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The research problem 
 
Beauchamp and Thomas (2009) highlight that the teaching profession has 
pre-service teachers who have an unclear sense of their identity…  
 
If pre-service teachers were  to have a clearer vision of their own identity it 
would help them cope with constant change in education in the UK; it would 
give them skills in evaluating the impact of government agenda, and allow 
them to make confident, professional decisions that may make them feel 
better equipped to remain in the profession. 

 
 • I am using the term “identity” throughout to refer to the 

fact that trainee teachers will draw from many different 
identities that make up their  teacher identity. 

 



Research Questions  
 
How does trainee teachers’ identity develop across the PGCE route? 
 
 
 How do trainees perceive the formation and development of aspects 
of their TT identity? 
 



Theoretical framework:  
Hannah Arendt’s The Human Condition (1958) 

• 20th century German political philosopher 
 

• 3 fundamental activities- labour, work and action: 
• Labour – biological, vital necessities of ‘life’; ‘survival’ of the individual and the species 
• Work- artificial world created through human activity, leads to ‘worldliness’, creates a 

permanence 
• Action- activity between people in political and social spheres, leads to ‘plurality’ and 

creates history 
 

Refer to Higgins (2010) who provided greater clarity in presenting her 
ideas-  

birth, death, survival, worldliness, plurality, self-development, 
birth, death 

 



 
Design,  methods  

and implementation 

Data Collection Enabling 
strategy 

When Purpose 

Narrative 1: 
Life Story  
  

Online One month 
after start 
of course 
but before 
first 
placement 
(October) 
  
  

To elicit the 
identities that 
beginning ITT 
trainees may 
hold and provide 
an initial 
indication of 
what kind of 
teacher they 
think they will 
be. 

Narrative 2: 
Interviews 

Face to  
Face 

Just before 
second 
placement 
(January 
2017) 

To describe their 
professional 
identity and any 
changes to it in 
light of first 
placement and in 
the lead up to 
second placement 

Narrative 3: 
Critical Incident 
Timeline 

Face to    
Face 

After final 
placement 
July 2017 

To explore and 
reflect upon the 
impact of their 
entire teacher 
education route in 
the formation of 
their professional 
identity 

Narrative 4: 

Interview with 

Senior school 

staff 

Face to 

face 

May To elicit view of 

pre-service teacher 

identity with 

regard to Arendt’s 

framework 



 
Narrative 1:life stories 

Data gathered through online 
survey 
 
Authorial biography format – 
as a means of introducing 
trainees in their own right as 
‘characters’ 



Narrative 2: interviews  

• Audio-recorded then 
transcribed (3rd party) 

• Coded and categorised data 
related to Arendt’s theory  

• What influences enacting on 
identity, as well as the when 
of identity formation 



 
Narrative 3:  

Critical Incident Timeline 
 

Trainees positioned their labels of 
birth, death, worldliness, plurality, 

self-development 



 
Narrative 4: 
the schools 

Narrative vignette composed of the views of four senior 
teachers in four schools 
 
Used as a tool to provoke discussion with trainee teachers 
 
Do they see TT identity formation the same way as the 
trainees do? 



SURVIVAL: MONICA 

      
Arendtian viewpoint: 
 
• Monica is preparing for the ‘rebirth’ into her 

second placement, where she will be seen 
more as a member of the school team 
 

• There is a feeling of apprehension from 
Monica; she is aware that on her second 
placement she will be ‘disclosing’ who she is, 
and will be judged within the school 
community by those that can confirm or deny 
her membership. 
 

• Arendt calls this being “never merely a ‘doer’ 
but always and at the same time a sufferer” 
(HC, 1958: 190) 
 
 
 

 



• ‘Survival’ was shown by the trainees to relate to their to understanding of 
schools, the staff and how trainees were developing.  

• There were responses to individual schools and to curricular subjects; 
acceptance of the expert as the role model; learning about themselves- 
motivation, initiative, determination and resilience, apprehension, open 
mindedness and confidence.  

• There was a sense of transformation about the trainees as they initiated self- 
questioning at both a personal and professional level. They took tentative steps 
as a teacher, with a sense of enlightenment as to how a classroom worked and 
their trainee teacher’s role within it. It acted as a confirmation of their career 
pathway. Importantly, children began to be the main focus, and not the trainee. 

 

Overall… 



SURVIVAL: IMPLICATIONS FOR ITT  
 

• Trainees refer to their autobiographical teacher identity 

• Trainees’ transferable skills and knowledge go largely ignored by ITT providers, 
resulting in loss of value and confidence.  

• Survival is a static ‘first placement’ philosophy; historical stance (Hargreaves, 2000); 
trainee focus on their own concerns not the children; if trainees remain at this point it 
can prevent their teacher identity forming and they become detached from their 
practice.  

• Need time to think 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Building their fingerprint of themselves as a ‘trainee teacher’. Need to know influences that have acted upon themselves and their subsequent decision making. Build resilience, flexibility and adaptability to cope with external change- unpick what it means to ‘be a teacher’Could they provide CPD to schools and other PGCE trainees? Instead of TeachMeets, introduce TraineeMeetsBuddies. Swap placements between SD and PGCE. Realistic understanding of the role.



WORLDLINESS: WILL 



Arendtian viewpoint of Will’s worldliness 

 

• Will’s strong sense of self seems to be almost fully established in the worldliness of the 
workplace. He understands the collective identity of the organisation, and how he can 
contribute to it. He is happy to be an active contributor, and has ideas of the ways in 
which he can contribute.  

• His teacher identity is evolving and exists alongside his identity as a husband and a 
father; he already has a pluralistic perspective of his own identities and now need to 
have the experience to develop this in the school. 



• When trainees were certain that their teacher ‘survival’ skills had been established they 
found ways of working alongside other teachers. There was a sense of teacher persona 
developing and this was discussed by two of the three.  

• ‘Worldliness’ allowed them to fathom a future in teaching, about their classroom, their 
principles and their praxis. At this point they considered education in a wider context.  

• Key topics that trainees discussed were the wider educational context; school ethos, 
academisation, tests and data, professional code of conduct; the skills needed to work 
with other teachers; principles of teaching and learning beginning to form which in turn 
led to future expectations of having their own class.  

 

Overall… 



WORLDLINESS: IMPLICATIONS FOR ITT 

• Aware that learning becomes the trainees’ responsibility;  

• Relationships with children and staff are fundamental;  

• Awareness of own classroom practice and own values; developing teacher 
persona but still “early days”:  

• Organisational structure awareness 



SCHOOLS AND TRAINEES THINK DIFFERENTLY! 

Schools saw the six stages of identity development as a rectilinear format:  birth/death, survival, 
worldliness, plurality, self development, birth/death  

Trainees saw it more as an ebb and flow in and out of different aspects of their identities 
Monica: death- self-development (preparation)- birth- survival- worldliness. No plurality; highly emotionally charged. 

Will: multiple births and deaths- lots of new starts- self-development(preparation) each time and then preparation for 
teaching- survival- worldliness- plurality  

So what does this mean for initial teacher training?  

• A mismatch of time and place? 

• Misalignment of understanding and needs 

• Different perspectives? 

• Questions the best ways to support trainees as they go through their teacher training 



FEED BACK FROM THE TRAINEES… 

“I must admit it was useful having a look back both at our discussion on the course of the critical 
incidents and in my reflections on how I was feeling at different points in time.” 

 

 

They said it clarified their thinking about themselves and their values. 

Since then, we have introduced some beginning identity work in our PGCE… 
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QUESTIONS? 
 
COMMENTS? 

Feel free to contact me at : 
 
llm203@exeter.ac.uk 
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