
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Understanding professional identity development of second-career teachers: A
longitudinal study.

van Heijst, I.W.L.; Volman, M.L.L.; Cornelissen, L.J.F.
DOI
10.1016/j.tate.2025.104995
Publication date
2025
Document Version
Final published version
Published in
Teaching and Teacher Education
License
CC BY

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
van Heijst, I. W. L., Volman, M. L. L., & Cornelissen, L. J. F. (2025). Understanding
professional identity development of second-career teachers: A longitudinal study. Teaching
and Teacher Education, 159, Article 104995. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2025.104995

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, P.O. Box 19185, 1000 GD Amsterdam, The Netherlands.
You will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:18 Jul 2026

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2025.104995
https://handle.uba.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/understanding-professional-identity-development-of-secondcareer-teachers-a-longitudinal-study(8dcbc6be-23d7-424b-90d3-199b0e8b78cd).html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2025.104995


Research paper

Understanding professional identity development of second-career 
teachers: A longitudinal study
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A R T I C L E  I N F O
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A B S T R A C T

This study examines the professional identity development of second-career teachers (SCTs), aiming to reduce 
dropout rates by identifying risks and stagnations. 24 SCTs were followed over 2.5 years, focusing on their 
personal characteristics, knowledge and skills, motives and ideals, and their perceptions of the school and 
educational context. Findings reveal that SCTs’ identity development is a unique process. Mapping relevant 
components for each SCT makes this development tangible and easier to guide while respecting SCTs’ diversity. 
Recognition from the professional community strongly supports SCTs’ identity development and plays an 
important role in SCTs’ transition into teaching.

1. Introduction

Teacher shortages pose a significant problem in many countries 
(Ingersoll & Tran, 2023; OECD, 2018). To reduce these shortages, efforts 
focus on attracting second-career teachers (SCTs), to transition into 
education. SCTs contribute positively to schools as their presence alle
viates teacher shortages and because they bring in valuable knowledge 
and experiences into schools (Van Heijst et al., 2024). However, 
retaining these teachers remains a challenge. There is a high dropout 
rate among SCTs during and after teacher education. A study in the 
United States showed that only 34% of the SCTs completed their teacher 
education program (García & Weiss, 2019) and according to the Dutch 
Ministry of Education (2020), only 30% of the SCTs who started the 
teacher education program were still working as qualified teachers after 
seven years.

When SCTs enter school, they need to develop a new professional 
identity, i.e. a teacher identity. Previous research has shown that career 
changers encounter various tensions while doing so. Tigchelaar et al. 
(2010) highlight the discrepancy between SCTs’ ideals and their 
perceived reality of working as a teacher. Williams (2013) notes the 
difficulty SCTs face in balancing study, work, and family life. Authors 
et al. (2024)mention the tensions experienced by SCTs as they learn to 
navigate their new roles as novices in teaching while being experts in 
another field. Thus, SCTs face some unique tensions when entering the 
field of education. The professional community within the school is 
crucial in helping SCTs manage these tensions and develop their teacher 

professional identity by providing a supportive network that is easily 
accessible for SCTs to consult (Coppe et al., 2023).

Previous research shows that student teachers’ motives, compe
tencies, and perceptions of the school and educational context play a 
role in their teacher professional identity development. These studies 
primarily concentrate on first-career teachers (Beijaard et al., 2000, 
2004, 2022; Hanna et al., 2019; Pillen et al., 2013; Van Rijswijk et al., 
2018; Waitoller & Kozleski, 2013); they do not examine how these 
components interact and develop within the professional identity 
development of SCTs. Research specifically focusing on SCTs is neces
sary to understand where the risks and stagnations in their development 
may occur and effectively support them in building a robust professional 
identity.

Existing studies on SCTs’ professional identity have a cross-sectional 
design and provide limited insights into the development of their 
teacher identity and in explanations of SCTs’ success or attrition. 
Therefore, our study adopts a longitudinal design to examine the 
development of SCTs’ professional identity over a period of 2.5 years 
after the start of teacher education.

1.1. Professional teacher identity development

It is difficult to find a unified definition of teacher professional 
identity (Beijaard et al., 2004, 2022). It is more or less agreed that 
professional identity involves the individual in relation to the context 
(Abrams & Hogg, 1988; Ibarra & Petriglieri, 2010; Jenkins, 2014). 
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Beijaard et al. (2022) assert that teacher professional identity encom
passes how individuals see themselves as teachers and look for answers 
to questions such as, “Who am I as a teacher and what kind of teacher do 
I want to be?” The development of such an identity requires participa
tion in the professional community where one’s involvement is 
constantly evolving. Teacher identity development is an ongoing process 
that shifts with time and context (Akkerman & Meijer, 2011). To foster 
this development, experiences serve as starting points to reflect upon 
and to learn from (Beijaard et al., 2022). These experiences may support 
teachers’ identity development, but they can also lead to attrition (Hong 
& Perez, 2023; Nesje et al., 2018).

When SCTs enter school, they rely not only on their personal identity 
but also on the professional identity they have developed throughout 
their lives (Shwartz & Dori, 2020). These personal and professional bi
ographies encompass broad life experiences, workplace experiences, 
and personal qualities (Leshem, 2019; Samuel & Stephens, 2000; Wil
liams, 2013) that may serve as the starting point for SCTs’ professional 
identity development. Below, we delve deeper into several components 
that appear to be relevant to professional identity development of SCTs.

1.2. Components of SCTs’ professional identity and its development

A first component relates to SCTs’ personal characteristics. Due to 
their age, most SCTs will have gained insight over time into the traits 
that characterize them as individuals, and it is plausible that they will try 
to reconcile this self-image with how they see themselves as teachers and 
their view of the teacher they aspire to be. For example, SCTs may 
indicate that it can be challenging for them to be strict towards students 
while perceiving themselves as a non-authoritarian person (authors).

A second relevant component of SCTs’ professional identity consists 
of their skills and knowledge. On the one hand they bring skills and 
knowledge into education that they have previously acquired (Den 
Hertog et al., 2023; Hogg et al., 2023; Williams, 2013). SCTs have 
perceptions about the usefulness of this knowledge and these skills for 
teaching, which plays a role in their self-image. These previously ac
quired knowledge and competencies may initially serve as a foundation 
for the further development of SCTs’ teaching competencies. It has been 
found for example that SCTs find that their past experiences and per
sonal qualities enhance their capacity to relate learning content to 
real-world examples (Hogg et al., 2023). However, it also appears that 
SCTs’ previously acquired skills and competencies are not always 
directly applicable in the practice of teaching (Authors). When SCTs 
have incorrect assumptions about the similarities between these skills 
and the skills needed for teaching or when they unconsciously employ 
routine expertise that does not benefit the teaching process, previously 
acquired competencies may hinder SCTs professional development too 
(Den Hertog et al., 2023). On the other hand, SCTs acquire new com
petencies and essential knowledge through their experiences in schools 
and teacher education, which assist SCTs in exploring and evaluating 
their evolving identities (Ibarra, 1999).

A third component that appears to be relevant for SCTs’ professional 
identity relates to their motives and ideals for entering teaching (Antera & 
Teräs, 2024; Cuddapah & Stanford, 2015; Koballa et al., 2005). Identity 
not only reflects a person’s past and present but also their future aspi
rations. In this context, ideals and motives play a crucial role (De Ruyter 
& Conroy, 2002). These motives and ideals are a component of profes
sional identity, as they shape SCTs’ self-image in relation to this ideal 
and guide their development of competencies towards that ideal. 
However, unrealistic motives and ideals can lead to frustration and 
dropout. Examples include when SCTs believe their altruistic motives for 
making a positive impact will be achieved and measurable more easily 
than they actually are (Power, 2002), or when they enter the profession 
because they are motivated to share advanced subject knowledge, while 
the teaching level is much lower (Brantlinger, 2021). SCTs’ ideals and 
motives range from pragmatic (job security) to altruistic (giving back to 
society) and personal (growth, student interaction) (Hogg et al., 2023; 

Williams, 2013).
The school is an important context for the development of the SCTs’ 

professional identity. Actors in the school context enable newcomers to 
actively engage and participate in shared activities and the exchange of 
shared experiences which facilitates integration as full members (Lave & 
Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Depending on the opportunities that the 
school provides as a learning/work environment for SCTs, the school 
context can either support (Beijaard et al., 2022) or hinder their 
development.

1.3. Purpose of the study

Studies on professional identity development of SCTs are scarce with 
little attention given to the school context in which this development 
occurs. It is plausible that teacher professional identity development of 
SCTs differs from the process of first-career teachers, as they have 
already a well-defined professional identity and a multitude of experi
ences they bring into education. Therefore, our study longitudinally 
examined the development of SCTs’ professional identity over a period 
of 2.5 years after the start of their teacher education, defining teacher 
identity as how individuals experience themselves as teachers (Beijaard 
et al., 2022). The following research question was formulated:

How do components of professional identity—personal characteris
tics, knowledge and skills previously and newly acquired and SCTs’ 
motives and ideals for entering education—evolve in relation to SCTs’ 
perceptions of the school and the educational context and the extent to 
which they perceive themselves as teachers?”

Gaining more detailed insight into the process of SCTs’ professional 
identity development helps teacher educators to prevent SCTs, who have 
the potential and interest to become teachers, from dropping out pre
maturely. Understanding which components are important in the 
development of a positive and robust teacher identity for SCTs, and 
when the development of these components is a reason for concern, may 
help teacher educators in better supporting SCTs in this process.

2. Methodology

2.1. Research design

We conducted a qualitative study involving 24 SCTs enrolled in an 
Alternative Teacher Education Program (ATEP). Our objective was to 
comprehensively examine the development of their teacher professional 
identity over a span of 2.5 years and to explain differences by looking at 
the development of several components of teacher professional identi
ty— personal characteristics, knowledge and competencies, SCTs’ mo
tives for working in education— and their perceptions of the school and 
educational context. For this purpose, we collected data through struc
tured diaries and semi-structured interviews.

2.2. Context

This research was conducted from January 2021 to June 2023, 
involving SCT who enrolled in an ATEP at the University of Amsterdam. 
The duration of the ATEP is typically 1.5 years, with the option to extend 
for an additional six months if needed. In this program SCTs are 
admitted under the condition that they are employed as paid teachers 
affiliated with a school. SCTs of this ATEP work as teachers at a school 
for at least two half-days per week. Consequently, their teacher educa
tion and induction into schools occur simultaneously.

The ATEP includes lectures held over four full-time weeks spread 
across a year, as well as eight evening lectures in the first year of teacher 
education and six evening lectures in the second year. Before being 
admitted to the ATEP, SCTs undergo a mandatory assessment to eval
uate their suitability for both the program and the teaching profession. 
This assessment is preceded by an orientation procedure, consisting of 
two days of school visits and two university lectures, enabling 
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candidates to make informed decisions about their career path. Out of 44 
participants in this orientation procedure, 36 underwent the assessment, 
and 29 ultimately chose to start the ATEP. Three SCTs discontinued the 
program within 8 weeks due to financial constraints, family issues, or 
the unavailability of traineeships, while two opted out of participating in 
this research.

The ATEP started in the middle of the academic year, and due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, most SCTs attended online or hybrid classes (a 
combination of online and in-person instruction) in the first half year 
after the start of teacher education. After a period of six months, all 
COVID-19 restrictions in schools and universities were abolished.

2.3. Participants

In our study we used a convenient sample. A cohort of twenty-six 
SCTs who enrolled in the ATTP were invited to participate in this 
study. These SCTs aimed to become secondary education teachers in 
mathematics, physics, economics, computer science, or chemistry. Two 
SCTs decided not to participate. The final group of participants consisted 
of nine women and fifteen men. During the research period, five SCTs 
left the field of education.

At the start of teacher education, eleven SCTs left their previous jobs, 
while the remaining 13 SCTs maintained their jobs part-time or even 
full-time, requiring them to balance work, studies, and internships. The 
variety of jobs or former jobs among these SCTs was extensive, including 
roles such as coach, IT-specialist, pharmacist, etc.

Most SCTs (n = 20) were new to the teaching profession, while the 
remaining four had previously worked as uncertified teachers for a 
maximum period of seven months. After one-and-a-half years, four SCTs 
stopped their other jobs to focus solely on their education-related roles, 
while three others temporarily paused their job to complete their 
studies. Regarding age distribution, the youngest participant was 29 
years old at the conclusion of the research period, while the oldest was 
67. The majority of SCTs fell between the age ranges of 40–50 years old 
(9 participants) or 51–60 years old (13 participants). At the end of the 
2.5-year period, 11 SCTs had graduated (for one year or less), while four 
SCTs were in their final stages of their studies and received their di
plomas within two months. Additionally, five SCTs left the field of 

education, and four others had not yet graduated, with no immediate 
prospect of doing so.

All participants were provided with detailed information about the 
study and actively consented to participate, including the SCTs who had 
dropped out. Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the Ethics 
Review Board of the Faculty of Social and Behavioral Sciences at the 
University of Amsterdam. Pseudonyms were utilized to ensure 
anonymity.

2.4. Data collection

We gathered data through structured diaries (SD) and semi- 
structured interviews (SSI). Initially, these tools served a educational 
purpose, encouraging SCTs to reflect on their professional growth and 
aiding teacher educators in tailoring education to the SCTs’ needs. The 
diaries included several questions that were introduced during a lecture, 
and SCTs were instructed to answer these questions and to submit an 
updated version of their diary every six months. Not all SCTs submitted 
the required documents on every occasion.

At the end of the research period, semi-structured interviews were 
conducted, mirroring the questions posed in the structured diaries. This 
allowed us to delve deeper into topics through questioning. The average 
interview duration was 53 min (range: 43–67 min), and all interviews 
were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Table 1 provides an 
overview of the participating SCTs, the structured diaries they submit
ted, and the individuals who ultimately took part in the interviews.

In these diaries and interviews, our aim was to capture the various 
components of SCTs’ professional identity development as teachers, 
drawing on existing literature— their personal characteristics, knowl
edge and skills previously and newly acquired, and SCTs’ motives for 
working in education— in relation to their perceptions of the school and 
educational context. An overview of the prompts is presented in Table 2.

2.5. Data analysis

Structured diaries and semi-structured interviews were analyzed 
through several iterative rounds from global narratives towards more 
schematized portraits, based on the components derived from the 

Table 1 
Overview of the SCT who participated and the data obtained.

Pseudonym respondent Structured diary 1 Structured diary 2 Structured diary 3 Structured diary 4 Structured diary 5 Semi-structured interview

Ally ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Bob ✓ ✓ x x x x
Ben ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Dorine ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Yolanda ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Julia ✓ x x x x x
Remy ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Johanna ✓ ✓ ✓ x x x
Robert ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Richy ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ x x
Ashley ✓ x ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Arthur ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Tiffany ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Jonathan ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Adrian ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Roxana ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Isabelle ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Richard ✓ ✓ x x x ✓
Wade ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Mick ✓ x x x x x
Nikolas ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Dave ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Sammy ✓ x ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Charly ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Total: 24 20 20 19 18 19

√ = data obtained from this respondent.
x = data missing from this person.
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literature. The steps taken are described below and schematically pre
sented in Fig. 1.

As a first step, data the from the structured diaries and interviews of 
eight participants were summarized in narratives, one narrative for each 
SCT. We described the development of the components of teacher pro
fessional identity in relation to their views of the school and educational 
context and the extent to which they perceive themselves as teachers.

To gain clearer insight into development and compare SCTs more 
effectively, a schematic representation was needed. In step 2, we 
returned to the raw data and created a schematic representation in the 
form of teacher portraits. Each portrait, a scheme spanning two to three 
pages, provided a concise overview of the development of the compo
nents of professional teacher identity - personal characteristics, (previ
ously acquired) knowledge and competencies, SCTs’ motives for 
working in education - in relation to SCTs’ perceptions of the school and 
educational context and the extent to which SCTs perceive themselves as 
teachers. These portraits made it possible to compare the identity 
development of SCTs. Additionally, the schematic representation of 
these portraits made it possible to see per SCT which components may 
hinder or support their identity development. We summarized the data 
from all 24 respondents schematically in teacher portraits as a third step.

Step 4 involved categorizing SCTs into groups based on their re
sponses to the interview question: “To what extent do you see yourself 

working in education for a long time?". This allowed for a clear 
distinction between SCTs who fully saw themselves as teachers and 
those who were still uncertain about their future as a teacher. The group 
of SCTs who dropped out of the program before the interview, were a 
separate group.

Within these groups, in step 5, we identified similarities and differ
ences in (the development of) how they reported on personal charac
teristics, knowledge and competencies, SCTs’ motives for working in 
education, and their perceptions of the school and educational context. 
Additionally, variations in the development of "feeling a teacher" were 
explored among successful transitioners. Through this process, five 
distinct groups emerged.

To ensure validity and reliability, the content and analysis of the 
teacher portraits were a constant subject of discussion among the au
thors and with an external researcher. Additionally, one year after the 
last interview, all respondents were contacted via email to confirm their 
current employment status as teachers. The responses confirmed the 
categorization of SCTs into our five groups.

3. Results

We distinguished two main categories of SCTs. First, most SCTs (n =
15) indicated, 2.5 years after the start of their teacher education pro
gram, that they believe they made the right choice in making this 
transition and aspire a long career as a teacher. These are the successful 
transitioners, which we divided into three subgroups: the recognized 
transitioners, the connected transitioners and the critical transitioners. We 
also identified a group (n = 9) that was less successful in their transition 
into education. These are the less successful transitioners, which we 
divided into two subgroups: the doubters and dropouts.

In the following sections we will explore the distinctive character
istics of these five subgroups. We will first describe the successful 
transitioners, starting with the recognized transitioners as a baseline to 
distinguish the four other groups by describing how these other groups 
differ from these recognized transitioners. We have chosen the recog
nized transitioners as the baseline group because they represent a clearly 
identifiable subgroup of individuals who successfully transitioned into 
the teaching profession. By describing the recognized transitioners in 
detail, we provide a foundation for systematically comparing the sub
groups and highlighting key differences in their experiences and out
comes. This group serves as a logical anchor for understanding 
variations in transition pathways. Fig. 2 provides an overview of these 
groups.

3.1. Successful transitions

We defined successful transitioners as SCTs who expect to stay in the 
teaching profession for a long time. We distinguished three subgroups, 
who all felt connected to the teaching profession, as they express both a 
desire for a long-term career as teachers and enjoyment in working as a 
teacher with young people. These groups differ in the extent and way 
they feel connected to the professional community in school.

3.1.1. The recognized transitioners, baseline in this study
The recognized transitioners (n = 6) feel connected with the teaching 

profession and show no rigorous signs of (dis)satisfaction regarding the 
context. They feel recognized by colleagues and/or students in school, 
stemming from the increased responsibility they get and being treated as 
full-fledged teacher by colleagues and/or students. Some SCTs experi
ence this recognition early in teacher education because of positive in
teractions with individual students. However, most SCTs mention 
experiencing this recognition after one year, and this remains consistent 
in the subsequent periods.

We will follow Charly as an exemplary case to understand the group 
of recognized transitioners. In his first year, Charly mentioned several 
personal characteristics that he perceived as making him suitable for the 

Table 2 
Overview of prompts, their goals and their use in structured diaries (SDs) and 
semi-structured interviews (SSIs).

Prompts Goal of the prompt Used 
in SDs

Used 
in SSIs

- Your actions and thoughts as 
a teacher cannot be 
separated from your actions 
and thoughts as an 
individual. Why does the 
teaching profession align 
with who you are as a 
person, considering your 
characteristics, interests, 
ways of thinking, etc.?

Personal characteristics: 
To explore how SCTs relate 
their personal 
characteristics to their views 
of themselves as teachers

✓ ✓

- What knowledge and skills 
from your previous 
(professional) life can you 
apply in the classroom?

Previously acquired skills 
and knowledge: 
To gain insight into SCTs’ 
previously acquired skills 
and knowledge that they 
perceived as useful for 
teaching and necessary to 
become the teacher they 
aspire to be

✓ ✓

- Describe in your own words 
the ideal teacher and your 
current level in relation to 
this ideal

Teacher competencies: 
To gain insight into how 
SCTs perceived the 
development of their 
teacher competencies

✓ ✓

- Why would you want to be 
(come) a teacher?

- What do you perceive as the 
most rewarding part of your 
job as a teacher?

Motives and ideals: 
To explore the development 
of SCTs’ motives and ideals 
for working in the education 
field

✓ ✓

- To what extent do you feel 
like a teacher, what 
contributes to this feeling, 
and/or what is needed to 
feel more like a teacher?

Feeling teacher: 
To relate these components 
described above to the 
extent to which SCTs see 
themselves as teachers.

✓ ✓

- What is your perception of 
education and the 
educational field?

- Describe your ideal school 
and to what extent do you 
perceive your school as 
ideal? Explain your answer

Perception context: 
To gain insight into SCTs’ 
perceptions of the school 
and educational context

✓ ✓

- To what extent do you see 
yourself working in 
education for a long time?

Group categorization: 
To categorize SCTs into 
groups

​ ✓
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teaching profession. He noted that his empathetic nature, reflective 
attitude, willingness to be vulnerable, his openness, being engaged, and 
social and calm character contribute to his suitability for the teaching 
profession and his development as a teacher.

Regarding his previously acquired skills and knowledge, he indicated 
that his knowledge about computer programming, his ability to handle 
time pressure, his perseverance, his ability to collaborate, embrace 
mistakes, and maintain an autonomous work attitude helps him in his 
development as an IT-teacher. Just like the other recognized transi
tioners, he indicated to start feeling more like a teacher as he becomes 
more proficient in his role thanks to the pedagogical and didactic 
knowledge and skills he has acquired. He is better able to maintain 
control within the group, and to provide interactive instruction and 
devote more time to the subject matter content: 

Structured Diary 1 (SD1): I have little didactic and pedagogical 
experience, find it nerve-wracking to speak in front of a group, often 

have a somewhat passive attitude, am not particularly assertive, tend 
to avoid conflicts, have little experience in leading / controlling, and 
do not yet possess all the subject knowledge. [I feel] somewhat like a 
teacher.

SD2: I find it somewhat easier to explain things to the class, and I am 
less nervous than I was at the beginning. I think I come across as 
quite calm to the students. I have the impression that I can convey 
the material fairly clearly."

SD3: I have more confidence and am more relaxed in front of the 
class now [ …]. I do feel like I’m becoming more of a teacher. My 
focus is shifting more towards the students, whereas in the begin
ning, I was mainly concerned with how I presented myself in front of 
the class.

Fig. 1. Schematic overview of the data analysis process.

Fig. 2. Overview of the different types of SCTs found in this study.
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SD4: [My] teaching [skills] are improving steadily […] I enjoy the 
trust of the students [in me], allowing me to stand relaxed in front of 
the class and focus more on the subject matter content.

SD5: [Now] I am (almost) teaching full-time. That it is very intense. 
Also, in terms of subject matter content because I am teaching many 
topics for the first time this school year. And pedagogically, it is quite 
a difference between [teaching] 60 or 250 students. But I am 
learning at a rapid pace now.

[I feel] more and more like a teacher. I really enjoy helping students 
progress, and […] I find it a very meaningful activity.

Semi-structured interview (SSI): I do feel now that I can become good 
at [teaching]. I also get along well with colleagues [ …]. There was a 
colleague […] who would show me some emails from parents [to ask 
me],’What should I do with this?’

The recognized transitioners mentioned a wide variety of motives for 
entering education, such as personal (need for challenge), societal 
(contributing to a better society), or more student-centered (enjoy 
working with children) motives. Particularly, student-centered motives 
are frequently mentioned; at least half of the motives cited by the re
spondents in this group are student-centered in nature. Charly 
mentioned a diversity in motives during the initial period of teaching, 
however his motives become increasingly focused on working with 
students as shown below: 

SD1: I want to develop and challenge myself, both in terms of subject 
matter and personally [ …]. [I want to] contribute to society more 
than I can in my current workplace.

SD3: In my motivation to become a teacher, not much has changed. I 
do notice at school that reality can be challenging […] I frequently 
encounter unexpected situations where I have to react on the spot. 
This makes the work challenging and exciting. […] The notion that 
students truly benefit from me as a teacher gives me tremendous 
satisfaction.

SD4: More than ever before, I notice that I can help students develop, 
which is the main reason why I want to continue as a teacher [That] I 
can make a difference for students and help them discover where 
their strengths lie is very motivating.

SD5: I derive a lot of satisfaction from the personal interaction with 
students with whom I really connect. Additionally, I find it very 
rewarding when students surprise me with their subject knowledge.

SSI: I really enjoy the interaction with students and the unpredict
ability of it. I find it rewarding when you have built a connection 
with some students [and] they are willing to work for you even if 
they are not intrinsically motivated.

Conspicuously recognized transitioners have a critical opinion to
wards the functioning of the school and educational context, such as 
high bureaucracy, focus on students’ performance and exams, how 
schools organize matters. However, these critical views do not seem to 
impede their professional teacher development. Moreover, these critical 
views are accompanied by a comparable amount of positive aspects 
observed in the school and educational context, such as such as friendly 
students, the autonomy you have as a teacher. These perceptions of the 
context do not show a clear evolution and the recognized transitioners 
do not indicate any desire to change the school or the educational 
context and appear to be satisfied with their current position.

In the case of Charly, he perceives the educational field as a sector 
with a lot of educational inequity and a strong drive for innovation, 
which does not always lead to improvement of the quality of education. 
He finds that education has gone too far in constantly wanting to control 
children and that teachers are too friendly for the students who are not 
engaged. He also expresses his worries regarding the teacher shortages. 
On the other hand, he experiences the ambiance within the school as 

very positive with a lot of personal attention for students’ learning 
process and well-being and he appreciates the open, friendly atmosphere 
within the school among colleagues and between colleagues and 
students.

Through the case study of Charly, we have illustrated the develop
ment of the components of teacher professional identity of an individual 
who has undergone a relatively seamless transition to the teaching 
profession. In the following sections, we will map out the characteristics 
of the other four groups compared to this group.

3.1.2. The connected transitioners
The responses in the interviews and structured diaries of the con

nected transitioners (n = 6) differ from those given by the baseline group 
in that they emphasize their own personal connection with the profes
sional community in school. Whereas the baseline group feels recog
nized and accepted by colleagues and students within the school, the 
connected transitioners add feeling a full-fledged member of the pro
fessional community and expresses personal feelings of connection with 
and integration within the team of teachers. It seems that these feelings 
of connection must grow since they are not mentioned during the first 
half year of teaching and are mainly mentioned at the end of the 
research period, 2.5 years after the start of the teacher education. Robert 
explained his feelings of being connected and integrated in his inter
view, “There is no transition anymore. You no longer feel like a novice or 
newcomer […] You are integrated, you have adapted, you fit in, you 
have become part of that culture.”

Tiffany indicates receiving recognition from colleagues and students, 
similar to the experiences of the SCT of the baseline group, but she 
supplements this by expressing feelings of connectedness to the in
dividuals working within the educational context, “I receive recognition 
from colleagues and students for my contribution to the school and feel 
connected to the other staff members of the school.”

The connected transitioners all expressed their appreciation of the 
social atmosphere in school. Ally mentioned this in her interview: 

In companies, people are less social, whereas in schools, they are 
genuinely more social. There is ultimately more understanding to
wards other colleagues if you are a bit different or if things are not 
going well.

And Robert who described this positive ambiance in his third 
portrait, “It is a social, inclusive organization […], it is all about people 
and these include not only the students but also the teachers.”

3.1.3. The critical transitioners
The responses given by the critical transitioners (n = 3) can be 

distinguished from the baseline group because those SCTs indicate that 
they do not feel entirely connected to the professional community 
although they do feel connected with the teaching profession. They 
express their critical opinion towards the functioning of colleagues 
within the school, teachers and/or managers in particular. These SCTs 
perceive injustice within the school and advocate for a group, including 
students and teachers, whom they believe are being shortchanged due to 
inadequate treatment. This critical attitude is present from the start and 
persists throughout the research period. Jonathan stands up for the 
students in school and is disappointed because he does not see his col
leagues working with the same good intentions for the children. He 
explained: 

SD1: I aspire to become a teacher to make a meaningful contribution 
to the future of young people and the future of the world.

SD2: I notice […] that the interest of the child is not always priori
tized in the field of education.

SD4: I hope I do not lose this idealism. I see quite a few teachers 
around me who seem to have lost it after a few years [ …].
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SSI: There is still much to be done in education, and I feel the need to 
contribute to it [ …]. I also believe that I bring enough abilities and 
experiences to truly make a difference in that change.

In his interview, Jonathan expressed an additional motive for 
becoming a teacher, namely, becoming a change agent who contributes 
to changes that improve education.

While Jonathan defends his students, Yolanda and Isabelle advocate 
for better management so that teachers are recognized for their hard 
work, as Yolanda described: 

SD3: The dissatisfaction for me is currently directed towards man
agement and support […] I find it admirable how, despite the sys
temic pressure, [teaching teams] continue to work hard, advocating 
for the students, for good lessons, for good education. But it costs 
many teachers more energy than they actually have.

In the case of Yolanda and Isabelle, this disappointment is not 
translated into a motive; rather it seems to have a demotivating effect 
which further distances them from the professional community in which 
they work. Both students decided to switch schools. At the same time, 
they clearly indicate envisioning a long-term commitment in education 
as they feel connected to the profession and enjoy working with 
students.

The critical transitioners characterize themselves as critical persons. 
Jonathan described his critical view towards colleagues, “I am idealistic 
[…] And that can be challenging at times because I often observe that 
this idealism is not always present in others around me.” Yolanda and 
Isabelle also attributed the characteristic of being critical to themselves.

3.2. The less successful transitions

In the group of SCTs who were less successful in transitioning into 
education we distinguished two subgroups, the doubters (n = 4), who 
show doubts about whether they will stay in the teaching profession for 
a long time and the dropouts (n = 5) who left the profession within a 
period of 2.5 years.

3.2.1. The doubters
The doubters (n = 4) felt a sense of ambivalent connection to the 

teaching profession; they stated in the interview that they were not yet 
sure whether they would remain in the teaching profession in the long 
term. The doubts experienced by this group mainly arise because the 
SCTs do not feel recognized by important actors in the school context but 
the reasons for not feeling recognized seem to vary. Most doubts are 
expressed towards the end of the research period. Roxana and Ashley 
express feelings of disappointment as they feel unrecognized by their 
colleagues, either being treated merely as interns or because the man
agement makes no effort to retain them in the school. Roxana explained: 

[On my other school, I wanted] to have a decent salary and not just a 
monthly internship allowance of three hundred euros. It turned out 
there was no room for that at all. […] If they let you go that easily, 
well, what appreciation do they have for those who stand in front of 
the class?

What both participants also have in common is that, alongside their 
critical attitude, they hardly mentioned any positive aspects about the 
educational context throughout the entire period. Also, they struggle 
significantly with classroom management. Additionally, both SCTs still 
have their other job next to making the transition to education, which 
leaves the option to drop out open.

Dorine mentions in her interview feeling a similar lack of recognition 
by the management as Roxana and Ashley, due to poor employment 
conditions: 

I have mentioned several times that I find [it] unacceptable, that I am 
not being paid enough. It is not that I am used to a high salary—I 
came from a non-profit organization, so I’m accustomed to modest 

pay—but this is actually less than what a starting teacher earns. 
Additionally, sick days are not paid. It’s just sad.

And during the interview, Nikolas indicated feeling a lack of recog
nition by the students of one of his classes. At that time, Nikolas had a 
challenging class under his care and was unsure if he would remain 
motivated enough in the long term, as he explained: 

Sometimes I think, “This day was not nice. I really did my best, and I 
think I made some nice materials for that class. But in reality, I have 
just been pushing and pulling, and besides that, [students] do not 
seem to like me.” […] But there are also those days that are enjoyable 
[…] I definitely continue teaching next year, but if that does not 
change, […] then I do not know if I will keep doing this

3.2.2. The dropouts
The dropouts (n = 5) concern the group of SCTs who left education 

within 2.5 years after the start of their teacher education program. This 
group ultimately does not connect with the teaching profession or the 
educational context. Among this group op SCTs, the majority dropped 
out within the first year. The reasons for dropout appear to be related to 
a variety of components of SCTs’ professional identity.

Retrospectively, there may be indication that Johanna’s motives 
could potentially be reasons for dropout. Right at the start of teacher 
education, Johanna described a motive that seems difficult to attain, 

SD1: Education meets my needs because it fulfills an important so
cietal role in the development of children at various levels […] I 
believe in the danger of ’gap’ societies, as seen in America, where 
diversity is no longer valued, and polarization becomes stronger. 
School is an important place where diversity can still emerge and be 
appreciated.

Richy is the only dropout who completed his studies and then 
stopped working as a secondary school teacher. He seemed to encounter 
friction because he perceived the teaching profession as more chal
lenging than he had anticipated beforehand and different from his initial 
idealized perception. 

SD3: Rereading [my previous structured diary], I now see a too 
romanticized image of myself as a teacher […] Occasionally, there 
are those moments of happiness. Then my ideal teacher aligns with 
the hardworking one who is trying to make the best of a turbulent 
school day. Being a teacher is mostly hard work. The idealist keeps 
the hard worker going.

Julia mentioned at the start of teacher education that her perfec
tionistic nature may lead to challenges in her development. 

SD1: A challenge for me will be that I like to be well-prepared […] I 
find it frustrating when I lack knowledge or can not provide answers. 
I can imagine that this will take a lot of time for me when preparing 
lessons.

She mentioned in her exit-interview that she always wanted to meet 
the expectations of others as a reason for dropout. It seems that these 
personal characteristics have led to tensions reaching a breaking point.

Bob dropped out after 6 months. His main motive for entering edu
cation wat personal by nature, looking for a new challenge. However, 
after six months of teaching he listed a long series of competencies he 
believed he had not yet mastered as a teacher. It may be that the chal
lenge of becoming a teacher turned out to be too great for Bob. Lastly, 
Mick dropped out because of financial reasons. The decline in salary and 
working hours made it impossible for him to meet his fixed expenses.

To conclude, the SCTs in the dropout group initially did not display a 
clear indication of their impending dropout because all the dropouts 
indicated that they increasingly felt like teachers until the moment they 
dropout. Only Bob did exhibit clear signs pointing to potential dropout. 
From his first to second diary, he demonstrated a decline in feeling a 

I. van Heijst et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                               Teaching and Teacher Education 159 (2025) 104995 

7 



teacher.

3.3. Non-distinguishing components of professional identity development 
of SCTs among the five groups

In trying to understand these differences in “feeling connected” by 
looking at the components of teacher professional identity, we observed 
that SCTs’ personal characteristics, (previously acquired) knowledge 
and competencies, their motives for entering education, and their per
ceptions of the school context, and the development thereof, are very 
diverse and can therefore not explain why these groups differ in feeling 
more or less connected to the school context.

Our study shows that SCTs of all groups mentioned a variety of 
personal characteristics that they believe makes them suitable for 
teaching. Examples of personal traits that were mentioned as helpful by 
the SCTs are being calm, being able to put things into perspective, 
having a sense of humor, being eager to learn and driven, being honest 
and empathetic. SCTs also identified a diversity of previously acquired 
skills and knowledge they bring into education and that may help them 
as teachers in school. Examples of the previously acquired skills are the 
ability to present and explain content to groups, having content 
knowledge, developed interpersonal skills, coaching and management 
experiences, organizational and planning skills, and parenting experi
ences. SCTs from all groups also mentioned that they feel increasingly 
competent in the pedagogical and didactic skills they acquire to perform 
the teaching profession effectively. Additionally, all SCTs in each group 
showed a variety of motives for changing careers to education, including 
personal reasons (need for a challenge), societal reasons (desire to 
contribute to a better society), student-centered reasons (enjoyment of 
working with children), and the urge to find a new job.

Regarding the perceptions of the professional community and 
educational context, there is a vast variety in how SCTs perceive and 
describe this context. SCTs expressed their criticism towards the school 
context, such as high bureaucracy, low salary, too much focus on stu
dents’ performance and exams, how schools organize matters, too much 
focus on the curriculum, the low level of education, workload among 
teachers, or a lack of motivation observed in students. However, they 
also mentioned positive aspects of the school context, such as friendly 
students, the autonomy you have as a teacher, the student-centeredness 
in schools, extracurricular activities that are organized, the dedication of 
colleagues, the digital tools available, and the human-centered atmo
sphere in schools. This applies for SCTs from all five subgroup, and a 
critical attitude was associated with both a very successful transition and 
dropout.

4. Discussion

SCTs identify strongly with their previous career and being able to 
align their new career as a teacher with their previous careers supports 
the development of their teacher identities (Hogg et al., 2024; Shwartz & 
Dori, 2020). In this study we examined how components of professional 
identity—personal characteristics, knowledge and skills previously and 
newly acquired and SCTs’ motives and ideals for entering educa
tion—evolve in relation to SCTs’ perceptions of the school and the 
educational context and the extent to which they perceive themselves as 
teachers? In contrast to numerous studies that concentrate on 
first-career teachers (Beijaard et al., 2000, 2004, 2022; Hanna et al., 
2019; Lamote & Engels, 2010; Pillen et al., 2013) and/or utilize 
cross-sectional methods (Coppe, 2023; Shwartz & Dori, 2020), our 
longitudinal study examined the professional identity development of 
24 SCTs over a period of 2.5 years.

While previous studies highlight the complexity and uniqueness of 
teachers’ professional identity (Akkerman & Meijer, 2011; Schellings 
et al., 2023) our longitudinal study adds that the development of SCTs’ 
professional identity also seems to be a unique process; for each SCT a 
distinct and unique pattern was found in the development and 

interaction of the various professional identity components, and their 
perceptions of the school and educational context. None of these com
ponents appeared to be the key for understanding (un)successful tran
sition to the teaching profession. Across these different trajectories of 
professional identity development, however, we found patterns in suc
cessful and less successful transitioners’ feelings of connectedness to the 
teaching profession and the school and educational context.

We distinguished two groups, based on whether SCTs indicated, 2.5 
years after the start of their teacher education program, that they believe 
they made the right choice in making the transition to teaching and 
aspire a career as a teacher. The first group were the successful transi
tioners who aspired a long-term career in teaching and the second group 
were the less successful transitioners, who indicated that they were still 
uncertain about whether they would want to work in education long- 
term or dropped out during the research period. Although successful 
transitioners initially appear as one group with similar characteristics 
and a shared intention to remain in the teaching profession long-term, 
the longitudinal nature of this study revealed three distinct groups 
that differed in how their sense of connection to the educational context 
evolved in over time. We found three subgroups, the recognized transi
tioners, the connected transitioners and the critical transitioners. These 
three groups all seemed to feel connected with the teaching profession 
but they showed differences in the extent to and the way in which they 
felt connected to the school and educational context. Previous research 
(Schellings et al., 2023) highlights the importance of collaboration and 
positive relationships with colleagues for all novice teachers, identifying 
this as a prerequisite for being able to focus on other aspects of teaching. 
Building on these findings, our study shows that collaboration and 
positive relationships also appears important for SCTs in order to feel 
recognized by colleagues as a full-fledged teacher. At the end of the 
research period, the connected and the recognized transitioners both 
expressed their connection with the professional community. However, 
where the connected transitioners indicated that they felt full-fledged 
members of this community, the recognized transitioners merely said 
they felt recognized as members by the school community, without 
expressing that they felt like full members themselves. The critical 
transitioners expressed feeling connected to the teaching profession (i.e. 
they liked teaching). Nevertheless, they expressed feelings of discon
nection with the professional community, as they experienced injustice 
in that colleagues and/or students were not being treated as they should, 
e.g. colleagues not being valued sufficiently by the management staff or 
students not being treated with respect by colleagues.

The group of less successful transitioners comprised doubters and 
dropouts. This group appeared ambivalent or ultimately decided not to 
connect to the teaching profession and/or the school and educational 
context, and struggled with various challenges, of which a lack of feeling 
recognized by the school community was a major one. The doubters 
mentioned not feeling recognized by actors within the school commu
nity (students or colleagues) but nevertheless expressed a cautious 
willingness to consider teaching as a profession. The dropouts initially 
did not display a clear indication of their impending dropout but ulti
mately did not connect with the school and the teaching profession for 
various reasons, such as motives that proved unattainable and/or setting 
high standards for themselves while their teaching competencies were 
not yet sufficiently developed to meet these.

A recent review study (Van der Gaag et al., 2025) emphasizes the 
need for an integrated approach to identity research that better explains 
the dynamics between reflective identity (an internal process of 
self-reflection) and situated identity (the ongoing interaction between 
individual and context). The authors advocate for future research that 
combines methods from both approaches, such as longitudinal studies 
and social interaction analyses. They argue that this approach is crucial 
for fully understanding the complexity of identity development in 
context. Our study aligns with this call and demonstrates that the 
various components of teacher professional identity development may 
not show a generic pattern that makes us understand (un)successful 
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transition to the teaching profession. We conclude that the main com
monality in the developmental pathways of SCTs’ professional identity 
seems their uniqueness and lack of commonality. However, our study 
also shows that mapping out the interaction between the professional 
identity components over time may help to better understand the 
development of each individual SCT, as elaborated in section 4.1. The 
finding that receiving recognition from the professional community is 
crucial for SCTs’ professional identity development is discussed in sec
tion 4.2.

4.1. Towards a better understanding of SCTs’ individual developmental 
paths

From previous studies we know that various components are rele
vant for the development of SCTs’ professional identity. However, these 
studies have mainly focused on one or two components that play a role 
in SCTs’ professional identity and do not address the development of 
these components. Research that does address this development was 
conducted by Coppe et al. (2024), who studied the development of 
teachers’ teaching task-, workgroup- (=colleagues), micropolitical 
climate- and organizational socialization at different stages of their ca
reers (cross sectional); this study showed that teacher development does 
not follow a linear process across these four aspects and revealed more 
differences within the various career stages of teachers than between 
them. Although Coppe et al.’s study does not specifically focus on SCTs, 
it highlights the considerable diversity in the developmental pathways 
of teachers. Our study shows that this large diversity in developmental 
pathways also applies for SCTs’ professional identity development. In 
addition, since we conducted a longitudinal study of the development of 
a group of SCTs, we were able to closely examine the development at the 
level of the individual. Making the interaction between professional 
identity components visible helped understanding this development. For 
example, SCTs mentioned a range of ideals and motives, such as the 
desire to grow personally (Williams, 2013) or to contribute to society 
(Hogg et al., 2023). These ideals and motives appeared attainable in 
some contexts, where they served as a source of motivation. In other 
contexts, however, when SCTs perceived them as either unattainable or 
not valued, they led to frustration. Thus, the interplay between the 
components of professional identity and the (perceived) context seems 
highly personal. Our study shows that mapping out these interactions 
can highlight frictions between the components. This enables a better 
understanding of the potential reasons behind SCTs’ varying levels of 
connection to the professional community or the teaching profession. 
Although we do recognize that isolating components of professional 
identity development is artificial, it provides a framework that may help 
to understand the experiences of SCTs in the process of their professional 
identity development.

4.2. Recognition from the professional community as a source of 
development

Coppe et al. (2022) have already shown that the social network in 
school is more crucial for SCTs than for FCTs, attributing this to their 
socialization process primarily occurring on the job. The importance of 
colleagues in schools is also highlighted by other studies that argue that 
a lack of support motivates SCTs to leave teaching (Hunter-Johnson, 
2015) and that tensions experienced by SCTs in their relationships with 
mentors increase the likelihood of attrition (Authors). Our study sup
plements the insights from these earlier studies by specifying SCTs’ 
needs for recognition from the professional community. This recognition 
by actors (colleagues and students) within the school can be seen as an 
important source for SCTs for managing the frictions they experience in 
their professional identity development. Our study also offers insight 
into the factors that contribute to SCTs feeling acknowledged or unac
knowledged. Colleagues have an essential role in facilitating SCTs’ 
integration as full members of the school community (Leshem et al., 

2023). To enable individuals to become full members of a community, it 
is important that they can engage in shared activities and the exchange 
of experiences (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Our results 
confirm that such engagement is important for SCTs and adds that SCTs 
who are involved in tasks that align with the role of a full-fledged 
teacher, feel more recognized by the professional community than 
SCTs who perceive to be treated as trainees. When colleagues in school 
recognize the SCTs as a full member of the community, this in turn, 
seems to help SCTs to see themselves as full member of the school 
community. This is in line with previous studies that show that the way 
teachers characterize themselves as teachers is largely based on how 
others see them and the feedback they receive, from students or col
leagues (Kelchtermans, 2009; Yağan et al., 2022).

Salary also appears to be involved in SCTs’ perception of being 
valued. A salary that is considered too low is one of the reasons for SCTs 
to leave the profession, although they accepted it at the start of their 
teaching career (Hunter-Johnson, 2015). School managers acknowledge 
the significant salary reduction that SCTs may be confronted with, but 
they struggle to meet their requests for higher pay, as this would be 
unfair to more experienced teachers in school (Van Heijst et al., under 
review). Our study shows that SCTs experience recognition when they 
perceive that managers value them as teachers, and it confirms that 
salary and other employment conditions such as the amount of contract 
hours offered to the SCT are experienced as reflecting this recognition. 
The issue of contract hours is related to SCTs’ motives. SCTs are willing 
to change career while often being driven by the motive to contribute to 
society (Hogg et al., 2023; Williams, 2013) and to alleviate the teacher 
shortage Van Heijst et al., under review). When schools appear to be 
unable to hire them or can only offer them a few working hours, this 
negatively affects their motivation (Yağan et al., 2022).

5. Limitations and implications for future research and practice

This study has certain limitations. The first author also served as the 
teacher educator for the SCTs who participated in this study. While this 
position facilitated access to data without requiring additional time or 
effort from the SCTs, and her perspective ‘from within’ contributed to a 
thorough understanding of the topic, it presented challenges in main
taining distance and minimizing bias when interpreting the data. To 
enhance the trustworthiness of the interpretations, the second and third 
authors, along with an external researcher, therefore independently 
reviewed the first author’s interpretations, based on the data from a 
sample of respondents.

Another limitation of this study lies in the specific composition of the 
participant group, which consisted of STEM and economics teachers. 
Additionally, only a small portion of this group dropped out during the 
research project, while the majority made a successful transition. This 
complicates the understanding of factors that increase the likelihood of 
dropout. Future studies should therefore be conducted with a larger 
sample size, including SCTs aspiring to become teachers in a variety of 
disciplines and dropouts.

Colleagues in school play a crucial role in SCTs’ successful transition 
into teaching (Coppe et al., 2022, 2023). However, these colleagues 
indicate they find it challenging to guide SCTs properly due to the great 
diversity in SCTs’ needs (Van Heijst et al., under review). Our study 
provides guidelines for supporting SCTs in their professional identity 
development while taking this diversity into account. Encouraging SCTs 
to reflect on their identity as a teacher, including the role of personal 
characteristics, (previously and newly acquired) knowledge and com
petencies, their motives and ideals, their perceptions of the school and 
educational context and the extent to which they feel recognized by the 
school community (colleagues, management and students), can help 
mentors in school and teacher educators monitor SCTs’ professional 
identity development and to understand what hinders and promotes this 
development. Mapping this out in a schematic portrait can serve as a 
useful starter for mentoring conversations. However, engaging in 
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discussions with SCTs also requires different competencies than those 
needed for conversations with FCTs, such as knowing how to acknowl
edge and utilize their potential for the schools’ development (Van Heijst 
et al., under review). Therefore, engaging in effective discussions in a 
manner that SCTs feel valued, requires training. Further research is 
required to gain insight in what SCTs’ supervisors specifically need to 
feel and be better equipped for such discussions. Additionally, what 
SCTs need to feel recognized by colleagues, beyond just salary, could 
also be addressed in future research.

6. Conclusion

In this study we studied the professional identity development of 
SCTs by examining how components of professional identity—personal 
characteristics, knowledge and skills previously and newly acquired and 
SCTs’ motives and ideals for entering education—evolve in relation to 
their perceptions of the school and the educational context. Our findings 
indicate that the development of SCTs’ professional identity is a unique 
process. No starting point is predictive for the course of an SCT’s 
development and dropout can occur unexpectedly at any stage. How
ever, mapping out this development can help understand the develop
mental trajectory of an individual SCT, allowing for more tailored 
support that meets the specific needs of an SCT.

Engaging in conversations with individual SCTs about their devel
opment and needs, while also treating them as fully-fledged teachers, 
may help them to feel more connected to the educational context and the 
teaching profession. Ultimately, this may prevent unnecessary dropout 
among SCTs and, as more SCTs successfully transition into teaching, 
contribute to alleviating the growing teacher shortage.
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