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This article reports on an evaluation study of a professional development
program to promote teachers’ agency for social justice and educational
equality. Despite that teachers are seen as change agents for social justice, few
studies have investigated what empowers them to adopt this role. Therefore,
we designed a theory of change with seven manifestations of agency for social
justice (e.g., being committed and experts, taking initiatives). Fourteen primary
school teachers participated, engaging in individual reflections, focus group
interviews, and an open-ended questionnaire. Thematic analysis was used to
code manifestations of agency such as commitment and initiatives. The results
demonstrated an empowered sense of agency among the participants. For
example, they displayed heightened awareness of inequalities and a critical
stance toward their own actions, school policies, and the education system in
relation to educational equality. This study contributes to theoretical knowledge
about how a professional development program for experienced teachers can
be used to develop agency for social justice. Key factors that supported teachers’
agency included sufficient time and support in the program to familiarize
themselves with social justice and educational equality concepts, as well as
receiving comprehensive knowledge on practical interventions and dedicated
time for discussing their applicability in their own teaching practice.

KEYWORDS
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1 Introduction

In most western societies, schools are considered to be engines for social justice (Autin
et al., 2015). Educational equality is fundamental to achieving social justice (Bartell et al.,
2019). However, international surveys show that education fails to fulfill this “equalizer” role,
as students’ social backgrounds still strongly predict their educational attainment (OECD,
2023). In other words, the ideal of educational equality has not been attained (Autin et al.,
2015). There are large gaps between privileged and disadvantaged groups worldwide in terms
of educational opportunities and outcomes (Cochran-Smith et al., 2016).

Teachers are the most critical in-school actors because they might apply pedagogical
approaches that dismantle the educational environment’s structural inequalities and improve
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the academic performance of disadvantaged students (Ainscow, 2020;
Min et al., 2021). Their choices can and do make a difference in what
and how students learn (Hattie, 2009). For example, teachers can
choose alternative grouping strategies instead of homogeneous ability
grouping, which increases inequalities between students with different
social backgrounds (Francis et al., 2019), or they can take collaborative
actions to address inequality issues beyond the classroom (Florian and
Spratt, 2013). Because of teachers’ potential influence on student
achievement, they are being called upon worldwide to become “agents
of change,” a call that is often linked to a social justice agenda (Panti¢
and Florian, 2015; Bartell et al., 2019).

Many studies suggest that, as agents of change, teachers must learn
to engage in dialogue and join forces to become social justice
advocates and address educational equality (Wang et al., 2017).
Engaging in dialogue involves considering social justice concerns and
working toward what is good for all children (Panti¢ and Florian,
2015; Wang et al., 2017; Van Vijfeijken et al., 2021). Despite the general
agreement among educational scholars that teachers as change agents
play an essential role in pedagogical approaches that promote social
justice in their classrooms, few studies have investigated what
empowers them to adopt this role (Panti¢ et al.,, 2019; Min et al., 2021).
There is a pressing need to support teachers’ agency for social justice
(e.g., Panti¢ and Florian, 2015; Min et al., 2021). More specifically,
there is little clarity about how agency for social justice can
be developed in a professional development program for experienced
teachers (Panti¢ and Florian, 2015; Kauppinen et al., 2020). This study
aims to fill this knowledge gap by evaluating a professional
development program designed for experienced primary school
teachers and examining the elements contributing to teachers’ agency
for social justice and educational equality.

2 Theoretical background
2.1 Social justice and educational equality

Despite the calls for teachers to act as “change agents” (Fullan,
1993; Van der Heijden et al., 2015; Cochran-Smith et al., 2022) with
social justice issues in policies and literature (Pantic¢ and Florian, 2015;
Bartell et al., 2019), “social justice” is rarely defined (Grant and Agosto,
2008; Francis et al., 2017; Panti¢, 2017). Generally, social justice is
associated with distributive justice (Brighouse et al., 2018), which is
concerned with the distribution of the conditions and resources that
affect individual well-being (Deutsch, 1975; Espinoza, 2007). As for
this distribution, social justice is often based on assumptions about
fairness (Rawls, 1999). Therefore, distributive justice provides rules or
principles people can use to decide whether a practice or outcome is
fair (Wright and Boese, 2015).

Two distributive justice principles can be highlighted in the
context of education: the principle of equality and the principle of
need. Teachers who apply the principle of equality attempt to equally
distribute their attention, resources, and options among all students,
regardless of their backgrounds (Wright and Boese, 2015; Cropanzano
and Molina, 2017). However, applying this principle may lead teachers
to neglect the history and social contexts that learners bring to the
classroom (Bradbury et al, 2011). Equal treatment in unequal
situations is likely to lead to unequal learning opportunities and
outcomes (Mijs, 2016). In contrast, teachers who apply the principle
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of need do not attempt to equally distribute their attention, resources,
and options (Wright and Boese, 2015). Instead, students’ needs are
linked to their history and social contexts. Students from less
educationally supportive backgrounds are considered more in need of
education in school settings and thus deserve more support from
teachers (Resh and Sabbagh, 2016). This principle contributes to
narrowing achievement gaps and is considered fairer for creating
equal educational opportunities. However, teachers can perceive
unequal distribution of attention and resources as unfair or unjust in
educational practice because students from disadvantaged
backgrounds benefit from positive discrimination. From different
social justice perspectives, teachers can morally justify how they teach
students from different social backgrounds. Creating equal educational
opportunities calls for need-based teaching practice. However, a need-
based distribution of resources will not solve fundamental inequality
issues in education because it does not solve the merit-based social
inequalities that result from different educational credentials (Sandel,
2020). From a critical social justice perspective, many studies
problematize the western meritocratic education system because it
legitimates social inequalities as justly deserved, indicating that
misfortune is likely to be misunderstood as a personal failure (Sandel,
2020). In a meritocracy, a fair education system leads to unequal social
status positions based on individual merit, defined by ability and
effort. In such a system, teachers are significant actors in creating
social inequalities. Teachers may feel uneasy about this role and could
feel they have less agency for social justice.

How can teachers be prepared for their role as change agents for
social justice? Given the contentious nature of the term “social justice’,
we broadened teachers understanding of social justice with a strong
emphasize on social justice as a system of beliefs that underscores
principles such as equity and need. The focus of the development
program lies in providing high-quality education to all students,
irrespective of their race and socioeconomic background. The ultimate
objective of social justice oriented education is to address and mitigate
the achievement gap that exists between disadvantaged students and
their more privileged peers (Miller and Martin, 2015). A professional
development program aimed at strengthening agency for social justice
not only requires attention to promoting educational equality in the
teaching practice but also to structural social inequalities in a
meritocratic system (Cochran-Smith et al., 2016).

2.2 Change agents for social justice and
educational equality

Studies define “being a change agent” in different ways.
However, this term generally suggests that change agents are
personally driven to initiate change at both the classroom and
school levels by deploying their professional agency (Fullan, 1993;
Eteldpelto et al., 2013; Van der Heijden et al., 2015). Professional
agency is the willingness and ability to act on professional values,
beliefs, goals, and knowledge in teachers’ contexts and situations
(Toom et al., 2015). Teaching competencies linked to change agency
are broadly conceptualized as encompassing relevant knowledge
and understanding as well a capacity to engage with educational
change and reflect on one’s beliefs and values (Korthagen, 2004;
Panti¢ and Wubbels, 2010). Preparing teachers as change agents to
promote social justice and educational equality requires clarity
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about what teachers need to know and do, their beliefs, and how
they will exercise their agency. Therefore, we used Pantic¢’s (2015)
model of teacher agency, which focuses on teachers’ contributions
to greater social justice as the foundation of the professional
development program designed for this study. While there is some
agreement in the literature about the knowledge, skills and values
teachers need to be effective with diverse groups of students (Panti¢
and Florian, 2015), little is known about how agency for social
justice can be developed in a professional development program
(Panti¢ and Florian, 2015; Kauppinen et al., 2020).

This model was based on broader theories of human and
professional agency (Giddens, 1984; Archer, 2000) and applied to
inclusive teaching practices. The conceptual model articulates
potential factors—translated into four domains—that influence
teachers’ agency for social justice (Panti¢, 2015): (1) a sense of
purpose—teachers’ beliefs about their role as agents and understanding
of social justice; (2) competence—teachers abilities to address the
exclusion and underachievement of some students; (3) autonomy—
teachers’ perceptions of environments and context-embedded
interactions with others; and (4) reflexivity—teachers capacity to
analyze and evaluate their practices and institutional settings. In
addition, the model recognizes that agency depends on structures and
cultures (e.g., rules, resources, and power relationships within a school
team) and agents can transform these conditions. Finally, agentic
teachers can interact intentionally with others as a resource for
learning and to support others (Toom et al., 2015).

2.3 Professional development program:
change agents for social justice and
educational equality

An effective professional development program needs to have a
well-defined “theory of change” (Desimone, 2009; Van Veen et al,,
2012). A theory of change refers to the assumed relationship between
the features of the program and the change in teachers” behavior. The
intended behavior in this study is that participating teachers use their
agency to promote educational equality at the classroom and school
levels. Each domain in Panti¢’s model was used to identify the main
manifestations of teachers as change agents for educational equality,

TABLE 1 Conceptual framework.

Domains

10.3389/feduc.2024.1244113

and the aim was to empower them through the professional
development program (see Table 1).

Each domain is discussed in detail below, including the main
manifestations of agency for social justice and the features of the
professional development program. In addition, core features of
effective professionalization interventions e.g., content focus on
classroom practices; evidence-based or evidence-informed content;
active learning; collective participation and coherence (e.g., Desimone,
2009; Van Veen et al., 2012) are incorporated into the design of the
professional development program. This design led to seven features
of the professional development program (see Table 2).

2.3.1 A sense of purpose

A primary assumption in Panti¢’s (2015) model is that teachers’
actions as agents for social justice are informed by their commitment
and belief that this is part of their professional role. In line with this
assumption, Villegas and Lucas (2002) state that teachers as change
agents see schools as potential sites for promoting social equality. They
commit themselves to social justice or desire to make a difference in
students’ lives, and they link their agency to a moral vision (Fullan,
2016). Doing that requires teachers to examine and explicate their
own beliefs or vision regarding social justice and educational equality
(Panti¢ etal., 2019; Van Vijfeijken et al., 2023). This might enable them
to examine the effectiveness of their school’s practices for promoting
educational equality. Some teachers do not prioritize a social justice
mandate or work in situations that are receptive to questioning the
status quo of educational equality at their school (Bartell et al., 2019).
In such cases, teachers might have to take an activist stance. Persisting
in their commitment to creating more just educational opportunities
for students requires teachers to have significant levels of agency that
allow them to create support networks (Bartell et al., 2019). Because
of the focus on commitment and one’s own beliefs, this agency domain
is strongly linked to the (development of) professional identity by
teachers. This is in line with other studies that explicate the relationship
between teachers’ sense of agency and professional identity (Bartell
etal., 2019).

Concerning this domain, two manifestations of agency were
defined for social justice and educational equality (see Table 1).
First, change agents for social justice should be committed and
convinced that improving social justice and educational equality is

Sense of purpose

Being committed Being experts

Competence

Autonomy

Reflexivity

Taking the initiative Reflecting (systematically)

Manifestations of agency for are committed and convinced

social justice that improving social justice

and educational equality is

can acknowledge when education
equality is at risk and experts in

their school to address educational

take initiatives in the process of | systematically reflect on

change toward more equitable educational equality in the

education within their classroom and at the school

their moral and professional inequality classroom and at the school level.
role/duty level
Examining beliefs and vision Collaborating Exploring alternatives

examine (own) beliefs and
vision based on a
comprehensive understanding

of social justice and

educational equality

collaborate purposefully with explore alternatives to improve

their colleagues toward more or change the teaching practice
educational equality at school toward more

equitable education.
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TABLE 2 Theory of change.

Manifestations of
agency

Being committed

Being experts

Taking the initiative

10.3389/feduc.2024.1244113

Reflecting
(systematically)

Features of the professional

development program

Feature 1: Lecture(s) about
social justice and educational

(in)equalities

Feature 3: Lecture(s) about
evidence-based/evidence-
informed interventions to

improve educational

Feature 4: Providing
assignments and tools (i.e.,
strategies or tactics)

participants can apply at

Feature 6: Active learning activities
(e.g., discussions about the content
of the lecture or activities) to analyze

one’s own behavior or school policy

equality. their schools to discuss or to promote educational equality.
improve social educational
equality.
Examining beliefs and vision Collaborating Exploring alternatives

Feature 2: Assignment used to
examine one’s own
assumptions about
educational (in)equalities and
social justice in training and
work settings to develop a

moral vision.

Feature 5: Experimenting Feature 7: An assignment asking

with these tools, working teachers to explore alternatives for
with the other participants the teaching practice at the
in training settings, or classroom or school level to promote
working with colleagues in educational equality.

professional settings.

their moral and professional duty. Second, they should examine
their vision and beliefs based on a comprehensive understanding of
social justice and educational equality with their perceived
professional role. The professional development program would
then involve (see Table 1):

o Lecture(s) about social justice and educational (in)equalities
(Feature 1).

o Assignment used to examine one’s own assumptions about
educational (in)equalities and social justice in training and work
settings to develop a moral vision (Feature 2).

2.3.2 Competence

In the model, competence refers to teaching practice that reflects
teachers’ beliefs about their professional skills regarding social justice
(Panti¢, 2015). Teachers acting as agents for social justice need the
proper knowledge and skills to avoid marginalizing students at risk
(e.g., students from ethnic minorities or low-educated families, or
students who are disadvantaged by poverty). In the United Kingdom
and the United States, organizations such as the Education
Endowment Foundation, the Leaning Policy Institute, and What
Works Clearinghouse provide lists of interventions, programs, and
measures that can contribute to equal opportunities and smaller
achievement gaps. Comparable overviews are available in the
Netherlands (e.g., www.onderwijskennis.eu).

We defined one primary manifestation in this domain (see
Table 1). Teachers acting as change agents for social justice should
be experts in their schools and have sufficient comprehensive teaching
knowledge and skills to address exclusion and underachievement. This
expertise is a crucial quality and condition for gaining colleagues’
support for applying initiatives that change education at the school
level (Van der Heijden et al., 2015). Furthermore, teachers need the
knowledge and skills to be able to acknowledge when educational
equality may be at risk. The professional development program would
then involve (see Table 2):

Frontiers in Education

o Lecture(s) about evidence-based/evidence-informed

interventions to improve educational equality (Feature 3).

2.3.3 Autonomy

Autonomy refers to one’s power within social structures given the
levels of autonomy and interdependence with other agents (Giddens,
1984; Archer, 2000; Panti¢, 2015). Teachers who want to act as agents
of change for social justice need the support of other actors at the
school. Those other actors also need to be willing and able to work
with them purposefully and flexibly to contribute to building positive
collective efficacy beliefs about improving educational equality at the
school (Lipponen and Kumpulainen, 2011; Van der Heijden et al.,
2015; Bartell et al., 2019). Teachers in safe training settings can
practice exchanging ideas, engage with a range of viewpoints, and
work collaboratively and co-construct knowledge, using dialogue as
inquiry to become more agentive in their practice (Wallen and
Tormey, 2019). However, depending on the traditions, habits, and
power relationships between actors, teachers who want to use their
agency for social justice will experience more or fewer opportunities
or barriers (Kelchtermans and Ballet, 2002). Teachers, irrespective of
formal leadership roles, play a pivotal role in initiating change
processes and require support from the school principal (King and
Stevenson, 2017).

Concerning this domain, we defined two main manifestations (see
Table 1). First, teachers acting as change agents for social justice take
the initiative in the change process and collaborate purposefully (van
der Heijden et al., 2015) toward more educational equality in their
classroom and at the school level. The professional development
program would then involve (see Table 2):

o Providing assignments and tools (i.e., strategies or tactics)
participants can apply at their schools to discuss or improve
social educational equality (Feature 4).

o Experimenting with these tools, working with the other
participants in training settings, or working with colleagues in
professional settings (Feature 5).
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2.3.4 Reflexivity

Reflexivity refers to teachers’ capacity to articulate their
practical knowledge (i.e., tacit knowledge) and use it to justify
their practices. Reflexivity also refers to the capacity to abandon
routines (Thompson and Pascal, 2012). Agency for social justice
requires teachers to step back and critically reflect on their
assumptions and practices to explore alternatives. Teachers can
use this reflexivity to transform their schools to provide more
equitable education (Panti¢, 2015).

Concerning this domain, two main manifestations were defined
(see Table 1). First, teachers acting as change agents for social justice
should reflect systematically (Van der Heijden et al, 2015) on
educational equality at the classroom and school levels. Second, they
should explore alternatives to develop themselves professionally so
they can improve or change the teaching practice at their school to
deliver more equitable education. The professional development
program would then involve (see Table 2):

o Active learning activities (e.g., discussions about the content of
the lecture or activities) to analyze one’s own behavior or school
policy to promote educational equality (Feature 6).

« An assignment asking teachers to explore alternatives for the
teaching practice at the classroom or school level to promote
educational equality (Feature 7).

2.4 Research question

The purpose of the professional development program was to
contribute to agency for social justice and educational equality
among experienced primary school teachers. This leads to the central
question: Did the professional development program empower the
participating teachers in their role as change agents for social justice?
To answer this question, we map the participants learning
experiences using the main manifestations of agency for social justice
(as summarized in Table 1). In addition, we examine which features
of the professional development program (see Table 2) the
participants believed contributed to these learning experiences. This
study provides insight into the necessary ingredients for a professional
development program to promote change agency for social justice
among experienced teachers.

3 Materials and methods
3.1 Participants

The study was conducted in a two-year program at a university
of applied sciences in the Netherlands that leads to a master’s
degree in education. All participants held a bachelor’s degree that
qualified them to teach in primary education. Primary schools in
the Netherlands serve students from ages 4 (grade 1) to 12 (grade
8). In total, 14 teachers participated in this study: nine women and
five men. They ranged in age from 28 to 52 years and had between
4 and 19 years of teaching experience. The participating teachers
taught children in various grades at different schools in
the Netherlands.
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3.2 General picture of participants’ beliefs
on educational (in)equality prior to the
professional development program

Participants were asked four open-ended questions to gain insight
into their beliefs and vision on educational (in)equality before the
professional development program. The questions were: (1) To what
extent do you see inequality between students from different family
backgrounds in your class? (2) What do you see as the main reasons
for educational inequality? (3) Do you see a task for yourself to combat
inequality? If so, what is it? (4) What could be done at the school level
to address the problem of educational inequality? The participants
were given ample time to answer these questions and most took about
half an hour to do so. Participants then emailed the answers to the
teacher of the professional development program.

Before the professional development program, the participants
mentioned that they observed inequality in educational opportunities
between students from different social backgrounds. The participants
believed this inequality arose from differences related to students’
social contexts, including their home language, the amount of home
support, the financial situation (problematic) family situations,
migration background, parents’ education, parents’ ambitions, the
status of the parents’ profession, and the neighborhood where the
students live. However, the participants rarely mentioned education-
related factors (e.g., the teacher’s actions, the school, or the education
system). For example, Teacher A: “In my opinion, the main cause is
that not all parents have the capacity to guide their child. In addition,
not all parents have the financial resources to take their children to a
museum, for example.” Participants considered combating educational
inequality to be one of their professional tasks. Their examples about
how they did this mainly related to their teaching practice in the
classroom. Teacher B:

The teacher’s task is to provide equal opportunities for every child.
This is, of course, easy to say, but it is also really my goal. I try to
honestly weigh what is needed for each child and to realize what
lies within my scope.

3.3 The professional development program

The professional development program was designed based on the
“theory of change” as earlier described (see Table 2). Five workshops
were designed for the professional development program, each lasting
one and a half hours. The workshops were scheduled over four months
with approximately three weeks intervals to provide sufficient time to
practice, reflect, and self-study (Desimone, 2009; Van Veen et al,,
2012). The participants were in their second training year of the
master’s program. They attended classes at the university one day
every two weeks and the other workdays they worked as primary
school teachers. This gave them the ability to apply what they had
learned in practice or carry out specific assignments. The workshops
were part of a broader full-day program at the master’s program at the
university. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the last two workshops
were given online. The text below broadly explains the content of the
workshops. References are made to the features of Table 2. The
workshops are elaborated on in more detail in Table 3. The main

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1244113
https://www.frontiersin.org

van Vijfeijken et al.

TABLE 3 Detailed information about the workshops.

10.3389/feduc.2024.1244113

Workshop 1 Workshop 2 Workshop 3 Workshop 4 Workshop 5
At the University Lecture on social justice, Lecture on causes of Continuation of the The “sixty seconds about The participants were
principles of distributive inequality and evidence- previous lecture. During each student” (Jager etal., | divided in small groups.
justice related to informed interventions to this lecture the focus was 2021) was introduced. The | Each participant gave a
differentiation dilemma’s, | improve educational on introducing and aim was to create presentation about the
meritocracy and equality. During this lecture | discussing lists of awareness about the findings of their mini-
educational inequalities, the focus was on classroom interventions, programs, impact of teacher research. The participants
current status of differentiation in relation to and measures that can expectations on students’ then discussed with each
educational (in)equality in | social justice and contribute to equal learning opportunities and | other using the following
the Netherlands. educational equality (See opportunities and smaller educational outcomes. guiding questions:
Discussion in small Van Vijfeijken et al., 2022). achievement gaps (e.g., the | This exercise was done in *What principles/rules of
groups: Assignment: Exploring your | Education Endowment pairs, and each participant | justice do you recognize in
*To what extent have views about educational Foundation). The self-scan talked about a student for the opinions of your
you experienced equality. The purpose of this | was introduced. one minute using these colleagues?*To what extent
inequality among students | tool was to reflect on own After each participant filled | three guiding questions: do you differ in opinion
with different family views regarding in the self-scan, discussion *What image do you have | with your colleagues
backgrounds during the differentiation and engage in | in small groups: of this student? *What regarding educational (in)
lockdown? a discussion with colleagues. | *Discuss turn by turn how does this student need to equality?* To what extent
*What actions have The participants filled in to you filled in the self-scan. achieve important goals? do you believe that these
you or your school taken what extent they agreed with | Where do you address *What learning differences are acceptable
in response? statements as: “I believe that | educational equality? Can achievements can this within a team?
*Have these experiences all pupils must receive the you also specify this in student realize? *Do you want to convince
provided you with same amount of supportand | concrete actions?” Then, after discussing your colleagues of a
different or new insights guidance regardless of their *Where do you all score several students, the particular vision or
into educational equality home backgrounds.” well? How does that look in | participants analyzed and attitude toward education
and how to address it? After each participant filled practice? Specify concrete reflected on the outcomes. | equality?
in the questionnaire they actions/behavior” The analyses and *How would you like to
discussed in small groups *Are there points of reflections helped to reveal | encourage your colleagues
similarities and differences attention that you all find teachers’ potential to actively contribute to
in answers with each other. difficult? How could stereotypes and prejudices | improving educational
you improve that? Specify and to examine them equality at school?
concrete actions/behavior” | critically.
At their workplace | Survey one or more Mini-research
colleagues to determine if | Overall research question: To what extent are your colleagues aware of educational
they observe inequality in | equality, and consider they improving educational equality as an important task?
their classrooms among Initiate the conversation by stimulating them. For example:
students with different *Use provocative statements about educational inequality that you want to discuss.
family backgrounds. *Present the differentiation dilemma from the starting assignment.
*Do they perceive *Use the “self-scan””
different disparities than *Use the “sixty seconds about each student” exercise
you do? *What role do Prepare a presentation of five minutes for the last workshop based on the following
they envision for questions:
themselves in addressing *What initiative have you given to the dialogue at school about educational equality?
inequality? *What (initial, cautious) insights has this dialogue provided you regarding the school
culture and commitment to educational equality?
*What does that mean for your role as a ‘change agent for educational equality’ at your
school?
Self-study Read:
*Denessen (2017).
*Mijs (2016).
* Van den Bergh et al. (2019).
* Van Vijfeijken et al. (2023)
Watch:
*Weblectures about teacher expectations based on: Rubie-Davies (2015).
*Klassen, NPO-documentary series on the struggle for equal opportunities in education.
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assignments applied during the workshops have been translated into
English and are openly accessible on the university’s website."

The first workshop contained a lecture on social justice, principles
of distributive justice and related (differentiation) dilemmas (Van
Vijfeijken et al, 2021, 2023), meritocracy, and educational (in)
equalities (Feature 1). Then, the participants were given information
about educational equality in Dutch education based on reports from
the Education Inspectorate. After the lecture, the participants broke
into small groups to discuss and share experiences and insights
regarding the lecture’s content (Feature 2).

At the end of each workshop, participants were challenged to start
a dialogue with colleagues (workplace activities) (Feature 2), and to
do self-study activities as watching web lectures about teacher
expectations (Rubie-Davies, 2015) and to study articles about
inequalities (Features 1 and 3).

The second and third workshops focused on transferring
knowledge about causes of inequality and evidence-based and
evidence-informed interventions to improve educational equality
(Feature 3). In addition to these lectures, there was room for individual
reflection and group discussion in response to the provided content
(Features 2 and 6). For instance, during the third workshop, a self-scan
was introduced (Feature 4). The self-scan involved seven aspects of
teaching practice (differentiation and learning goals, high
expectations,

recognition and appreciation of differences,

collaboration with parents, compensation for educational
disadvantage, fair decision-making, and cooperative learning). This
scan contained about seven practices per aspect that could improve
educational equality. For example, “I organize no fixed homogeneous
ability groups” was a practice linked to differentiation and learning
goals. In the self-scan, the teachers could indicate per practice to what
extent that practice reflected their teaching practice. Participants
completed the self-scan during the workshop and shared and
discussed their plans to improve equal opportunities (Feature 7).

The fourth workshop focused on providing and experimenting
with tools and strategies to make teachers aware of the effects of (un)
conscious teacher expectations on student educational outcomes
(Features 4 and 5). For instance, the “sixty seconds about each student”
exercise (Jager et al., 2021) was introduced here. It aims to create
awareness about the impact of teacher expectations on students’
learning opportunities and educational outcomes. This exercise was
done in pairs, and each participant talked about a student for one
minute using these three guiding questions: What image do you have
of this student? What does this student need to achieve important
goals? What learning achievements can this student realize? Then,
after discussing several students, the participants analyzed and
reflected on the outcomes. The analyses and reflections helped to
reveal teachers’ potential stereotypes and prejudices and to examine
them critically.

Finally, in the last workshop, each participant gave a presentation
about the new insights they had gained and how they saw their role as
change agents for social justice (Features 2 and 7). The professional
development program was designed by the authors of this article and
conducted by the first author.

1 https://www.hanuniversity.com/en/projects/2023/

educational-equality/#
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3.4 Data collection

Kirkpatricks model of program evaluation (Kirkpatrick and
Kirkpatrick, 2006) was used to evaluate the professional development
program. This is a widely applied evaluation model adapted to
education (Praslova, 2010). This model was chosen for its simplicity
and our focus on unraveling the features of the program (see Table 2)
that the participants believed contributed to their individual learning
experiences. Although we acknowledge that more recent
conceptualizations of professional learning reveal a more reciprocal
interaction between the program, the context of the participants and
the participating teachers, this model was considered to fit our
purposes, because the program was designed as a linear training (King
et al., 2023). Kirkpatrick’s model has four levels: reaction, learning,
behavior, and results. Given the scope of this study, the focus was on
the reaction, learning and behavior levels. The reaction level refers to
how much the participants enjoyed the training and how much they
believe they have learned. The learning level refers to evaluating the
educational outcomes. The behavior level, also called the transfer level,
identifies the effect of training on work performance. In this study,
we examined participants’ self-reported behavior. Three methods were
used to collect data: individual reflection, a focus group interview, and
an open questionnaire.

3.4.1 Individual reflection and focus group
interviews

The individual reflection and focus group interviews were
conducted immediately after the final workshop of the professional
development program. The primary purpose was to obtain
insights into participants’ satisfaction with the program and the
extent of knowledge acquisition (reaction level), the participants’
perceived (empowered) agency for social justice (learning and
behavior level) and which elements of the professional
development program had contributed to this. Before the focus
group interviews, participants were given 30 min to individually
answer open-ended questions about the professional development
program (see Appendix A). Then, the participants were randomly
divided into three focus groups.

The focus group interviews were conducted online by three
researchers (two of whom were not further involved in this study). The
first author of this article instructed them how to conduct these
interviews. The participants could explain their answers on the
individual reflection form during the focus group interviews. In-depth
questions were asked to gain more insight into their growth toward
becoming a change agent for social justice (see Appendix A). A sample
question was: “What steps have you taken or do you want to take to
improve equal opportunities in your classroom or at the school level?”
Participants also were asked in-depth questions about the activities of
the professional development program that contributed to their
growth. A sample question was: “What activities contributed most to
making you feel committed to improving equal opportunity?” After
the focus group interviews, participants submitted their completed
forms to the teacher of the

reflection professional

development program.
3.4.2 Open-ended questionnaire

The open-ended questionnaire aimed to examine to what
extent the professional development program had empowered
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participating teachers to act as change agents for social justice
(learning and behavior levels). The participants were asked to
answer the same open-ended questions as before they began the
professional development program (see Section 3.1.2) plus two
additional questions: “To what extent have you changed your
mind about educational inequality?” and “To what extent did
you improve your actions in your classroom and at the school
level to improve educational equality, and can you provide
(2006)
emphasizes that it takes time for behavior to be reflected in the

examples?” Because Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick
participants’ actions at work (behavior level), the participants
were asked to answer these questions three to six months after
completing the professional development program. During this
period, the participants had to deal with pandemic-related
lockdowns for a few short periods, meaning they had to

teach online.

3.5 Data analysis

Thematic analysis (Joanna et al., 2015) was used to code the data
from the three measures (individual reflection, focus group interviews,
and open-ended questionnaire) to answer the main research question
(Does the professional development program empower the
participating teachers in their role as change agents for social justice?).
The thematic analysis enabled flexibility in coding (Braun and Clarke,
2006) by combining deductive and inductive approaches. The first step
was to transcribe the focus group interviews fully. The second step was
to become familiar with the data by reading through the self-
evaluation data, focus group interviews, and the open questionnaire.
The third step was to carry out the deductive coding of the data. The
seven manifestations of agency for social justice (see Table 1) were
used as coding themes. The focus was on manifestations of social
justice agency that were strengthened by the professional development
program, so only those manifestations for which the participants
reported a change or improvement in their behavior were coded. The
fourth step was inductive coding, which helped us uncover unexpected
data (Punch, 2013). Developing a coding system involves searching
the data for patterns and topics (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Sub-codes
or sub-themes were formulated in some codes (manifestations of the
agency for social justice). An example of two sub-themes was the “take
initiatives” code, for which it was discovered that a distinction could
be made between “planned initiatives” and “implemented initiatives.”

To ascertain the reliability of the coding, the first two authors
independently coded the collected data. First, they analyzed the
collected data from five participants. Then, they critically examined
each other’s coding to ensure the thematic structure could be justified.
Through an iterative process of further modification and review, they
agreed on the sub-themes that could be applied. This coding scheme
allowed the data to be thematically organized and classified. It also led
to a narrative report on the strengthening of the participants’ agency
for social justice due to the professional development program (see
Section 4.1). Since participants were asked which activities had
contributed to strengthening agency during the individual reflections
and the focus group interviews, this could be added to the narrative
report. The authors analytical comments on this report are discussed
in the results and discussion section.
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4 Results

The goal of the professional development program was to
contribute to increasing agency for social justice and educational
equality among experienced primary school teachers. In the following
sections, it will be explained per domain which manifestations of
agency for social justice were strengthened and which elements from
the professional development program contributed to this. Each
quotation includes a notation in parentheses next to the participant
that indicates where the statement was made (1 =individual reflection,
2 =focus group interview, 3 =open-ended questionnaire).

4.1 A sense of purpose

4.1.1 Being committed—shift from classroom
level commitment to classroom and school level
commitment

The participants expanded their professional task from ensuring
educational equality in their classroom to promoting educational
equality at the school level. After the professional development
program, they indicated that they feel responsible for initiating
activities that could improve educational equality at the school level.
Teacher C (2): “Because no one automatically starts talking about it,
we have to do that” The participants wanted to transfer the awareness
and knowledge they had gained to their colleagues. Teacher B (3):

It has become an important theme for me as I have gained more
knowledge about it and have come to realize that the choices
we make as teachers can have far-reaching consequences. This
means I remain aware and try to put educational equality on the
team’s agenda.

The evaluations revealed that no specific content or activity
contributed to extending that commitment to the school level. Instead,
the individual reflections listed almost all of the activities as important
in affecting their commitment. As Teacher C stated (1): “Reading
literature, the dialogue during the lectures, watching video fragments
and the web lectures: it really is the total that had an impact” As
Teacher C stated (1): “Reading literature, the dialogue during the
lectures, watching video fragments and the web lectures: it really is the
total that had an impact”

4.1.2 Examining beliefs and vision—ongoing
search process

The professional development program made the participants
think about their beliefs and visions of social justice and educational
equality. The evaluations suggest that the process of searching for
personal beliefs or opinions was still ongoing after the professional
development program. Teacher D (2): “I still go back and forth, and
that’s because of all the opinions you read. And that helps you in that,
but 'm not yet that far that I can say: that’s how I stand with it” The
search for self-concepts expressed by the teachers focused on values
related to social justice principles. The participants needed to become
more familiar with the term “social justice” Specifically, they were
unfamiliar with including distributional principles or values from
social justice theory in their vision of education. Teacher E (2): “T have
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gained insight into social justice and educational equality, but I could
perhaps delve more into that” The participants asserted that it was rare
to discuss social justice and educational equality and develop a joint
vision at their schools. After the professional development program,
the participants indicated they wanted to have a dialogue at their
school to reach a shared vision. Teacher C (2):

And what I got out of these lectures is, yes, what principle are
we reasoning from? What is our vision? And I'm thinking about
whether we want to strive for equal input or equal output...well,
you name all those equality rules. So those are added values I want
to discuss with my colleagues.

The evaluations showed the participants felt that the lectures on
social justice, the differentiation dilemmas (Van Vijfeijken et al., 2021,
2023), and meritocracy were the most important triggers for examining
one’s own vision and opinions. However, these contents were
experienced as complex. Teacher F (2): “Social justice is very interesting,
but I notice that it takes me a little longer to understand the principles
at once, so to speak” What was still missing from the professional
development program was an assignment in which the participants
could actively transform these theories into educational practice.

4.2 Competence

4.2.1 Being experts—have more knowledge than
colleagues

Although the participants were experienced teachers, they felt the
professional development program gave them new knowledge and ideas
they could use to improve educational equality. After the professional
development program, they felt more expert than their colleagues. This
strengthened their feeling that they are the ones who can act as a driving
force to improve educational equality at the school level. Teacher A (3):
“They still know little about this on the team. It is my task to give them
more insight into educational inequalities” Their increased expertise led
the participants to have confidence in their ability to enter into a
dialogue with colleagues and the school principal and to convey the
importance of paying attention to educational equality.

The evaluations showed that the participants found the content
provided with (evidence-based and evidence-informed) interventions
for improving educational equality during the lectures, web lectures,
and self-study material to be essential to increasing their expertise. They
also mentioned that conversations with fellow participants or colleagues
about the content had increased their expertise. The time reserved in
the lectures for such discussions and the assignments for the workplace
were necessary to develop the participants’ expertise. This also shows
that the participants were critical and wanted to avoid blindly adopting
new insights into their practice; instead, they wanted to discuss them.

4.3 Autonomy

4.3.1 Taking the initiatives—planned initiatives
and implemented activities

The participants identified initiatives they still intend to
implement in favor of educational equality. Teacher G (1): “I am going
to make educational equality a subject of discussion by sharing
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knowledge and stimulating the discussion about how this will be given
a place in our education” Participants also identified initiatives they
had carried out during and after the professional development
program. Some shared knowledge about educational equality and/or
organized a study afternoon to inspire their colleagues. Others had
taken the initiative to reexamine previous practices in light of
educational equality (e.g., joint agreements about the use of grouping
forms in cognitive subjects or the policy the team used when advising
students about the transition from primary to secondary education).
Teacher E described starting research into how flexible grouping of
students could contribute to educational equality at their school (3):
“I have started talking with my colleagues about how we can create
flexible instruction groups to increase equality of opportunity.
Ultimately, we want to create new agreements about grouping students
and put these agreements on a quality map” Some participants noted
that they had informally taken the initiative to make educational
equality a subject of discussion in their school team. They did this by
reacting directly to situations where there was a risk of inequality or
social injustice. Teacher H (2):

I now notice more often that colleagues use children’s home
situations as an excuse to lower expectations about these students.
I react very strongly to that now. Now, 'm saying, “Guys, don't do
that. Don't let this student down.”

The evaluations showed that the content, the self-scan, and the “sixty
seconds about each student” exercise they experimented with during the
workshops enhanced the participants’ ability to act. The participants
mentioned that completing the self-scan had increased their awareness
about choices that could lead to equal or less equal opportunities for all
students. Teacher E (1): “Actually ‘measure’ what you are doing or not
doing with the self-scan”” In addition, the self-scan helped the participants
determine, together with their colleagues, which adjustments they could
make in their teaching to improve educational equality. They appreciated
the self-scan because of the concrete aspects it described based on
knowledge about improving educational equality. Teacher I (2):

That scan was full of small concrete, practical matters you can
directly trace back to how you are doing in class. Those kinds of
matters are easy to discuss in a team and with colleagues because
they recognize them very quickly. We can do a lot with small
adjustments in our teaching practice in the classroom and at the
school level.

The evaluations showed that the participants appreciated the
“sixty seconds about each student” exercise because they consider it a
powerful reflection tool. Teacher I: “That was a great step-by-step plan.
And then I thought, this is also nice to do with colleagues. You then
really look at your actions concerning educational equality. And the
reflection moment that it contains is powerful” The participants found
the dialogues with fellow participants that were created by both tools
particularly relevant. Several participants indicated that they would
like to use these tools with their colleagues.

4.3.2 Collaborating—differences in perceived
professional space

Most of the initiatives planned and implemented at participants’
schools focused on collaboration. Teacher J (3): “I am not going to
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make a difference on my own, but together with my team, I will!”
Participants who were able to exert agency received positive reactions
from their team. For example, Teacher E sent colleagues an article with
reflection questions that had also been discussed in the workshops.
The colleagues” reactions were positive (2): “Yes, they found the
questions difficult, but also super interesting, and I think I have very
passionate colleagues, so they absorb it like a sponge” Subsequently,
Teacher E felt empowered to initiate more actions to improve
educational equality.

The evaluation showed that the participants used the various
input (e.g., articles, tools) of the professional development program
to collaborate with their colleagues. However, participants differed
in the extent to which they could implement initiatives or (be able
to) take the space to exert influence. For example, Teacher C had a
different experience. Their colleagues did not read the literature
Teacher C shared and, in their opinion, that was characteristic of the
culture at the school (3): “Yes, my colleagues ignored the
information, even after I sent a reminder” Teacher C also
experienced no support from the school principal (3): “My school
principal said: ‘Do you know how many articles I get? I am so afraid
that I overload you all with information” These experiences reduced
Teacher C’s perceived space to manifest agency. In addition, Teacher
C felt insecure about how to bring educational inequality to the
attention of the team without giving them the impression they were
not doing their job well (3): “How do you handle that without
making colleagues feel like they have not done a good job so far,
you know, things like that?” The professional development program
provided little guidance for participants who perceived little space
to address educational equality.

4.4 Reflexivity

4.4.1 Reflecting (systematically) —more reflection
on educational equality at the school

The participants indicated that the professional development
program had made them reflect on equal opportunities in educational
practice. This made them more aware of educational inequalities. For
example, participants stated that they had underestimated educational
inequality as a problem. Teacher C (3): “I was a bit more naive.
I thought the problem was not too bad, but I have become more aware
of the magnitude of the problem”” Teacher J (1): “I now see that it can
also play a role in my daily teaching practice” Before the professional
development program, the participants mainly named causes of
inequality from the viewpoint of the student and (the background of
the) parents. In the evaluations, the participants reflected more on
possible causes of inequality from the perspective of the social context,
the school system, the school, and their own (unconscious) actions.
Teacher I (2):

Yes, I am more aware that I must consider whether my actions
lead to equal opportunities. And there are also topics I would
really like to discuss with the team. For instance, we assign
homework, and I wonder if we should because children come
from different families that provide them with different amounts
of support. Some parents will do the homework for the student,
while other students have to do it all by themselves. So, I find it
interesting to discuss this with my colleagues in terms of

educational equality.
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Participants regularly mentioned that they wanted to include the
educational equality perspective in school development or innovations.
Teacher J (1): “Before this program, I had not studied it in depth and I had
never spoken about it at school. Now it is in my head as a ‘value; and I will
always consider this perspective in school development.” Participants also
became more critical of policies at their schools. Teacher L (2): “Now
you ask your colleagues critical questions. Are we doing it right in light of
equal opportunity?” Some participants became more critical of the Dutch
education system. Teacher D (2): “Because our system is built upon those
class differences. If we continue to approach pre-university education
students as better than pre-vocational secondary education students,
everything will stay the same”

The evaluations showed that dialogue between the participants
and colleagues at their schools had been essential to strengthening
reflexivity. Their reflexivity helped them translate the information
provided in the professional development program into their
educational practice, and it taught them to look at educational equality
from multiple perspectives. Teacher C (1):

I always found the discussion interesting. I was asking questions
and talking with the teacher and fellow students. I feel like some
things are more nuanced than some literature presents, so
I needed to do more than just read the literature.

4.4.2 Exploring alternatives—exploration in
collaboration with colleagues

The participants indicated that the professional development
program had made them reflect on improving their professionalism.
This could be deduced from statements such as Teacher F’s (2): “What
can [ still do to improve myself?” Participants also stated that they
wanted to develop initiatives with colleagues to explore suitable
interventions. Teacher B (3): “I'm exploring how to get started with
this in practice” From some examples, it became clear that participants
broke through certain daily routines after the professional
development program (e.g., no longer using homogeneous
ability groups).

The evaluations showed that no specific content or activity
contributed to exploring alternative courses of action at the classroom
or school level. In other words, it was more the total program that had
contributed to that.

5 Discussion
5.1 Empowered sense of agency

This study evaluated a professional development program designed
for experienced primary school teachers and examined the elements
contributing to teachers’ agency for social justice and educational
equality. We aimed to fill the knowledge gap regarding what teachers
empower to adopt a role as a change agent for social justice and
education equality. Therefore, we designed a “theory of change” with
seven manifestations of agency for social justice based on earlier
studies (e.g., Panti¢, 2015; Van der Heijden et al., 2015): (1) being
committed, (2) examining beliefs and vision, (3) being experts, (4)
taking the initiative, (5) collaborating, (6) reflecting (systematically)
and (7) exploring alternatives (see Table 1). In addition, core features
of effective professionalization interventions (e.g., Desimone, 2009;
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Van Veen et al,, 2012) were incorporated into the design of the
professional development program which had led to seven features (see
Table 2) of the professional development program (e.g., lecture about
evidence-informed practical interventions to promote educational
equality and assignments to discuss and examine own behavior or the
current school policy to promote educational equality)” The central
question: Did the professional development program empower the
participating teachers in their role as change agents for social justice?

An empowered sense of agency for social justice was manifested.
It seemed that the participants expanded their professional task from
ensuring educational equality in their classroom to promoting
educational equality at the school level (Domain, A sense of purpose).
Such a task concept that is not only aimed at bringing about a change
in personal behavior but also has an impact at the school level fits the
characteristics of a change agent (Villegas and Lucas, 2002; Van der
Heijden et al., 2015). By broadening the participants’ commitment at
the school level, the professional development program strengthened
the participants’ agency for social justice. Although previous studies
have indicated that teachers and school teams often lack familiarity
with linking social justice values to their personal or collective
perspectives on education (Biesta et al.,, 2015; Panti¢, 2017; Van
Vijfeijken et al., 2023), the professional development program proved
effective in fostering a desire among the participants to connect social
justice values to their beliefs and the school’s vision. This can be seen
as a first step in the process of taking a clear or critical stance in the
discourse to promote social justice and educational equality. The
ability to act as change agents for social justice requires strong
commitment and persistence (Villegas and Lucas, 2002; Cochran-
Smith et al., 2016; Bartell et al., 2019).

After the professional development program, the participants felt
more expert than their colleagues (Domain, competence).
Comprehensive knowledge and skills are crucial to receiving
colleagues’ support for initiatives that lead to change at the school level
(Van der Heijden et al., 2015). The participants were critical and
wanted to avoid blindly adopting new insights from the professional
development program into their practice; instead, they wanted to
discuss them. Adopting a critical attitude is one characteristic of
teachers who act as change agents (Sannino, 2010; Van der Heijden
etal., 2015).

The participants identified initiatives they still intend to implement
in favor of educational equality and initiatives they had carried out during
and after the professional development program (Domain, Autonomy).
The professional development program strengthened the participants’
capacity for action, an essential aspect of change agency (Van der Heijden
etal, 2015). The results might also suggest that the participants dared to
experiment systematically to look for alternatives that distribute
educational opportunities or educational outcomes more fairly. The
courage to experiment fits the characteristics of a change agent (Van der
Heijden et al., 2015). Most of the initiatives planned and implemented at
participants’ schools focused on collaboration. However, they experienced
different degrees of power to act as change agents within the context of
their school, given the levels of autonomy and interdependence with the
other actors (Panti¢, 2015). To be able to act as change agents, teachers
need other actors to be willing and able to collaborate purposefully to
contribute to positive collective “efficacy beliefs” regarding improving
educational equality (Bartell et al., 2019). Especially the school principal
is crucial in this regard, as teachers require support from the school
principal to initiate processes of change (King and Stevenson, 2017). Not
all participants, however, were found to receive this support.
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The professional development program strengthened the teachers’
reflective attitude toward educational (in)equality (Domain,
Reflexivity). Reflexivity is needed to justify practices related to
equitable education (Panti¢, 2015), and developing agency for social
justice requires a critical attitude toward educational practice and
inequality in the education system and society (Cochran-Smith et al.,
2016). Moreover, the participants broke through certain daily routines
crucial for change agents to dare (Thompson and Pascal, 2012),
especially those routines where educational equality may be at stake.

5.2 Lessons learned

Built on the results of this evaluation study, we suggest seven
lessons learned about an effective professional development program
for in-service teachers aimed at promoting agency for social justice.

1 Provide a wide range of content and learning activities.
We posit that, in a professionalization program where a
commitment to promoting social justice is crucial, it is not
merely a singular activity or content that contributes, but rather
the entirety of the program.

Allow sufficient time and support in the program for teachers
to become familiar with social justice and educational equality
terms and theories. Social justice principles can be valuable in
exploring one’s own views on education and developing shared
views about equal educational opportunities at the school level.
Since most teachers are unfamiliar with social justice theory, it
seems important to devote sufficient time to this and to offer
support for translating social justice principles to practice.
Teach evidence-based and evidence-informed knowledge
about practical educational equality interventions and allocate
time for in-depth discussions on the application of these
interventions. In other words, the program should go beyond
the mere transmission of information and reserve time for
participants to engage in explicit discussions on the practical
relevance and applicability of these interventions. The
evaluation results indicated a preference among participants to
refrain from blindly adopting new insights into their practice.
Provide valuable tools and strategies teachers can use to start
a dialogue about educational equality at the school. The
participants expressed that the discussions during the
workshops, which were based on the content of the
professional  development program, contributed to
transferring the acquired knowledge to practice. The “self-
scan” and the “sixty seconds about each student” exercise
were particularly appreciated.

Let teachers experiment with conducting a dialogue about
social justice and educational equality in the safe context of
training sessions. Teachers benefit from experimenting and
engaging in dialogue with colleagues who work at other schools
in a safe learning environment, such as the professional
development program.

Organize participants’ exchange of experiences and mutual
support, especially for those teachers who experience less
willingness and capacity from other actors at their school to
promote educational equality.

Consult the school management in advance to determine what
extra support (individual) teachers and school teams may need
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to take steps toward more educational equality. During this
consultation, the significance of garnering support from the
school principal must be emphasized for teachers to be able to
initiate change processes.

5.3 Follow-up research questions

The professional development program empowered teachers’
agency for social justice and educational equality. We addressed two
opportunities for improvement and further research. First, teachers
and school teams seemed to be unfamiliar with discussing ethical
dilemmas and connecting social justice values to personal or collective
views on education (Biesta et al., 2015; Panti¢, 2017; Van Vijfeijken
etal,, 2023). The evaluated professional development program showed
that lectures about social justice, the differentiation dilemmas and
meritocracy are crucial triggers for examining one’s own vision and
opinions. However, these contents were experienced as complex. The
professional development program lacked an assignment in which the
participants could actively transform these theories into educational
practice. A follow-up question to this study is: What are relevant and
suitable methods for increasing teachers” knowledge of social justice
in a way that allows them to apply it in making responsible
educational decisions?

Second, to be able to act as change agents, teachers need other
actors to be willing and able to collaborate purposefully to contribute
to positive collective “efficacy beliefs” regarding improving educational
equality (Bartell et al., 2019). An essential factor in this is support and
trust from the school’s management. Furthermore, teachers’ perceived
and exploited space to initiate collective initiatives is influenced by
personal and contextual factors (Oolbekkink-Marchand et al., 2017).
From a personal point of view, the uncertainty of individual teachers
can hinder the manifestation and development of agency (Kauppinen
et al,, 2020). From a contextual point of view, a school’s culture can
negatively affect the teacher’s ability to manifest agency (e.g., because
of alack of trust in the school’s management). These hindrances were
not identified at the onset of the professional development program.
The findings of this study underline the importance of identifying the
learning needs of individual teachers with regard to their school’s
context or culture at the start of the program. An interesting question
for future research would be: How can school communities
be involved in a professionalization program to increase individual
teachers’ agency for social justice? Another interesting question would
be how the professional development program could provide more
attention to students’ various school contexts in order to learn how
these might affect their agency and discuss possibilities to develop
agency in ways that are better attuned to their personal work contexts.

5.4 Limitations

This study had some limitations. The first author knew the
participants because she was the teacher for the professional development
program, so some comments in the written evaluations may have been
less critical than if the assessments had been anonymous. However, the
students were used to conducting formative evaluations from a critical
distance at part of their master’s program. In addition, participants
received no credits for attending the workshops and completing the
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assignments. To ascertain the reliability of the coding, the data were
independently coded by the first and the second author. The latter did not
know the participants. Furthermore, the measurements of this evaluation
study mostly came from self-reports (Copur-Gencturk and Thacker,
2021). We tried to minimize the effects of this limitation by examining the
data from different measures (i.e., individual reflection, focus group
interviews, and open-ended questions) and encouraging openness and
honesty during the evaluation process.

5.5 Implications for the initial teacher
education

Although the professional development program evaluated in this
study involved experienced teachers, the findings are also relevant for
initial teacher training and (other) master’s programs in education. The
experienced teachers seemed to be unfamiliar with analyzing and
specifying values. And before beginning the professional development
program the participating teachers lacked comprehensive knowledge
about concepts like meritocracy, educational equality, and social justice.
Therefore, we recommend that more attention be paid to social (in)justice
and educational (in)equality in initial teacher education to encourage
teachers to explore their own beliefs and values. Comprehensive
knowledge about social justice and educational equality will help prepare
teachers to engage in the public debate about educational equality.
Although the entire professional development program cannot
be adopted as a blueprint in initial teacher training, parts of it probably
can. For example, in teacher education, prospective teachers can learn
about the meritocratic education system and develop a critical attitude
toward it through discussion with peers or with colleagues during the
internship. Furthermore, they can attend lectures on evidence-based and
evidence-informed interventions in the classroom that contribute to
improving equal opportunities. Paying more attention to educational
inequality in teacher education might inspire new teachers to want to
learn how to act as change agents for social justice and educational equality.
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