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What kind of teacher should 
we become: identity–role 
consistency and authenticity
Hanqiang Li *

UCSI University, Cheras, Malaysia

In the field of teacher education identity conflict and role conflict frequently 
emerge. Conflict arises not only within the identity system or the role system but 
also between identity and role, manifesting as a misalignment between cognitive 
commitments and behavioral expectations. This phenomenon is termed cross 
conflict between identity and role. Through a systematic review of 117 high-
quality Chinese and English studies the theoretical meanings of profession role 
and identity are clearly delineated and the concept of Identity-Role Consistency 
is advanced as a novel construct for assessing the significance and feasibility of 
internal professional conflict among teachers. Identity-Role Consistency denotes 
the degree of congruence between a teacher’s sense of professional identity and 
the expectations of their role and holds promise as a quantifiable indicator of 
teacher psychological well-being. The study further introduces self authenticity to 
emphasize individual traits and integrates it critically with Identity-Role Consistency.
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1 Introduction

Amid the wave of contemporary educational transformation, teachers, as the core carriers of 
knowledge transmission, are facing an increasingly complex identity and role. From a longitudinal 
perspective, the traditional role of teachers requires a solid theoretical foundation, positioning 
them as the central conduit for knowledge transfer (Jan, 2017). This role emphasizes a technology 
driven approach and standardized teaching processes while limiting teachers’ decision making 
power in the classroom (Tezgiden Cakcak, 2016). With the accelerated progress of the digital era 
and the rapid development of AI tools, societal expectations for teachers have become more 
intricate. Teachers are now expected to serve as creators and guardians of morality and values (Yu, 
2024) and to engage emotionally with students, becoming their “Friend plus” (Gao and Cui, 2024). 
The increasing complexity of role expectations has inevitably shaped the evolution of teacher 
identity (Sachs, 2001). The interplay of policy changes, technological advancements, and societal 
expectations forces teachers to constantly navigate between multiple identities, including 
“educator,” “learner,” and “academic paper producer” (Zhang, 2022; Levin and Liu, 2018). 
Macfarlane (2016) argues that this fragmented identity narrative may not fundamentally challenge 
the philosophical question of “Am I a teacher?” However, external support and feedback remain 
essential for the coherent development of teachers’ professional identity (Kaasila et al., 2021).

From a cross sectional perspective, the increasing complexity of roles and the 
fragmentation of identity lead to corresponding conflicts between roles and identities. For 
Chinese preschool teachers with postgraduate degrees, these conflicts are particularly 
pronounced, as they often struggle with multiple identity tensions, such as being both a 
“caregiver” and a “janitor,” a “like minded companion” and a “lonely wanderer,” as well as an 
“eager achiever” and a “frustrated learner” (Fan et al., 2023). These conflicts arise not only 
within their professional roles but also extend to their personal lives (Moore, 1992). Similarly, 
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for preschool teachers, excessive work pressure encroaches on their 
personal time, making it difficult for them to maintain a work-life 
balance (Le, 2024). While conflicts between identity and role are 
often inevitable, they can sometimes serve as opportunities for 
professional growth (Tsui, 2007). However, the nature of these 
conflicts varies depending on their source (Burke and Tully, 1977). 
Despite many researchers claiming to study either identity or role, the 
long-standing academic tendency to conflate these concepts, along 
with their inherent conceptual ambiguity, has made it difficult to 
clearly identify the sources of such conflicts (Weng et al., 2024; Do 
and Hoang, 2024). Furthermore, although identity and role are 
closely interconnected (Stryker, 2001), few studies have conducted a 
comprehensive analysis of their relationship, limiting the overall 
value of existing research.

Building on the discussion of the research landscape and existing 
issues, this study will explore identity conflict and role conflict as key 
entry points to examine the following questions:

	 1	 The precise definitions of identity conflict and role conflict, as 
well as the distinctions between them.

	 2	 The practical foundations of Identity-Role Consistency in the 
teaching profession, and the theoretical interplay between Self 
authenticity and Identity-Role Consistency.

2 Research method

2.1 Literature search

Following the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 
Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines (Tugwell and Tovey, 2021), 
this study conducted a literature search using both Chinese and 
English core academic databases. The search covered the period from 
2015 to July 2025 and was sorted by relevance. The search terms 
included teacher identity conflict, teacher role conflict, and self 
authenticity. Each keyword was searched independently to avoid 
cross-interference among terms. When search results exceeded 100 
entries, only the top 100 most relevant articles were retained. For 
English language sources, the Scopus database was used, with the 
search limited to articles in which the specified terms appeared as 
keywords. For Chinese language sources, the CNKI (China National 
Knowledge Infrastructure) database was used. To ensure the quality 
of Chinese literature, the search was further restricted to journals 
listed in the CSSCI (Chinese Social Sciences Citation Index) core 
journal directory and the Peking University core journal directory.

2.2 Literature screening

Based on the search procedure described above, the initial 
retrieval yielded a total of 1,144 articles in both Chinese and English. 

After preliminary filtering, 350 articles were retained as valid literature 
(see Table 1 for detailed search results).

The retained articles then underwent three rounds of screening. 
The first round involved a technical screening to eliminate articles that 
were inaccessible in full text or not written in either English or 
Chinese. After this stage, 332 articles remained, representing a 5% 
reduction from the initial pool. The second round focused on 
screening titles and abstracts. In this phase, researchers independently 
evaluated the abstracts to exclude duplicate studies, studies that did 
not focus on teacher populations, and those that addressed general 
professional groups outside the educational field. After this round, 126 
articles were retained. The third round involved full-text assessment. 
Researchers applied pre-established inclusion criteria to identify 
articles that were directly relevant to the study’s core themes. Studies 
were excluded if they lacked a clear connection to the research 
objectives, displayed weak research design, or were non-empirical or 
non-systematic reviews (The screening process is shown in Figure 1).

Following this three-step screening process, a total of 117 core 
articles were selected for subsequent conceptual analysis and model 
development (see Table 2 for detailed screening results). For detailed 
literature information, please refer to the Appendix.

2.3 Data extraction

Following the screening of core literature, a systematic data 
extraction process was conducted in accordance with the principles of 
systematic review methodology, to ensure both comprehensiveness and 
consistency of information. A standardized semi-structured coding 
sheet was used for data extraction. The extraction was independently 
carried out by the researchers and covered three primary dimensions. 
First, basic bibliographic information was recorded, including the 
author(s), year of publication, and journal name. Second, the type of 
study was identified (such as qualitative, quantitative, mixed methods, 
or systematic review), along with the specific methodological approach 
employed (such as survey, interview, case study, among others). The 
complexity and rigor of each study’s research design were also evaluated. 
Third, the core findings and arguments of each article were extracted, 
with particular attention given to studies addressing the intersection of 
identity conflict and role conflict. This included studies that may have 
unintentionally conflated the two concepts. To ensure consistency in 
terminology and clarity in the extraction process, a detailed coding 
manual was developed by the researcher. Data were organized and 
analyzed using Excel.

3 The specific conceptual dimensions 
of the term “teacher”

Teachers are the intersection of institutional, personal, and 
societal forces. Therefore, when we talk about the term “teacher,” its 

TABLE 1  Detail of search results.

Language Teacher identity conflict Teacher role conflict Self-authenticity

English 80 154 840

Chinese 5 54 11
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meaning generally points to three aspects: profession, identity, and 
role. These correspond to the institutional framework, self-identity, 
and societal expectations, respectively, providing a more 
comprehensive explanation of the real significance of being a teacher 
and helping to answer the question: “Who is a teacher?”

3.1 Profession

The occupational dimension represents the most direct semantic 
interpretation of the term “teacher” and serves as an instrumental 
carrier for the social positioning of teachers, namely identifying an 

individual as someone who makes a living through teaching. This 
dimension encompasses three key characteristics: professionalism, 
institutionalization, and economic attributes.

Professionalism signifies that teachers must possess a specific 
knowledge and skill system, which includes content knowledge, 
pedagogical content knowledge (Kulgemeyer and Riese, 2018), and 
practical knowledge (Elbaz, 1981)—the personalized wisdom 
developed through concrete teaching situations. This knowledge 
structure is typically acquired through formal institutional training, 
whereas higher-order practical wisdom emerges gradually through 
continuous teaching reflection (Schön, 1983). Contemporary research 
further differentiates two aspects of teacher professionalism: one 

FIGURE 1

Literature screening process.

TABLE 2  Detail of screening results.

Language Teacher identity conflict Teacher role conflict Self-authenticity

English 31 48 14

Chinese 3 18 3
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oriented toward the teaching process, addressing the “what to teach/
how to teach” professional competence, and another concerning 
professional ethics, which governs the “why to teach” aspect of the 
profession (Campbell, 2003).

The institutional dimension is realized through a dual 
mechanism of state governance and social contract. From an access 
perspective, teacher certification systems establish a minimum 
threshold for professionalism (Hedrick-Shaw, 2024), while long term 
employment policies provide a continuous quality assurance 
mechanism. Legally, various U. S. states have enacted legislation such 
as the Teacher Professional Responsibility Law to define the rights 
and obligations of teachers (Umpstead et al., 2013). Mead (2012) 
argues that such institutional frameworks serve both empowering 
functions (e.g., safeguarding academic freedom) and regulatory 
purposes (e.g., enforcing professional conduct). This 
institutionalization renders teaching not merely an individual career 
choice but also a legally defined position within the broader social 
division of labor.

The economic dimension exhibits a dual structure comprising 
both explicit and implicit components. Explicitly, it manifests in the 
salary system governed by labor contracts (Sun et al., 2024), while 
implicitly, it involves psychological capital gains, such as professional 
identity, and teaching efficacy which constitute non-material benefits 
(Mudhar et al., 2024). This dual compensation mechanism explains a 
seemingly paradoxical phenomenon: even in unpaid teaching 
engagements, participants can still attain potential economic returns 
by accumulating teaching experience and reinforcing professional 
commitment. From the perspective of social exchange theory, the 
economic dimension of the teaching profession essentially involves 
the transformation of knowledge capital and social capital into value 
(Bourdieu, 2018). This underscores that the professional framework 
of teaching not only provides the material foundation for individual 
career development but also establishes the institutional boundaries 
that define teachers’ social identity, offering structural support for 
their professional self conception.

3.2 Role

In Goffman’s seminal work, The Presentation of Self in Everyday 
Life (Goffman, 2023), dramaturgical theory employs a theatrical 
metaphor to deconstruct social interaction, defining role as a strategic 
practice through which individuals actively construct social reality via 
symbolic performance. Goffman argues that the essence of a role lies 
not in a static identity label but in a dynamic performance—a carefully 
orchestrated enactment in which individuals utilize linguistic, 
gestural, and sartorial symbols to shape how others perceive their 
social identity. This performance is not a unidirectional act but an 
ongoing adjustment based on audience reactions. A crucial aspect of 
this process is the establishment of working consensus, where both 
parties in an interaction maintain an implicit agreement to preserve 
surface level harmony, even if they tacitly recognize the performative 
nature of the exchange. For example, students may cooperate with a 
teacher’s enactment of knowledge authority to uphold classroom 
order, while teachers may, in turn, tolerate students concealing certain 
thoughts to prevent overt role conflicts (Goffman, 2023). However, 
such consensus fundamentally operates as a moral contract. 
Individuals must at least outwardly adhere to the roles they claim to 

embody, or they risk discrediting their performance. This also explains 
why social norms become internalized as an implicit framework for 
role performance. Mead (2015), in Mind, Self, and Society, emphasizes 
the concept of the generalized other, which operates through this 
interactive feedback mechanism, compelling individuals to internalize 
societal expectations. Thus, role performance is simultaneously an act 
of self expression and a response to the gaze of others.

From Merton’s (1957) perspective, a single social status is 
associated with multiple roles, forming a role set, which serves as the 
primary source of complexity in the teacher’s role. Divergent social 
expectations both within a single role and across multiple roles can 
generate a complex network of influences, leading to a conceptual 
distinction within the role set between intra-role systems and inter-
role systems (Herman and Gyllstrom, 1977). The teaching role, as a 
prototypical intra-role system, delineates societal expectations 
regarding what a teacher ought to be, thereby establishing normative 
behavioral frameworks for educators. In most cases, however, these 
normative expectations are dynamic and evolve in response to 
changing contextual and temporal conditions (Clarke, 1997). In 
contemporary settings, teachers must navigate multiple roles, such as 
knowledge creators (Holt-Reynolds, 2000), users of digital tools 
(Wake et al., 2007), managers, and facilitators (Archana and Rani, 
2017). Adapting role presentation strategies based on situational 
demands exemplifies the dynamic accommodation of what Parsons 
(2013) describes as pattern variables, illustrating how teachers align 
individual behaviors with social norms. However, the roles teachers 
are expected to fulfill often lack clear boundaries, leading to the 
cognitive dilemma of “What exactly is my job?” A phenomenon 
known as role ambiguity (Homayed et  al., 2025). The frequent 
iterations of educational reform continuously impose new roles on 
teachers without providing adequate time and emotional support for 
adaptation (Day, 2002). This, in turn, results in an excessive 
fragmentation of role perception and contributes to 
occupational burnout.

3.3 Identity

Identity refers to an individual’s cognition and recognition of 
“who I am” as shaped through social interactions. The theoretical 
construction of identity involves the dynamic interplay among 
individual cognition, social interaction, and professional practice. 
From the perspective of social constructivism, teacher identity is not 
a fixed attribute but rather a dynamic process shaped through ongoing 
professional practice and social negotiation (Coldron and Smith, 
1999). This process entails the integration of personal experiences, 
values, and institutional norms to construct a professional self-concept 
(Beijaard et  al., 2004). Wenger’s (1999) theory of communities of 
practice further highlights that teachers establish their identity within 
specific cultural contexts through three modes: participation, 
imagination, and alignment. This identity formation is influenced by 
the organizational structures of schools while simultaneously 
contributing to innovations in educational practice.

Identity theory also acknowledges the existence of multiple 
identity systems, similar to the concept of “role sets.” This system 
is divided into two parts, the first emphasizes the parallel influence 
of multiple identities, such as gender, race, and class, referred to as 
intersectional identity (Crenshaw, 2022; Kanno and Kangas, 2024). 
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The second refers to identity groups formed on the basis of shared 
characteristics, known as collective identity (Tajfel et al., 1979). The 
teacher identity collective examined in this study mainly aligns 
with the latter paradigm. Akkerman and Meijer’s (2011) research 
suggests that teacher professional identity is not a singular, static 
label but rather a complex system composed of multiple 
sub-identities, including those of a teaching practitioner, subject 
expert, and organizational member. The transition from novice to 
expert teacher is essentially a professional socialization process in 
which multiple identities are continuously integrated and 
reconstructed (Day et al., 2006). The process of identity integration 
and transformation requires teachers to actively navigate various 
conflicts, striking a delicate balance between agency and social 
reform, ultimately forming a mature identity system (Wang 
K. et al., 2024). In actual teaching practices, identity is not always 
overtly expressed. Teachers may emphasize different identities 
based on cultural and social contexts as well as personal 
inclinations. When an identity becomes more salient, its influence 
on behavior becomes more pronounced (Garner and Kaplan, 2019; 
Stryker and Serpe, 1994). This selection process is often constrained 
by external conditions, representing the situational self (Brenner 
et  al., 2014), indicating that unconscious identity choices may 
be  less autonomous than they appear. However, identity shifts 
occur more rapidly than role transitions. For example, language 
teachers may switch between multiple salient identities within a 
single lesson to achieve desired instructional outcomes (Raman 
and Yiğitoğlu, 2018). While such a fragmented identity structure 
allows teachers to adapt to complex teaching demands, it 
simultaneously undermines solidarity among educators, 
particularly under the influence of social media (González-
Calvo, 2025).

3.4 Distinction and interrelation of 
concepts

From a holistic perspective, profession, role, and identity form a 
concentric circle structure (see Figure 2). The outermost layer is the 
professional layer, which defines the broadest extension when we refer 
to the term “teacher.” The role layer, positioned in the middle, 
represents the specific behaviors exhibited by teachers within the 
professional system and serves as the key point where institutional 
norms are transformed into individual actions. The core layer is the 
identity layer, reflecting the individualized understanding of the 
profession by teachers and the process of shaping their teaching values.

In the process of teachers’ professional development, the 
professional framework often becomes a key source of role 
expectations. Professionalism demands that teachers engage in 
lifelong learning and continuously develop their teaching 
competencies (Batista et  al., 2024). Institutional expectations 
require teachers to carry out their teaching responsibilities in 
accordance with laws and regulations, fulfilling obligations defined 
by both policy and culture (Ball, 2003). From an economic 
perspective, with the exception of a small number of “star teachers” 
in shadow education, most frontline educators do not enjoy 
particularly high income levels (Guo, 2022). As a result, teachers 
are often required to adjust their psychological expectations and 
behaviors within the paradox of the “sanctified teacher,” balancing 
economic rewards with intrinsic and symbolic gains. From a cross-
sectional perspective, roles and identities take on a modular 
structure at any given moment. Prominent sub-roles and 
sub-identities reflect a teacher’s behaviors and cognitions at specific 
points in time, together forming a complete teaching persona. 
Therefore, it can be argued that a teacher must align role (behavior) 

FIGURE 2

Diagram of the relationship between profession, role, and identity.
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and identity (cognition) in order to ensure effective teaching 
practices. From a longitudinal perspective, however, the 
development of roles and identities may become misaligned at 
certain stages. For instance, in the early stages of a novice teacher’s 
career, there is often an imbalance between identity and role 
development. After entering the profession, beginning teachers 
begin to reconstruct their professional identity and may believe 
they are capable of fulfilling teaching duties. Yet, their role 
development tends to progress more slowly, and their actual 
teaching practices often fall short of their expectations (Seyri and 
Nazari, 2023). This misalignment can lead to internal conflict, 
ultimately affecting their teaching performance.

4 Conflict between identity and role

The fragmentation of roles and identities leads to conflicts among 
substructures. Traditional research paradigms have thoroughly 
examined these conflicts within individual structures (Ghiasvand 
et al., 2023; Zhao et al., 2022). However, based on the construction 
results of the aforementioned model, we can integrate the discussion 
of both types of conflicts, allowing for a more detailed analysis of their 
patterns and impacts.

4.1 Characteristics of the literature

From an overall perspective, there is a noticeable 
methodological divergence between studies on identity and those 
on role. Among empirical studies excluding reviews, there are 29 
identity-related studies, of which 26 adopt qualitative methods, 
accounting for 89.7%. In contrast, there are 46 empirical studies 
related to roles, of which 34 adopt quantitative methods, 
accounting for 73.9%. This phenomenon is primarily due to the 
limited availability of reliable and valid scales for investigating 
teacher identity (Steinberger and Magen-Nagar, 2017), and the 
complex interactions among multiple dimensions and 
sub-identities, which make standardized measurement challenging 
(Ren and Pan, 2025; Tajeddin and Nazari, 2025). On the other 
hand, role theory and role conflict are supported by objective and 
observable behaviors and expectations, and their theoretical 
frameworks have given rise to several well-established scales 
(Iannucci et  al., 2019; Shukla and Srivastava, 2016). These are 
suitable for large-scale application, which has facilitated the 
widespread use of quantitative research. However, the limited 
number of mixed-methods studies, quantitative studies on identity, 
and qualitative studies on roles may suggest the methodological 
necessity of employing mixed methods in research that appears to 
bridge the seemingly opposing theoretical foundations of identity 
and role.

In addition, the studies included in the review cover 27 countries 
and regions worldwide, demonstrating that this research issue arises 
in educational work across diverse cultural contexts. However, despite 
the sufficient number of research projects, a considerable portion of 
researchers have not strictly distinguished between the concepts of 
identity and role for various reasons (Seifert and Cucchiara, 2024). 
The most common situation is the lack of clear categorization when 
analyzing sub-identities and sub-roles, often grouping them simply 

under either role or identity for convenience (Li et  al., 2020). 
Fortunately, some studies have thus touched upon the conflicts 
between identity and role, allowing us to glimpse the outlines of 
emerging concepts.

4.2 Identity conflict and role conflict

Identity conflict refers to the state in which an individual’s 
multiple identities come into contradiction or clash (Liu et al., 2025). 
When teachers hold personal beliefs and values while simultaneously 
embodying the professional role expectations of an educator, the 
demands of these identities may be inconsistent. Scholars have likened 
identity conflict to subordinate identities congregating like a choir, in 
which certain identities remain more central than others (Ghiasvand 
et al., 2023). In other words, identity conflict arises when the various 
self-conceptions formed at the professional, familial, and personal 
levels are at odds with one another. For example, if a teacher is 
compelled to teach in a manner that contravenes their personal 
principles (albeit in compliance with institutional requirements), they 
will experience a dissonance in their professional identity (Yang et al., 
2022). Thus, teachers’ professional identity conflict typically denotes 
the range of tensions that emerge when their beliefs, values, 
experiences, and occupational expectations are misaligned, with the 
core of the conflict situated in the teacher’s cognitive appraisal of 
their profession.

Role conflict, by contrast, denotes the clash that occurs when an 
individual simultaneously occupies multiple roles whose associated 
behavioral expectations are incompatible (Khanal and Ghimire, 2024). 
Theoretically grounded in the framework of role theory, research on 
role conflict emphasizes how societal expectations for divergent 
behaviors exert pressure on the individual, often manifesting as stress 
over role transitions and boundary maintenance. Coverman (1989) 
defines role conflict as arising when the pressures encountered in one 
role are mutually incompatible with those emerging in another role. 
Role conflict can be subdivided into inter-role conflict (stemming 
from inconsistent demands across different roles), and intra-role 
conflict (the tension generated by divergent expectations within the 
same role; Lipsky et al., 2017). When an individual’s multiple roles 
cannot be effectively reconciled, role conflict ensues, the crux of which 
lies in the complexity and inconsistency of societal expectations 
regarding the teacher’s conduct.

4.3 Practical implications of cross domain 
conflict

Based on the previously defined concepts of identity and role, 
we have observed instances of intersectional conflict between these 
two constructs in both teaching and research practices. From an 
external perspective, the core of such intersectional conflict can 
be  understood as a misalignment between teachers’ internal 
psychological self perception and the normative expectations imposed 
by society. Existing research suggests that the mechanisms underlying 
these conflicts operate on three primary levels (see Figure 3).

First, the instrumental positioning of education within the 
broader social system leads to the alienation of the teacher’s role script. 
Specifically, the emphasis on quantifiable educational outcomes has 
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undermined the value-oriented dimensions of education itself (Biesta, 
2015; Ball, 2003), resulting in a shift away from teachers’ original, 
idealistic beliefs about the moral and transformative power of 
education. In recent decades, education has increasingly been 
subordinated to economic and administrative objectives. This 
phenomenon widely recognized in academia as neoliberal 
instrumentalism. This external framing of education as a tool for 
serving societal functions erodes teachers’ own educational values and 
identity by constraining pedagogical methods and instructional goals 
(Naz and Beighton, 2024). As Clarke (2023) notes, four decades of 
neoliberal policy have driven the commodification and 
instrumentalization of education, allowing neoliberal values (such as 
individualism, commodification, and competitive evaluation) to 
permeate the teaching profession (González-Calvo, 2025). According 
to cognitive dissonance theory (Miller et al., 2015), inconsistencies 
between beliefs and behaviors can produce psychological discomfort. 
Teachers caught in such conflicts may either acquiesce to the demand 
for measurable results or experience diminished morale and 
professional burnout. In either case, the original meaning and purpose 
teachers ascribe to their work becomes eroded by external 
instrumental demands (Zhang, 2025).

Second, the coexistence of multiple standards within educational 
evaluation systems, coupled with policy ambitions to cultivate all 
round or omnipotent teachers, reflects a strong utilitarian tendency 
(Yang, 2025), which often clashes with teachers’ personal 
understanding of their profession. These systems frequently adopt 
multidimensional criteria to assess teacher quality (Jiang, 2025). While 
theoretically designed to comprehensively evaluate performance, in 
practice such evaluations often reduce teaching to measurable outputs. 
Conflicts emerge when teachers’ professional self-identities do not 
align with the prescribed indicators. Contemporary evaluation 
frameworks tend to emphasize student performance in relation to 

predetermined benchmarks (Jiang, 2025), yet experienced teachers 
may prioritize igniting students’ passion for learning or meeting their 
socio-emotional needs, dimensions that are not easily captured by 
narrow, exam-driven metrics. From the perspective of self-
determination theory, individuals are motivated when their needs for 
autonomy and competence are met (Deci and Ryan, 1985). Utilitarian 
evaluation practices frequently undermine teachers’ autonomy and 
neglect intangible competencies, thereby eroding intrinsic motivation. 
The resulting gap between the “teacher as I  see myself ” and the 
“teacher as evaluated” can lead to stress, alienation, and even 
identity reconstruction.

Third, digital transformation has redefined the teacher’s role from 
a traditional knowledge authority to a facilitator of learning, requiring 
educators to proactively adapt to the decentralization of knowledge 
(Selwyn, 2021a). In the pre-digital era, teachers typically served as the 
primary source of disciplinary knowledge in the classroom. Today, 
students have immediate access to vast amounts of information, and 
classrooms are increasingly populated with online modules and 
AI-powered tutors. This decentralization challenges the traditional 
identity of teachers as sages on the stage. While digital tools can 
empower instruction, they also expose teaching to the logic of 
commercial platforms and performance metrics (Selwyn, 2021b). 
More directly, AI-driven search and learning platforms enable 
students to independently access information with increasing 
frequency. Hu and Shi (2018) argue that in the era of AI, the teacher’s 
role as a knowledge authority is being directly challenged, as artificial 
intelligence can rapidly deliver vast information, thereby diminishing 
the teacher’s position as the sole content provider. Similarly, Gao 
(2025) finds that intelligent technologies are reshaping both the 
internal and external forms of teacher authority. If educators rely 
uncritically on AI, this could foster technological fetishism and 
further weaken the teacher’s agency and professional autonomy.

FIGURE 3

Three sources of cross domain conflict.
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4.4 Theoretical foundations of cross 
domain conflict

According to Шихирев (1985), the classical concept of role 
comprises three layers: (a) a role is a system of expectations 
regarding individual behavior that exists within society; (b) a role 
also refers to the set of expectations held by individuals occupying 
a given social position toward themselves; and (c) a role is 
manifested through the observable behaviors of individuals in that 
position. Teachers face a range of external expectations derived 
from education policies, school cultures, parents, and the broader 
public (Kelchtermans, 2009). Through processes of occupational 
socialization and daily interactions, teachers continuously receive 
and internalize these expectations, gradually forming an identity-
based understanding of “how a teacher should act” (Tajeddin 
et al., 2023).

However, even when society transmits extensive behavioral norms 
and performance demands, these expectations are not automatically 
internalized into teachers’ identities (Karaolis and Philippou, 2019). A 
teacher’s core professional identity is gradually constructed through 
personal experience, emotional engagement, and internal values, and 
is often characterized by a high degree of stability and resistance to 
external influence (Clarke, 2009). This identity serves as a selective 
filter through which external expectations are interpreted and 
potentially accepted or rejected. In cases where teachers either do not 
receive certain role expectations, or choose not to identify with or 
internalize them, conflicts between identity and role may emerge (see 
Figure 4). Conceptually, this suggests that the content of social role 
expectations and that of teacher identity are not necessarily equivalent.

Moreover, behavioral competence serves as a condition for role 
enactment rather than the psychological origin of role conflict. A lack 
of competence may hinder effective role performance, manifesting as 
a constraint imposed by behavioral capacity on identity cognition. As 
Kelchtermans (2009) points out, teachers face a complex system of 
social expectations; however, the emergence of role conflict does not 
depend solely on whether teachers are capable of meeting these 
expectations, but rather on whether they perceive them as integral to 
their professional role (Van Lankveld et  al., 2017). Conflict arises 
when teachers think, “Others expect me to do this, but I  believe 
I should not,” rather than, “Others expect me to do this, but I cannot.”

4.5 The identity-role consistency

Both theoretical and practical perspectives suggest that a high level 
of consistency between a teacher’s identity and professional role, 
referred to as Identity-Role Consistency (IRC), plays a beneficial role in 
fostering the development and growth of professional competence. The 
process of a teacher’s professional development can similarly be viewed 
as a gradual increase in IRC, aligning more closely with the demands of 
the profession. A model of this developmental process is illustrated in 
Figure 5. In this model, objective role expectations refer to relatively 
stable professional demands, while teacher identity functions as a filter 
that shapes the development and content of subjective role expectations. 
The term “role” here specifically emphasizes the teacher’s ability to 
perform instructional behaviors. Accordingly, the consistency between 
identity and role in this context refers to the alignment among societal 
expectations, subjective cognition, and behavioral capacity. According 
to the Value-Action Gap perspective, the discrepancy between societal 
expectations and subjective cognition is often smaller than the gap 
between subjective cognition and behavioral capacity within this 
structure (Chaplin and Wyton, 2014).

As shown in the figure, for teachers who have just completed their 
pre-service training, the development of professional identity typically 
progresses more rapidly than the development of professional role 
performance. This discrepancy is largely due to novice teachers’ lack of 
full time teaching experience. Their understanding of what it means to 
be  a teacher often remains at the level formed during pre-service 
education, while their ability to enact the teacher role is insufficient to 
support this identity due to limited practical experience (Chen, 2003). 
As a result, they often find a significant gap between the realities of 
classroom teaching and their prior expectations. Subsequently, teachers’ 
practical competencies tend to develop at a faster pace than identity 
formation, especially during the early stages of professional development 
(Kagan, 1992; Fuller and Bown, 1975). This leads to a gradual narrowing 
of the cognitive gap between identity and role, thereby promoting an 
increase in IRC and aligning more closely with their personal ideal of 
what a teacher should be. Teachers with high levels of IRC are thus better 
equipped to manage the dissonance between their beliefs and behaviors. 
Moreover, a teacher’s ability to perform their professional role is generally 
not greater than their capacity for identity cognition. If a teacher has not 
yet developed a clear professional identity, their behavioral patterns tend 

FIGURE 4

Diagram of theoretical influence pathways.
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to be unstable or yield limited effectiveness (Beijaard et al., 2004). In 
summary, the developmental trajectories of vocation, identity, and role 
together form a structurally layered model for the development of IRC.

5 Self authenticity

In traditional psychology, there is a concept known as self-
authenticity, which is highly related in its underlying meaning to the 
IRC proposed in this study. A joint analysis of self authenticity and 
IRC can enhance the practical relevance of IRC and help establish it 
as a distinct and independent conceptual construct.

5.1 The connotation of self authenticity

Self authenticity is an important concept that emphasizes the 
alignment of an individual’s thoughts, emotions, and behaviors with 
their true self. It is generally understood as comprising cognitive 
clarity about the self, emotional acceptance of genuine feelings, and 
behavioral expression that remains faithful to one’s internal values and 
beliefs (Li et al., 2025). The philosophical roots of self authenticity can 
be  traced back to ancient Greek philosophy, particularly Socrates’ 
proposition to “know thyself.” In modern intellectual history, 
existentialist philosophers such as Martin Heidegger and Jean-Paul 
Sartre further developed the idea of authentic existence and examined 
how individuals often flee from their true selves. However, the concept 
of self authenticity as a systematic psychological term emerged in the 
20th century with the rise of humanistic psychology. In his 1961 work 
On Becoming a Person, Carl Rogers was the first to articulate the 
psychological importance of the real self in a comprehensive manner. 
He argued that a fully functioning person must be grounded in honest 
awareness of, and free expression of, inner emotions (Rogers, 1995).

In more contemporary psychological research, Kernis and Goldman 
(2006) provided a structured definition of the concept of authenticity by 

distinguishing between two levels: a relatively enduring, personality-
level trait authenticity, and a more transient, unstable state authenticity. 
They proposed that authenticity comprises four interrelated dimensions: 
(a) self-understanding, referring to a clear awareness of one’s values, 
emotions, and motivations; (b) openness, the ability to objectively 
recognize one’s strengths and weaknesses; (c) behavior congruence, 
which describes the alignment between one’s actions and inner beliefs; 
(d) relational orientation, the tendency to remain genuine in social 
interactions without pretension or excessive people-pleasing. Within 
this model, state authenticity is conceptualized as the immediate 
psychological experience of being oneself, serving as the core of the 
subjective sense of internal consistency (Sedikides et al., 2017; Lenton 
et al., 2013), this experience has been found to exhibit marked cultural 
variations (Slabu et al., 2014).

5.2 IRC and self-authenticity

From the perspective of Identity-Role Consistency (IRC), the 
extent to which individuals can express their authentic selves depends 
on the intensity of conflict between their professional identity and 
personal roles. In other words, the greater the perceived tension 
between social expectations tied to a particular professional role and 
an individual’s self-identification, the more constrained the space 
becomes for authentic self-expression. Within this framework, 
individuals must often negotiate, compromise, or conceal aspects of 
the self across multiple roles to accommodate external structural 
demands. Authenticity, therefore, is no longer merely an internal 
psychological experience but becomes a product of social regulation 
(Roberts et al., 2009). Despite the apparent similarities between IRC 
and authenticity in their attention to tensions between the self and 
identity, the two concepts are grounded in fundamentally different 
theoretical and disciplinary foundations. Authenticity, as a 
psychological construct, centers on the individual’s perception, 
acceptance, and expression of the self, emphasizing inner coherence 

FIGURE 5

Model of IRC development process.
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and value integration (Guenther et al., 2024; Hart et al., 2024). In this 
sense, authenticity is a subjective experiential state, an individual’s 
ability to maintain self-directedness and inner truth in the face of 
external pressures (Kernis and Goldman, 2006). By contrast, IRC is 
more firmly rooted in sociological traditions, with its theoretical 
foundation emphasizing the structural and normative dimensions of 
role behavior. Individual behavior is understood within the framework 
of social interactions and institutional constraints. Role identity 
conflict is interpreted as a manifestation of structural tension, 
reflecting how individuals adapt to and struggle with societal 
expectations. As such, research on IRC tends to focus on how external 
social structures shape behavioral boundaries, regulate modes of 
expression, and influence identity performance.

This divergence between psychological and sociological 
perspectives also leads to different developmental trajectories for the 
two constructs. The development of authenticity typically follows a 
non-linear but relatively stable oscillating curve (see Figure 6), in 
which individuals engage in processes of self-reflection, 
reconstruction, and affirmation across different life stages and 
contexts, ultimately approaching a state of trait authenticity, a stable 
balance between rigidity and inauthenticity (Wang Y. et al., 2024). This 
process highlights the dynamic alignment between self and lived 
experience, driven internally by the pursuit of personal truth. In 
contrast, the development of IRC may exhibit more pronounced stage-
based characteristics, following a smoother upward trajectory. This 
development is often shaped by institutional and cultural factors, and 
progresses toward an idealized professional identity as defined by 
external standards.

5.3 Authenticity in conflict

Extensive research has demonstrated the close relationship 
between identity–role conflict and personal authenticity in 

professional settings (Caza et al., 2017; Van den Bosch and Taris, 
2018). In the teaching profession, which is characterized by high 
levels of emotional labor, variations in teachers’ levels of authenticity 
likewise influence the ways in which they navigate and respond to 
conflicts in instructional practice. Experienced teachers who are able 
to express their authentic selves are more likely to build deeper and 
more meaningful connections with their students (Duignan and 
McGrath, 2022). However, a considerable number of teachers find 
their ability to display authenticity significantly constrained by 
factors such as limited professional experience and administrative 
pressures. Consequently, within the tensions between teacher 
identity and institutional role expectations, authenticity may serve 
as a critical dynamic regulatory mechanism (see Figure 7).

When confronted with conflict, teacher authenticity often 
manifests in two polarized forms. The first is a rigid adherence to 
one’s identity, insisting on a fixed notion of the ideal teacher and 
resisting adaptation. The second is a performative compliance with 
externally imposed role expectations, overreliance on pedagogical 
norms, standardized procedures, and managerial performativity to 
construct a socially acceptable professional image (Kernis and 
Goldman, 2006). The former leans toward the identity pole of 
authenticity, while the latter aligns with the role pole. It is 
important to acknowledge that, as socially embedded professionals, 
teachers are inevitably subject to normative constraints and 
institutional expectations; absolute authenticity is therefore 
practically unattainable. As Sedikides and Schlegel (2024) argue, 
authenticity does not imply the unrestrained expression of one’s 
internal thoughts and feelings, but rather entails a sustainable 
balance between external demands and internal coherence. In this 
light, an idealized form of authenticity should be understood as a 
form of critical authenticity, a reflexive and adaptive process of 
identity construction that upholds professional ethics and legal 
norms while preserving the individual’s sense of uniqueness and 
integrity (Jongman-Sereno and Leary, 2019).

FIGURE 6

Dynamic authenticity model, cited in Wang Y. et al. (2024).
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6 Conclusion

This paper provides a systematic analysis of the concept of “teacher” 
through the dimensions of profession, role, and identity, and theoretically 
highlights the importance of Identity-Role Consistency (IRC) as a key 
internal coordination mechanism in professional development. We argue 
that the misalignment and conflict between a teacher’s identity (“who 
I am”) and role (“what I am expected to do”) not only compromise the 
effectiveness of instructional practices but also directly affect job 
satisfaction, psychological well being, and long-term developmental 
potential. Based on this structural analysis, the study proposes an 
integrated approach to examining identity and role while introducing the 
perspective of cross-pressure, which helps uncover the complex 
psychological dynamics and behavioral adaptations involved in the 
process of teacher development. Focusing on IRC and incorporating the 
psychological concept of self authenticity, this study constructs an 
interpretive framework that connects social structures with individual 
internal experiences. It emphasizes that, in the context of role conflict, the 
pursuit of critical authenticity provides a more sustainable path for 
professional growth than rigid conformity or passive compliance. 
Consequently, enhancing teachers’ professional development requires 
active support for achieving higher levels of IRC.

Although this study identifies the presence and significance of IRC 
from both theoretical and practical perspectives, it has not yet conducted 
a detailed empirical investigation. Existing measurement instruments for 
teacher identity and role are relatively well developed (Schwab et al., 1983; 
Beijaard et al., 2000), and future research may build upon and refine these 
tools to quantify standard levels of IRC as indicators of teachers’ 
psychological health and related outcomes. Furthermore, the dimensional 
structure of IRC remains underdeveloped and does not fully account for 
all types of identity-role conflicts experienced by teachers. Qualitative 
studies exploring these dimensions would therefore offer valuable 
contributions to this line of inquiry. We believe that teacher learning and 
development driven solely by external rewards or institutional mandates, 
without considering how individual teachers perceive the role 
expectations of the profession, may yield noticeable short-term results, 
but these results will be built upon the pain and struggle of the teachers.
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