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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to investigate experienced secondary school teachers' (N"80) current and prior
perceptions of their professional identity. A questionnaire was used to explore the way teachers see (and saw) themselves
as subject matter experts, didactical experts, and pedagogical experts. The teachers currently see their professional
identity as consisting of a combination of the distinct aspects of expertise. Most teachers' current perceptions of their
professional identity reportedly di!er signi"cantly from their prior perceptions of this identity during their period as
beginning teachers. On the basis of their current perceptions of their professional identity, "ve groups of teachers could be
distinguished. These groups had di!erent learning experiences throughout their careers for each aspect of expertise. Also,
teachers from di!erent subject areas did not undergo the same changes in their perceptions of their professional identity.
The di!erences among the groups in teachers' current perceptions of professional identity were not related to contextual,
experiential, and biographical factors that might in#uence these perceptions. ( 2000 Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights
reserved.
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1. Introduction

Much of the current research agenda on teaching
encompasses craft knowledge, practical knowledge,
personal practical knowledge, and pedagogical
content knowledge (cf. Fenstermacher, 1994; Hoyle
& John, 1995). All these types of knowledge refer to
teacher knowledge expressed in practice which is,
above all, experiential and implicit (Eraut, 1988).
Despite a lack of consensus about de"nitions of the
distinctive types of teacher knowledge in practice
(Beijaard & Verloop, 1996), there is some evidence
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that the research on this knowledge has led to new
insights (Darling-Hammond, 1996). As yet, how-
ever, researchers still only minimally understand
teachers' processes of interpreting and personal-
izing theory and integrating it into conceptual
frameworks that guide their actions in practice
(Eraut, 1994). Developing such frameworks is more
problematic for teachers than for professionals in
many other "elds, because teachers are not so much
in a &knowing' environment as in a &doing' environ-
ment (Clandinin, 1986; Eraut, 1994).

Research on teacher knowledge in practice fo-
cuses on many topics. This study concentrates on
teachers' knowledge of their professional identity,
i.e., how they perceive themselves as teachers
and what factors contribute to these perceptions.
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Though identity itself is still a poorly de"ned con-
cept, an increasing number of researchers are ex-
ploring this topic in the "eld of teaching (cf. Kompf,
Bond, Dworet & Boak, 1996). Teachers' percep-
tions of their own professional identity a!ect their
e$cacy and professional development as well as
their ability and willingness to cope with educa-
tional change and to implement innovations in
their own teaching practice.

This exploratory study deals with teachers' per-
ceptions which } in our research } can be de"ned as
representations of their understandings of their
own professional identity (cf. Atkinson, Smith,
& Hilgard, 1987). From this point of view, we
assume that teachers' perceptions of their profes-
sional identity re#ect their personal knowledge of
this identity. We con"ned the study to experienced
teachers in secondary schools. In the study, a theor-
etical framework was used to operationalize what
teachers' professional identity should be taken to
mean, including factors that may in#uence this
identity. The study addressed the following ques-
tions: (1) How do experienced teachers perceive
their professional identity, now and at the begin-
ning of their careers?; (2) what have been, in view of
this identity, their most important learning experi-
ences throughout their careers?; and (3) can factors
be identi"ed that in#uence these perceptions of
their professional identity? Answers to these ques-
tions may, "rst of all, contribute to a better under-
standing of teachers' professional self-image and
how this self-image comes into being (Knowles,
1992). In the long run, studies like this may also
lead to insight into teacher perceptions that may
hinder or promote innovations, particularly if
factors can be identi"ed that in#uence these
perceptions.

2. Teachers' professional identity and in6uencing
factors

First of all, this section deals with what the con-
cept of identity means in relationship to the teach-
ing profession. Teachers' professional identitity will
be described in terms of the teacher as a subject
matter expert, the teacher as a pedagogical expert,
and the teacher as a didactical expert. What follows

is a short review of factors that are assumed to
more or less in#uence teachers' professional
identity.

2.1. Identity and teacher profession

In earlier literature (e.g., Erikson, 1968), the con-
cept of identity was often vaguely described in
terms of `the selfa and one's self-concept (see also
Mead, 1934). From this perspective, identity of the
self is seen to be established and maintained either
through negotiations within social situations, or
through social roles that are internalized by the
individuals (Wah Tan, 1997). Identity can generally
be de"ned as who or what someone is, the various
meanings people can attach to themselves, or the
meanings attributed by others (Beijaard, 1995).
Nowadays, identity formation is conceived as an
ongoing process that involves the interpretation
and reinterpretation of experiences as one lives
through them (Kerby, 1991). Through self-evalu-
ation, one's identity is continually informed, for-
med, and reformed as individuals develop over time
and through interaction with others (Cooper &
Olson, 1996). Both self-evaluation and identity are
part of one's self-image. Nias (1989) wrote that
people feel threatened when they face changes that
in#uence their self-image and, consequently, their
personal identity. To cope with such changes,
people often develop strategies as a protection
against being forced to perceive themselves in an-
other way. Nonetheless, people are able to further
develop, adjust, or even radically change their self-
image. There are no reasons to assume that
teachers are exceptions to this rule.

Up till now, little research has been done on
teachers' professional identity and, except for so-
called &life-cycle' research (e.g., Bloom, 1988;
Huberman, 1993), the way they develop this
identity. However, some research attempts are
being undertaken now, but } as was mentioned
before } in most cases this research lacks a clear
de"nition of a teacher's professional identity (cf.
Kompf et al., 1996). In an earlier research project,
we attempted to de"ne this identity on the basis of
three distinctive categories, namely: the subject one
teaches, the relationship with students, and the
teacher's role or role conception (Beijaard, 1995).
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1 In the Netherlands, in other European countries as well,
these concepts are relevant components of models and theories
of teaching on the basis of which (student) teachers organize
their work. There is overlap in meaning between the Anglo-
Saxon concept of pedagogy and the European concept of didac-
tics. The former also consists of aspects of the latter, whereas in
European countries both concepts have di!erent meanings.

Subsequently, each category could be divided into
a number of subcategories (14 in total). For each
subcategory, teachers were asked to clarify their
actual perceptions and prior experiences. This re-
search has led to some interesting results, such as
changes found in relevant features of teachers' pro-
fessional identity as a result of experiences and
contextual in#uences, but it appeared to be di$cult
for teachers to focus on each subcategory separate-
ly. With regard to some subcategories, teachers also
found it di$cult to clarify their perceptions, which
seems to con#ict with the relevance they attached
to the subcategories as representations of their pro-
fessional identity. Apparently, several of these cat-
egories appeared to be taken for granted by them
and immune from re#ection.

Against the background of these research experi-
ences, we reconsidered relevant categories that
cover a teacher's professional identity. As we were
inspired by the work of Bromme (1991), the follow-
ing statement became the starting point of this
research: teachers derive their professional identity
from (mostly combinations of) the ways they see
themselves as subject matter experts, pedagogical
experts, and didactical experts. In European studies
and teaching practices, these are common concepts
to indicate what a teacher should know and be able
to do.1 These concepts are described below.

2.1.1. The teacher as a subject matter expert
Traditionally, knowledge of subject matter is

a relevant part of a teacher's professional know-
ledge base. Until some decades ago, most people
believed that knowledge of subject matter and
some on-the-job training was su$cient for being
a good teacher (Hoyle & John, 1995). Nowadays, it
is widely accepted that such a conception of teach-
ing takes insu$cient account of the complexity of
teaching, and new conceptions of the teacher as
classroom manager, facilitator of learning, etc. are

acknowledged. Teaching is much more than the
transmission of knowledge.

One consequence was that subject matter know-
ledge became a neglected issue in research on
teacher knowledge. A renewed research interest in
subject matter knowledge, especially its trans-
formation into teachable knowledge, was inspired
by the work of Shulman (1987) a decade ago. On
the basis of research, Bennett and CarreH (1993), for
example, strongly argued for programmes in
teacher education that allow for self-diagnosis and
evaluation of subject matter knowledge. They
proposed independent learning units in case of
insu$cient subject matter knowledge. They found
it important for teachers to possess this knowledge
so that they can change programmes, develop e!ec-
tive tasks, explain things at a high quality level, and
diagnose students' understandings and misconcep-
tions adequately.

It is generally agreed that teachers require a deep
and full understanding of the subject area, in other
words, an understanding that is characterized by
a knowledge of many concepts and their relation-
ships (Calderhead, 1996).

2.1.2. The teacher as a pedagogical expert
Teaching cannot be reduced to a technical or

instrumental action that results in learning gains
with students. This didactical side of the teaching
profession must be related to a pedagogical side
with ethical and moral features. One such feature,
for example, concerns a teacher's involvement in or
engagement with students. This encompasses,
among other things, what is going on in students'
minds, ways of communicating with and speaking
about other people, and personal or private prob-
lems students have. Pedagogical aspects like these
are relevant to teachers' personal and professional
role conception (Beijaard, 1995). Many people be-
lieve that present conceptions of the teaching pro-
fession pay too little attention to the pedagogical
side, while in practice teachers are continually con-
fronted with this (Fenstermacher, 1992; Oser, 1992).

In general, moral and ethical dimensions are
more present in teaching than in many other pro-
fessions (cf. Fenstermacher, 1994). In our post-
modern societies, teachers increasingly face moral,
social, and emotional dilemmas, such as: How can
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we educate students for uncertainty? How can we
educate students with multicultural and di!erent
social backgrounds? How should we cope with
consequences of a society in which social control
has been replaced by strong processes of individ-
ualization? How do we deal with `devianta student
behaviour? How should we judge and discuss other
sources of information and technologies that are
available to students now? How can we diagnose
and help students to overcome problems as a result
of divorce, sexual abuse, etc.?

Apart from these dilemmas, teachers should be
aware of many norms and values involved in their
interaction and relationship with students. In fact,
all educational choices re#ect values (Damon,
1992). Norms and values are a relevant part of
teachers' professional thoughts and actions on
which they should re#ect and be explicit (see also
Goodlad, Soder & Sirotnik, 1990). There is some
research evidence that many teachers "nd the peda-
gogical side of their profession more important
than the didactical side and the subject matter side
(Beijaard & De Vries, 1997). There is also research
evidence that this part of teaching enhances the
quality of students' learning processes (Oser, 1992).
However, these "ndings need to be underpinned by
more research, particularly regarding the school
level involved and years of teaching experience.

2.1.3. The teacher as a didactical expert
Models of teaching (e.g., Joyce & Weil, 1980)

have traditionally had a strong impact on the edu-
cation of teachers. In general, these models pre-
scribe how the planning, execution, and evaluation
of lessons should be done. Through such models,
a teacher explicitly learns to consider relevant
aspects of teaching. Meanwhile, however, these
models do insu$cient justice to the reality and
complexity of teaching in practice (Beijaard, 1990;
Doyle, 1990a). As a reaction to this criticism,
a more constructivist view of learning to teach
emerged, which emphasized re#ection and learning
from experiences (cf. Zeichner, 1983). To some
extent, this view is under "re now: it insu$ciently
succeeds in helping (student) teachers to develop
consistent and adequate knowledge structures that
systematically and progressively guide their actions
in practice (e.g., Bennett & CarreH , 1993; McIntyre

et al., 1996). Recently, therefore, there has been
a renewed interest in o!ering (student) teachers
frameworks based on theory and research "ndings.
These frameworks should not function as prescrip-
tions but as tools for (student) teachers to sharpen
their perceptions; it is their own responsibility to
what extent they make use of them as rich ideas for
thought or re#ection.

In recent thoughts about teaching, traditional
teacher-centred conceptions of teaching are in-
creasingly being replaced by more student-centred
ones with greater emphasis on learning and less on
teaching. In#uenced by societal developments and
new research outcomes in the "eld of educational
psychology, a teacher must be more of a facilitator
of learning and less of a transmittor of knowledge;
this implies a shift toward the so-called process-
oriented instruction which focuses on the learners'
processes of knowledge construction and utiliz-
ation (e.g., Vermunt, 1995). This shift in conception
of teaching has far-reaching consequences for the
teacher's role in general, and for his or her know-
ledge and skills in particular: the main tasks here
are initiating, guiding, and in#uencing students'
thinking activities, and gradually transfering con-
trol over the learning process from the instructor to
the learner. Particularly this shift towards another
teacher role is expected to a!ect teachers' percep-
tions of their professional identity.

2.2. Inyuencing factors

These days, a great deal of research on teaching
focuses on teachers' teaching contexts, their experi-
ences, and biographies. It is generally assumed that
these elements, often in interaction with each other,
in#uence a teacher's thoughts and actions. In this
study, these elements are considered as categories
of factors that might in#uence a teacher's percep-
tions of his or her professional identity.

2.2.1. Teaching context
A teacher's teaching context has a strong in#u-

ence on his or her knowledge base. This context
consists of the ecology of the classroom and the
culture of the school. As regards the ecology of the
classroom: teaching is, to a large extent, event-
structured or situational, and can be quali"ed as
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particularistic (Doyle, 1990b). From a situational
perspective, teaching takes place on the basis of
unarticulated knowledge, which is di$cult to
codify because it comes into being spontaneously,
and functions routinely. Brown and McIntyre
(1992) call this professional craft knowledge, which
guides a teacher's daily actions in the classroom.

The culture of a school encompasses concep-
tions, norms, and values shared by the participants
involved, which lead to a speci"c way of working
(cf. Nias, 1989). Relevant parts of a school culture
are: expectations of the community, students, mem-
bers of the school board and colleagues; prescrip-
tions based on the curricula used; and the physical
and material environment (Du!ee & Aikenhead,
1992).

It is possible that more than one teaching culture
may be present in a school. Getting familiar with
these cultures does not necessarily need to be the
result of a socialization process into the school
alone; it can also be the result of a teacher's per-
sonal development (Feiman-Nemser & Floden,
1986). Teaching cultures and school cultures deter-
mine } probably to a large extent } the stories of
individual teachers, i.e., the way they perceive their
professional identity. Reynolds (1996) wrote about
schools as workplace landscapes that are related to
teachers' identities by cultural scripts which pre-
scribe what they think and do. According to Yinger
and Hendricks-Lee (1993), their knowledge and
expertise have too often been studied as a property
of the individual; in their opinion it may be more
appropriate to consider that knowledge as lying
within the interaction of particular contexts and
situations. They suggest that, in particular,
teachers' working knowledge is as much dependent
on the environment in which they work as on the
individuals.

2.2.2. Teaching experience
The in#uence of experience on teacher know-

ledge can only be determined by comparing experi-
enced with non-experienced or novice teachers.
Most of these comparative studies assume that
experienced teachers are } at least to a large extent
} also expert teachers. On the basis of this assump-
tion it can be concluded that the knowledge of
experts is: (1) specialized and domain-speci"c;

(2) organized in more encompassing knowledge
units (e.g., metaphors, images, illustrations, etc.);
and (3) to a great extent implicit (Carter, 1990). In
general, expert knowledge is more extended and
better organized in memory than knowledge of
a novice; in doing tasks, an expert needs less cogni-
tive exertion; an expert is better able to retrieve
relevant information from memory in order to
solve a problem, to combine information needed
for solving the problem, and to use this information
for solving problems in other contexts (Sternberg
& Horvath, 1995).

As a result of experience, teachers seem to have
developed rich, well-organized knowledge bases
that enable them to draw readily on their past
experiences (Calderhead, 1996). On the basis of
cognitions underlying novice and expert perfor-
mances in the "eld of teaching, Berliner (1988)
inferred a "ve-stage model of teacher development
from novice to expert. According to Kagan (1992),
these stages di!er in: (1) the way a teacher monitors
classroom events; (2) the degree of conscious e!ort
involved in classroom performance; (3) the degree
to which performance is guided by personal experi-
ence and the degree to which the teacher can pre-
dict events accurately; and (4) the teacher's focus, as
student work and academic tasks become the ma-
jor organizing framework of instruction.

2.2.3. The biography of the teacher
Carter and Doyle (1996) described the bio-

graphical outlook in the domain of teaching and
learning to teach as part of a larger movement
toward the personal and the local in understanding
human action and social policy. In view of becom-
ing a teacher, they stated that a biographical
perspective emphasizes the transformation of
identity, the adaptation of personal understandings
and ideals to institutional realities, and the
decision about how to express oneself in classroom
activity.

Researchers who emphasize the personal dimen-
sion in teaching are particularly interested in how
teachers' personal life experiences in the past inter-
act with their professional lives (e.g., Elbaz, 1983;
Clandinin, 1986; Goodson, 1992). Much, mostly
narrative, research on teacher biographies and
autobiographies focuses on critical incidents,
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events, and relevant others which are assumed to
shape their work. Examples include one's prior
education (e.g., seeing a previous teacher as a rel-
evant model, and the image of self as learner), or
family life (e.g., being tolerant towards students as
a reaction to being raised in a very authoritarian
way). Also dramatic occurrences in one's private life
often exert a great in#uence (Kagan, 1992; Beijaard,
1995).
&Life-cycle' research also needs to be mentioned

(cf. Sprinthall, Reiman & Thies-sprinthall, 1996).
Huberman (1993), for example, concluded that
teachers' tolerance towards students increases
when they have school age children themselves.
This can be interpreted as an experience from pri-
vate life that has a profound e!ect on a teacher's
professional life. In this respect, age must also be
mentioned; many teachers tend to lose their mo-
tivation and commitment as they get older. After
years of serving students, teachers might lose their
dedication and take their service to students less
seriously (Bloom, 1988).

3. Method

Only experienced secondary school teachers
(n"80) participated in this research. We will "rst
describe how the data were collected and analysed.
We will then give more detail on the participating
teachers.

3.1. Data collection

A questionnaire was developed consisting of four
parts. The "rst part encompassed general questions
about background variables of the teachers: sex,
age, prior teacher education, subject matter taught,
years of experience as a teacher, and student classes
(upper and/or lower level of the secondary school).
In the second part of the questionnaire, the teachers
were asked to represent their professional identity
by awarding a total of 100 points to the three
aspects of this identity (for example, 50 points to
subject matter expertise, 20 points to didactical
expertise, and 30 points to pedagogical expertise).
In the questionnaire, these aspects were presented
to the teacher as follows:

f a subject matter expert is a teacher who bases
his/her profession on subject matter knowledge
and skills;

f a didactical expert is a teacher who bases his/her
profession on knowledge and skills regarding the
planning, execution, and evaluation of teaching
and learning processes;

f a pedagogical expert is a teacher who bases
his/her profession on knowledge and skills to
support students' social, emotional, and moral
development.

The teachers were also asked to clarify why they
awarded the above-mentioned aspects of their pro-
fessional identity the way they did. They then did
the same for their period as a beginning teacher
(awarding 100 points to the three aspects and
clarifying this). Furthermore, they were asked to
write down their most important learning experien-
ces for each of the three aspects throughout their
careers.

The third part of the questionnaire consisted of
18 control items (six per aspect) based on the theory
described above. With these items we wanted to
compare the teachers' subjective perceptions of
their professional identity with their scores on more
objective items that represented this identity. The
teachers had to express to what extent the items
were applicable to them on a four-point scale
(ranging from 1: not applicable, to 4: completely
applicable). The following are examples of the
kinds of items used for each aspect of professional
identity:

f a subject matter item: `The subject I studied
determined my decision to become a teachera;

f a didactical item: `In my lessons, I pay a lot of
attention to varied learning activitiesa;

f a pedagogical item: `As a teacher, I serve as
a model for the way students mix with each
othera.

The fourth part of the questionnaire also consis-
ted of 18 items, six for each in#uencing factor de-
scribed in the theoretical section (i.e., context,
experience, and biography). The teachers were
asked to what extent they agreed with the items on
a four-point scale (ranging from 1: disagreement, to
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Table 1
Number of items (N items), internal consistency (Cronbach's
alpha), mean item means (M items), and mean item standard
deviation (SD items) of the scales (all cases: N"80)

Scales N items C alpha M items SD items

Professional
identity
Subject matter
expert

5 0.62 3.13 0.54

Didactical
expert

6 0.58 2.84 0.44

Pedagogical
expert

6 0.68 3.22 0.46

Inyuencing
factors
Teaching
context

6 0.76 3.12 0.60

Teaching
experience

4 0.64 2.41 0.58

Biography of the
teacher

5 0.59 2.47 0.56

4: complete agreement). Some examples of the items
used:

f a contextual item: `Cooperation with colleagues
is important for my work as a teachera;

f an experience item: `The importance of experi-
ence is that I have developed a personal teaching
stylea;

f a biographical item: `My way of teaching is
in#uenced by one or more good teachers from
my own period as a studenta.

3.2. Analysis

The data were analysed quantitatively and quali-
tatively. After an item-total reliability test, we omit-
ted one identity item concerning subject matter
expertise, and three in#uencing factor items (two
concerning teaching experience and one on biogra-
phy). This analysis resulted in scales for each aspect
of teachers' professional identity as well as the
in#uencing factors (see Table 1). Given the number
of items and the complexity of the concepts in-
volved, we consider the reliabilities of the scales to
be acceptable.

In the qualitative data we tried to "nd patterns in
the teachers' clari"cations of their perceptions of

their professional identity and in their relevant
learning experiences regarding the aspects of this
identity. In the results section, these patterns will be
described and illustrated by representative quotes
from the teachers.

3.3. Participants

A questionnaire was sent to teachers from 12
secondary schools in the south-western part of the
Netherlands. The teachers were selected with the
help of school administrators. The teachers had to
have a teaching experience of at least four years.
Moreover, it was attempted to equally distribute
the teachers over subject areas, i.e.: (1) languages, (2)
science and mathematics, (3) social studies and hu-
manities, and (4) arts.

In total, 140 questionnaires were sent out; 80
were returned, which is a response rate of 57%; 27
female and 53 male teachers participated in the
research. Their ages varied: 26% were younger than
40; 44% ranged between 40 and 50; and 30% were
older than 50. Most of the teachers (52%) had
followed teacher training programmes at a univer-
sity; most of the other teachers did their teacher
training at colleges (part time or full time; 33%).
The teaching experience also varied: 51% of the
teachers had more than 20 yrs' experience; a rela-
tively small number of teachers fell in the category
of 4}10 yr of teaching experience. Almost all the
teachers (90%) taught upper as well as lower classes
at their secondary school.

We were not able to distribute the teachers
equally over the four subject matter areas
mentioned above: 40% were language teachers,
33% science and mathematics teachers, 17% social
studies and humanities teachers, and 10% arts
teachers.

4. Results of the study

This section is structured in line with the research
questions mentioned in the introduction. We de-
scribe the teachers' perceptions of their professional
identity, relevant learning experiences regarding
the teachers' subject matter, didactical, and
pedagogical expertise, as well as factors that may
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Fig. 1. Representation of the teachers' perceptions of their professional identity (N"80).

2The circles in the "gure represent how the teachers allocated
their 100 points. The closer the circle in the triangle is to
a corner, the more points were given to the aspect of teacher
expertise that belongs to this corner. Each line of the triangle
consists of 10 spots with equal intervals. By drawing lines be-
tween the spots on the di!erent lines of the triangle it is possible
to locate a teacher in the triangle: this location is where the lines
intersect, depending of course on the way the teacher has
awarded the 100 points to the aspects. Technically speaking,
this is a procedure based on the principle of barycentric coordi-
nates (see also Bromme, 1991).

in#uence the teachers' perceptions of their profes-
sional identity.

4.1. Teachers' perceptions of their professional
identity

4.1.1. Current and prior perceptions
Fig. 1 represents the teachers' current percep-

tions of their professional identity based on their
point assignment to the three aspects of teacher
expertise. The principle of barycentric coordinates
underlies the construction of the "gure.2 The "gure
clearly shows that the teachers' professional ident-
ity consists of a combination of the distinct aspects

of expertise. There is a tendency toward the left-
hand side of the triangle: most of the teachers see
themselves more as subject matter and didactical
experts and less as pedagogical experts.

On the basis of the point assignments, it was
possible to distinguish the following groups of
teachers:

f three groups consisting of teachers who scored
high on one aspect (a minimum score of 45
points on one aspect, and higher than the scores
on either of the other two aspects), i.e., subject
matter &experts', didactical &experts', and peda-
gogical &experts';

f one balanced group consisting of teachers who
gave equal scores to all three aspects (scores of
33#7 or !7 points on all the aspects);

f one group of teachers who scored high and
equally on two aspects (a minimum score of 40
points): either on subject matter and didactical
expertise, or on subject matter and pedagogical
expertise (there were no teachers who scored
high and equally on both didactical and peda-
gogical expertise); we decided to treat both sub-
groups of teachers as one group, because of the
small size of the latter group (n"2).
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Table 2
The "ve groups of teachers' current and prior perceptions of
their professional identity (N"80)

Current perception Prior perception

Groups of teachers n % n %

Subject matter experts 28 35 47 59
Didactical experts 10 12 6 7
Pedagogical experts 3 4 2 3
Balanced group 24 30 12 15
High on two aspects 15 19 13 16

3This is particularly true of teacher education at Dutch uni-
versities. Since 1987 teacher training has consisted of a post-
graduate course of one year. Before that time, it was only
possible to attend a 4-month teacher training course during the
last years of a university study. This change in length might
in#uence the way beginning teachers perceive their professional
identity. Note that 52% of the teachers in this study followed
teacher training programmes at universities.

These "ve groups are presented in Table 2. In
this table, the teachers' current perceptions of their
professional identity are compared with their per-
ceptions at the beginning of their careers; 31%
(n"25) made it clear that their current and prior
perceptions had not changed, whereas 69%
(n"55) indicated that there had been a change in
their perceptions. There appeared to be a signi"-
cant di!erence between the teachers' current and
prior perceptions of their professional identity
(Lambda"0.004). This di!erence indicates that, in
their period as beginning teachers, many secondary
school teachers see themselves above all as subject
matter experts. This changes, however, during most
of these teachers' careers. It appears that through-
out their careers most of the teachers' perceptions
of their professional identity particularly shifted
from being subject matter experts to the balanced
group, and less to be being didactical experts. With
regard to the four subject areas, there is a signi"-
cant increase in the balanced group for all these
areas (varying from almost 20% for the language
teachers to 100% for the arts teachers).

4.1.2. Inyuence of background variables
When compared with the other subject areas of

teachers, particularly science and mathematics
teachers made a shift during their careers from
being subject matter experts to being didactical
experts and balanced group teachers, respectively.
From the beginning, language teachers can be char-
acterized as balanced group teachers more than
those in the other subject areas. Social studies and
humanities teachers more than the teachers in the

other subject areas have remained subject matter
experts throughout their careers. With respect to
sex, relatively more male than female teachers
currently perceive themselves as subject matter
experts; most female teachers see themselves as
balanced group teachers. It cannot be inferred from
the data that teachers with less than 10 yr of teach-
ing experience particularly see themselves as sub-
ject matter experts. This con#icts with "ndings
described earlier about teachers' perceptions of the
beginning of their career. Perhaps these relatively
new teachers have given a socially desirable re-
sponse to this issue. It may also be the case that,
due to changes in teacher training in the Nether-
lands in the last decade, new teachers perceive their
professional identity at the beginning of their career
in a more di!erentiated way than their older col-
leagues.3 Instead, many teachers who see themsel-
ves more as subject matter experts appear to fall in
the category of 16}25 yr of experience. In addition,
more teachers with a university background than
teachers with a college background perceive them-
selves as subject matter experts; like teachers who
enrolled in part-time teacher training programmes,
teachers with a college background see themselves
more as didactical experts and balanced group
teachers.

4.1.3. Scores on the objective items
As was shown in Fig. 1, all three aspects of

professional identity are more or less applicable to
the teachers. In order to check their subjective
perceptions of their professional identity, teachers'
scores on more objective items that represent this
identity were calculated. As was mentioned before,
for purposes of analysis these items were treated as
scales. On the basis of a one-way analysis of
variance, we only found a signi"cant di!erence
among the "ve groups of teachers for the scale of
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Table 3
Di!erences in the mean scores of the groups of teachers on the professional identity scales (N"80)

Scales Subject matter
experts

Didactical
experts

Pedagogical
experts

Balanced
group

High on two
aspects

F-value

(N"28) (N"10) (N"3) (N"24) (N"15)

M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Subject matter expert 3.21 0.57 2.82 0.26 3.60 0.20 3.15 0.48 3.20 0.53 1.81
Didactical expert 2.82 0.46 2.90 0.50 2.83 0.00 2.93 0.46 2.69 0.36 0.72
Pedagogical expert 3.29 0.43 3.03 0.59 3.39 0.10 3.39 0.32 2.90 0.51 3.54!

!Level of signi"cance: p(0.05.

&pedagogical expert' (see Table 3). This di!erence is
particularly caused by the group of teachers who
scored high on two aspects of professional identity:
these teachers scored considerably lower on the
above-mentioned scale than the other groups of
teachers. Apart from this di!erence, it can be con-
cluded that the scores of most teachers on the
objective items are consistent with their subjective
scores shown in Fig. 1.

4.1.4. Results from the qualitative data
From the qualitative data, we obtained more

indications about di!erences among the "ve groups
of teachers. Teachers who perceive themselves
mostly as subject matter experts often clari"ed this
by stating that without expertise in subject matter
one cannot be a teacher: they frequently wrote that
subject matter is the basis for a teacher's authority
and for being taken seriously by students. For
example, two teachers wrote:

What counts is subject matter expertise, followed
by didactics, which is closely interwoven with the
teacher as a person. I attach great value to the
pedagogical side of my profession, but this is
certainly not of primary importance for teaching
students.

I put my subject "rst, it is the "nest part of my
work to trot out the things that really deal with
literature and philology. These imply much cul-
ture, and re#ection on language capacities. I con-
sider didactics part of this. Pedagogical aspects
are implied or in a direct line with subject matter,
especially literature.

Teachers who perceive themselves mainly as di-
dactical experts frequently clari"ed this by referring
to conditions for student learning and lesson plann-
ing as important features of their work, which can
be illustrated by the following quotes:

Students must learn. It is important to teach
them to learn, to carefully consider what they
have to learn, and to be aware of what is going
on in their minds. To realize this, one must pos-
sess didactical knowledge and skills. The peda-
gogical aspect is more important than I have
expressed by points, but I am not yet good in it.
Possibly I am going to "nd pedagogical a!airs
more important in the course of years.

Being a subject matter expert is not relevant to
me. In general, the teacher knows in"nitely more
than the student. No, good preparation in terms
of choosing adequate student activities is already
half of the lesson. Actually, I should also re#ect
more on my pedagogical qualities: teachers can
be incredibly blunt to students without realizing
it. In fact, if you have no pedagogical talents you
should not become a teacher.

The three teachers who perceive themselves "rst
of all as pedagogical experts also clari"ed this by
referring to the conditions of student learning, in-
cluding what and how students learn. They also
wrote about the importance of preparing interest-
ing lessons. In fact, these teachers do not di!er
much in their opinions from the teachers who
predominantly perceive themselves as didactical
experts.
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More teachers from the balanced group than
from the other groups clari"ed their perception of
their professional identity by referring to the im-
portance of being sensitive to problems, the atmo-
sphere in the classroom, reactions of students, and
students' feelings of well-being. For example,
a teacher wrote:

As a teacher you must have control over subject
matter. This is important, but in secondary
schools much of what you know is far o! what
students should know. It is very important to me
that there is a good atmosphere in the classroom,
and for that you need all the didactical and
pedagogical skills you can get.

The teachers who scored high on two aspects
clari"ed their perceptions of their professional
identity as follows. Some teachers who scored high
on both subject matter and didactical expertise
stated that they do not possess pedagogical skills,
or that schools are not meant for social and emo-
tional matters. Most teachers who scored high on
both subject matter and pedagogical expertise
tended to clarify this by referring to the transmis-
sion of knowledge as the core of their work; they
did not refer to pedagogical aspects, although they
scored themselves high in this category.

In addition to the quantitative analysis of the
data, it can be concluded that } when examining
the teachers' clari"cations of their perceptions of
their professional identity } some di!erences seem
to exist among the "ve groups. These di!erences
particularly apply to the teachers who scored high
on only one aspect of expertise and to teachers who
scored equally high on all three aspects (the bal-
anced group).

4.2. Relevant learning experiences

For each aspect of professional identity, the
teachers were asked to describe their most impor-
tant learning experiences during their careers.
Table 4 contains an overview of the experiences of
75 teachers ("ve teachers did not report their learn-
ing experiences). Some of the teachers reported
more than one experience per aspect of professional
identity. The experiences listed in the table are
thickly described by the researchers. For each

aspect of professional identity, all the teachers'
experiences are ranked according to their frequency
(left-hand side of the table); a ranking of 1 means
the highest frequency, etc. The frequency of the
experiences that are listed in the table ranged from
23 (the subject matter experience: necessity of keep-
ing pace with new developments) to 2 (the peda-
gogical experience: students' situation/well-being is
starting point for the lessons). Experiences that
were only mentioned once were excluded. In total,
64% of subject matter experiences, 51% of didacti-
cal experiences, and 59% of pedagogical experien-
ces are represented in the table.

Table 4 also shows the rankings and frequencies
of the learning experiences for each group of
teachers separately. These "gures should be con-
sidered carefully because of the great di!erences in
size between some groups (see also Table 2). The
overview of learning experiences indicates some
similarities and di!erences among the most impor-
tant learning experiences of the groups of teachers.
There are, except for the pedagogical &experts',
more similarities in the "elds of subject matter and
pedagogical expertise than in the "eld of didactical
expertise. In the latter "eld, the didactical experts in
particular reported other and, proportionally
speaking, more learning experiences.

In the subject matter "eld of professional identity
the teachers of all the groups learned that it is
important to keep pace with new developments.
For example, a &subject matter teacher' and a &bal-
anced group teacher' successively wrote about this
as follows:

Learning never stops. Your subject keeps mov-
ing, subject matter knowledge must always be
functional and up-to-date. During your study
you do not learn enough about your subject in
order to teach well.

Following new developments and referring
to these in your lessons really stimulates my
students.

With regard to the importance of subject matter
for teaching, as expressed by the experiences ran-
ked in Table 4 in the subject matter "eld as 2 and 3,
the groups di!er in their learning experiences.
For example, one &balanced group teacher' wrote:
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Table 4
The rankings, including frequencies in brackets, of the most important learning experiences of 75 teachers for each aspect of professional
identity and for each group of teachers

Rank Learning experiences Subject matter
experts

Didactical
experts

Pedagogical
experts

Balanced
group

High on two
aspects

Subject matter xeld
1 (23) Necessity of keeping pace with new

developments
1 (8) 1 (4) * 1 (7) 1 (4)

2 (12) Relevance to students of having a
knowledgeable teacher

2 (7) * * 3 (3) 3 (2)

3 (8) Teachers cannot permit themselves
to make mistakes

3 (3) * * 4 (2) 2 (3)

4 (7) Subject matter is not the only basis
for a teacher

* 2 (3) * 2 (4) *

Didactical xeld
1 (12) Importance of taking into account the

students' level
1 (8) * * 3 (2) 2 (2)

2 (8) There are many ways to teach and
learn the same thing

2 (4) 1 (4) * * *

3 (7) Importance of students' ways and
strategies of learning

* 2 (3) * * 1 (4)

4 (6) Planning and organization are the
basis for teaching

3 (2) 3 (2) 1 (2) * *

5 (4) To motivate and interest students
by changing learning activities

* * * 1 (4) *

6 (3) Necessity of being alert by listening
and observation

* * * 2 (3) *

Pedagogical xeld
1 (20) Ways of approaching students

(positive, open, with respect, etc.)
1 (7) 1 (4) * 2 (6) 1 (3)

2 (16) Good/safe classroom climate as a
necessary condition for teaching

2 (4) 2 (2) * 1 (8) 2 (2)

3 (7) Being alert for signs of students/
showing involvement

3 (2) * * 3 (5) *

4 (2) Students' situation/well-being is
starting point for the lessons

* * 1 (2) * *

I learned that the content of my subject is very
relevant, but more important is that students
become interested in it, that they themselves are
motivated to search for questions and answers.

In the didactical "eld of professional identity the
didactical teachers in particular reported experien-
ces regarding student learning. Two of these
teachers wrote:

I learn from every lesson. Through my interac-
tion with the students, I constantly improve my-

self. Students always ask questions, so that they
force me to think about how to explain to them
the same subject matter in di!erent ways.

I must not give the answers. Instead, I always ask
the students for the ways in which they come to
the answers. It is important that I pay much
attention to their ways of learning and working.

In the pedagogical "eld of professional identity
many teachers have learned that it is important to
approach students in certain ways. The following
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Table 5
Di!erences in the mean scores of the groups of teachers on the in#uencing factor scales (N"80)

Subject matter
experts

Didactical
experts

Pedagogical
experts

Balanced
group

High on two
aspects

Scales (N"28) (N"10) (N"3) (N"24) (N"15) F-value

M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD

Teaching context 3.08 0.61 3.25 0.57 3.22 0.38 3.19 0.52 3.14 0.63 0.22
Teaching experience 2.51 0.52 2.63 0.89 2.50 0.43 2.27 0.64 2.27 0.30 1.10
Biography of the teacher 2.46 0.48 2.56 0.65 2.87 0.70 2.48 0.52 2.43 0.63 0.46

quotes of a &subject matter teacher' and a &didactical
teacher' are illustrative of this view:

Personal interest in students and to demonstrate
that you have insight into a student's situation
can be very motivating; it is relevant to search for
a positive approach to each student as much as
possible, however di$cult that sometimes is.

When I approach the children in a fair and
open manner, they can be very pleasant and
reasonable.

4.3. Inyuencing factors

In this study it was assumed that teachers' teach-
ing context, experience, and biography are catego-
ries of factors that may in#uence their perceptions
of their professional identity. As was mentioned
before, these categories were operationalized in the
form of items and for purposes of analysis treated
as scales. Based on a one-way analysis of variance
we attempted to "nd di!erences among the scores
of the "ve groups of teachers on these scales. How-
ever, it appeared that the mean scores of the groups
on the three in#uencing factor scales do not di!er
signi"cantly (see Table 5).

It is not possible to draw conclusions from these
"ndings. To most of the teachers all three types of
in#uencing factors play an almost equal role when
related to their perceptions of their professional
identity. After a closer look at the separate items, it
is worth mentioning that subject matter experts
agreed more frequently than the other groups of
teachers with the biographical item: `The way

I teach has been in#uenced by one or more good
teachers I had as a student.a These same teachers
disagreed more frequently than the others with the
biographical item: `Norms and values which I live
up to are in keeping with the norms and values
which I "nd important for my students.a The bal-
anced group teachers agreed most with this item.

5. Conclusion

Most of the teachers in this study saw themselves
as a combination of subject matter experts, didacti-
cal experts and pedagogical experts. Both subject
matter expertise and didactical expertise appeared
to be most and equally present in the teachers'
perceptions; this was not particularly the case for
pedagogical expertise. Although 31% of the
teachers said that their current perceptions of their
professional identity did not di!er from their prior
perceptions of this identity, we found a signi"cant
di!erence between how the teachers currently see
themselves and their self-image as beginning
teachers. In their perceptions of their professional
identity, many teachers shifted speci"cally from
subject matter expertise to didactical and pedagogi-
cal expertise during their careers. In this respect,
teachers in di!erent subject areas did not undergo
the same development. In general, most teachers'
subjective perceptions of their professional identity
were in line with their scores on the more objective
items that represented this identity. It can be
concluded that, given our operationalization of
professional identity, the teachers were very able to
express how they currently see themselves profes-
sionally. It is not possible to draw a similar
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conclusion for the retrospective data (prior percep-
tions and learning experiences). Like many other
methods, using a questionnaire for the collection of
this kind of data has its limitations. In general,
asking people to retrieve information from their
long-term memory always leads to selective in-
formation, in#uenced over time by new experien-
ces, events, and other people (cf. Ross & Conway,
1986).

On the basis of their current perceptions of their
professional identity, "ve groups of teachers were
distinguished. As such, the theoretical distinction
between the three aspects of professional identity
and the points system together seems to be an
adequate procedure for investigating teachers'
perceptions of their professional identity. After
a qualitative analysis of their clari"cations of their
perceptions it was possible to gain insight into
some di!erences underlying these groups of
teachers. To some extent, but particularly in the
"eld of didactical expertise, the groups also di!ered
in relevant learning experiences throughout their
careers. It remains unclear to what extent learning
experiences regarding subject matter, didactical,
and pedagogical aspects in#uenced the teachers'
perceptions of their professional identity. How such
experiences in#uence teachers' professional identity
formation might be an important issue for future
research. This may contribute considerably to our
understanding of teachers' professional images of
themselves.

The di!erences among the groups of teachers'
currrent perceptions of their professional identity
were not related to contextual, experiential, and
biographical factors that might in#uence these per-
ceptions. All the factors were almost equally
(dis)agreed upon by all the teachers. It would ap-
pear that in future research, other methods will
need to be explored to establish clear relationships
between these factors and the teachers' di!erent
perceptions of their professional identity. From the
literature described in the theoretical section it has
become clear that these factors are very important
to them.

It is important to do research on how teachers
perceive themselves, i.e., their professional identity.
Their perceptions, plus the in#uencing factors men-
tioned above as well as predispositions, strongly

in#uence their judgments and behaviour (see also
Nias, 1989; Tickle, 1999). Our study presented some
relevant insights into similarities and di!erences
among teachers' perceptions of their professional
identity, including changes in identity and relevant
learning experiences throughout their careers.
These insights are not only useful for understand-
ing their self-image and helping them to re#ect on
themselves as teachers, they are also useful for
student teachers as part of their orientation on
becoming a teacher. Our "ndings may also be of
use for introducing innovations in schools. In gen-
eral, aspects of subject matter and didactics ap-
peared } in combination } to be highly relevant to
the experienced teachers in secondary schools. It
might therefore be argued that innovations in (sec-
ondary) schools that insu$ciently do justice to
both subject matter and didactics may fail. Such
innovations are not congruent with the teachers'
perceptions. This also applies to innovations that
focus on pedagogical aspects only.
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