguished among the beginning teachers with regard to their 

personal/professional circumstances. The only resemblance can be found 

between Mary and Ally. Mary was pregnant at the time of interviewing and Ally 

just had a baby. They both explained that having a baby had made it easier for 

them to choose for themselves or their child rather than for work.  

Reconciling the personal and the professional. Most similarities were found in 

the extent to which teachers were capable of reconciling their personal and 

professional sides. All teachers, besides Irene, explained that they experience a 

balance between who they are as a person and who they are as a teacher. 

Marion and Ralph explained that there is a complete balance, because their 

personality is the reason they became a teacher. For Ally there is a balance 

when she works as a language teacher in secondary vocational education, but 

she experiences a strong imbalance when she is at her practice school, where 

she teaches language for the higher levels in general secondary education. Irene 

explained that she was constantly looking for a balance when she worked as a 

teacher, but because of her personal/ professional circumstances she never 

reached such a balance.  

Summarising, interviewees mentioned more professional than personal 

characteristics and beliefs. The only personal characteristic that interviewees had in 

common was their perfectionist character. Concerning professional characteristics 

and beliefs, there were more similarities. Three main topics were mentioned: 1) 

subject matter knowledge and making this knowledge teachable, 2) keeping 

order in the classroom and maintaining a good atmosphere, and 3) the good 

relationship that teachers wish with their students/pupils. Hardly any 

similarities were found in the personal/professional circumstances of the eight 

interviewees, except for the congruence between the stories of Mary and Ally. 

Having a baby made them more relaxed with respect to work. Most similarities 

were found concerning the extent to which teachers were capable of reconciling 

their personal and professional sides. Except for Irene, all teachers explained that 

they experience a balance between who they are as a person and who they are 

as a teacher. For Ally this balance existed at work, but she was looking for a 

balance at her practice school.  
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5.3.2 Characterisations of tensions  

The eight interviewees mentioned a total of 35 tensions. In general two main 

characteristics of the tensions could be distinguished. Tensions were either 

remaining over time or fading, when teachers had found a way to cope with 

their tensions. Reasons why these tensions remained or faded seemed to be of a 

more personal or professional nature. Based on these two main characteristics 

of tensions, four patterns of how beginning teachers experienced their 

professional identity tensions could be distinguished. Table 5.4 shows these 

patters.  

 

Table 5.4 
Four patterns in beginning teachers’ professional identity tensions 
 

 
Remaining tensions 

 
Fading tensions  

 

 
1. Remaining 
personal tensions 

 
2. Remaining 
professional tensions 
 

 
3. Fading  
professional tensions 
 

 
4. Fading  
personal tensions 
 

Tensions that are 
strongly related 
to personal 
characteristics.  

Tensions that are 
related to beginning 
teachers’ development: 
lack of knowledge, 
experience and/or 
routine. 

Tensions that are 
related to beginning 
teachers’ 
development:  
gained knowledge, 
experience and/or 
routine. 
 

Tensions that are 
related to 
beginning 
teachers’ 
changing personal 
circumstances. 

 

A description of each of the four patterns will be given below. The 

characteristics and possible consequences for beginning teachers’ professional 

development or personal life will be discussed. Each pattern is provided with 

an example of a professional identity tension experienced by one of the 

interviewees.  

1. Remaining personal tensions 

Beginning teachers who experienced a tension that remained due to personal 

characteristics and beliefs explained that their tension was very difficult to cope 

with. In general, these tensions were accompanied by (strong) negative 

emotions and usually had severe consequences for beginning teachers’ 

professional and personal life.  
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Here we take Ralph as example. Ralph experienced the tension ‘Wanting to 

invest time in practicing teaching versus feeling pressured to invest time in 

other tasks that are part of the teaching profession’. This tension was strongly 

related to his perfectionist character. Ralph said: “There is always this pressure… I 

have an overfull timetable, I need to take over other lessons, I have a mentorship, a shared 

section chairmanship, and then there are meetings, conversations with parents etc. I am a 

perfectionist and I want to achieve all my tasks to the best of my ability. Most importantly, 

though, I need to prepare my lessons. I make my own teaching material, because it motivates 

my students and that is why I spend a great deal of free time on it. But putting all that effort 

into my job stresses me out, it makes me tired and my girlfriend doesn’t like it.”  

2. Remaining professional tensions 

Teachers who experienced a tension that remained as a result of professional 

characteristics and beliefs explained that they tried to find a way to cope with 

their tensions, but did not succeed (yet). They did not work on their tension or 

could not think of a way to cope with their tension yet, because they lacked the 

knowledge, experience, routine or simply the time they thought they needed in 

order to cope with their tension. Teachers who experienced a ‘remaining 

professional tension’ felt like they needed a further step in their development as 

a teacher in order to cope with their tension. In some cases, beginning teachers 

could temporarily put these tensions aside. Although ‘remaining professional 

tensions’ were especially bothering beginning teachers in a professional way, in 

general, they did not have severe consequences for their personal lives of for 

their learning and functioning as a teacher.  

Here Susan is taken as example. Susan experienced the tension ‘Wanting 

to treat students as “students as a whole” versus feeling the need to treat them 

as “learners” (or vice versa)’. She said: “I often don’t know whether I should take into 

account my students’ situations and give grades from that viewpoint or give grades solely based 

on their performance. This will be a subject for debate for the time being. I need more 

experience as a teacher in order to be able to determine if students are being lazy or if they just 

do not have the potential.” 

3. Fading professional tensions 

Tensions that disappeared due to professional characteristics and beliefs are 

tensions that beginning teachers had learned to cope with, because they 

developed themselves as teachers. They explained that having gained 

knowledge, experience and/or routine as a teacher helped them to deal with 

their tensions. This might imply that the consequences of experiencing these 

kind of tensions were, in most cases, rather positive for beginning teachers’ 
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learning and functioning, although for some teachers these kind of tensions had 

been difficult to cope with. Some beginning teachers who experienced a ‘fading 

professional tension’ explained that they tried to consciously experience them 

in order to learn from the tension and, that way, they could develop themselves 

as teachers.  

Mary is taken here as example. Mary experienced the tension ‘Wanting 

to respect students’ integrity versus feeling the need to work against this 

integrity’. She explained: “I experienced this tension more often, but now I found a way to 

cope with it: I just discuss the situation with the students. I tell them that I like to share their 

story with a colleague, because I want to give them the best possible advice. In most cases they 

understand my position and agree. If not, I ask them what they expect from me. Sometimes 

they just want me to listen to their story. If the situation is too serious, though, I explain that 

I need to act upon it now that they told me their story. I am not a confident. That is to protect 

myself, I cannot handle the burden on my own…” 

 

4. Fading personal tensions 

Tensions that disappeared due to personal circumstances of teachers are 

tensions that beginning teachers learned to cope with, because of changes in 

their personal circumstances. Despite the fact that these kind of tensions were 

fading, it was dependent on the kind of personal circumstances whether 

tensions were difficult to cope with or not and whether or not they had severe 

consequences for beginning teachers’ practice of personal life.  

Here we take Holly as example. Holly experienced the tension 

‘Wanting to invest time in practicing teaching versus feeling pressured to invest 

time in other tasks that are part of the teaching profession’. Holly said: “When I 

just started teaching I wanted to do everything perfect. Because of my intestines that react very 

strongly to stress, I realised that I had to learn to take priorities, though. It took me three 

years to come this far, but now I am satisfied if I can teach the way I think I should teach 

and enable my pupils to achieve good grades. I do accept now that I cannot do all other tasks 

that are part of being a teacher, not to mention to do these tasks in a ‘perfect’ way.”  

The fact that tensions were either remaining or fading and of a more 

personal or professional nature, enabled us to place the four pattern into a 

quadrant. The two main characteristics of the tensions served as dimensions 

and the four patterns as the quadrants (see Figure 5.1). Based on the first 

analysis step (see the second column of Table 5.2, section 5.2.3) in which the 

tensions of each of the interviewees were summarised in a matrix, it was 

decided per tension whether they were remaining or fading and whether they 

were of a more personal or professional nature. All tensions that were 
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mentioned by the interviewees were placed into the best matching pattern. The 

examples of teachers’ professional identity tensions that were used for the 

description of the four patterns in section 4.2 are in bold. The encircled names 

are teachers who could be classified into one particular pattern.  

 

 

 
Figure 5.1 
All tensions of each of the interviewees placed in one of the four patterns 
 

When we tried to further characterise the tensions, the type of tension 

(A-M, see Table 5.1) appeared not to be determining for their placement into 

one of the four patterns, since most types of tensions were characterised as 

either remaining or fading, and either personal or professional. It was apparent, 

though, that the tensions of a personal nature, in the upper part of the 

quadrant, were limited to certain types of tensions, namely tensions B (Wanting 

to care for students versus being expected to be tough), K (Experiencing 

difficulties in maintaining an emotional distance), L (Wanting to invest in a 
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private life versus feeling pressured to spend time and energy on work), and M 

(Wanting to invest time in practicing teaching versus feeling pressured to invest 

time in other tasks that are part of the teaching profession). This did not mean, 

though, that they could not be characterised as a ‘professional’ tension (see 

Figure 5.1). Beginning teachers’ tensions were far more often characterised as 

professional (25 out of 35 tensions) than as personal (10 out of 35 tensions), 

while there was an almost equal division between tensions that were 

characterised as remaining and fading (18 respectively 17 out of 35).  

Unlike the different types of tensions, some of the interviewees could 

rather well be classified into one pattern (see the encircled names in Figure 5.1). 

Ally, for instance, could be classified into pattern 2, since all four tensions she 

experienced were characterised as Remaining professional tensions. Holly could also 

rather well be classified into pattern 2, since the majority of her tensions (4 out 

of 6) were characterised as Remaining professional tensions. Five of the six tensions 

that Mary had experienced were characterised as Fading professional tensions, so 

Mary could rather well be classified into pattern 3. The main reason why Ally, 

Mary and Holly could be placed into one specific pattern was because they had 

a similar approach to all the tensions they experienced. They ascribed the same 

kind of cause to their tensions and/or coped with their tensions in a similar 

way. Mary, for example, was very much aware of the tensions she experienced 

and approached them all as learning moments. The fact that she consciously 

experienced the tensions enabled her to cope with them and made her grow as 

a teacher. At the same time, she indicated that gaining more experience as a 

teacher had also helped her to cope with all her tensions. Ally imputes the fact 

that she did not find a satisfying way to cope with any of her tensions (yet) to 

her lack of knowledge and experience as a teacher. For example, she needs 

more knowledge of children with special needs in order to learn to cope with 

tension K.  

The other interviewees could not be classified into one particular 

pattern, but for Marion, Ralph, and Monica it seemed appropriate to classify 

them into two patterns. Marion’s four tensions were equally distributed over 

pattern 1 (Remaining personal tensions) and pattern 3 (Fading professional tensions). 

Ralph only experienced 3 tensions, but they were, like Marion’s tensions, also 

classified into pattern 1 and 3. Two of the five tensions that Monica 

experienced were characterised as Remaining professional tensions (pattern 2) and 

two were characterised as Fading personal tensions (pattern 4). Susan and Irene 

could not be classified at all, since they experienced only few tensions that were 

spread across three patterns.  
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5.3.3 Characterisations of tensions and teachers’ perceived professional 

identity  

In order to find an answer to the third research question, the answers to the 

first and second research question were used. Teachers who experienced 

tensions that were classified into the same pattern, were compared with regard 

to the aspects of their perceived professional identities. We will discuss the 

results per pattern. 

 

Remaining personal tensions (pattern 1) 

Susan, Ralph, Marion and Irene each experienced one or two tensions that were 

characterised as remaining due to personal characteristics and beliefs. 

Comparing their perceived professional identity tensions, Marion and Ralph 

seemed most identical as teachers. On several aspects, both personal and 

professional, their professional identity showed similarities. In personality, both 

teachers viewed themselves as a perfectionist and their personal characteristics 

very much fitted the teaching profession: their personality was the reason that 

they became a teacher. In the classroom they both adhered to norms and 

values, a good atmosphere, clear rules for their pupils/students, but above all 

they wanted to act pedagogically correct, because they felt that teaching is all 

about the pupil/student. As a condition for learning, they agree that 

pupils/students need to feel comfortable and safe in the classroom. Marion and 

Ralph both considered a balance between the person they are and the teacher 

they are, but when teaching, they suffered from their perfectionist 

characteristic. They wanted to do all tasks that are part of the teaching 

profession and, preferably, to the best of their abilities.  

Susan’s perceived professional identity showed some similarities with 

the professional identities of Marion and Ralph. Professionally seen, Susan’s 

perceived professional identity is mostly in line with Ralph’s: they both had a 

passion for language, adhered significance to subject matter knowledge for 

students and tried their hardest to find an effective way of knowledge transfer. 

They also adhered to clear rules in the classroom. The only similarity with 

Marion’s professional identity was of a personal nature. Marion and Susan both 

indicated to be open and approachable to students/pupils. There was little 

information about the kind of teacher Irene is, and therefore, no similarities 

with the perceived professional identities of the others could be found.  
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Remaining professional tensions (pattern 2) 

Susan, Ally, Mary, Holly and Monica each experienced 1 to 4 tensions that were 

characterised as remaining due to a lack of knowledge, experience and/or 

routine as a teacher. The perceived professional identities of Holly and Monica 

seemed rather similar. As a teacher they both indicated to be strict, structured 

and they adhered to a good atmosphere in the classroom. They both 

experienced a balance between the person and the teacher they are. As a 

person, they are perfectionists, which became also apparent when they were 

teaching. Susan, Ally and Mary did not mention any of the aspects that Holly 

and Monica had in common, but the three of them had a passion for their 

subject. Susan and Ally both emphasised the significance of subject matter 

knowledge for their students. Ally and Mary both viewed their students as 

individuals and indicated that having a baby made them more relaxed regarding 

their professional lives.  

 

Fading professional tensions (pattern 3) 

Except for Ally, all interviewees experienced one or more tensions that were 

characterised as fading due to gained knowledge, experience and/or routine as a 

teacher. Not surprisingly, the perceived professional identities of the seven 

interviewees were so much different from each other that no clear similarities 

were found, other than the ones that were already found in the patterns 1, 2 

and 4.  

 

Fading personal tensions (pattern 4) 

Holly, Monica and Irene each experienced one or two tensions that were 

characterised as fading because of personal circumstances. Since there was not 

much information about Irene’s professional identity, her perceived 

professional identity could not be compared to those of Holly and Monica. The 

similarities in the perceived professional identities of Holly and Monica were 

already described above (remaining professional tensions, pattern 2).  

 

It can be concluded that the perceived professional identities of Marion 

and Ralph were very well comparable, as well as the way in which their tensions 

were characterised. Marion’s and Ralph’s tensions were all classified into 

pattern 1 and pattern 3. It seems likely that their perfectionist character and the 

fact that their character fit the teaching profession, played a large role in their 

remaining personal tensions (pattern 1). Ralph’s fading professional tensions (B, 

K) had been resolved because he developed himself in keeping order in the 
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classroom (B) and because he gained routine in coping with children with 

special needs (K). Also, Marion’s tensions had been resolved, because she 

“grew as a teacher”. So, Marion and Ralph both indicated that they learned to 

cope with their tensions of professional nature, because they developed 

themselves as a teacher, but their personal tensions remained, because of the 

strong influence of their perfectionist character. 

The perceived professional identities of Holly and Monica were rather 

similar too and their tensions were all classified into the same patterns, namely 

the patterns 2, 3 and 4 (see Figure 5.1). The reasons, though, why their tensions 

were more personal or more professional and remaining or fading were very 

different for both teachers. For instance, Holly’s tensions J and K remained 

(pattern 2), because she felt a lack of time or competence to do what is 

necessary to support her pupils, while Monica’s ‘professional tension’ B 

(pattern 2) remained, because she did not gain the experience in keeping order 

in the classroom. So, although the perceived professional identities of Holly 

and Monica were rather similar and their tensions were characterised into the 

same patterns, it can hardly be concluded that their perceived professional 

identity explained the characterisations of their tensions.  

 

 

5.4 CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION  

 

5.4.1 Conclusions and interpretation 

This study aimed at reporting how professional identity tensions could be 

explained by beginning teachers’ perceived professional identity. In-depth 

interviews were conducted with eight beginning teachers, who were asked 

about the way they perceived their professional identity and the tensions they 

had experienced. Eight different ‘professional identity portraits’ were 

composed, but beginning teachers also showed similarities on several aspects of 

their perceived professional identity. Most similarities were found on professional 

characteristics and beliefs: interviewees attached importance to three main themes: 

1) subject matter knowledge and making this knowledge teachable, 2) keeping 

order in the classroom and maintaining a good atmosphere, and 3) wishing a 

good relationship with their students/pupils. Interviewees also mainly agreed 

on the aspect of reconciling their personal and professional sides. Seven out of eight 

teachers explained that they experienced a balance between who they are as a 

person and who they are as a teacher.  
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Professional identity tensions that the interviewed teachers had 

experienced were either remaining or fading over time and of a more personal 

or professional nature. As a result, four patterns could be distinguished: 

remaining personal tensions, remaining professional tensions, fading professional tensions and 

fading personal tensions. The two dimensions and four patterns could be placed 

into a quadrant. When placing all tensions of all interviewees into one of the 

four patterns, it turned out that tensions were equally divided into ‘remaining’ 

or ‘fading’, but that they were far more often characterised as being 

‘professional’ than ‘personal’. The type of tensions appeared not to be 

determining for their placement into one of the four patterns; only three of the 

eight interviewees could be clearly placed into one particular pattern.  

It was very difficult to explain the characterisations of the professional 

identity tensions by the perceived professional identity of beginning teachers. 

Some tendencies appeared, though. For Marion and Ralph, the explanation for 

the characteristics of their tensions could partly be found in the way they 

perceived their professional identity. Marion and Ralph’s experienced tensions 

were classified into the same patterns and their professional identities were very 

similar. Their perfectionist characters seemed to have played a large role in their 

remaining personal tensions (pattern 1) and both imputed their fading 

professional tensions to the fact that they developed themselves as a teacher. 

The perceived professional identities of Holly and Monica were rather similar 

as well and their experienced tensions were also classified into the same 

patterns. Despite this, the characterisation of their tensions could not be 

explained by aspects of their generally perceived professional identity, since 

they both indicated different reasons for the fact that their professional 

tensions remained and the fact that their personal tension(s) faded.  

 In this study, we first tried to visualise how beginning teachers 

perceived their professional identity. It was notable that most interviewees did 

not seem to have trouble in describing their professional identity based on the 

interview questions. After an average of 1.5 years of experience as an 

independent teacher, they seemed to know rather well who they are as a teacher 

and what kind of teacher they would like to be. The answers that they gave to 

questions regarding their professional identity made it easy to distinguish the 

four aspects of professional identity, on which we based the ‘professional 

identity portraits’. These four aspects may be of use for future research in order 

to compare or measure teachers’ perceived professional identity. The answer to 

the second research question confirmed the results from our previous studies 

that tensions are in most cases very serious and can have severe consequences 



124 | CHAPTER 5 

 

for beginning teachers professional development or personal life (see the 

chapters 2 and 3). This was shown by the fact that half of the tensions were 

characterised as remaining: beginning teachers who experienced personal or 

professional remaining tensions (pattern 1 and 2) did not find a way (yet) to cope 

with their tensions. Especially remaining personal tensions turned out to have severe 

consequences, like the tension that Ralph still experienced (‘Wanting to invest 

time in practicing teaching versus feeling pressured to invest time in other tasks 

that are part of the teaching profession’). The constant pressure that Ralph felt 

because of the many tasks he had as a teacher in combination with his 

perfectionist character stressed him out and gave trouble in his personal life. 

His girlfriend did not like the fact that he was always working. Due to the 

tensions that Irene experienced and the fact that she never really managed to 

find a balance between the person and the teacher she is, she decided to leave 

the teaching profession.   

Reasons why Irene left the teaching profession seemed to be supported 

by, for instance, the work of Hong (2010), who tried to gain insight into the 

relationship between beginning teachers’ professional identity and their 

decisions to leave the teaching profession. In Hong’s study, dropout teachers 

experienced more negatively than non-dropout teachers the five factors that, in 

this study, constituted teachers’ professional identity: commitment, emotions, 

value, micropolitics, and efficacy. From Irene’s interview (see Table 5.3), it 

became clear that she had a burnout, due to all personal and professional 

misery she experienced. She lost confidence in herself as a teacher (weak 

efficacy belief) and showed lower commitment to teaching. Since she was fired 

in a miserable way, she developed a negative perception of power relations 

(Hong, 2010, p. 5).  

In congruence with one of our previous studies (see chapter 2) is the 

fact that some tensions also had positive consequences. Mary, for instance, 

explained that she tried to consciously experience her tensions in order to learn 

from them. Experiencing these tensions enabled her to cope with them. That 

way, she said, she developed herself as a teacher. Positive consequences of 

tensions can also be found in the work of Meijer (2011) on the role of crisis in 

the development of student teachers’ professional identity. Although Meijer 

makes a firm statement that teachers need a crisis in order to grow, Mary’s 

tension can, in fact, be seen as a ‘small crisis’ that she seized on to become a 

better teacher. Holly’s tension ‘Wanting to invest time in practicing teaching 

versus feeling pressured to invest time in other tasks that are part of the 

teaching profession’ also ended up positively. In order to keep being able to 
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teach, she had to accept the consequences of her disorder. She could not 

perform all tasks anymore that are part of the teaching profession, but was 

forced to make choices. Holly learned to be satisfied by teaching in the way she 

thinks she should teach and by enabling her pupils to achieve good grades.  

 

5.4.2 Limitations and future research 

In this study, we assumed that professional identity tensions appear when 

beginning teachers experience difficulties in reconciling their personal and 

professional sides of becoming or being a teacher. This also implied that the 

characterisations of tensions were explainable by the perceived professional 

identity of these teachers. The results of this study, though, show that 

professional identity tensions of beginning teachers cannot simply be related to 

the way beginning teachers perceive their professional identity. The findings 

should be interpreted as a first onset on gaining insights in this topic and can be 

used as a starting point for future research. In order to get a better hold on the 

way tensions can be explained by teachers’ professional identity, we need to 

take a closer look at the way beginning teachers perceive their professional 

identity. In the in-depth interviews as conducted in this study, interviewees 

were asked for their perceived professional identity based on questions from 

which we could derive certain aspects of professional identity (personal 

characteristics and beliefs, professional characteristics and beliefs, personal/ 

professional circumstances, reconciling the personal and professional sides of 

being a teacher). Although these aspects appeared to be very useful for 

comparing teachers’ perceived professional identities, it could have been helpful 

to ask more in-depth questions directed at each of these aspects. Furthermore, 

research on professional identity (development) of teachers that has been done 

can provide us with other aspects to investigate professional identity (e.g., 

Canrinus et al., 2012; Day et al., 2007; Izadinia, 2013). Canrinus et al. (2012), for 

instance, investigated teachers’ sense of their professional identity by means of 

four indicators, namely occupational commitment, job satisfaction, motivation 

and self-efficacy. Izadinia (2012) opts for a more holistic way of understanding 

the nature of teacher identity, based on the results of her review study on 

student teachers professional identity. She suggests that cognitive knowledge, 

sense of agency, self-awareness, voice, confidence and relationship with 

colleagues, pupils and parents are variables that constitute teacher identity and 

which interact with educational contexts, prior experiences and learning 

communities.  
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Other limitations of this study should be taken into account. 

Conducting in-depth interviews seemed a suitable method in order to obtain a 

detailed description of how the tensions that the beginning teachers indicated in 

the questionnaire were applicable to their own situation. It also seemed an 

appropriate way to gain insights into beginning teachers’ perceived professional 

identity. In-depth interviewing enabled the researcher to repeat questions, to 

continue to ask questions if interesting facts came up during the interview, or to 

gain elaborate information. However, the number of interviewees (eight) who 

participated in this study was rather limited and, although we strived for a mix 

of beginning teachers with regard to the kind of tensions and the number of 

tensions they experienced, it cannot be said that the interviewees were 

representative of all beginning teachers. In addition, participation in this study 

was on a voluntary basis. It is possible that beginning teachers who agreed on 

participation wished to share or relieve their feelings about their tensions and 

their perceived professional identity, while teachers who did not agree on 

participation may not be comfortable sharing such feelings.  
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6.1 OVERVIEW 

The main goal of this study was to contribute to a better understanding of 

beginning teachers’ tensions in (the development of) their professional identity. 

Professional identity tensions were considered to be internal struggles between 

aspects relevant to the teacher as a person and the teacher as a professional. So 

far, not much was known about these kinds of tensions, the feelings that 

accompany these tensions and the ways in which beginning teachers try to cope 

with them. It is important to contribute to a better understanding of beginning 

teachers’ professional identity tensions, the way they can be characterised, and 

whether they change or remain stable over time, because these tensions may 

challenge a teacher’s personal feelings, values, beliefs, or perceptions. As a 

consequence, they are often not (easily) resolvable.  

Several studies were conducted among beginning teachers, in this 

dissertation final-year student teachers and first-year in-practice teachers. First, 

24 beginning teachers were interviewed about the professional identity tensions 

they had experienced. The reported tensions were compared to those derived 

from the literature (chapter 2). Second, a questionnaire was developed and 

administered by 182 beginning teachers, examining their tensions, the feelings 

that accompanied these tensions and the ways of coping they preferred in order 

to deal with their tensions (chapter 3). Third, 373 beginning teachers were 

profiled based on themes by which their professional identity tensions could be 

characterised. Also, changes in professional identity tensions were investigated 

by conducting the questionnaire a second time with 42 beginning teachers 

(chapter 4). Finally, the relationship between characterisations of professional 

identity tensions and beginning teachers’ perceived professional identity was 

explored for a group of eight teachers (chapter 5). In this final chapter the main 

results will be summarised and overall conclusions will be drawn. Furthermore, 

the main results of the studies will be discussed and interpreted, followed by 

some limitations of the studies and suggestions for future research. This 

chapter concludes with implications for practice that the results of the studies 

provide.  
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6.2 MAIN RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS 

6.2.1 Beginning teachers’ professional identity tensions 

Beginning teachers’ professional identity tensions were examined by means of a 

literature study and interviews with 24 beginning teachers. A literature search 

for “tensions”, “problems” and “dilemmas” resulted in a list of 13 types of 

professional identity tensions. In addition, 12 final-year student teachers and 12 

first-year in-practice teachers were interviewed about tensions they had 

experienced. Most of the 59 tensions experienced by the interviewees were 

comparable to the types of tensions that were found in the literature. The 

remaining unclassified tensions were divided into three new types of tensions. 

The tensions mentioned by the interviewees could be characterised in three 

overarching themes, namely: 1) the changing role from student to teacher, 2) 

conflicts between desired an actual support given to students, and 3) conflicting 

conceptions of learning to teach. Tensions were mostly accompanied by 

negative feelings and for some interviewees their tensions had severe 

consequences for continuing their teacher training or their development as a 

teacher. A small part of the teachers expressed that they had also learned from 

their tensions.  

The professional identity tensions that were found in the literature 

were thus mostly confirmed by the beginning teachers in the interviews. Based 

on the comparison that was made between the tensions that were derived from 

the literature and those that were mentioned by the interviewees, tensions were 

either removed from or added to the list of tensions. As a result, a theoretically 

and empirically based list of professional identity tensions could be realised. 

Usually, the reported professional identity tensions were not (easily) resolvable; 

nevertheless beginning teachers needed to cope with them. 

6.2.2 Tensions, accompanying feelings and coping strategies  

Based on the results of the literature search and interview study described in 

chapter 2, a questionnaire was developed to examine beginning teachers’ 

tensions, accompanying feelings, and coping strategies (chapter 3). A total of 

182 beginning teachers (108 final-year student teachers and 74 first-year in-

practice teachers) in primary, secondary and vocational education completed 

the questionnaire. 

The three most commonly reported professional identity tensions 

were: “Wanting to care for students versus being expected to be tough” 

(60.4%), “Wanting to invest in a private life versus feeling pressured to spend 

time and energy on work” (36.3%) and “Experiencing conflicts between one’s 
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own and others’ orientations regarding learning to teach” (33.5%). Regarding 

these and other tensions, beginning teachers often indicated to feel helpless, 

angry, insecure or being aware of their shortcomings and they preferred 

problem-focused coping strategies over emotion-focused strategies. Female 

teachers reported more tensions than did their male colleagues; other 

background variables did not seem to be related to the number and type of 

experienced tensions.  

 It could be concluded that professional identity tensions were 

experienced on a regular basis: almost all participating beginning teachers had 

experienced one or more tensions. Tensions also had an impact on beginning 

teachers, since they were in general associated with negative feelings and 

beginning teachers were regularly at a loss for what to do about them.  

 

6.2.3 Profiles and change in beginning teachers’ tensions  

In order to characterise beginning teachers in terms of their professional 

identity tensions, participants in the third study were profiled based on their 

experienced tensions. For this purpose, the questionnaire presented in chapter 

3 was administered a second time and completed by 191 beginning teachers. In 

order to investigate the extent to which characterisations of professional 

identity tensions changed during the transition period from student to in-

practice teacher, 42 beginners completed the questionnaire a second time.  

The data of 373 beginning teachers (182 from the first moment (see 

chapter 3) and 191 from the second moment) who completed the questionnaire 

were analysed using cluster analysis in order to create ‘teacher profiles’. Six 

profiles could be identified, namely teachers struggling with (views of) significant others, 

teachers with care-related tensions, teachers with responsibility-related tensions, moderately 

tense teachers, tension-free teachers, and troubled teachers.  

In general, the number of tensions that beginning teachers (n=42) 

experienced in the second survey was lower than in the first survey. Thirty of 

the 42 beginning teachers changed profiles after graduation. So, the themes 

reflected by the tensions seemed not to be stable at the beginning of the 

teaching career. In addition, for most beginning teachers, tensions did not 

disappear. Teaching context, thus teaching in primary, general secondary or 

secondary vocational education, did not appear to be a predictor for the 

particular profile assigned to a teacher. 

It could be concluded that some beginning teachers involved in this 

study developed their professional identity in such a way that (some) existing 

tensions were resolved, but that for some others new tensions emerged.  
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6.2.4 Beginning teachers’ tensions and their perceived professional 

identity  

The relationship between tensions experienced by beginning teachers and their 

perceived professional identity was explored by means of in-depth interviews in 

the final study. Eight beginning teachers were interviewed about their tensions 

and the way they perceived their professional identity. A ‘professional identity 

portrait’ was composed for each of the interviewees, followed by an 

identification and description of similarities in beginning teachers’ perceived 

professional identity. Tensions that the interviewed teachers had experienced 

either remained or faded over time, due to reasons of a more personal or 

professional nature. Consequently, four patterns of how beginning teachers 

experienced their professional identity tensions could be distinguished: remaining 

personal tensions, remaining professional tensions, fading professional tensions and fading 

personal tensions. Tensions were in similar amounts characterised as ‘remaining’ or 

‘fading’, but were far more often characterised as being ‘professional’ than 

‘personal’. For two interviewees, the explanation for the characteristics of their 

tensions could partly be found in the way they perceived their professional 

identity. Their experienced tensions were classified into the same patterns and 

their professional identities were very similar. It appeared that professional 

identity tensions of beginning teachers cannot simply be related to the way in 

which they perceive their professional identity. The tendencies that were found 

regarding the relation between characterisations of tensions and beginning 

teachers’ perceived professional identity, may open possibilities for future 

research. A longitudinal approach, using in-depth interviews directed at each of 

the professional identity aspects, seems necessary in order to be able to explain 

the emergence or disappearance of tensions by teachers’ perceived professional 

identity.  

 

6.2.5 Overall conclusion 

The main goal of this study was to contribute to a better understanding of 

professional identity tensions of beginning teachers. A professional identity 

perspective implies a holistic lens through which the teacher is seen as both a 

person and a professional. As such it is important to take into account aspects 

of both teacher education and research on becoming and being a teacher. From 

a professional identity perspective it is not possible to see (the development of) 

a teacher either from a personal or a professional point of view. Personal and 

professional aspects may be more or less in harmony or conflict with each 

other. In (research on) teacher education there has been much attention for 
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problems that are specifically related to the teaching profession, like problems 

pertaining to classroom management, the relationship with students or subject 

matter knowledge. Usually beginning teachers are provided with tips and 

suggestions on how to change their behaviour in order to resolve their 

problems. This kind of learning to teach is focused on externally defined 

standards and does not address problems from the inside; the kind of teacher 

one wishes to become is not taken into account. By making use of a 

professional identity perspective in this dissertation, it was possible to shine 

another light on beginning teachers’ problems in terms of tensions between – 

in the eyes of beginning teachers – outside experiences and how to deal with 

these experiences from the inside.  

Professional identity tensions appeared to be described in the literature, 

though not always explicitly, and were recognised in our studies by beginning 

teachers. Insights were gained into the ways in which they experienced and 

coped with these tensions. This dissertation has demonstrated that professional 

identity tensions appear to be a common part of the process of learning to 

teach. They must be taken very seriously, because they are usually accompanied 

by negative feelings and can have severe consequences for beginning teachers’ 

learning and functioning. Apparently, it can be very difficult for beginning 

teachers to reconcile personal and professional aspects of being a teacher. At 

the same time, our research showed that professional identity tensions often 

changed or disappeared. This depends on how a tension is experienced and 

perceived by a beginning teacher. In general, it can be concluded that not all 

professional identity tensions are of the same nature. In our studies, some 

tensions seem not so persistent and difficult to cope with as stated in the 

literature (e.g., Alsup, 2006; Olsen, 2010). These kinds of tensions hardly seem 

to impact the ‘teacher-as-person’ and they change or disappear in a relatively 

short time. Professional identity tensions with an high impact may have severe 

consequences for beginning teachers’ learning and functioning. So, it seems 

dependent on the nature of professional identity tensions whether beginning 

teachers will be able to reconcile aspects of their personal and professional 

sides of being a teacher and to cope with their tensions.  

In general, many beginning teachers managed to reconcile conflicting 

aspects and thus coped with their tensions. Next to contributing to the 

understanding of professional identity tensions of beginning teachers, this 

dissertation also claims to contribute to the building of theory in this field by 

classifying these tensions into themes and profiles. The results of this 

dissertation may have impact on the practice of beginning teachers and their 
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(further) development as teachers as well. Particularly professional identity 

tensions accompanied by negative emotions do need special attention from 

teacher educators and mentors in schools.  

 

6.3 DISCUSSION OF THE MAIN RESULTS 

6.3.1 A professional identity perspective on tensions 

In this dissertation, professional identity was used as an analytic lens for 

identifying and analysing conflicts that beginning teachers experience between 

their personal and professional sides of becoming or being a teacher. What did 

this professional identity perspective provide us with?  

Beginning teachers’ concerns, problems, challenges or dilemmas have 

been studied for quite some time already (e.g., Fuller, 1969; Fuller & Bown, 

1975; Groundwater-Smith, Ewing, & Le Cornu, 2011; Katz & Raths, 1996; 

O’Connell Rust, 1994; Veenman, 1984). These concerns, problems, challenges 

and dilemmas were often not explicitly conceptualised from a professional 

identity perspective by the original authors, but were interpreted by us as such 

in terms of tensions between the personal and professional side. A professional 

identity perspective did put these tensions in a new light. It offered the 

possibility to interpret beginning teachers’ tensions in the light of what it means 

to be a teacher as a person and a person as a teacher, knowing that both are 

important and should be reconciled. Professional identity tensions were 

expected to challenge a teacher’s personal feelings, values, beliefs, or 

perceptions and, as a consequence they may have severe (emotional) 

consequences for their learning and functioning. The results of the more 

quantitative studies (chapters 3 and 4) show that some beginning teachers’ 

tensions are less severe and serious than expected. The more qualitative studies 

(see chapters 2 and 5) show that some professional identity tensions can indeed 

be very serious and have severe (emotional) consequences for beginning 

teachers’ learning and functioning. So, professional identity tensions could 

disturb beginning teachers’ professional identity development, while it is so 

important to develop this identity. Having a sense of one’s professional identity 

enables beginning teachers to better understand on which grounds their 

conduct and beliefs are based (Coldron & Smith, 1999; MacLure, 1993).  
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6.3.2 Change in tensions 

From the third study (chapter 4) it can be derived that professional identity 

tensions of beginning teachers are subject to change or disappear. Most 

teachers who participated in this study changed profiles when they made the 

transition from being a student teacher to their first year as an in-practice 

teacher. This means that the themes reflected by the tensions are not stable at 

the beginning of the teaching career. On the one hand, the changing character 

of tensions was not surprising, since literature shows that (student) teachers’ 

concepts, beliefs, attitudes, or knowledge, which all play an important role in 

professional identity tensions, are subject to change during the process of 

learning to teach (De Vries & Beijaard, 1999; Radloff, 2002; Richardson, 1996). 

On the other hand, it was remarkable that professional identity tensions were 

subject to change. After all, from our first study (chapter 2) it could be 

concluded that the beginning teachers who were interviewed had difficulties in 

coping with their professional identity tensions. In some cases they appeared to 

be quite enduring as well (see chapter 2). Other literature shows that tensions of 

teachers are rather persistent and difficult to deal with (Alsup, 2006; Katz & 

Raths, 1992). Also Wagner (1987) indicated that the ‘knots’ (closely related to 

the professional identity tensions of the current studies) that teachers face, are 

very difficult to cope with, mainly because of the accompanying negative 

feelings like anxiety (Wagner, 1987). These contradictory results with respect to 

the ‘changeability’ of professional identity tensions might be explained by the 

different methods that were used. A retrospective, qualitative approach towards 

professional identity tensions (see chapters 2 and 5; Alsup, 2006; Wagner, 1987) 

seems to lead to the conclusion that professional identity tensions are persistent 

and difficult to cope with, while a repeated measurement seems to lead to the 

direction that tensions can change or disappear within a relatively short amount 

of time (see chapter 4).   

With regard to the changing character of professional identity tensions, 

the results from our final study (chapter 5) showed that beginning teachers’ 

professional identity tensions were equally divided into ‘remaining’ or ‘fading’. 

This result is partly in line with the results of the first study (chapter 2), 

showing that most professional identity tensions are persistent and difficult to 

deal with, and it is partly in line with the result of the third study (chapter 4) in 

which most tensions turned out to be subject to change.  

From chapter 5 it could also be derived that reasons why beginning 

teachers’ professional identity tensions can be of a more personal or 

professional nature. Tensions could far more often be characterised as 
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‘professional’ than ‘personal’. Part of the professional side of professional 

identity tensions is the context in which (student) teachers work. The context 

may have a strong impact on the appearance of professional identity tensions. 

For instance, tensions of teachers in general secondary education may be 

related to the complex organisations of schools for general secondary education 

in the Netherlands or to the diversity of students in these schools. Teachers in 

primary education seem to experience relatively many professional identity 

tensions that can be characterised as care-related tensions (see chapter 4). This 

may be explained by the fact that primary teachers are mostly women and 

women have traditionally been seen as having a caring function (Grumet, 1988; 

Olsen, 2010). Further research may explain the role of the context in 

experiencing professional identity tensions. 

Other reasons why professional identity tensions emerge or disappear 

may be found in the development of beginning teachers’ professional identity 

itself. Some beginning teachers developed their professional identity in such a 

way that (some) existing tensions were resolved. An example can be derived 

from the third study (chapter 4): Mary tried to consciously experience her 

professional identity tensions in order to learn from them. She explained that 

she developed her professional identity as a teacher by reflecting on the specific 

situation and her ways of coping with the tension. It did not become clear from 

the interview how exactly this process worked, since a professional identity 

tension is rather specific, while teachers’ professional identity is more general. 

 Opposite, from the work of Alsup (2006) and Olsen (2010) it can be 

concluded that a focus on the development of student teachers’ professional 

identity could be very helpful in dealing with tensions. In their studies, 

experiencing these tensions appeared to be essential for the development of 

beginning teachers’ professional identity. In chapter 5 we tried to gain insights 

into the relationship between beginning teachers’ professional identity tensions 

and their perceived professional identity. This relationship seems not 

straightforward.   

 

6.3.3 Emotions and coping 

The results of this dissertation leave little doubt about the fact that professional 

identity tensions are experienced on a regular basis by beginning teachers and 

that they can have severe consequences for beginning teachers’ learning and 

functioning as a teacher. It appeared that professional identity tensions were 

mostly accompanied by negative emotions. This is not surprising, because the 

personal side of teaching is being challenged, which for many beginning 
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teachers may be emotionally heavy to deal with (Hargreaves, 2005; 

Kelchtermans, 2005; Olsen 2010, Van Veen & Lasky, 2005). Nias (1996) argues 

that the emotional reactions of teachers to their work are connected to the 

views that they have of themselves and others. An example can be found in our 

final study, in which two beginning teachers viewed themselves as a 

perfectionist and suffered the consequences from this, since they wanted to do 

all tasks that are part of the teaching profession to the best of their abilities. So, 

emotions play an important role in an individual’s experience of tensions (e.g., 

Volkmann & Anderson, 1998). A reason why tensions are accompanied by 

negative feelings is that teachers experience that they need to make a choice 

between unsatisfying solutions. In some cases, professional identity tensions are 

real dilemmas to them. The fact that tensions are usually associated with 

negative feelings or emotions might suggest that they have negative 

consequences for beginning teachers, but according to Meijer (2011), the 

intense emotions that student teachers need to cope with may also help them to 

develop a commitment to teaching. Emotions can keep beginning teachers 

from learning if they are ignored, while emotions can deepen learning if they 

are handled properly (Hargreaves, 1998). So, emotions do not only play an 

important role in experiencing professional identity tensions, but can also be of 

importance in coping with them.  

 The fact that emotions can play an important role in coping with 

professional identity tensions does not imply that beginning teachers use 

emotion-focused coping strategies. In fact, they prefer problem-focused coping 

strategies over emotion-focused coping strategies (see chapter 3). Emotion-

focused coping behaviour is influenced by personality factors and is likely to 

occur when beginning teachers assume that environmental conditions cannot 

be modified. Avoidance tactics, minimisation, distancing or selective attention 

are examples of emotion-focused coping behaviour. Problem-focused coping 

behaviour is more dependent on the context and is related to problem-solving 

strategies (Admiraal et al., 2000). Beginning teachers in the second study 

(chapter 3) often indicated to talk to significant others about their tensions or 

tried to find a solution themselves. 

 

6.3.4 Relationship between tensions and perceptions of professional 

identity 

In this dissertation, we used a professional identity perspective for the 

identification and analysis of tensions experienced by beginning teachers. 

Professional identity tensions were considered to be internal struggles between 
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aspects relevant to the teacher as a person and the teacher as a professional. 

This should imply that the characterisations of beginning teachers’ professional 

identity tensions can be explained by their perceived professional identity. 

However, the results of our final study (chapter 5) showed that professional 

identity tensions of beginning teachers cannot simply be related to the way 

beginning teachers perceive their professional identity. It seems that not all 

professional identity tensions are of the same order. Tensions that are of a 

more professional nature seem to be rather persistent and difficult to cope with. 

Characterisations of these kinds of tensions can be related to the way in which 

beginning teachers perceive their professional identity. Professional identity 

tensions that are of a more professional nature seem to be easier to cope with, 

but its characterisations are more difficult to relate to beginning teachers’ 

perceived professional identity. In order to get a better hold on the way 

tensions can be explained by teachers’ professional identity, it is necessary to 

take a closer look at the way beginning teachers perceive their professional 

identity. In the in-depth interviews of the final study, interviewees were asked 

for their perceived professional identity based on questions from which certain 

aspects of professional identity were derived (personal characteristics and 

beliefs, professional characteristics and beliefs, personal/professional 

circumstances, reconciling the personal and professional sides of being a 

teacher), but more in-depth questions directed at each of these aspects would 

be helpful in order to gain deeper insights into the relationship between 

experienced professional identity tensions by beginning teachers and their 

perception of their professional identity.  

 

6.4 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
 

While much literature can be found on concerns, problems or dilemmas of 

beginning teachers and more and more researchers investigate teachers’ 

(professional) identity (development), research that is specifically focused on 

professional identity tensions of beginning teachers is rather scarce 

(Smagorinsky et al., 2004; Volkmann & Anderson, 1998). As a starting point for 

the current research we searched for tensions, problems or dilemmas of 

beginning teachers that could be interpreted as professional identity tensions. 

Although our definition of professional identity tensions was leading in our 

decision whether a tension could be interpreted as a professional identity 

tension, it can to some extent be argued what specific kinds of tensions are true 

professional identity tensions. Other researchers, using a different 
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conceptualisation of professional identity, might come to other conclusions 

and, therefore, to another list of professional identity tensions (see chapter 2).  

In chapter 2, thirteen types of tensions, that could be interpreted as real 

professional identity tensions, were derived from the literature. We do not 

claim this number of tensions to be exhaustive. We did take into account some 

literature on beginners in other social professions, like social work and nursing, 

but we could have broadened our search to other social professions, like socio-

pedagogical care (co-workers in day care). Since we started this study, also new 

literature on tensions of beginning teachers has been published (e.g., Pearce, 

2012; Richardson, Watt, & Devos, 2013; Southgate, Reynolds, & Howley, 

2013). 

 Participation in this study was on a voluntary basis. It seems likely that 

beginning teachers who wanted to share or relieve their feelings about their 

tensions agreed on participation, while others did not. This applies to the first 

interview study (chapter 2), the questionnaire study (chapter 3) and the in-depth 

interview study (chapter 5). Moreover, once beginning teachers agreed on 

participation to the (in-depth) interviews, they had the chance to contemplate 

on difficult situations they had experienced beforehand. This may have 

influenced the number of professional identity tensions that came to the fore in 

the first study (chapter 2) and the last study (chapter 5). 

We only included student teachers and first-year in-practice teachers in 

this study, since the transition period from student to in-practice teacher can be 

characterised as a “struggle” for many beginning teachers, which stays often 

invisible to their teacher educators and mentors or colleagues in schools 

(Flores, 2004; Kelchtermans & Ballet, 2002). It could be argued, though, not 

only to include beginning teachers in the study of professional identity tensions, 

but also more experienced teachers, as the question arises whether the tensions 

that were found in the present study are typical for beginning teachers or not. 

Further research is necessary, but it seems very well possible that more 

experienced teachers encounter professional identity tensions as well. For 

instance, teachers who change schools need to adapt (again) to a new context in 

which they are going to work and will be exposed to different expectations 

from pupils/students, parents, colleagues, school leaders, and the community 

than they were used to (Kelchtermans & Ballet, 2002; Stronach et al., 2002; 

Warin et al., 2006). Experienced teachers may also encounter new issues, such 

as a challenge to keep motivated for teaching or dissatisfaction with their 

career, which can result in professional identity tensions. Severe changes in 
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teachers’ personal life, such as death of a loved one or a midlife crisis, may also 

lead to experiencing tensions (Beijaard, 1995).  

Finally, professional identity development was considered to be a process 

of reconciling the personal and professional sides of becoming and being a 

teacher. Since this process is dynamic and very complex for beginners - it is 

influenced by many occurrences, practices, and people (Olsen, 2008) - 

professional identity tensions were likely to be experienced if these sources 

were experienced as competing or conflicting. It would be interesting to 

investigate this process of reconciling teachers’ personal and professional sides 

in order to obtain a better understanding of how professional identity tensions 

originate. Longitudinal research, using in-depth methods, seems adequate for 

this purpose. For example, beginning teachers could be asked to keeping 

(digital) logs on their professional development on which they could eleborate 

in recurring in-depth interviews.  

 

 

6.5 IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE 

 
The results of our studies suggest that student teachers and beginning teachers 

could use some support in coping with their professional identity tensions. 

Many beginning teachers experienced professional identity tensions, 

accompanied by negative feelings, and for some of them their tensions had 

consequences for their learning and functioning as a teacher. There were 

examples of beginning teachers whose tensions eventually had positive 

consequences for their development as a teacher. Mary, one of the teachers 

who participated in the final study (chapter 5), explained that she had tried to 

consciously experience her professional identity tensions in order to develop 

herself as a teacher. Her professional identity seemed to have developed too, 

which is in line with some literature that shows that tensions can be of great 

importance for teachers’ professional identity development (Alsup, 2006; 

Meijer, 2011; Olsen, 2010; Smagorinsky et al., 2004). Mary’s example is taken 

here as a source from which we will give some directions for developing an ‘at-

tension’ programme for teacher education institutes or for induction 

programmes, since we assume that attention for professional identity tensions 

can be realised by making it part of student teachers’ teaching materials or 

induction programmes. After all, professional identity tensions are subject to 

change and are often of a tacit nature.  
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It is assumed that professional identity tensions can serve as a positive 

resource for teacher learning. Therefore, an ‘at-tension programme’, as we have 

in mind, should aim at an educative approach towards experiencing professional 

identity tensions: professional identity tensions must be transformed into 

learning experiences by making student/beginning teachers aware of their 

professional identity tensions and by supervising them how to cope with their 

tensions. This “educative” approach to professional identity tensions requires 

from teacher educators and mentors in schools that they are able to recognise 

tensions and the many aspects that may play a part in tensions (Ehrich et al., 

2011). The overview of professional identity tensions, possible ways of coping, 

frequently mentioned feelings and stories of beginning teachers that were given 

in this dissertation, as well as the questionnaire that was developed and the 

profiles that were identified, may help teacher educators and mentors in schools 

in being educative in this respect.  

It does not seem apparent that beginning teachers are aware of their 

own professional identity tensions, since many of these tensions are very 

personal and may therefore not always come to the surface. The questionnaire 

that was developed for the second study (chapter 3) may give beginning 

teachers insights into the kind of (their) tensions, different ways of coping, and 

possible feelings. Completing the questionnaire will force them to think about 

their own situations: if statements that represent professional identity tensions 

are similar to a situation that they (had) experience(d) themselves, they may 

experience a professional identity tension and thus need to think about their 

ways of coping and their own feelings. Under the leadership of a teacher 

educator, the tensions can be shared with others, so that beginning teachers get 

to know that they are not the only ones who experience tensions. Furthermore, 

listening to other beginners’ tensions may also make them aware of other 

difficult situations they may encounter (Ehrich et al., 2011) and sharing tensions 

may lead to learning about different ways of coping with tensions. Although 

coping strategies depend on the kind of tension and the kind of person a 

teacher is, knowledge about possible ways of coping might help beginning 

teachers to start working on tensions (sooner). Emotions need special attention 

in these sessions, because they can be rather fierce and may be of great 

influence on the process of learning to teach. According to Leijen et al. (2009), 

it would be helpful if beginning teachers are guided to give meaning to the 

negative feelings that accompany the tensions they experience and those 

experienced by others.  
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A further step for beginning teachers is to reflect on their professional 

identity tensions. Reflection in relation to teachers’ professional identity 

development seems very important (Alsup, 2006; Ehrich et al., 2011; 

Sutherland et al., 2010). The six profiles that were conducted in the third study 

(chapter 4) can be used as a reflection tool for beginning teachers. The 

interrelated tensions are summarised in profiles with clear labels and 

interpretations, which should make it possible to comprehend professional 

identity tensions more easily and to stimulate associations and links that 

beginning teachers have with certain tensions (Rickards et al., 2005; Wubbels, 

1992). The profiles, themes, and types of tensions in this dissertation provide a 

language for reflection.  

An additional advantage of an ‘at-tension’ programme is that, by 

making tensions visible and explicit through discussion, beginning teachers 

might work on the development of their professional identity. In turn, a more 

developed professional identity might help them to better cope with their 

tensions. Teacher educators can educate beginning teachers about the 

relationship between their tensions and their professional identity, by explaining 

what professional identity is and why it is important to have a sense of one’s 

professional identity. It is stressed in the literature that there is attention for 

student teachers’ professional identity development during teacher education. 

Bullough (1997) emphasised the importance of teacher education programmes 

in forming teachers’ professional identity. Hong (2010) found that these 

programmes do indeed play an important role in building teachers’ professional 

identity, but they need to be improved to support beginning teachers to reflect 

on their own professional identity formation (see also Ehrich et al., 2011). 

Student teachers themselves should be consciously engaged in shaping their 

professional identity as well. If they do so, preferably in relationship with their 

teacher educators, mentors in schools and significant others, it will enhance the 

resilience (Pearce & Morrison, 2011) they need to successfully cope with their 

professional identity tensions. 
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APPENDIX 1 

QUESTIONNAIRE ON PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY TENSIONS OF 

BEGINNING TEACHERS 

This questionnaire is part of a research project on beginning teachers’ professional 

identity tensions. Since you are a beginning teacher, we would like to ask you to 

complete this questionnaire. Data from this questionnaire will be used to gain 

deeper insights into beginning teachers’ professional identity tensions, 

accompanying feelings, and preferred ways of coping. Through the results of this 

study we hope to make teacher educators and mentors in schools aware of 

professional identity tensions that can be experienced by student/beginning 

teachers. This may help them to give student/beginning teachers adequate 

support in coping with their tensions. 

First we will ask you for some background information in order to gain a more 

complete picture of your situation. Subsequently, 13 professional identity tensions 

will be presented in the form of statements. For each of these statements you will 

be asked to indicate if you recognise your own situation in it. If so, you are 

requested to answer five short additional questions about this specific situation. If 

not, you can continue on to the next statement. Completing the questionnaire will 

take 15 to 25 minutes of your time, depending on your situation. Thank you in 

advance! 

NB. The gathered data are confidential and will be used solely for this research.  

 

Part 1 Background information 

 
Name/Initials    : 
Age     : 

Date of birth    : 

Gender      male/female* 

Teacher education   primary education/general  

secondary education/secondary  

vocational education* 

Name of teacher education institute : 

Pre-education    : 
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Current work or practice    : 

(primary/general secondary/ 

secondary vocational? school? level?) 

What groups/classes do you teach? : 

What subject(s) do you teach?  : 

Reason(s) for becoming a teacher?  : 

Personal characteristics?   : 

Is there a difference between  

the teacher you are and the teacher  

you would like to be?    Yes/no* 

If ‘yes’, can you describe this  

difference?    : 

Can you describe your view on  

the teaching profession?    : 

Has this view changed since you started  

teacher education?   Yes/no* 

If ‘yes’, what has changed?   :  

 

*Please encircle your answer 

 

 

Part 2 Professional identity tensions  

A professional identity tension may be experienced if what is found to be relevant 

to the profession is in conflict with what you personally desire or experience as 

good. A professional identity tension is therefore very personal and involves your 

own feelings, norms, and values: the same situation may be experienced as a 

tension by one person but not by another.  

NB. You should not take the professional identity tensions too literally: your own 

situation will always be somewhat different from that described in the statement. 
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Please indicate for each of the following statements (A to M) if you are 

experiencing or have experienced the professional identity tension or not. If yes, 

please also answer the five additional questions for that specific tension. 

 

A. ’Because Maria feels like a student, she has difficulties acting like a teacher 

and being treated like a teacher by students and colleagues. Maria feels 

too young to be a teacher. She cannot take the responsibilities that come 

along with the profession.’ 

 

Do you recognise your own situation in this tension? Yes/no* 

If ‘yes’, please answer the following questions. If ‘no’, please continue on to the 

following tension.  

1a. How did you cope with this tension? 

a. I searched for a solution myself 
b. I spoke with other people about my tension 
c. I received help without asking for it 
d. I put up with the situation 

1b. What was the resolution for your tension at that moment? 

2a. If you spoke to someone about your tension, whom did you speak to? 

a. To my mentor or coach at the practice school 
b. To another colleague 
c. To one of my teacher educators  
d. To a peer 
e. To family or friends 
f. To somebody else 

 
2b. If ‘somebody else’, whom did you speak to? 

2c. To what extent did speaking to somebody about your tension help you? 

1 = not at all   4 = very much 

 1 2 3 4 
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3a. What did you feel like when you experienced this tension? More answers are 
possible.  
 

Feeling helpless  
Feeling angry  
Feeling insecure/doubtful  
Feeling like one is being pushed 
Feeling that one is not being taken seriously 
Lacking in motivation  
Feeling uncomfortable  
Feeling resigned  
Feeling aware of shortcomings  
Feeling frustrated  
Feeling fed up  
Different 

 
3b. If ‘different’, how did you feel? 

4. Is this professional identity tension characteristic of you as a person?  
For example, is this tension in congruence with some of your personal  
characteristics? Yes/no* 

If ‘yes’, please answer question 4a. 

4a. How is this tension characteristic for you as a person? 

5. How did this tension influence your functioning as a teacher (for instance, in the 

school or during teacher education)? 

*Please encircle your answer 

Note. The five additional questions were repeated after each of the 13 professional 
identity tensions and after the ‘additional tension’ 

 

Tensions B to M 

B. ‘To keep order in the class room Nicole needs to be strict with her 
students. That is difficult, because she wants students to like her and 
wants to foster a good atmosphere in the class room. Nicole wants her 
students to feel that she is there for them, but that does not go along 
with being strict’. 
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C. ’Mike’s subject is physics. He thinks that his students expect him to have 
more knowledge about physics than he actually has. He does not know 
what to do about that’. 

 
D. ‘Geoff has found that he did not learn the things he should have learned 

during teacher education to be able to function well in the practice 
school’. 
 

E. ‘Samir feels that he never makes the right decision; the teacher education 
institute disseminates different visions about teaching from those of the 
practice school. If he ‘chooses’ the teacher education institute, the 
practice school is dissatisfied and vice versa’. 
 

F. ‘Arnold just started to work as a teacher and he is wondering whether he 
can actually be a good teacher. He experiences problems because he 
does not have enough time to accomplish all his tasks well’. 
 

G. ‘One of her students took Aziza into her confidence about a personal 
problem. She is in conflict with herself. She wants to protect the student’s 
privacy, but at the same time she is afraid that the student is a danger to 
himself or other people’. 
 

H. ‘Jade finds it hard to assess students on the basis of their performance 
only. She also wants to take into account the person as a whole’. 
 

I. ‘Howard is very concerned about his students’ well-being. He has a hard 
time accepting that he is not capable of helping his students in the way 
that he should to fulfil their needs’. 
 

J. ‘Mara wants to perform her teaching job well, but she also wants to be 
there for her family/roommates. She does not know how to divide her 
time properly’. 
 

K. ‘Alex is a student teacher in his last year of teacher education. He feels he 
is treated too much like a student teacher when he should be preparing 
for being an independent teacher. Alex hesitates what to do. He wants to 
stand up for himself in order to be treated seriously. At the same time he 
does not want to be too intrusive, because he is still a student’. 
 

L. ‘Carrie finds that she is very dependent on her mentor. He forces her to 
teach in a way that does not square with her own way of teaching. She 
likes to experiment and wants another way of dealing with her students 
than her mentor does. At the same time she has to listen to her mentor, 
because she is dependent on him concerning assessments’. 
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M. ‘Tess takes responsibility for her students, but at the same time she is 
close to the students, considering her age. She likes to have some fun 
with them in the class room and also meets students when she goes out. 
She experiences difficulties considering the role she needs to adopt inside 
and outside the school with regard to her students. She wants to have 
some fun with them, but is aware of her responsibility as a teacher’. 

 

You have just read 13 statements that represent professional identity tensions 

Have you experienced a professional identity tension that was not in the list? 

Yes/no* 

If ‘yes’, please describe your tension briefly and answer the following five 

questions. 

* Please encircle your answer 

 
 
Progress of the research  
 

 

We would like to administer this questionnaire again next year in order to map 

changes in professional identity tensions which beginning teachers experience. Can 

we approach you again next year? If so, please fill in your own e-mail address 

below (if you are currently a student, please do not supply the e-mail address of 

the teacher education institute).  

E-mail address: 

Thank you very much for completing this questionnaire
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SUMMARY 

PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY TENSIONS OF BEGINNING TEACHERS 

Beginning teachers need to have a sense of their professional identity in order 

to better understand on which grounds their conduct and beliefs are based. 

Professional identity development has been described in this dissertation as a 

process of integrating personal knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, norms, and values 

on the one hand, and professional demands from teacher education institutes 

and schools, including broadly accepted values and standards about teaching, 

on the other. During this process of reconciling the personal and professional 

sides of becoming and being a teacher, teachers may experience conflicts 

between what they find to be relevant to the profession and what they 

personally desire or experience as good. Such conflicts may emerge as tensions 

in the professional identity of (beginning) teachers. These ‘professional identity 

tensions’ are considered to be internal struggles between the teacher as a person 

and the teacher as a professional regarding undesirable situations.  

The main goal of this dissertation was to contribute to a better 

understanding of professional identity tensions of beginning teachers, because 

such tensions may challenge a teacher’s personal feelings, values, beliefs, or 

perceptions; as a consequence, they are often not (easily) resolvable. So far, 

however, not much was known about these tensions, the feelings that 

accompany them and the ways in which beginning teachers try to cope with 

professional identity tensions. It was also unclear how professional identity 

tensions could be categorized and whether they change over time or remain 

stable.  

The four partial studies presented in this dissertation have been 

conducted among beginning teachers, i.e. last-year student teachers and first-

year in-practice teachers, in the Netherlands. The studies subsequently address 

the following research questions: 

1. What kind of professional identity tensions do beginning teachers 

experience, and how do these conform with tensions as described in 

the literature? 

2. What are the most common professional identity tensions that 

beginning teachers encounter, and what accompanying feelings and 

coping strategies do they report? 

3. What profiles in beginning teachers’ professional identity tensions can 

be found and to what extent are they subject to change?  
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4. How can the characterisations of professional identity tensions be 

explained by teachers’ generally perceived professional identity?  

In chapter 2 an overview is presented of beginning teachers’ professional identity 

tensions (research question 1). Interviews with 24 beginning teachers resulted in 

59 reported tensions that could be classified into three themes: (1) the changing 

role from student to teacher, (2) conflicts between desired and actual support 

given to students, and (3) conflicting conceptions of learning to teach. These 

themes are described and illustrated with tensions experienced by the 

interviewees. Most of the 59 reported tensions were comparable to those found 

in the literature. Interviewees reported also some tensions that were not, as 

such, found in the literature. These new tensions were added to the list of 

tensions from the literature and some tensions derived from the literature were 

removed from this list, because they were not at all or rarely mentioned by the 

interviewees. This process resulted in a final list of 13 professional identity 

tensions. The professional identity tensions mentioned by the beginning 

teachers appeared on a regular basis within our group of interviewees. In many 

cases they were quite severe. Feelings of helplessness, frustration, or anger were 

dominant in accompanying the tensions, so that beginning teachers had a 

strong desire to learn to cope with their tensions. Because of their negative 

impact on beginning teachers’ professional development, it seemed important 

that teacher educators and mentors in schools pay serious attention to 

beginning teachers’ professional identity tensions.  

Chapter 3 describes a study examining beginning teachers’ tensions, 

accompanying feelings, and coping strategies by means of a questionnaire 

(research question 2). This questionnaire was based on the list of 13 

professional identity tensions (chapter 2) and also examined how these tensions 

were related to gender, age, type of teacher education and teaching experience. 

Each of the 13 tensions was presented as a statement in the questionnaire. If 

beginning teachers recognised their own experiences in the tension, they were 

asked to report accompanying feelings and their preferred ways of coping with 

the tension. A total of 182 beginning teachers (108 final-year student teachers 

and 74 first-year in-practice teachers) in primary, secondary and vocational 

education completed the questionnaire. It could be concluded that the three 

most common professional identity tensions were “Wanting to care for 

students versus being expected to be tough” (60.4 %), “Wanting to invest in a 

private life versus feeling pressured to spend time and energy on work” (36.3 

%) and “Experiencing conflicts between one’s own and others’ orientations 

regarding learning to teach” (33.5 %). While experiencing tensions, beginning 
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teachers often indicated to feel helpless, angry or insecure or to be aware of 

their shortcomings. In order to cope with their tensions, they preferred 

problem-focused coping strategies over emotion-focused strategies: beginning 

teachers often reported that they spoke to a significant other about their 

tensions or that they tried to find a solution themselves. Female teachers 

reported more tensions than their male colleagues, while final-year student 

teachers did not differ from first-year in-practice teachers in the number of 

tensions they experienced. Other background variables seemed not to be 

strongly related to the number of experienced tensions.  

 

Chapter 4 reports on profiles in beginning teachers’ professional identity 

tensions and to what extent they are subject to change (research question 3). 

For this purpose, the questionnaire presented in the second study (chapter 3) 

was administered a second time. The questionnaire data of a total of 373 

beginning teachers (182 from the first and 191 from the second moment) were 

analysed using cluster analysis in order to create ‘teacher profiles’. This resulted 

in six profiles, namely: teachers struggling with (views of) significant others, 

teachers with care-related tensions, teachers with responsibility-related tensions, 

moderately tense teachers, tension-free teachers, and troubled teachers. In 

order to investigate the extent to which characterisations of professional 

identity tensions changed during the transition period from student to first-year 

in-practice teacher, 42 student teachers completed the questionnaire a second 

time. Thirty of them changed profiles after graduation. The results suggest that 

professional identity tensions are subject to change, which makes it seem likely 

that tensions can be affected by support provided to beginning teachers by 

teacher educators or mentors in schools. The profiles may serve as a tool for 

stimulating reflection on professional identity tensions. 

 

Chapter 5 reports on a study in which the relationship between beginning 

teachers’ tensions and their perceived professional identity was explored by 

means of in-depth interviews (research question 4). For each of the eight 

interviewees a ‘portrait’ was composed regarding their professional identity. 

Four aspects of the perceived professional identity could be distinguished, 

namely personal characteristics and beliefs, professional characteristics and 

beliefs, personal/professional circumstances and the extent to which teachers 

were capable of reconciling the personal and professional sides of being a 

teacher. Interviewees showed most similarities with regard to ‘professional 

characteristics and beliefs’ and with regard to their capability of reconciling 
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their personal and professional sides. The professional identity tensions of the 

interviewees remained or faded over time due to a more personal or more 

professional nature. Consequently, four patterns could be distinguished: 

remaining personal tensions, remaining professional tensions, fading 

professional tensions and fading personal tensions. Reported tensions were as 

often characterized as ‘remaining’ and as ‘fading’, but were far more often 

characterized as ‘professional’ than as ‘personal’. The results of this study show 

that tensions cannot simply be related to the way beginning teachers perceive 

their professional identity. Some tendencies were found, though. The 

explanation for the characteristics of tensions of two teachers could partly be 

found in the way they perceived their professional identity: their perfectionist 

characters seemed to have played a large role in their remaining personal 

tensions and both attributed their fading professional tensions to the fact that 

they had developed themselves as teachers. It appeared that a more in-depth 

approach is necessary in order to be able to explain the emergence or 

disappearance of tensions by teachers’ perceived professional identity.  

In chapter 6 the main findings and conclusions that could be derived from the 

studies were presented and discussed. The discussion focused on the 

professional identity perspective on beginning teachers’ tensions. This 

perspective on tensions offered the possibility to interpret beginning teachers’ 

tensions in the light of what it means to be a teacher as a person and as a 

teacher, knowing that both are important and must be reconciled. Moreover, 

the contradictory results with respect to the ‘changeability’ of professional 

identity tensions were discussed. A retrospective, qualitative approach towards 

professional identity tensions seems to show that they are persistent and 

difficult to cope with, while a repeated measurement suggests that tensions can 

change or disappear. The discussion continued with the possibility that the 

context may have a strong impact on the appearance of professional identity 

tensions, since tensions could be far more often characterised as ‘professional’ 

than as ‘personal’. Also, the development of beginning teachers’ professional 

identity, as well as emotions, seem to play an important role in experiencing 

professional identity tensions and in coping with them. Finally, it was discussed 

that the assumption that characterisations of beginning teachers’ professional 

identity tensions can be explained by their perceived professional identity, does 

not hold. It is necessary to take a more precise look at the way beginning 

teachers perceive their professional identity in order to get a better hold on the 

way tensions can be explained by teachers’ professional identity.  
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Chapter 6 continued with the limitations of the studies and suggestions for 

future research. Although a definition of professional identity was leading in the 

decision whether a tension could be interpreted as a professional identity 

tension, to some extent, however, it can be argued what specific kinds of 

tensions are true professional identity tensions. Neither was the list of 

professional identity tensions exhaustive. Participation in the studies was on a 

voluntary basis, which makes it seem likely that beginning teachers who wanted 

to share their feelings about their tensions agreed on participation, while others 

did not. This might have had a small effect on the results. Furthermore, the 

research focused on beginning teachers and did not include more experienced 

teachers. It will be interesting, though, to include more experienced teachers, as 

the question arises whether the tensions that were found are typical for 

beginning teachers or not. Finally, in order to obtain a better understanding of 

how professional identity tensions originate, it will also be interesting to 

investigate the process of reconciling teachers’ personal and professional sides 

by making use of longitudinal research, using in-depth methods.  

 

This dissertation finished with implications for practice. Based on the results of 

the four studies, it is being assumed that professional identity tensions can serve 

as a positive resource for teacher learning. It was, therefore, suggested to 

develop an ‘at-tension’ programme for teacher education institutes or for 

induction programmes. Such a programme should aim at an educative 

approach towards experiencing professional identity tensions, meaning that 

professional identity tensions should be transformed into learning experiences 

by making student/beginning teachers aware of their professional identity 

tensions and by supervising them how to cope with their tensions. 
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SAMENVATTING 

 

SPANNINGEN IN DE PROFESSIONELE IDENTITEIT VAN BEGINNENDE 

LERAREN  
 

Beginnende leraren die een goed beeld hebben van hun professionele identiteit 

zullen beter begrijpen waar hun handelen en opvattingen als leraar op gebaseerd 

zijn dan degenen die daar geen goed beeld van hebben. Professionele 

identiteitsontwikkeling is in dit proefschrift omschreven als een proces van 

integratie van persoonlijke kennis, opvattingen, houdingen, normen en waarden 

enerzijds en professionele eisen vanuit lerarenopleidingen en scholen, en breed 

geaccepteerde waarden en standaarden over onderwijs anderzijds. Tijdens de 

ontwikkeling van hun professionele identiteit brengen leraren hun persoonlijke 

kant van het leraarschap in overeenstemming met de professionele kant. 

Gedurende dit proces kunnen leraren conflicten ervaren tussen wat zij 

persoonlijk belangrijk vinden of als ‘goed’ ervaren en wat professioneel gezien 

door henzelf of door anderen belangrijk wordt gevonden. Zulke conflicten 

kunnen zich uiten als spanningen in de professionele identiteit van 

(beginnende) leraren. Deze ‘professionele identiteitsspanningen’ leiden vaak tot 

een innerlijke strijd tussen wie iemand is als leraar en als persoon in, voor hem 

of haar, onwenselijke situaties. 

 Hoofddoel van dit proefschrift is het leveren van een bijdrage aan een 

beter begrip van de spanningen die beginnende leraren kunnen ervaren in hun 

professionele identiteit. Zulke spanningen kunnen namelijk persoonlijke 

gevoelens, waarden, overtuigingen of percepties tegenspreken, en zijn daardoor 

vaak niet (makkelijk) op te lossen. Er is nog niet veel bekend over dit soort 

spanningen, de gevoelens die deze spanningen oproepen en hoe beginnende 

leraren met spanningen in hun professionele identiteit omgaan. Ook is het nog 

onduidelijk hoe professionele identiteitsspanningen kunnen worden 

gecategoriseerd en in welke mate zij aan verandering onderhevig zijn.  

De vier deelstudies waaruit dit proefschrift bestaat, zijn uitgevoerd 

onder beginnende leraren: studenten in het laatste jaar van hun opleiding en 

leraren in hun eerste jaar als zelfstandig beroepsbeoefenaar. De deelstudies 

beantwoorden achtereenvolgens de volgende onderzoeksvragen: 

1. Welke spanningen in de professionele identiteit ervaren 

beginnende leraren en hoe zijn die te vergelijken met spanningen 

zoals omschreven in de literatuur? 
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2. Wat zijn de meest voorkomende spanningen in de professionele 

identiteit die beginnende leraren ervaren, met welke gevoelens gaan 

die spanningen gepaard en hoe gaan beginnende leraren om met 

dit soort spanningen?  

3. Welke profielen kunnen onderscheiden worden in spanningen in 

de professionele identiteit van beginnende leraren en in welke mate 

zijn die spanningen onderhevig aan verandering?  

4. Hoe kunnen de kenmerken van spanningen in de professionele 

identiteit worden verklaard aan de hand van de perceptie die 

leraren hebben van hun eigen professionele identiteit? 

 

In hoofdstuk 2 wordt een overzicht gegeven van spanningen in de professionele 

identiteit van beginnende leraren (onderzoeksvraag 1). Uit interviews met 24 

beginnende leraren zijn 59 spanningen in de professionele identiteit naar voren 

gekomen. Deze spanningen konden worden onderverdeeld in drie thema’s, 

namelijk spanningen met betrekking tot: (1) de veranderende rol van student 

naar leraar, (2) conflicten die zich voordoen tussen gewenste en werkelijke 

ondersteuning die leraren hun leerlingen kunnen bieden, en (3) conflicterende 

opvattingen over leren lesgeven. Deze thema’s zijn beschreven en geïllustreerd 

aan de hand van spanningen die enkele van de leraren hebben genoemd in het 

interview. De meeste van deze 59 spanningen bleken vergelijkbaar met 

spanningen zoals beschreven in de literatuur. Beginnende leraren noemden ook 

enkele spanningen die niet als zodanig terug te vinden waren in de literatuur. 

Als die spanningen vaker dan twee keer werden genoemd in de interviews 

werden ze toegevoegd aan de lijst van spanningen uit de literatuur. 

Tegelijkertijd zijn enkele spanningen afkomstig uit de literatuur die niet of 

nauwelijks werden herkend door de geïnterviewden van de lijst gehaald. Dit 

proces heeft geresulteerd in een uiteindelijke lijst van 13 spanningen in de 

professionele identiteit. Al deze ‘professionele identiteitsspanningen’ kwamen 

regelmatig voor bij de geïnterviewde groep leraren. In veel gevallen waren de 

spanningen vrij ernstig van aard en gingen ze gepaard met gevoelens van 

onmacht, frustratie en boosheid, waardoor beginnende leraren graag wilden 

werken aan een oplossing voor de door hen ervaren spanningen. Door de 

negatieve invloed die spanningen hebben op de professionele 

identiteitsontwikkeling van beginnende leraren lijkt het van belang dat 

lerarenopleiders en mentoren in scholen serieuze aandacht hebben voor de 

spanningen in de professionele identiteit van beginnende leraren.  
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In hoofdstuk 3 wordt beschreven welke spanningen in de professionele 

identiteit van beginnende leraren veel voorkomen, welke gevoelens daarbij 

voornamelijk een rol spelen en hoe beginnende leraren omgaan met die 

spanningen (onderzoeksvraag 2). Ook is gekeken naar de relatie tussen 

spanningen aan de ene kant en sekse, leeftijd, type lerarenopleiding en ervaring 

(laatstejaars-student of eerstejaars als zelfstandig leraar) aan de andere kant. 

Gegevens werden verzameld met behulp van een vragenlijst die ontwikkeld is 

op basis van de lijst van 13 professionele identiteitsspanningen (hoofdstuk 2). 

Elk van de 13 spanningen werd voorgelegd aan de respondenten in de vorm 

van een korte casus. Als beginnende leraren hun eigen ervaringen herkenden in 

deze casus werd hen gevraagd naar de gevoelens die de desbetreffende 

spanning bij hen opriep en naar de manier waarop zij met die spanning zijn 

omgegaan. In totaal hebben 182 beginnende leraren (108 laatstejaars studenten 

en 74 leraren in hun eerste jaar als zelfstandig leraar) de vragenlijst ingevuld. Zij 

waren verdeeld over het primair onderwijs, het voortgezet onderwijs en het 

beroepsonderwijs. De drie meest voorkomende spanningen in de professionele 

identiteit van beginnende leraren waren: “Laten zien dat je om studenten geeft 

versus het gevoel hebben dat je streng moet optreden” (60.4%), “Willen 

investeren in je privéleven, terwijl je je onder druk gezet voelt om tijd en 

energie in je werk te steken”(36.3%) en “Het ervaren van conflicten tussen je 

eigen en andermans oriëntatie ten aanzien van leren lesgeven” (33.5%). Het 

ervaren van spanningen in de professionele identiteit ging vaak gepaard met 

gevoelens van onmacht, boosheid of onzekerheid en beginnende leraren 

werden zich als gevolg van deze spanningen regelmatig bewust van hun 

tekortkomingen. Voor de manier van omgaan met spanningen gaven 

beginnende leraren de voorkeur aan strategieën die gericht waren op het 

oplossen van het probleem boven strategieën die meer gericht waren op het 

beheersbaar maken van de emotie: beginnende leraren zeiden vaak te praten 

met anderen over hun spanningen of zelf te zoeken naar een oplossing. 

Vrouwelijke leraren noemden meer spanningen dan hun mannelijke collega’s, 

terwijl laatstejaars studenten niet verschilden van eerstejaars leraren in de 

aantallen spanningen die zij noemden. Andere achtergrondvariabelen lijken niet 

sterk te zijn gerelateerd aan het aantal spanningen dat leraren ervaren. 

  

Hoofdstuk 4 rapporteert over profielen in de professionele 

identiteitsspanningen van beginnende leraren en over de mate waarin die 

spanningen onderhevig zijn aan verandering (onderzoeksvraag 3). De 

vragenlijst uit de tweede studie (hoofdstuk 3) is voor dit doel een tweede keer 
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uitgezet. De data van in totaal 373 beginnende leraren (182 uit de eerste en 191 

uit de tweede afname) werden geanalyseerd door een clusteranalyse uit te 

voeren. Dit leverde zes profielen op, namelijk: (1) leraren die moeite hebben 

met (opvattingen van) ‘significant others’, (2) leraren met zorg-gerelateerde 

spanningen, (3) leraren die moeite hebben met het dragen van 

verantwoordelijkheid, (4) leraren met matige spanning, (5) leraren zonder 

spanning en (6) zeer bezorgde leraren. Om te kunnen onderzoeken in welke 

mate de spanningen in de professionele identiteit veranderen tijdens de 

overgangsperiode van student naar leraar, hebben 42 beginnende leraren, die bij 

de eerste afname in het laatste jaar van hun studie zaten, de vragenlijst nogmaals 

ingevuld toen zij na hun afstuderen in het onderwijs werkzaam waren. Dertig 

van hen waren na hun afstuderen gewisseld van profiel. De resultaten 

suggereren dat spanningen in de professionele identiteit aan verandering 

onderhevig zijn. Dit doet ook vermoeden dat ondersteuning door 

lerarenopleiders en mentoren in de school invloed heeft op dit soort 

spanningen van beginnende leraren. De profielen kunnen gebruikt worden als 

middel om reflectie op professionele identiteitsspanningen te stimuleren.  

 

 In Hoofdstuk 5 wordt de laatste deelstudie beschreven. De relatie tussen 

spanningen die beginnende leraren ervaren en de perceptie die zij hebben van 

hun eigen professionele identiteit is onderzocht door middel van diepte-

interviews (onderzoeksvraag 4). Voor elk van de acht deelnemende leraren is 

een ‘portret’ geconstrueerd op basis van hun perceptie van hun eigen 

professionele identiteit. Vier aspecten van hun gepercipieerde professionele 

identiteit konden worden onderscheiden, namelijk: persoonlijke eigenschappen 

en overtuigingen, professionele eigenschappen en overtuigingen, persoonlijke/ 

professionele omstandigheden en de mate waarin leraren in staat zijn om hun 

persoonlijke en professionele kant van het leraarsberoep met elkaar in 

overeenstemming te brengen. De door de geïnterviewden ervaren professionele 

identiteitsspanningen waren blijvend, namen af in sterkte of verdwenen. De 

redenen hiervoor waren meer persoonlijk dan wel meer professioneel van aard. 

In dit verband konden vier patronen worden onderscheiden: blijvende 

persoonlijke spanningen, blijvende professionele spanningen, afnemende 

professionele spanningen en afnemende persoonlijke spanningen. De 

spanningen die genoemd zijn door de acht geïnterviewden konden even vaak 

worden gekarakteriseerd als ‘blijvend’ of ‘afnemend’, maar veel vaker als 

‘professioneel’ dan als ‘persoonlijk’. De resultaten van deze studie laten zien dat 

spanningen niet simpelweg kunnen worden gerelateerd aan de manier waarop 
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beginnende leraren hun professionele identiteit percipiëren. Enkele trends zijn 

wel waar te nemen. De verklaring voor de karakterisering van spanningen van 

twee van de geïnterviewde leraren kon gedeeltelijk worden toegeschreven aan 

de manier waarop zij hun professionele identiteit percipieerden: hun 

perfectionistische karakter lijkt een grote rol te hebben gespeeld in hun 

blijvende persoonlijke spanningen en beiden schreven hun afnemende 

professionele spanningen toe aan het feit dat zij zich hebben ontwikkeld als 

leraar. Er zal preciezer moeten worden gekeken naar de verschillende aspecten 

van de professionele identiteit om het blijvende of afnemende karakter van dit 

soort spanningen te kunnen verklaren aan de hand van de perceptie die leraren 

hebben van hun professionele identiteit.  

 

In hoofdstuk 6 worden de belangrijkste resultaten en conclusies van de 

afzonderlijke deelstudies gepresenteerd en bediscussieerd. De discussie is 

gericht op het professionele identiteitsperspectief ten aanzien van spanningen 

die beginnende leraren kunnen ervaren. Dit perspectief heeft de mogelijkheid 

geboden om spanningen te interpreteren in het licht van wat het betekent om 

‘leraar als persoon’ en ‘persoon als leraar’ te zijn, wetend dat beide belangrijk 

zijn en in overeenstemming met elkaar moeten worden gebracht. Ook worden 

de inconsistente resultaten besproken aangaande de ‘veranderbaarheid’ van 

spanningen in de professionele identiteit. Een retrospectieve, kwalitatieve 

benadering ten opzichte van professionele identiteitsspanningen laat zien dat dit 

soort spanningen hardnekkig is en vaak moeilijk mee om te gaan, terwijl een 

herhaalde meting suggereert dat dit soort spanningen juist kan veranderen of 

verdwijnen. De discussie wordt vervolgd met de mogelijk grote invloed van de 

context op het ontstaan van professionele identiteitsspanningen, omdat dit 

soort spanningen veel vaker bleek voort te komen uit de professionele dan uit 

de persoonlijke dimensie van het beroep. Ook lijkt de ontwikkeling van de 

professionele identiteit van beginnende leraren, evenals emoties, een belangrijke 

rol te spelen bij het ervaren van en omgaan met spanningen. Tenslotte wordt de 

aanname bediscussieerd dat kenmerken van professionele identiteitsspanningen 

van beginnende leraren kunnen worden verklaard aan de hand van de perceptie 

van hun professionele identiteit; uit het onderzoek kwam naar voren dat deze 

aanname geen stand houdt. Het is noodzakelijk om preciezer te kijken naar de 

manier waarop beginnende leraren hun professionele identiteit percipiëren om 

meer grip te krijgen op de manier waarop deze spanningen kunnen worden 

verklaard aan de hand van de professionele identiteit van leraren.  
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Vervolgens wordt in hoofdstuk 6 ingegaan op de beperkingen van het 

onderzoek en worden suggesties gegeven voor toekomstig onderzoek. Hoewel 

een definitie van professionele identiteit in dit onderzoek leidend was voor de 

beslissing spanningen te interpreteren als professionele identiteitsspanningen, 

kan worden betwist of spanningen nu werkelijk professionele 

identiteitsspanningen zijn. Bovendien was de lijst van spanningen in de 

professionele identiteit (hoofdstuk 2) niet uitputtend. Voorts was deelname aan 

de studies vrijblijvend, hetgeen aannemelijk maakt dat beginnende leraren die 

hun gevoelens over spanningen graag wilden uiten eerder hebben toegezegd 

deel te nemen aan het onderzoek dan beginnende leraren die daaraan minder 

behoefte hadden. Dit zou van invloed kunnen zijn geweest op de resultaten. 

Ook was het onderzoek gericht op beginnende leraren en niet op meer ervaren 

leraren. Het zou interessant zijn om ook meer ervaren leraren te betrekken in 

onderzoek naar spanningen in hun professionele identiteit, omdat de vraag zich 

voordoet of dit soort spanningen al dan niet typerend is voor beginnende 

leraren. Tenslotte zou het ook interessant kunnen zijn om te onderzoeken hoe 

het proces van ‘overeenstemmen van de persoonlijke en professionele kant van 

het leraarsberoep’ in zijn werk gaat bij beginnende leraren door gebruik te 

maken van longitudinaal, diepgaand onderzoek.  

Dit proefschrift eindigt met enkele implicaties voor de praktijk. Op 

basis van de resultaten van de vier deelstudies wordt verondersteld dat 

spanningen in de professionele identiteit kunnen worden gezien als een bron 

voor het leren door leraren. Daarom wordt voorgesteld om een ‘at-tension’ 

programma te ontwikkelen voor lerarenopleidingen of voor de inductie van 

beginnende leraren. Zo’n programma zou een educatief karakter moeten 

hebben. Daarmee wordt bedoeld dat de spanningen in de professionele 

identiteit, die nu vaak een negatieve connotatie hebben, zouden moeten worden 

gezien als ervaringen om van te leren. Hiervoor is het van belang studenten in 

de lerarenopleiding of beginnende leraren bewust te maken van hun 

professionele identiteitsspanningen en hen te ondersteunen bij het omgaan met 

die spanningen.  
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