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CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES  
OF STRENGTHENING TEACHER IDENTITY 

IN THE CONTEXT OF PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT

Renata Čepić35

Faculty of Teacher Education in Rijeka, University of Rijeka, Croatia

This paper aims to investigate some major issues and challenges of strengthening 
teachers’ identity in the context of their professional development. Questions 
of teacher identity and professional development have received considerable 

attention in the scientific literature and their great importance for the quality of teachers’ 
work is unquestionable. Nevertheless, there remains a large gap between teachers’ needs, 
conditions, and opportunities and the actual educational practice. The paper provides 
a brief overview of different issues covered in the literature on the development of 
teacher identity and discusses the challenges teachers face on individual and contextual 
levels along with opportunities for strengthening their identity in the context of their 
professional development. The paper further focuses on the development of a supportive 
environment for strengthening teacher identity and professional learning. Such an 
environment would facilitate and support the development of constructivist learning, 
i.e., a reflective culture of learning and dialogue. The author identifies important factors 
that contribute to the development of an appropriate culture for professional learning 
and the strengthening of teacher identity.

35  E-mail renata.cepic@uniri.hr
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Introduction

Teacher professional development is vital for the improvement of the quality and 
effectiveness of education, but also for encouraging teachers to dedicate time to their 
learning. Professional development “does not take place in a vacuum, and it is essential 
that it incorporates other elements in a broader context (such as professional identity, 
environmental features, social circumstances of development, and motivation to engage 
in professional development), which may also have an impact on the institutional 
practice of professional development” (Čepić, Kalin and Šteh, 2017a: 30; 2019b: 142–
143). We understand professional development “as a lifelong learning and development 
process in the personal, social, and narrow professional fields, whereby it is important 
how the teacher views his/her competencies and how he/she assesses the opportunities 
for professional action in the direction of critical, independent, and responsible decision-
making and action” (Čepić & Kalin, 2017a: 7; Kalin & Čepić, 2019b: 119).

The shaping of teacher identity is closely related to the discussion of evolving 
teacher professionalism. As Saqipi and Vogrincki (2021: 5) point out, teacher identity 
is influenced by expectations of teacher behavior and the ever-increasing expectations 
of the teaching profession. Recent educational research has emphasized the importance 
of teacher identity for teaching and teacher development, since “it provides teachers 
with a framework for building their own ideas about ‘how to be,’ ‘how to act,’ and 
‘how to understand’ their work and their place in society” (Sachs 2005, p. 15). The 
past two decades have witnessed a significant expansion in theoretical and empirical 
research on the professional identity of teachers. However, there are still ambiguities 
related to the understanding of the processes and contexts involved in the formation of 
teacher professional identity. As Liu and Sammons (2022: 332) point out, “the various 
phenomena related to teacher identities are influenced by both micro- and macro-level 
factors such as social institutions, artifacts, social images, and collective cultural beliefs.” 
This paper provides a brief overview of the main issues covered in the literature on the 
development of teacher identity. Furthermore, it aims to determine the challenges that 
teachers face on individual and contextual levels as well as opportunities and factors 
that contribute to strengthening their identity in the context of their professional 
development.
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Developing a Supportive Environment for Teacher Learning, 
Identity Strengthening, and Professional Development

Research suggests careful alignment of professional development with the real 
professional needs of educational staff (Čepić, 2020, Youmans& Godden, 2022). 
Opfer and Pedder (2010) identified six features of effective continuing professional 
development: applicability to educational settings (i.e., classrooms and schools), clearly 
communicated goals and purpose, expert support, respect for participants’ prior 
knowledge and experience, inclusion of effective teaching and learning strategies, 
and supporting questioning and problem solving. A teacher is determined by their 
personal characteristics, such as teacher beliefs, emotional engagement, intrinsic 
motivation for professional activity, ethical dedication, and recognition of the mission 
in their profession (Korthagen, 2009). In other words, “A teacher is the result of their 
‘cumulative autobiography,’ that is, they act on the basis of personal constructs, beliefs, 
and understanding of man, learning, professional growth and development” (Čepić 
& Kalin, 2019: 231–232). “Teacher beliefs directly influence the interpretation and 
importance that teachers attribute to their teaching experience. Therefore, it is very 
important to understand how teachers progress professionally and which conditions 
contribute to their growth/progress and encourage it” (Čepić & Kalin, 2019: 134–135, 
Čepić, Šteh & Kalin, 2019).

Various phenomena related to preschool teacher and teacher identity are 
influenced by micro- and macro-level factors such as social institutions, artefacts, 
social images, and collective cultural beliefs (Gu, 2007). Liu and Sammons (2022: 332) 
identify four major domains for a more holistic view of the influences and development 
of teacher professional identity, namely, 1) teacher training and education; 2) teacher 
professionalism and accountability; 3) teacher community and collaboration; and 4) 
teachers’ emotions and personal values. Day et al. (2007) underscore that a positive 
sense of identity is considered critical to sustaining teachers’ self-efficacy, commitment, 
and passion for teaching. By articulating and examining one’s own values, beliefs, and 
points of view, which are often insufficiently known to oneself, one can obtain a better 
understanding of the process and the development of professionalism as well as the 
development of preschool teacher and teacher professional identity. Additionally, this 
implies that being aware of the self-perception of a desirable preschool teacher and 
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teacher professional identity can help decision-makers, initial education institutions, 
and professional associations that develop continuing professional education programs, 
as well as others. Since identity changes over time due to context and relationships, 
this also means that its interpretation is subject to change (Tatalović Vorkapić, Čepić& 
Mulc, 2014, Čepić, Tatalović Vorkapić& Kalin, 2014, Tatalović Vorkapić, Vujičić& 
Čepić, 2014, Tatalović Vorkapić, Čepić&Šekulja, 2016, Meilani, Kurniawati& 
Nurfaidah, 2022).

Many authors consider the contextual factor, i.e., the type of learning environment, 
to be the most direct and important factor that affects teacher learning (e.g., Vermunt, 
2014, Šarić & Šteh, 2017). Organizational culture determines the dynamics and 
processes of shaping teacher practices and professional behavior. In addition to context, 
one should recognize the importance of personal characteristics, dispositions, motives, 
feelings, ideas, and conceptions about oneself and the world, which shape the way 
reflective practice is carried out.

Nowadays, the importance of teacher professional development is widely 
recognized and teachers are expected to actively participate in professional learning and 
development. Still, there are significant differences among teachers in their motivation 
to learn as well as their existing needs, conditions, and opportunities for learning. The 
challenge surely lies in finding ways to better understand teachers’ professional learning 
needs. In other words, it is necessary to determine what professional learning means 
to teachers and how it can be supported as well as to articulate different approaches 
to teachers’ knowledge of practice. We must not forget that the strengthening and 
development of professional identity begins at the university level and that the key 
lies in connecting practice and theory, which Korthagen refers to as “the pedagogy 
of realistic teacher education.” We should take into account the multidimensionality 
of the learning process of students or teachers and the multilevel nature of learning 
that is often unconscious (Korthagen, 2017). According to Korthagen, in every person, 
cognitive, affective, and motivational sources of behavior are intertwined and embedded 
in the social context. It is important to encourage students – future teachers – to engage 
in reflective thinking about the teaching profession, professionalism, and their own 
views and beliefs from the very beginning of their studies, as a part of various courses, 
particularly the ones concerning pedagogy and methodology. Vidović and Domović 
(2019) concluded that the personal beliefs of pre-service primary school teachers may 
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hinder the development of their professional beliefs. In this context, although no 
teacher education program can prepare teachers for all situations they could encounter, 
the development of students’ critical and reflective thinking during teacher studies 
should not be neglected. The ability of in-depth and critical reflection is one of the key 
factors in the professional development of teachers (Valenčič Zuljan et al., 2011). The 
challenge lies in connecting the professional and personal aspects of learning without 
neglecting the deeper levels: professional identity and mission (Korthagen, 2017). The 
task of educational institutions is to develop a culture that fosters and supports the 
questioning of one’s own views, beliefs, and challenges in everyday work and enables 
the autonomous action of both in-service and pre-service teachers.

Conclusion

When it comes to strengthening teacher identity in the context of professional 
development, it seems that attention should be paid to the following issues. First, we 
must realize that by improving certain educational conditions and opportunities at 
individual and organizational levels, we can weaken the impact of hindering factors 
and maximize the impact of facilitating factors that strengthen teacher identity 
and professional development. In particular, it is necessary to take into account the 
influences of individual and contextual factors such as teacher motivation and readiness 
for professional learning, organizational culture, and educational programs. Second, it 
is crucial to develop an appropriate learning culture and strategies to support teachers’ 
autonomous and constructive action, in order to allow for a better use and even change 
of the existing context. The key lies in creating an atmosphere (or climate) and culture 
that would be open to critical reflection, collaborative learning, and constructive 
communication and where action technologies could allow for the entire system to be 
involved in the changes. Third, in-depth reflection and critical reflection on one’s practice 
lead to a better understanding of oneself and the interpretation of the environment 
in which they operate, which are some of the key factors that contribute to teachers’ 
better learning and improvement. Therefore, it is necessary to involve teachers in critical 
reflection and open dialogue, encourage them to express their beliefs and critically 
consider their own beliefs in relation to the beliefs of others, and prevent patterns of 
thinking that constantly condition dysfunction and hinder innovation. Additionally, it 
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is important to emphasize the need for building teachers’ professional identity during 
pre-service teacher education as well as the need to empower university-based training 
and school placement experience connections. Finally, encouraging teachers to research 
and critically reflect on their practice can help improve and change both learning 
and teaching processes and strengthen mutual communication and teamwork with 
students and colleagues. In turn, this helps strengthen their identity and professional 
development. Let us conclude with the opinion of Béres and Fook (2019), editors of 
Learning Critical Reflection, who emphasized the role of collaborators on the book and 
pointed out that all contributors are “professionals who have learned, in a formalized 
way, how to critically reflect on their practice. They speak in depth, and with feeling, 
about their experiences, how downsides and upsides worked together to transform the 
way they understood themselves, their professional identity.” As highlighted by Tonya 
Salomons in Chapter 2 of the same book, we should invite experts to make room for 
one’s subjectivity and, in fact, to honor the professionalism in an atmosphere of critical 
acceptance that creates a space in which the personal and subjective are respected as 
an important element of professional development. This is of vital importance and 
should be taken into account when transforming teacher professional learning and 
development.

Keywords: teacher identity, teachers’ professional development, professional learning, 
reflective learning culture.
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