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In this study, a theory synthesis was conducted from a sociocultural perspective
to specify the situated processes involved in teacher agency development in the
dynamics of educational practices. Agency is closely related to teacher wellbeing
and important for teachers to create situations that enable them to act in line with
their understanding of what is valuable and feasible. Both the policy landscape
and the nature of educational processes, with their emphasis on routines and
immediate actions, have had a constraining impact on teacher agency. We
specified agency as a situated act that is intertwined with the sociocultural
rooted structures and contexts that give rise to it, and in which it is enacted.
We unpacked it as a mediating tool through which teachers, both individually
and jointly, steer work processes. We brought together valuable insights from
previous studies on processes that unfold in educational practices and that are
involved in shaping teacher agency. To determine our focus, we conducted
interviews with experts in the field of teacher agency research resulting in the
study of four research domains. They include sensemaking processes, teacher
collaboration processes, professional identity processes and organizational work
processes. Based on our analysis, we identified twelve “agentic qualities”. These
qualities enable recognizing expressions of agency within these processes. We
consider studying the emergence and development of these “agentic qualities”
in their interconnectedness as important for understanding the development
of teacher agency. Suggestions for future research include empirically studying
how these interconnected sociocultural processes are shaped in practice.

KEYWORDS

theory synthesis, sociocultural perspective, teacher agency development, teacher
wellbeing, educational practices, situated processes

1 Introduction

Teachers express agency in their educational practice by directing their attention,
making choices, and putting these choices into action. In doing so, they significantly impact
on education quality (Van Vijfeijken et al., 2024; Smith, 2017). Teacher agency is related
to teacher involvement, wellbeing, and problem-solving capacities (Li and Ruppar, 2020;
Priestley et al., 2015). Moreover, through expressing agency, teachers can create situations
that enable them to act in line with their insights about what is valuable and attainable for
them. Doing so allows them to thrive as professionals (Lau et al., 2022).
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In our understanding of teacher agency, we align with the
insights of Etelipelto et al. (2013) who define agency in work
contexts as follows: “Agency is practiced when professional subjects
and/or communities exert influence, make choices, and take
stances on their work and professional identities” (p. 61). These
scholars emphasize the importance of acknowledging expressions
of agency in relation to the ambitions and ideals that professionals
develop within their practices. They underline that how agency is
practiced, is intertwined with both their personal characteristics
and sociocultural circumstances. We recognize these sociocultural
roots of agency both in the biography of teachers and in
their practices.

Despite the substantial body of knowledge on how agency
can be fostered, many teachers struggle to realize agency in their
practices (Bridwell-Mitchell, 2015; Van Leeuwen et al., 2024).
From a sociocultural perspective, this is quite understandable,
considering the characteristics of agency and the educational
practices in which it is expressed. We briefly discuss some of
these complexities to clarify the focus of our contribution, and to
illustrate its added value.

Agency is not a human characteristic, but a situated act: it is
intertwined with the sociocultural rooted structures and contexts
that give rise to it, and in which it is enacted (Evans, 2017).
This entails that how agency is formed is not only influenced
by the teachers’ own characteristics—such as their sense of self
and skills—and by the circumstances that shape their practices—
such as the curriculum design and leadership distribution. It is
also formed by how teachers enact their skills, knowledge, and
emotions in specific situations to realize their ambitions, and by
how the interactions between their actions and material and social
circumstances promote or impede that agency.

This situatedness of agency indicates that identifying the factors
that promote, and hinder teacher agency is not enough, since
teachers’ actions are not self-standing or detached from the world.
Moreover, identifying agency requires an understanding of the
processes that play a role in educational practice; how these
processes arise and interact with each other, and how agency is both
shaped by and shaping these processes (Edwards et al., 2017). It is
therefore important to understand agency as intertwined with those
processes. However, teachers do not just react to developments
in the workplace that happen to them, but instead engage with
reality while authoring and realizing it with others (Hopwood,
2022; Edwards et al., 2017). Indeed, when teachers engage in their
work, they shape their practices and themselves through their social
and collective contributions. Moreover, we argue that they can
transcend situational circumstances through deliberate “ongoing
transformative efforts and struggles” (p. 6), “committing to their
own visions of the future” (Stetsenko, 2019, p. 10). Consequently,
if we want to recognize teacher agency, we need to pay attention
to these built-up processes and structures in both the biography of
teachers and their practices.

The situatedness of agency also implies that it is ambiguous
to pinpoint to what degree individual actions are agentic. This is
because of how these actions are experienced as value-laden in
the multivoicedness of educational practice (Bakker and Wassink,
2015). Teacher actions initially labeled as “bossy” by some
colleagues, might on second thought be reframed as “courageous”.
Likewise, a teacher may gradually become aware of certain moral
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struggles. Therefore, agency cannot be fully captured in a set of
qualities or impact variables (Edwards et al., 2017). It only manifests
through patterns of interactions within the dynamics of practice, in
interactive collective (moral) considerations (Bakker and Wassink,
2015), and in personal interpretations of the actor (Oolbelkink-
Marchand et al., 2017).

In addition to these general features of agency, specific
characteristics of educational practices can be found that
complicate the promotion of teacher agency (Bridwell-Mitchell,
2015; Biesta, 2018). Typically, the social responsibilities that lie
within the educational process may discourage experimentation.
Moreover, the diversity of wishes and hopes put on education by
caretakers, social institutions, and policy makers, puts its aims,
processes, and output under a metaphorical magnifying glass
(Priestley et al., 2015; Juvonen and Toom, 2023). Consequently,
the tightly organized constellation of procedures, schedules, value
systems and goals that shape educational settings, may ensure
an orderly course of the day, and improve schools’ external
accountability. But in turn, they may limit opportunities for doubts,
alternative insights, and ambitions (Cong-Lem, 2021; Imants and
Van der Wal, 2019; Juvonen and Toom, 2023). Also, the current
scarcity of available teachers, school leaders and the high turnover
rates (UNESCO, 2023), puts pressure on the system and may have
a restraining impact on agency development.

The challenges we put forward here, motivated us to
relate teacher agency to teacher wellbeing. In line with the
World Health Organization (2022), we regard professional
wellbeing as the positive emotional state, mental functioning,
and sense of purpose that enables professionals to develop
their potential, work productively and creatively, and cope with
normal stresses. Committing to projects one considers worthwhile,
building meaningful relationships, and pursuing personal growth,
contributes to professional wellbeing (Dhanabhakyam and Sarath,
2023). We think this striving for wellbeing and the struggle to
achieve it, is integrated in a compelling way in Illeris’ (2018)
theorization of adult professional learning. He points out that
teachers strive for mental and bodily balance, by weighing their
actions within the tension field between developing their capacities,
acquiring sensitivity to what is required of them as teachers,
and integrating within their communities (Illeris, 2018). In line
with these insights, we argue that agentic actions that enable
teachers to thrive are those actions that empower teachers to
reconcile discrepancies. These may include discrepancies between
their appreciation of developments in their educational practices,
their moral values, ambitions, and capacities what they consider
necessary to participate within their social practices. For reasons
of clarity and brevity, when we refer to “teacher agency” from this
point on, we conceptualize it as “agency that enables teachers to
thrive in their practices”, in line with this perspective.

The complexity involved in promoting teacher agency and
its importance for teacher wellbeing and the attractiveness of the
teaching profession, has generated considerable interest in the topic
(Cong-Lem, 2021; Li and Ruppar, 2020). While both individual
and social, and both temporary and sustainable processes and
structures are widely acknowledged as important to promote its
development (Cong-Lem, 2021), a disproportionate focus on either
of these factors is still a pitfall (Stetsenko, 2019). This is unfortunate
since an imbalanced approach may lead to either an undue focus
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on individual teachers to shape their situations (Evans, 2017;
Priestley et al, 2015), or a underestimation of their ability to
overcome situational factors (Stetsenko, 2019). Moreover, although
the available literature highlights various aspects of agency, and
studies how it manifests within different contexts and time frames
(Eteldpelto et al., 2013; Li and Ruppar, 2020), an integrated
perspective on how situated expressions of teacher agency might
take shape within and through the dynamics of educational
practices, is missing. This challenged us to analyze theoretical
contributions from different research domains to identify these
insights and describe them in an integrated way. The purpose of this
contribution is to advance our understanding of how expressions
of teacher agency can be recognized in the processes that shape
educational practice. Our research question is:

What kinds of processes through which agency processes
take shape, can we distinguish by integrating insights from
literature produced within different research domains about
teacher professional functioning?

This question reflects our ambition to gain insight into
the processes that guide teachers actions in the dynamics of
their professional practices and understand how agency becomes
manifest in these processes. To answer our research question,
we consulted diversity of literature sources from various research
domains on teacher professional functioning, and connected the
insights from these sources to our understanding of teacher agency.
We focused on literature that addresses how teachers actively try to
establish situations and practices that align with their insights about
what is valuable and attainable for them. This focus allows us to
contribute to an integrative understanding of expressions of agency
that enable teachers to thrive as professionals (Lau et al., 2022).

2 Materials and methods

Our approach aligns with theory synthesis (Jaakkola, 2020).
This method can be used to expand existing knowledge through
the integration of multiple literature strands, and by connecting
them in a new way (Pound and Campbell, 2015). To determine
our focus, we conducted interviews with six experts in the field of
teacher agency research. We first describe the materials we used,
then we discuss our method in more detail and conclude with how
we addressed the quality of the study.

2.1 Materials

Semi-structured interviews were used to conduct interviews
with the experts. The first author developed the interview guideline
with a colleague researcher (referred to in the acknowledgment).
The guideline was discussed within the research team and adjusted
accordingly. Prior to the interview, the purpose of the interview,
the aims of our study and the research question were shared with
the expert. The guideline included two questions: (1) Which studies
or insights do you consider valuable for studying processes of
teacher agency development? (2) Which processes within your field
of expertise do you consider relevant for studying how teacher
agency takes shape in educational practices? The first author invited
the experts via email. The interviews were recorded, transcribed,
summarized and fed back to the experts for member checking. We
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used several databases to search for peer-reviewed literature such
as EBSCO, ERIC, SCOPUS, Springer Link and ScienceDirect. In
Section 2.2.2 we explain how we used these databases.

2.2 Methods

2.2.1 Determining our focus on domains of
literature

The experts we selected for the interviews were researchers who
had published for several years within this field. The interviews
helped us to become aware of relevant perspectives, find specific
sources to consult, and to clarify choices we had to make. Based
on the experts’ responses to the first question, we compiled a
list of studies and concepts that needed to be read and analyzed.
The answers of the experts to the second interview question
were summarized and their insights were clustered into themes.
Based on this step, we identified four themes, or domains,
to study the phenomenon of teacher agency in literature. The
first theme that emerged was the dynamic, situational nature of
agency and the huge role of subjective sensemaking processes
in distinguishing actions as “agentic’. As a result, we focus on
the domain of “sensemaking processes” (1). The second theme
that emerged was the major role of social interactions within the
school organization in shaping sensemaking processes and the
huge role of the collective agency of the teaching community in
relation to individual teacher agency (Evans, 2017). This led us to
distinguish the domain of “collaborative processes” (2). Thirdly, the
close relationship between teacher agency and professional identity
processes emerged. It concerns the value of understanding how the
situated actions of teachers are built from their own historical and
developing self and therefore we focus on the domain: “professional
identity processes” (3). The final theme is also related to the
intertwined nature of agency: teacher actions are shaped within
and through the collective practices of their workplace (Smith,
2017). This became the domain “organizational work processes”
(4). Figure 1 provides a visual representation of these domains,
their reciprocal relationship, and their relationship to agency
development and situational expressions of agency over time.

2.2.2 Developing a deeper understanding of
major theoretical contributions

After selecting relevant domains of literature, we developed a
more in-depth understanding of the available theories within these
domains. Based on the insights gained from the expert interviews,
the first author selected specific theoretical contributions and
scholars from each domain. The considerations and choices were
then discussed in the research team. One selection criterion
was publication after 2015. Furthermore, we chose theoretical
contributions that adopt a sociocultural perspective and are
consistent with our understanding of teacher agency as a situated,
collective, normative, and relational phenomenon. A further
selection criterion was that sources needed to address processes
that are important in complex systems, such as education. In these
kinds of contexts, diversity, self-organization, unpredictability,
ambiguity, and personal motivations are important to make the
entire organization stronger (Strom and Viesca, 2020). We searched
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FIGURE 1

The four general domains of literature distinguished in this study, through which teacher agency takes shape in educational practices.

for insights to understand how teachers guide their actions to
navigate these dynamics, both while relating with each other
and staying connected with their own selves. The first author
marked theoretical insights that were referred to in several sources,
which allowed her to infer that their significance for research is
currently accepted. Next, she consulted the original sources to
grasp the theoretical perspectives set out in these. The second
author and a colleague researcher assessed the topicality of these
theoretical contributions and checked them for consistency with
the perspective adopted in this study. Following this, the first author
summarized and compared the insights from these sources. All
four authors were actively involved in a critical discussion of these
collected theoretical insights, and in reaching a consensus.

2.2.3 Describing how agency can be
acknowledged within these processes

Our last step, based on our theorization of teacher agency,
consisted of integrating the insights we gained about relevant
processes in educational practices, and of describing how the
attainment of agency can be recognized within those processes.
Approached from our sociocultural perspective, agency is a
phenomenon that is situated, collective, normative, and relational.
To understand how teacher agency can enable teacher wellbeing,
we paid particular attention to processes that enable teachers to
create situations and positions that empower them to reconcile
discrepancies between, on the one hand, their appreciation of
developments in their educational practices, their moral values,
ambitions, and capacities on the other, and what they consider
necessary to participate and thrive within their social practices.

2.3 Quality assurance

To minimize personal bias in our interpretations of the
literature, to interconnect the literature in a meaningful way, and to

Frontiersin Education

develop a deepened understanding, the methodological approach
has been discussed with the entire research team. Additionally,
the first author remained in continuous dialogue with the other
authors during the study (Tracy, 2010). Due to the extensive
research area we studied, there is a risk that our insights are
based on an incomplete search. We attempted to minimize this
drawback by leveraging expert insights into the search process
for relevant literature and by going back to the original source.
An inadequacy of our study may be related to publication bias.
Because we focused our search on studies from 2015 onwards,
it is possible that we paid relatively more attention to studies
that challenge existing insights from studies published before
2015. As a consequence, we might have undervalued agreed upon
insights on the subject. In the following sections we elaborate on
our insights.

3 Results

3.1 Domain 1: teacher agency in
sensemaking processes

To understand how agency takes shape within sensemaking
processes, we used insights on “sensemaking processes in
(self-)narratives” (Bijlsma et al., 2016; Stollman et al., 2022; Weick
et al., 2005), “figured worlds and self-authoring” (Brewer et al.,
2020), and “the managing of ambivalence and incongruencies in
sensemaking” (Rom and Eyal, 2019).

Sensemaking is seen as an ongoing process of analyzing
situations and developing presumptions about what is going on and
what to do (Weick et al., 2005). Through sensemaking processes,
proceedings “materialize” as they are “talked into existence” (Weick
et al., 2005, p. 409) and become suitable for reflection and
discussion. In this way, sensemaking has a social function for
understanding situations and to make yourself understood, as well
as an internal function for providing your own interpretation
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to create meaningfulness (Bijlsma et al., 2016). In sensemaking,
multiple interpretations are negotiated, and elements of situations
are amplified, removed, or reinterpreted to create coherence (Rom
and Eyal, 2019; Stollman et al., 2022).

To make sense of your practice and your role in it, and to make
yourself understood, it is less important that your representations
of what is happening are correct. More important is that your
interpretations seem plausible, legitimate, and memorable for those
involved to understand the past and develop new insights and
ambitions. For example, a teacher with a demanding class may
experience that there is little room for innovation, while a school
leader in the same context sees this very differently; a difference in
“sensemaking” (Self-) narratives serve this purpose (Weick et al.,
2005; Kelchtermans, 2023).

If we want to better understand how agency takes shape
in teachers’ sensemaking processes, we need to analyze their
narrations to understand how they make what is going on plausible,
and how they perceive their own role (Holland et al., 1998; Brewer
etal, 2020). At the same time, we need to analyze these narrations
to understand how teachers become aware of incongruencies,
tensions and ambivalence in their sensemaking processes, how they
allow for these (Pratt, 2000; Rom and Eyal, 2019), and what their
insights are about what they can do to manage them.

3.1.1 What characterizes teacher agency in
sensemaking processes?

Agency can be understood as the typical way teachers narrate
knowledge gaps in their understanding of situations, to derive
meaning in the complexities of their practice and to use these
interpretations as a tool for action (Hopwood, 2017). Or more
precisely formulated: agentic narratives help teachers to make
sense of their practices, their ambitions, and their own roles as
teachers, in ways that enable them to imagine and realize future
situations in which what they consider important, attainable, and
acceptable is connected (Stetsenko, 2019). For example, a teacher
may experience the role of the school leader as demanding and
reflect on this in such a way that in her actions she can circumvent a
reaction from the school leader that is perceived as obstructive. The
literature on sensemaking processes illustrates that it is important
that in agentic narratives:

“Teachers have literate figured worlds” (Brewer et al., 2020).
This indicates that teachers’ practices and their role in these makes
sense to them, based on an understanding of how things work for
those who participate within them, and rooted in an understanding
of how things have evolved because of their sociocultural history. In
other words, teachers know how the work and learning processes in
their practices take shape and know what is regarded as important
within the community from a moral perspective. They also have a
feeling for the reciprocal professional relationships between their
colleagues and the discourses that take shape. And it is clear to
them what is needed, attainable and possible in their practices
based on an understanding of the virtues, rules and agreements
that are established, and how the latter have developed through the
organization’s culture (Brewer et al., 2020).

“Teachers critically, and openly question the value and meaning
of courses of action” (Edwards et al,, 2017; Ylén, 2017). This
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means that teachers are aware of what they consider important in
a particular situation, based on an awareness of their own moral
judgements and normative positioning in relation to others and
their practice. Moreover, their narratives help them to recognize,
address, and express the salient features of tensions between a
course of action and what they themselves consider important.
“Teachers scaffold their actions to regain coherence.” This
refers to how agentic narratives enable teachers to author
themselves in their practices, and to envision what they need to do
to set up future practices that translate their ambitions into reality.
These narrations can help them to navigate situations, or negotiate
established thoughts, sense of selves and/or handlings of themselves
and/or others in their practices, in ways that enable them to realize
what is important to them (Brewer et al., 2020; Stetsenko, 2019).

3.2 Domain 2: teacher agency in
collaboration processes

To develop our understanding of agency development within
collaboration processes, we made use of the notion of “distributed
leadership” (Spillane et al., 2004), insights on “teacher collaboration
processes” (Grimm, 2023; Vangrieken et al., 2015) as well as insights
on “heedful interrelating” (Miyahara et al., 2020) and “relational
agency” (Edwards et al., 2017; Evans, 2017).

We consider “distributed leadership” a useful notion to
understand how agency, in the same way as leadership, is situated
in the thoughts, feelings and actions of teachers as embodied
throughout their school organization. As such, agency can spread
within and through numerous sociocultural charged interactions,
with each interaction playing a specific role in enabling or
preventing teacher agency development and laying the groundwork
for further interactions (Spillane et al., 2004; Harris et al., 2022).
These interactions differ in the extent to which teachers take part
in said interactions, identify themselves as a team, interact to reach
shared goals, and feel a shared responsibility to achieve such goals
(Vangrieken et al., 2015).

The observation of others and the sharing of insights and
materials can support teacher agency. However, such non-
committal interactions alone are not enough to develop agency
(Rajala and Kumpulainen, 2017). Agency development also
requires teachers to jointly reflect on their practice, challenge
current understandings, and to establish a habit of inquiry and
discussion (Vangrieken et al, 2015). However, such deep-level
collaborations require a willingness to take part in collaboration.
This has proven difficult to achieve, especially in school cultures
characterized by individualism, where teachers may feel that
collaboration threatens their autonomy (Grimm, 2023).

In this sense, the notion of “relational agency” is important:
the ability of teacher communities to jointly expand interpretations
about what is important and required in a situation, and to
act in ways that a single practitioner would be unable to
achieve (Edwards, 2020). These deep-level collaborations require
“relational expertise”: a capacity to find out and understand what
matters to colleague teachers, and an ability to sense and convey
what matters to yourself, and to draw on these understandings
when needed (Edwards, 2020).
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3.2.1 What characterizes teacher agency in
collaboration processes?

In agentic collaboration processes, teachers align their thoughts
and actions to jointly address complex matters such as critically
questioning their norms, values, and handling of situations.
Teachers build joint agentic actions when they recognize each
other’s abilities, understand how they interpret problems, and know
what matters to themselves and to other teachers involved in
professional practice. Joint agency also requires being involved
with colleagues both from a professional and an individual
perspective, and being able to express one’s own values, motives,
and perspectives. Finally, joint agency requires the ability to align
motives by interpreting and responding to problems and, by doing
so, acting in a well-considered way. The literature on teacher
collaboration processes illustrates that it is important that in
agentic interactions:

“Teachers feel connected through their ambitions” (Vangrieken
et al, 2015). This requires that teachers who take part in the
interactions are willing and committed to interacting with their
colleagues, because it is in line with their ambitions. Moreover, it
means that they acquire and use the proper knowledge, expertise,
and authority to achieve their goals as a team. Finally, this points to
a collaboration process in which teachers’ individual and joint roles
and responsibilities in the interactions enable them to be properly
involved, because these roles are clear, suited for the purpose, and
considered fair (Vangrieken et al., 2015).

“Teachers have developed relational expertise” (Edwards,
2020). This means that they recognize and understand each
other’s roles in the organization, each other’s perspectives,
customs, methods, and intentions, and what is important to
everyone. They are also able to convey their own ambitions,
positions, abilities, roles, norms, and values to each other. They
acknowledge and respect different opinions, abilities, and motives.
Such collaborations are characterized by attentive and sincere
listening, openness, and inquiring about each other’s reasons,
interpretations, suggestions, and underlying values (Edwards et al.,
2017).

“Teachers heedfully interrelate through their actions” (Edwards
et al, 2017). This means that they carefully, critically, and
purposively do their work, paying attention to the effect of their
behavior on group functioning to complete a task (Miyahara et al.,
2020). This does not imply that they respond or think alike,
but it entails that their understanding of each other’s responses,
approaches, strategies, and actions allows them to rely on each
other to respond to each other autonomously and fluidly, and to
act in alignment (Stephens and Lyddy, 2016). By doing so, they join
their abilities and expand their potential to achieve their individual
and collective ambitions.

3.3 Domain 3: teacher agency in
professional identity development

To develop our understanding of agency development within

professional identity development, we made use of insights
on “value oriented professional development” (Bakker, 2016),
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“self-understanding” (Kelchtermans, 2023) and “Dialogical Self
Theory” (Akkerman and Meijer, 2010).

Bakker (2016) emphasizes the significance of developing
and critically examining one’s norms, values, and attitudes in
the workplace, to address the complex matters that underly
educational practice. These personal values of teachers arise in a
firm relationship with the socio-cultural contexts in which they
are developed. They are rooted in different domains such as the
teacher’s biography, their practices, and the teaching profession
itself (Kelchtermans, 2023). Within these competing and often
conflicting value systems, professionals try to make sense of what
is important in practice, and strive to “achieve a good action” based
on a sensitivity to their own self and the appeal which “the other
for whom [they are] responsible” makes to them (Bakker, 2016, p.
18, 19).

Teachers’ sense of self offers a way to see and represent
themselves throughout multiple and continuous interactions in
their professional practice (Kelchtermans, 2023). The roles that
teachers assume guide their sensemaking processes and provide
clues of who they are in relation to others. By interrelating these
roles, teachers keep coherence and consistency in their sense of self
(Kelchtermans, 2023). Dialogical Self Theory outlines how teachers
create coherence in their interactions and helps us to understand
teacher agency as both relational and intra-individual (Monereo
and Hermans, 2023; Akkerman and Meijer, 2010). A teacher is
seen as an active participant in a situated practice, but also as
a historically continuous self, which is self-recognizable through
time. Dialogical Self Theory argues that multiple I-positions
(each of them personalities representing a specific viewpoint and
story) are held together in the unity of self through self-dialogue
(Akkerman and Meijer, 2010). Self-dialogue is an ongoing process
of negotiating and interrelating multiple I-positions, leading to
a continuous process of positioning and repositioning, so that a
coherent and consistent sense of self is supported during different
participations in the workplace. In this way, a teacher who sees
himself as an expert in a particular field, but also as someone who
does not dare to speak in front of a large group, can integrate the
repeated I-position of bringing up issues in meetings from the role
as chair of a working group into his self-image and start to see
himself more as an expert teacher who is listened to. However,
rapid changes, frictions or shared sensemaking processes may
threaten teachers by undermining their worldview, self-efficacy,
or sense of self (Weick et al., 2005). In these situations, teachers
may adopt coping strategies to reconcile their conflicting ideas of
self (Kelchtermans, 2023). Such coping strategies (Imants and Van
der Wal, 2019) include adopting interpretations of others, trying
to influence others, or disconnecting interpretations from earlier
interpretations (Rom and Eyal, 2019).

3.3.1 What characterizes agentic identity
development processes?

In different situations and through time, teachers weigh their
actions within the tension field between developing their capacities,
acquiring sensitivity to what is required of them as teachers, and
integrating within their communities (Illeris, 2018). In doing this,
they develop patterns that shape the unique ways in which they
express agency, develop their roles, and construct their sense of self
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(Kelchtermans, 2023). We want to know how teachers shape these
patterns that empower them to reconcile discrepancies between, on
the one hand, their appreciation of developments in their practices,
their moral values, ambitions, and abilities on the other, and
what they consider necessary to participate and thrive within their
social practices. Teachers who successfully overcome sensemaking
discrepancies develop a deeper understanding of their professional
identities (Rom and Eyal, 2019). When teachers cannot reconcile
these discrepancies, their identities become incongruous and
conflicting feelings, alienation, or identity confusion can arise (Rom
and Eyal, 2019). In short, literature on teacher identity development
illustrates that it is important that in agentic reflections:

“Teachers are perceptive in making moral considerations.”
This refers to how identity negotiations enable teachers to
address the competing and often conflicting value systems that
underly educational practice. Moreover, identity negotiations
permit teachers to make sense of what is important to them based
on a sensitivity to their own role, capacities, norms and values,
and a sensitivity to the appeal those for whom they are responsible
(pupils) make on them (Bakker and Wassink, 2015).

“Teachers align their ambitions with their positions, sense of
self, opportunities, and resources.” Identity negotiations enable
teachers to critically examine and negotiate their norms, values,
and attitudes. Moreover, identity negotiations allow teachers to
maintain their unity of self through self-dialogue, an ongoing
process by which they interrelate their multiple positions and roles
in a variety of situations (Akkerman and Meijer, 2010).

“Teachers take control to pursue their preferences.” This means
that identity negotiations enable teachers to cope with conflicting
ideas and reconcile their sense of self, by developing a deeper
understanding of their professional identity (Rom and Eyal, 2019).

3.4 Domain 4: teacher agency in
organizational work processes

To develop our understanding of how agency develops through
the organizational activity system, we used the notions “activity
system” (Engestrom and Sannino, 2021), “organizational learning”
(Rikkerink et al., 2015; Azorin and Fullan, 2022), “common
knowledge” (Edwards, 2020) and “dynamic forces in peer learning”
(Bridwell-Mitchell, 2015).

While shaping their actions, teachers continually strike a
balance between the assimilation of knowledge and skills newly
developed in the organization, and the application and exploitation
of what they learned before (Rikkerink et al., 2015). The unfolding
of teachers’ insights and actions can be seen as a continuous flow of
feedforward and feedback, which needs to be in balance to continue
the workflow in interdependence with the organization (Rikkerink
et al., 2015). The continual tension between these feedforward
and feedback flows, forms a circular process of (joint) discursive
meaning-giving and intuitive sense-giving at a personal level.
Interaction, communication, and collective reflection are essential
for the smooth running of this process. As a circular process, it can
only be sustained when the ambitions and actions of teachers, and
their embedding in the organization, are aligned (Rilkkerink et al.,
2015).
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Teacher collaboration processes are shaped by a variety of
forces that influence the social dynamics of teacher communities,
forces through which teachers develop agency (Vangrieken et al.,
2015). Bridwell-Mitchell (2015) illustrates three key forces and their
counterbalancing forces which impact teacher agency development
in educational settings. These are: forces that drive mutual learning
processes toward innovation vs. consolidation; forces that drive
teacher interactions toward cohesion vs. diversity; and forces that
drive sensemaking processes and ways of working toward diversity
vs. conformity. Putting more pressure on socialization can foster
heedful behavior but may limit experimental learning. Increasing
cohesion among teachers can strengthen mutual understanding but
may impede sensitivity to different interpretations or solutions.
And introducing more convergence can facilitate the development
of shared visions, but may limit critical reflection (Bridwell-
Mitchell, 2015). For example, these developments can come about
if the school vision is no longer seen as a source of inspiration from
which new insights can emerge, but as a straitjacket within which
all initiatives must fit. Teachers shape their actions in building
and balancing these forces, individually and jointly. While seeking
this balance, they make sense of what is going on, engage in
projects that are important to them, learn of what is important to
others, develop new insights, and renegotiate their sense of self.
These processes can turn into fragmented, chaotic practices, but
also in stabilized, growing workable practices (Rikkerink et al.,
2015).

3.4.1 What characterizes teacher agency in
organizational work processes?

To develop agency, teachers need to develop structures,
routines, and practices through which they can influence the
interplay of forces taking place in the activity system. This
construction process needs to be undertaken individually and
jointly, in a well-considered way. Moreover, while building
and taking part in these practices, it is important that teachers
construct and reconstruct “common knowledge”. This fostering
of common knowledge includes recognizing similar long-term
value-laden goals (such as children’s wellbeing) as a shared moral
purpose that holds all motives together. Common knowledge
mediates collaboration on complex problems (Edwards et al,
2017). It is built over time in interactions across educational
practices, by sharing professional values and motives in
discussions, and by justifying interpretations and suggestions,
inquiring after them, and providing reasons for them (Edwards
et al, 2017). In short, the literature on organizational work
processes illustrates that for the fostering of teacher agency it is
important that:

“Teachers exchange their insights and ambitions with other
professionals in various situations and social compositions as part
of their work.” This requires teachers to make use of a plurality
of situations and occasions to engage with their own goals, moral
purposes and long-time ambitions, as well as those of others. They
need to do this in varying social compositions, within their own
community and in other communities (such as cross-school teacher
communities, or district-based interdisciplinary communities).
Such interactions enable teachers to recognize what matters in
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TABLE 1 Summary of agentic qualities within the processes that shape
educational practices structured in four domains.

Domains

Agentic qualities within the

processes that shape educational

practices
Sensemaking o Teachers have literate figured worlds (Brewer
processes et al,, 2020).

e Teachers critically, and openly question the
value and meaning of courses of action (Edwards
etal., 2017; Ylén, 2017).

e Teachers scaffold their actions to regain
coherence (Brewer et al., 2020; Stetsenko, 2019).

Collaboration o Teachers feel connected through their ambitions
processes (Vangrieken et al., 2015).

e Teachers have developed relational expertise
(Edwards, 2020).

e Teachers heedfully interrelate through their
actions (Edwards et al., 2017).

Professional e Teachers are perceptive in making moral

identity considerations (Bakker and Wassink, 2015).

development e Teachers align their ambitions with their
positions, sense of self, opportunities, and
resources (Akkerman and Meijer, 2010).

o Teachers take control to pursue their

preferences (Rom and Eyal, 2019).
Organizational o Teachers exchange insights and ambitions with
work processes other professionals in various situations and

social compositions as part of their work

(Edwards, 2020; Azorin and Fullan, 2022).

e While doing their work, teachers adjust
developments in their practices to align them
with common values and organizational
ambitions (Rikkerink et al., 2015).

e Teachers experience they are capable,
authorized and willing to jointly direct their
practices (Harris et al., 2022).

each professional organizational role, and to identify the goals and
moral purposes that shape and take forward professional practice
(Edwards, 2020; Azorin and Fullan, 2022).

“While doing their work, teachers adjust developments in their
practices to align them with common values and organizational
ambitions” (Rikkerink et al., 2015). This means that, while doing
their work, teachers use opportunities to solve problems that
stem from frictions between feedback and feedforward flows.
This enables them to align developments in their educational
practices with their joint values and ambitions (Rikkerink et al.,
2015). In other words, critical inquiry is being incorporated
in the daily proceedings to value and adapt the impact of
(new) practices.

“Teachers experience that they are capable, authorized and
willing to jointly direct developments in their practices.” This
means that teachers take control to realize their individual
and shared ambitions individually and jointly, in the tasks and
responsibilities distributed among teachers in the workplace. To
achieve this, work processes must be set up to communicate,
discuss, evaluate, and adjust joint actions. Such work processes need
to be rooted in common knowledge, where teachers’ actions are
motivated by insight into what really matters to them (Harris et al.,
2022).
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4 Discussion

Teacher agency is a topic that has gained a lot of interest,
based on expectations that it brings opportunities for teacher well-
being and educational quality. Despite the available insights into
how agency can be promoted in educational practices, it proves
difficult to realize the changes that are needed. Our research
attempts to contribute to the body of knowledge, by detailing how
this situated and value-laden phenomenon can be recognized and
validated in the dynamics of education. We did this by analyzing
and connecting different strands of literature about processes that
shape educational practices, and by specifying how expressions
of teacher agency can be recognized within those processes. We
described how agency can take shape in sensemaking processes,
collaboration processes, professional identity development, and the
organization of work processes. Table | summarizes the twelve
qualities that characterize agency in these processes, which we have
derived from our theory synthesis. Based on our theory synthesis,
we have arrived at twelve agentic qualities that characterize
agency in these processes. Agentic sensemaking processes can
be characterized by literate figured worlds, critical, and open
questioning of the value and meaning of courses of action
and scaffold the actions of the teacher to regain coherence.
In agentic collaboration processes, teachers feel connected with
each other through their ambitions, have developed relational
expertise and heedfully interrelate through their actions. In agentic
professional identity processes teachers are perceptive in making
moral considerations, align their ambitions with their positions,
sense of self, opportunities, and resources and take control to
pursue their preferences. And finally, in agentic organizational
work processes, teachers exchange insights and ambitions with
other professionals in various situations and social compositions
as part of their work, adjust developments in their practices
while doing their work, to align them with common values and
organizational ambitions and teachers experience they are capable,
authorized and willing to jointly direct their practices.

Our study contributes to the conceptualization of teacher
agency as a situated phenomenon by making tangible how
this situatedness can take shape, woven into the complexity of
educational practices within and through structural, interactional,
and intra-individual processes. The findings underscore that it is
not enough to change the collaboration structures within practice,
or to motivate teachers to participate in professional development
programs. Instead, they underline that facilitating teacher agency
requires a multi-pronged approach, in which adjustments must
always be sought at various layers of the organization. Additionally,
the impact of interventions can never be guaranteed in advance
and must be determined and adjusted from a situated perspective.
Moreover, the perspective of those involved should both serve
as a starting point for processes of change and as an anchor
point throughout the process. Finally, attention should be paid
to expressions of agency in both immediate processes and long-
term developments. We advise professionals to create situations
in which attention is paid to the personal and shared professional
ambitions of teachers and the tensions that teachers experience
while doing their work to shape these ambitions. We propose to
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use agentic qualities in all four domains to support conversations
and to create situations in which teachers feel acknowledged and
connected. Activating joint teacher agency in the complexity of
educational practice strengthens the quality of educational practice
from within.

An important limitation of our study is that the domains
of literature that we adopted do not provide an exhaustive
account of all the processes through which teachers develop
agency in their practices. For instance, from a systems perspective,
a broader focus than that of the school level is needed to
include insights about agency development through collaboration
processes between organizations (Ronnerman and Olin, 2024). To
strengthen and broaden the theoretical framework, we recommend
further literature research that covers additional research domains,
such as network learning.

We believe it is important to emphasize that the processes
we presented in this study overlap and mutually influence each
other. It is necessary to conduct empirical research into how these
processes can be found in practical situations and what impact
their mutual influence has on the development of agency. For
future research, this implies that studies should trace situational
expressions of agency across different contexts, pay attention to
context characteristics, and offer theoretical insights into how
agency may develop over time. Moreover, the situational nature
of agency implies that it is difficult to predict how teacher agency
develops over time. Gaining insight into agency development
processes requires a long-term perspective to recognize patterns in
the development of insights, concerns, actions, and tools, and to
gain insight in their impact on teachers’ inhabited cultural practice
and their sense of self. We consider longitudinal case study research
suitable in which developments in teacher ambitions and perceived
tensions are linked to the teachers” professional development and
to changes in the essential processes within and through which
teacher agency takes shape in practice. The use of methods such as
experience sampling, observations, and interviews with follow-ups
may be helpful.
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