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Abstract

Scarce studies have been conducted to understand teacher autonomy, teacher agency,
and teacher identity exhibited by English as a foreign language (EFL) student teachers.
This study was conducted to fill this gap by exploring how four student teachers take
control of their teaching, conduct agentic behavior, and negotiate identities in the
Chinese EFL context. Data included interviews, school documents, participants’ prac-
ticum reports, and lesson plans. Findings revealed that EFL student teachers encoun-
tered constraints related to the school curriculum, evaluation mechanisms, and social
settings. Constraints affected their capacity to negotiate the gap between reality and
ideals and fostered changes and innovations in teaching. These forces, influenced by
the social, institutional, and physical settings, also affected the formation of their
identities. The different development trajectories during the teaching practicums were
found to be related to teacher autonomy, teacher agency, and teacher identity. While
concluding with implications for teaching pre-service teachers and running teaching
practicums, the present study also argues for considering the three interrelated con-
structs as essential parts of researching pre-service EFL teacher education.
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Introduction

Research on identities of student teachers is an increasingly hot topic in recent years,
particularly in the field of teaching English as a foreign language (EFL) [18, 40]. In the
related literature, the teaching practicum for student teachers is regarded as a crucial
period for future teacher identity development, as student teachers are at a stage of
learning how to align teaching and learning with their vision of how they should be
[13]. A student teacher—i.e., a university student who is teaching in the field school
under the supervision of a school mentor in that school—is expected to experiment
with ideas and theories accumulated from university education, gain experiences
dealing with students in a classroom setting, and prepare for a future teaching profes-
sion through the teaching practicum. However, understanding student teachers’ identity
development from the perspective of teacher autonomy and teacher agency is under-
explored. Although some research on EFL student teachers has been performed [39, 44,
52], research considering the three constructs is scarce [40]. Previous studies (e.g., [21])
attempted to enhance research scholarship on this topic through exploring autonomy,
agency, and identity. However, Huang’s study focused on EFL students’ perspective.
Studies focusing on EFL student teachers, to the author’s limited knowledge, have not
been conducted. The purpose of the present study was to understand teacher autonomy,
teacher agency, and teacher identity through collecting and analyzing EFL student
teachers’ voices in a teaching practicum.

The context of the present study, i.e., focusing on student teachers enrolled in a
teaching practicum in mainland China, is characterized by a heavy emphasis on
top-down educational policy. However, following the inescapable trends of glob-
alization and the need for social development, China is engaged in fostering
curriculum changes and autonomy has increasingly been a noted feature of
scholarly debates about education [11]. Under the new reform practices, student
teachers are given more opportunities to exchange pedagogical experience in
classroom teaching, management, and assessment. However, EFL student teachers
may still encounter constraints in the process of learning to teach. This dilemma
between the promotion of teacher development and the lack of support for teacher
development is worth further research endeavors in examining how teacher au-
tonomy interacts with teacher agency and identity and how the joint impact may
influence student teachers’ professional development. Although this study is
rooted in the Chinese EFL context, contributing to localized insights and scholarly
knowledge for English teacher education programs in mainland China, it also
addresses international interests, research scholarship, and scholarly communica-
tion in similar contexts.
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Theoretical Underpinnings
Autonomy, Agency, and Identity

This section discusses autonomy, agency, and identity. This section can shed light on
knowledge related to teacher autonomy, teacher agency, and teacher identity.

Autonomy and Agency

According to Hunter and Cooke [23], agency is a system of socially mediated autonomy,
showing that agency is connected to autonomy and both notions are related to learners’
willingness to initiate an act for learning. The connection between autonomy and agency
is obscure but also distinct. For example, Huang and Benson [22] proposed that agency
is related to learners’ consciousness in initiating actions for a certain purpose, but the
learners may not be in a state of autonomy. They described autonomy as the learners’
capacity to make decisions and take responsibility for their learning.

Autonomy and Identity

Chik [10] posited that learners’ ability in autonomy influences their identity formation.
In a similar vein, Chik argued that the ability to construct a positive identity may
positively impact the autonomy development. Likewise, a negative identity that a
learner constructed may negatively impact the autonomy development. The intercon-
nection between autonomy and identity, according to Chik, is a co-developed process,
as autonomy evolves in tandem with identity.

Agency and Identity

Vitanova [47] asserted that learners might wander in the diverse perspectives of agency
and identity. In particular, agency plays an essential role in developing one’s identity
and identity navigates learners’ agentic actions [42]. Wenger [48] proposed that
increased engagement of individuals in their communities of practice enhances identity
formation. Other researchers, for example Holland et al. [20], proposed that identity
formation is a prerequisite for initiating agency.

Relationships Between Autonomy, Agency, and Identity

Previous studies (e.g., [3, 21, 22, 40]) established the interconnection between auton-
omy, agency, and identity. For example, Benson [3] argued that agency is a source
contributing to autonomy development, which, in turn, affects identity formation.
Huang [21] further stressed that identity construction can also be an origin for the
development of autonomy. In addition, the development of autonomy and identity are
largely dependent on the exercise of agency. Similarly, in line with Yamaguchi [50],
Teng [40] stressed that the development of autonomy and identity is triggered by
agency. As outlined by Huang and Benson [22], development of autonomy and the
construction of identity may go hand in hand, while agency can perhaps be viewed as a
point of origin for autonomy and identity.
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Teacher Autonomy, Teacher Agency, and Teacher Identity

This section provides basic understandings of teacher autonomy, teacher agency, and
teacher identity. The understandings help pinpoint the gap of this line of research.

Teacher Autonomy

Teacher autonomy refers to teachers’ empowerment in controlling teaching practices,
classroom management, and curriculum development [5, 12, 49]. Teacher autonomy
has been conceptualized through three models: engaged autonomy, regulated autono-
my, and school autonomy. Engaged autonomy refers to how teachers are engaged in
seeking innovative development while retaining a sense of collaboration and shared
expertise [32]. Regulated autonomy is related to how teachers exercise autonomy when
situated in a vacuum of limited scope [35]. While supportive settings may meet
teachers’ psychological needs and help them foster changes in teaching, an
autonomy-oppressing environment may make teachers feel languid about regulating
autonomy [45]. School autonomy means the degree of autonomy that the school is
willing to grant to teachers [6].

There always exists an asymmetric power relationship between student teachers and
mentors, and student teachers are not empowered to negotiate challenges within the
constrained setting [39]. In fact, student teachers may encounter difficulties in gaining a
degree of freedom from internal and external constraints during the teaching practicum
[16]. In language teaching research, growth of student teachers’ internal capacity for
autonomous teaching may require some degree of professional freedom [18]. Varghese
et al. [46] argued that social, institutional, and physical settings may be related to the
construction of identities, and this may also impact whether teachers are able to exert
control over their novice teaching practices by mediating and negotiating between
constraints and ideals.

Teacher Identity

Teacher identity refers to how a teacher perceives himself or herself as a teacher [26].
Teacher identity is formed, constructed, reconstructed, and developed within social
context [41]. Beauchamp and Thomas [2] described three characteristics of teacher
identity: multiplicity, discontinuity, and socially constructed nature. Teacher identity
can also be described as a continuously changing process, as delineated by Geijsel and
Meijers [17]. Additionally, Akkerman and Meijer [1] suggested a need to investigate
how and why teacher identity is complex and dynamic. Hence, teacher identity has
become a salient factor in the landscape of EFL teaching.

To understand student teachers’ identities, an investigation of how student teachers
in a teaching practicum respond to teaching requirements in the field school, negotiate
identity meanings within the social cultural constrains, and apply prior experiences to
new teaching is required. Student teachers should not be only regarded as a sole entity
in acquiring essential skills in learning to be a teacher but also an agent who needs to
take reflexive actions for making decisions for and about their teaching [39]. As argued
by Benson [4], a teacher’s perceived identities influence how a teacher finds space for
agentic behaviors.
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Teacher Agency

Teacher agency refers to teachers’ capacity for adopting agentic behavior in
teaching communities [33]. Related to this, teachers need to be encouraged to
reflect actively on their teaching behaviors and classroom practices [19]. For
example, teachers should act according to the context they are situated in [8].
However, succumbing to the context without taking advantage of available re-
sources may not help teachers align teaching work with their personally relevant
agenda. This is in contrast to the traditional teacher ideology, for which teachers
have been imposed or restricted by pre-determined curricula and prescriptive
regimes of exam-oriented teaching [55]. Teachers need more support given the
lack of attention to teacher agency in traditional teacher education [9].

Teacher agency is an important issue for student teachers, as they may be more
likely to be trapped in a state of emotional instability compared to in-service teachers
[40]. Given the lack of research focusing on student teachers’ agency [50], aiding
student teachers to become agents of change in teaching practicums should receive
more attention [39]. As newcomers to the teaching community, student teachers’
understanding of what reified categories include and the significance attached to them
influences over what they feel they should be or want to be [27]. Student teachers with
a capacity for reflexive actions may negotiate an identity that helps them gain success
in school teaching as a newcomer [51]. This potential appears to provide arguments for
a complex interconnection between teacher agency, teacher identity, and teacher
autonomy.

Gaps in Previous Literature

Student teachers are in a critical stage of confronting the possibilities for beneficial
change and transforming into full-fledged teachers. The teaching practicum is regarded
as a starting point for affording student teachers the opportunity to initiate efforts
toward the development from student to a qualified teacher [39]. Experiencing a sense
of cognitive volition, feeling productive, and being engaged are the essential elements
of the professional development of student teachers [51]. However, as student
teachers may be in a constrained context [14], they need to be encouraged to perceive
their roles and responsibilities as agents within the constrained system-wide educational
contexts [44]. Autonomy is related to a teacher’s ability to respond to certain contexts.
In addition, how teachers view themselves is influenced by both their own agency and
autonomy [4, 22]. A review of literature revealed that more research studies should
focus on each of these issues and a potential in linking and understanding the three
constructs. However, not much evidence has been documented in understanding
interconnection between teacher autonomy, teacher agency, and teacher identity. There-
fore, it is essential to explore each individual construct and the interconnection between
two or more of them in order to point to potential research avenues. The present study
attempts to address four research questions:

1. How do student teachers take control of their classroom teaching and learning in
the practicum school?

2. How do student teachers initiate personally relevant agentic behaviors for
teaching?
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3. How do student teachers construct and negotiate identities during the teaching
practicum?
4. How are teacher autonomy, teacher agency, and teacher identity interrelated?

Method
Participants and Context

This study focused on four fourth-year students learning EFL. At the time of the study,
they were members of an English education program set up by a university in mainland
China. This 4-year program includes 3 years of coursework and a teaching practicum
during the final year. Students go job hunting after the teaching practicum, which
usually lasts for 3 months. The first 2 years focus on some basic English courses,
including English listening, English speaking, and English reading. In the third year,
courses in the program are mainly about language teaching, including Second Lan-
guage Acquisition and Language Teaching Methodology. There are also some teacher
education courses, like Education Studies and Educational Psychology. The students
are expected to become qualified EFL teachers for primary and secondary schools after
completing this program. Students in the teaching practicum are guided by a supervisor
from the university, as well as a mentor from their field school. The mentor supervises
their daily progress while the supervisor from the university periodically visits the
school and observes the student teachers at work throughout the practicum. Ethical
approval for data collection with an unrestricted access to the field school was obtained
from the university and the field school. A signed consent form was also obtained from
all participants. They were informed of their freedom to withdraw from this study.

Although invitations were sent to 20 student teachers, six agreed to participate.
Four female student teachers (Chen, Li, Shu, Yu; all pseudonyms) were purpose-
fully selected for data analysis because they shared more stories about their life
and practicum experience than the other student teachers. In addition, those four
student teachers were assigned to the same school for the practicum, which
allowed for an in-depth examination in a similar context. All participants, as
deduced from the interviews, were born and raised in the southwestern part of
mainland China. They spent their primary and secondary education in the coun-
tryside. They began to learn English from primary or middle school and had
received at least 10 years of English learning experiences by the time of the study.
Participants were native Cantonese and Mandarin speakers and 22 to 23 years old.
Yu had previously worked as a kindergarten teacher during summer vacation. Yu
passed the Test for English Majors-8 (TEM-8), the highest level of English test for
English majors in mainland China. The other three participants passed the Test for
English Majors-4 (TEM-4), the test for meeting the graduation requirement for
English majors in mainland China. They had no experience in teaching. All the
participants passed the College Entrance Examination and were then admitted to
the English education program. Each of the participants had a different mentor in
the field school. Table 1 presents a profile of each participant.

According to Stake [38], four case studies are appropriate to unravel a
phenomenon from a broader perspective. Therefore, data from four student
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Table 1 Profile of the participants

Pseudonym Chen Li Shu Yu
Major English education English education English education English education
Sex F F F F
Place of birth ~ Countryside, Countryside, Countryside, Countryside,
Guangxi, China Guangxi, China Guangxi, China Guangxi, China
Mother tongue Cantonese Cantonese Cantonese Cantonese
Languages Cantonese (L1), Cantonese (L1), Cantonese (L1), Cantonese (L1),
Mandarin (L1), Mandarin (L1), Mandarin (L1), Mandarin (L1),
English (EFL) English (EFL) English (EFL) English (EFL)
English TEM-4 TEM-4 TEM-4 TEM-8
proficiency
English From junior middle ~ From junior middle =~ From junior middle =~ From primary school
learning school school school grade 3
experiences
Age 22 23 23 23
Teaching No No No Three months work
experience experience in a

kindergarten

teachers were analyzed to locate some common elements during the teaching
practicum and identify teachers’ variations within these elements. Focusing on
four EFL student teachers within the same practicum site and from the same
context allowed an in-depth study of teacher autonomy, teacher agency, and
teacher identity. The school they were assigned to is located in the countryside
which is 30 km from the town center. This is a public middle school, with
approximately 1500 students. Most of the students were from the countryside.
The participants were responsible for teaching students in the ninth grade, i.e.,
third-year students in middle school.

Data Collection

Data collection for this study included three rounds of interviews. A total of
twelve 60- to 90-min-long interviews (three rounds of interviews for each
participant) were conducted in the participants’ native language (mandarin Chi-
nese) to allow participants to express themselves comfortably. Interviews were
conducted in three phases. The first phase of interviews was completed during
the first week of the practicum training. The aim was to collect participants’
history and experiences in learning prior to the practicum. The goal was to tap
into the longitudinal process of the participants’ learning experiences through
retrospective data. Interviews in the second phase were administered during the
sixth week and designed to explore their lives and experiences in the field
school. The goal was to explore the participants’ on-site professional experience,
including teaching practice, interactions with school members, and attitudes and
feelings at the field school. During the second-round interview, the participants
were also asked to describe their interaction with colleagues and school mentors,
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as well as their possible agentic behaviors in taking control of teaching. The
participants were also encouraged to describe their current professional develop-
ment as a student teacher. The interviews in the third phase were conducted
during the last week and gauged the participants’ reflections on their teaching
practices and their attitudes or thoughts about the future teaching career. During
the third-round interview, the participants were encouraged to reflect on their
identity formation and change (if any) in terms of future professional develop-
ment as an EFL teacher and whether it was related to their empowerment in
taking control of their teaching and their possible initiative to cope with the
constraints. All interviews were semi-structured. Appendix 1 summarizes inter-
view questions employed in each phase.

Other data sources included the participants’ reports after the practicum, the partic-
ipants’ lesson plans during the practicum, and the school policy or documents related to
the teaching practicum. Triangulating with these three sources of data was to make this
study more solid and objective.

The main objective of this study was to elicit the student teachers’ responses
and attitudes towards some potential constraints within the school system, their
agentive behaviors, and the formation of identities. The participants were
regarded as “informants” in a collaborative inquiry as opposed to research
“subjects” to be investigated. The researcher’s role was as a supervisor for
the participants in the teaching practicum. To avoid the potential influence of
the role as a supervisor on the quality of data, the researcher periodically and
directly communicated with the participants in the school. This helped establish
a rapport with the participants to avoid the unequal power relations between the
researcher and the participants. The aim of this communication was also to
prevent participants from giving certain responses in line with the researcher’s
agenda. Through building a friendly relationship with the participants, collecting
data became easier and the data therefore more reliable. Interviews were audio-
recorded, transcribed, and translated by the author. The transcribed and trans-
lated data were shared with the participants for member checking and to elicit
additional insight or refinement.

Data Analysis

Informed by previous studies (e.g., [9]), thematic analysis was conducted to
interpret student teachers’ life stories during the teaching practicum. Themes
were based on each construct of teacher autonomy, teacher agency, and teacher
identity, which were regarded as the units of analysis. To inquire into the themes,
student teaches’ cases needed to be examined. Cross-case analysis was also
conducted to juxtapose, integrate, and modify the themes within and across the
data [30]. The themes that shed light on the research questions were identified by
repeated reading and comparison of the data and referring back to the conceptual
notions of the study. The participants were also invited to comment on the draft
of the data analysis. The draft was then revised based on their opinions. The
three themes included constraints and affordance in taking control of classroom
teaching, challenges and opportunities on fostering agentic behaviors, and frus-
trations and expectations in constructing teacher identity.
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Findings
Constraints and Affordance in Taking Control of Classroom Teaching

The four pre-service teachers revealed that most often they were in the lowest position
at their school. The school determined the teaching plans and the evaluation of student
teachers. Based on a school document in relation to student teachers’ teaching, “the
teaching content and tests should be regulated by the mentor and the student teachers’
role was to assist the mentor. All evaluations toward student teachers’ performance
should be determined by the mentor.” The regulations seemed to pose the greatest level
of constraint on student teachers’ capacity to take control of their teaching. Chen
revealed,

“The syllabi, textbooks, and the examination pattern for junior middle schools
were standardized according to the system-wide curriculum guidelines defined by
the education bureau. Standardization is required so that the whole system works
as a unit and all public and internal examinations in one school do not differ from
others. What we need to do is to abide by the syllabus rigidly and tailor our
teaching practice to the requirements of public and internal assessments.” (Inter-
view 1)

Based on the interview data, the student teachers depended entirely on the system-wide
curriculum guidelines or syllabus. Although they were encouraged to supplement
textbooks with additional materials, this practice was expected to be consistent with
the “schemes of work™ and the guidelines that defined the structure and content of a
course. The schemes of work describe the teaching content and the pace of teaching,
e.g., course materials, textbook unit, and classroom activities. Upon checking the four
participants’ lesson plans, most of the lesson plans focused on grammar and vocabulary
exercises. Related to this, Shu described her situation:

“The schemes of work for the whole teaching practicum program, including
course materials, textbook unit, and classroom activities, have been determined. It
seems that the school does not trust our ability in planning the work to be done in
the classroom. I have to prepare many new words and grammar structures for my
students to practice again and again. Otherwise students may not get high scores
in the school test.” (Interview 2)

According to a school document, “Public examination is an external measure of
comparing teaching performance across different schools and districts.” However,
given the various English proficiency levels and abilities students possessed, the
student teachers expressed they encountered difficulties in maintaining this uniformity.
Furthermore, this practice lent importance to test skills and deprived the student
teachers of opportunities for taking control of their classroom teaching. Chen wrote,

“We have to follow every determined procedure in teaching. This kind of over-
reliance on a standardized model and public examination would skew our

classroom instruction toward the knowledge and skills that could be most easily
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tested at the expense of our students’ critical thinking and creativity. The school
made us believe that organizing extracurricular English activities is a waste of
time.” (Practicum report)

However, the student teachers also expressed the system-wide framework afforded
some benefits to them. Chen commented that her workload was reduced because she
did not need to prepare a lot for her teaching lessons (Interview 2). Li explained that
standardized teaching reduced her worries as it was her first time to teach (Interview 1).
Shu mentioned that she had trouble in creating her own materials for teaching because
she did not know the students’ English level (Interview 2). Yu created a teaching
outline to establish her own method in her lesson plan. Upon checking her lesson plans,
Yu prepared a lot of spoken activities, including role play, public speaking, and English
dialogues. However, Yu expressed that she was warned by her mentor that she was
doing something different from other student teachers and this would hamper the
students in acquiring knowledge and performing well in the public examinations
(Interview 2). Performance in the public exams was an important criterion in judging
whether this school could attract new students in the future. Through balancing school
requirement and personal expectation, Yu continued planning and searching for au-
thentic supplementary materials for her teaching. Yu stated,

“I often reflected on my teaching practice. I gradually figured out that standard-
ized teaching is not what the students like. They were more interested in knowing
new ideas. I want to help them learn English well from my personal successful
English learning experiences. English should be learned by practice rather than
tests.” (Interview 3)

Challenges and Opportunities on Fostering Agentic Behaviors

The interview data showed that the four student teachers did not become active agents
in producing a new pedagogic and educational discourse. For example, they lacked the
ability to reflect on their teaching practice and the capacity to foster pedagogical
innovations effectively. They also tended to work independently rather than as a team,
suggesting isolation and non-compliance. Shu described her situation:

“I did not know what innovative practice I should adopt for my teaching. Most
importantly, I did not have many opportunities to talk with the school teachers or
the leaders. It seemed that the school teachers did not trust us, and the school
leaders treated us like outsiders because we only stayed here for three months.”
(Interview 3)

Similar comments were made by other student teachers. For example, Li expressed that
student teachers were regarded as students rather than teachers, and all reflective
practice needed to be guided and approved by their mentors. They lacked opportunities
to introduce a new knowledge base and foster agentive behaviors in their professional
work (Interview 2). Chen reported that she did not have many occasions to engage in
dialogue with peers because she was an English major, and others at her office were
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mathematics majors (Interview 2). She affirmed that peer communication was an
effective way to be involved in informative discourses in education (Practicum report).
Yu, however, appeared to seize opportunities and have partially achieved professional
agency. She explained that she anticipated this teaching practicum for a long time and
had already prepared for it (Interview 1). She stated that she made use of the prepara-
tion training arranged by the university (Interview 2). She reported that she often
managed to try out innovative practices in pedagogy, e.g., organizing an “English
corner” and some English-speaking activities that had never been held at this field
school before (Interview 2). Yu appeared to be able to demonstrate her capacity to
exercise professional agency within the systems and structures with which she was
engaged.

In the process of examining the practices performed by the four pre-service teachers,
certain factors constraining their capacity for exercising agentive behaviors in the
teaching practicum were identified. These factors included “the system and structure
of the practicum environment” (Chen, interview 1), “prior knowledge and experiences”
(Yu, interview 2), and “opportunities for interaction with peers and school teachers”
(Li, interview 2). A feeling of not belonging to the teaching community also
constrained the student teachers’ capability in fostering agentive behaviors in pedagog-
ical practice. For example, the student teachers stated that they did not receive a warm
welcome in the field school. Shu said,

“I expected a big welcome by the school, but nothing. The school set up a lot of
principles and regulations for us to follow. For example, we could not have a
romantic relationship because it will influence the secondary school students’
behaviors. We did not have freedom.” (Interview 1)

When I checked the school document, it states that “During the internship, the student
teachers must pay attention to road safety, property safety and personal safety; follow
all the internship disciplines; cannot leave the internship school at will; must not
participate in any illegal activities; cannot fall in love with other student teachers or
the students of the internship school; and cannot take the students to go out for an
outdoor activity. If there is a violation, the internship score will be zero.” Related to the
school policy, Chen commented,

“We lived in a bad condition without being paid. We also had a heavy workload.
We needed to teach physical education, Chinese, and English. We needed to
follow this and that policy. We were the cheapest labor.” (Interview 2)

Li added,

“For some important festivals, e.g., Mid-Autumn Festival, full-time school
teachers received a bonus, but we received nothing. We were just workers who
were deprived of welfare.” (Interview 2)

In terms of interaction with peers and school teachers, the interview data revealed that
the student teachers encountered an unfavorable learning environment. They did not get

enough opportunities to achieve collaborative practice and interaction with school
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teachers and peers. In addition, certain conflicts between the school staff arose which
made the student teachers tenser. For example, Shu expressed,

“I thought teachers had good relationships with each other, but I was disappointed
and depressed after realizing that some school teachers were polite in face-to-face
encounters but in reality, they dissented.” (Interview 2)

In terms of student teachers’ professional disposition, i.e., principles, standards, values,
commitments, and professional ethics that underpin a teacher’s success in the teaching
community, the data analysis revealed that their professional dispositions were negative.
This constrained the development of their professional agency. For example, Shu noted,

“I am not good at dealing with ‘unwritten rules’ of interactions.” (Interview 3)
Li also added,

“I am unsure of how to initiate, respond to or interact with peers that I am not
familiar with.” (Practicum report)

Chen also explained,

“I just stay in my comfort zone. I prefer interactions via cell phone and social
media. I don’t know how to deal with people face to face.” (Interview 3)

Yu stated,

“I like interacting with others. I like teaching and I like my students. I have a clear
and robust belief that I can teach well.” (Practicum report)

However, the four student teachers also reported some opportunities for adopting agency in
teaching. For example, when asked how they felt about the teaching practicum, their
responses included, “T have no confidence in conducting teaching work independently.
My mentor asked me to observe some teaching lessons conducted by experienced teachers. I
think such observation was good.” (Chen, Interview 1), “It is difficult to deal with the junior
middle school students who are rebellious. After becoming a friend with them, I think the
students were also quite lovely.” (Li, Interview 1), “I have never taught in a school before. I
had no experiences at all. I told myself it was the first step for me to be a teacher.” and “It
was my first time going to a new place. I was quite excited.” (Shu, Interview 1). Yu also
seized the practicum as an opportunity for her professional development. Prior experiences
as an English learner and teacher appeared to affect her personal beliefs about learning and
teaching. Her teaching and learning experience constituted a core factor that helped her adapt
to the teaching profession. In this case, Yu can be depicted as an agent of change as her
interest and a clear and robust professional belief seemed to help her promote teacher agency
[7]. Yu stated,

“My work as a teacher in kindergarten was quite happy. And my mother, a
lifetime primary school teacher, was a role model to me. I also believed in the
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value of being an English teacher. These were all important factors in helping me
to initiate actions for my practice in the practicum.” (Interview 3)

Frustrations and Expectations in Constructing Teacher Identity

The student teachers expressed mixed feelings toward the teaching practicum. Positive
emotions led to a strong professional identity while negative emotions (e.g., disap-
pointment, disillusionment) led to an unfavorable feeling of being a teacher [39]. For
example, the student teachers mentioned that they had doubts and uncertainties during
the teaching practicum. Some even regretted their choice of going into the profession.
One of the main factors that led to negative emotions was the one-sided power
distribution between the student teachers and mentors. Shu described her situation:

“It is really annoying that my mentor interferes with the running of my class. For
example, my mentor interrupted my class and pointed out that my explanations
for some words were not correct. It made me appear as a loser. I need my
mentor’s support, not scolding.” (Interview 2)

Li explained her situation:

“I am not sure whether I should continue my future career as a teacher. I am
irritated about the supervision system and work styles at the school. The leaders
are domineering and all the school teachers must follow all rules, even though
some rules are unreasonable.” (Practicum report)

Yu also expressed difficulties in dealing with the teenager students:

“Those teenager students came from countryside. Many of them did not want to
study but to go back home and help with their parents. They were also in a youth
rebellion period. They had a wide range of ideals and pursuits, different levels of
prior knowledge, and varied in how they feel about their own direction in life.
The classroom is a mix of dozens of students with competing interests, stages of
development, and unique personality. I believe I can handle it, but in practice it is
not always easy.” (Interview 2)

The above quotes demonstrate that constraints in teaching practices influenced the student
teachers’ construction of future identity as a teacher. Student teachers lacked a positive and
supportive environment. In addition, the hierarchy system inherent to the school made the
student teachers emotionally vulnerable. The student teachers believed that they needed
support to overcome their fear, hesitation, and qualms. In addition, dramaturgical demands
and emotional labor were imposed on the student teachers during the teaching practicum,
wherein they were compelled to fit in certain roles and abide by certain rules (e.g.,
“compliance” and “accomplice”). For example, Shu commented:

“I feel that there are some implicit rules for us to follow. For example, I cannot
challenge school teachers’ authority. Otherwise, it may lead to a failure in our
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performance in the teaching practicum. I am just an education system follower.”
(Interview 3)

Li also made similar comments,

“I am required to take notes of all misbehavior by the students, pay home visit to
the students, report to the parents and require the parents to co-manage the
students’ misbehaviors. I feel I am an accomplice to my mentor.” (Interview 2)

Chen reported her situation as follows:

“We are expected to follow rules. Non-compliance is regarded as a violation. For
example, all students were forced to sign a statement that if anything happened to
them, it would not be the responsibility of the school. I understand the school
wants to protect its reputation, but the care of students is the priority. I am afraid I
am just a slacker to my students.” (Interview 3)

From the above statements, the implicit rules seemed to prescribe a zone within which
certain behaviors of student teachers were either permitted or not and could be obeyed
or disobeyed. These implicit rules reflected unequal power relations. Student teachers
were urged and incited to abide by the implicit rules, to identify and regulate them-
selves, and to build their internal systems and principles for judging and directing their
professional life based on these rules.

The exception to this tendency was noted by Yu. Students’ friendly attitudes and
progress in their learning were major factors that contributed to Yu’s positive emotions
(e.g., gratitude, inspiration, and pride). Yu’s pre-existing worries about failing during
the teaching practicum vanished because of the love and respect she received from the
students. She began to observe unexpected triumphs over adversity and identified
herself as a “qualified” teacher. She perceived this response as a result of transferring
her knowledge and skills to the students which increased her involvement in the
teaching practicum. Yu commented:

“As a school located in the countryside, students enjoyed my presence in the
school. My unhappiness was dispelled when they called me teacher. They treated
me as a friend after class. They sought advice on their life struggles because they
treated me, a student teacher, as a mentor. A student even sent me a card on
Teachers’ Day, stating that I was a gardener. I told myself at that time I needed to
reward them with better teaching practices. A student teacher can also be a
teacher.” (Practicum report)

Discussion
The present study found that student teachers’ agency was affected by the system-wide
frameworks (e.g., schemes of work) and the implicit rules imposed in the settings. In

line with Hunter and Cooke [23], agency was influenced by the pedagogical

@ Springer



English Teaching & Learning (2019) 43:189-212 203

frameworks, emergent rules, and the division of labor. Findings in the present study
indicate that agency is a socially mediated, contextually oriented, and system-controlled
complex process, as demonstrated in the cases of Chen, Li, and Shu. For example, Shu
believed that the pre-determined syllabus and lack of opportunities to talk with the
school teachers inhibited her innovative teaching practice. Chen and Li also expressed
that as a student teacher, they did not receive support from the school mentors. In
contrast to Chen, Li, and Shu, Yu unceasingly strived to organize outdoor activities for
her students, explored available possibilities for meaningful interaction with school
teachers, and learned how to utilize these opportunities for her professional develop-
ment. According to Yu, her mother’s influence, her positive prior learning experiences,
work experiences, and personal deep beliefs on being a teacher motivated her to seek
innovative practices in the practicum. Her higher English proficiency (passing TEM-8)
and earlier English learning experiences (from primary school) may also lead to her
positive agentic behaviors. These events suggested that agency was influenced by
psychological dimensions—e.g., affective, positive, and successful experiences—and
external influences—e.g., role models and environment [34]. Therefore, agency is not
solely inextricably linked to system-wide settings and contextually situated human
interactions but also to personal disposition and internal beliefs. Taking this explanation
into consideration is essential because student teachers have different backgrounds,
dispositions, skills, desires, expectations, goals, learning opportunities, organizational
structures, and belief systems. This may explain why many pre-service programs leave
student teachers unsure of how to implement their learning when they are finally given
the opportunity to teach [36]. In the present study, the four EFL student teachers wanted
to innovate using their teaching practice within the systems and structures in which they
are engaged but at the same time their hands were tied up by the strict system-wide
structure. The lack of agentive behaviors in learning to teach led to their conflicts in
teacher identity formation.

First, this study theorized teacher identity and teacher agency. The student teachers
pointed out a clear lack of respect for them at the school, participation in collaborative
practice, and effective interaction with school teachers to articulate, discuss, and refine
their philosophy and pedagogical practice. Appendix 2 presents the main factors
identified as decreasing the student teachers’ professional agency in the teaching
practicum based on the data analysis. Acknowledging agency during the learning-to-
teaching process can shed light on the relationship between teacher agency and teacher
identity [25]. For example, Yu developed positive emotions during her teaching
practicum after displaying agentive behaviors in educational discourse. This might
have had a positive impact on the construction of her identity as a “qualified” teacher.
Yu also expressed that she fashioned new identities, including “friend,” “gardener,”
and “mentor.” In contrast, Chen, and Li, and Shu lacked the professional agentic
behavior of fostering educational innovations during their teaching practicum. This
resulted in disappointment, disillusionment, and a decrease in their general motivational
well-being and consequently to their identity. In particular, Shu fashioned an identity as
an “education system follower.” Li formed an identity as an “accomplice.” Chen
constructed an identity as a “slacker.” Therefore, in terms of the relationship between
teacher identity and teacher agency, the student teachers were likely to negotiate,
interact, modify, accept, or resist their identities and the identity formation influenced
their willingness to adopt agency in teaching [47]. A sense of teacher agency, which is
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achieved through the individuals’ reflexive behaviors and positive reactions to system-
embedded structures, plays a decisive role in their construction and reconstruction of
teacher identity [51]. In Yu’s case, a sense of agency is likely to allocate an array of
resources, strategies, and prior learning experiences to overcome the emotional ups and
downs and potential system constraints, e.g., the lack of academic, administrative, and
collegial support in teaching communities, which aided her in enacting professional
identities to align with internal beliefs and expectations [24]. In a similar vein, a lack of
agency inhibited other student teachers from constructing a positive identity and the
formation of negative identities influenced their agentic behaviors [31].

The present study further conceptualized a relationship between teacher agency and
teacher autonomy. The findings in the present study seem to support that student
teachers’ agency is a manifestation of their autonomy. A sense of teacher agency
motivates student teachers to conduct autonomous behaviors through enacting critical
reflection on their teaching practices, making decisions for their classroom practices,
and taking responsibility for fostering changes within the constraints [15, 34]. For
example, Yu possessed a sense of positive agency, and within the constraints in
classroom-decision making, she developed her autonomous behaviors in aiming to be
a self-determined, responsible, and reflective teacher. On the other hand, Chen pointed
out a lack of respect for her at the school was the source of a lack of agency, and this
influenced her willingness to discuss and refine her pedagogical practice for autono-
mous teaching. Hence, student teachers with a sense of agency would likely be active in
controlling their teaching during a teaching practicum. In addition, having autonomous
teaching practices can encourage student teachers to change their sense of agency [29,
37]. Yu managed to take the initiatives to teach English speaking skills in addition to
test skills. Yu gradually attained motivation and confidence in her teaching as well. This
empowered her to seek more agentive behaviors (e.g., organizing more out-of-class
English activities for students). Li, on the other hand, was anxious about the supervi-
sion system and work styles and just followed all the rules. The lack of autonomous
behaviors in teachings puzzled Li who concluded, “I am not sure whether I should
continue my future career as a teacher.” Student teachers who were not empowered
to take control of their teaching did not seem to take the initiative to innovate their
teaching practices within and beyond the classroom [40].

In addition, the present study builds knowledge to teacher identity and teacher
autonomy. First, awareness and visions of teaching, i.e., fashioning a positive identity
of being a teacher, enabled the student teachers to take control of their teaching,
enhance confidence, produce achievements, and enact authority in teaching [18]. For
example, Yu’s enactment of professional identity (e.g., mentor, qualified teacher)
increased her engagement as a legitimate member of teaching communities. This led
her to initiate autonomous work and organize meaningful activities within and beyond
the class. Chen’s identity as “the cheapest labor” and Li’s identity as a “worker who
was deprived of welfare” inhibited them from taking any extracurricular activities,
which, according to them, was “a waste of time.” Moreover, participating autonomous
teaching impacts the construction and reconstruction of student teachers’ identity
formation. For example, Yu felt a sense of pride due to students’ recognition on her
work after organizing some extracurricular activities. This strengthened her confidence
in overcoming emotional upheavals and reconstructing her identity as a caring mentor
rather than an assistant to the school mentor. On the other hand, a lack of autonomous
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behaviors in teaching caused Shu to consider herself a “loser” and Chen to consider
herself a “slacker.”

Figure 1 conceptualizes theoretical discussion of the three constructs. First, teacher
agency, i.e., student teachers’ conscious and deliberate actions for a certain purpose,
may influence teacher autonomy, i.e., a capacity in exerting control on teaching.
Teacher autonomy also influences the exercise of teacher agency. Second, construction
of a well-grounded identity as a student teacher may direct trajectories in the develop-
ment of teacher autonomy. Teacher autonomy, in turn, intensifies the identification of
professional identities as a student teacher. Third, teacher agency helps student teachers
construct and reconstruct teacher identity. The formation of teacher identity also
enhances student teachers’ agency. Overall, as Teng [40] delineated, student teachers’
identity construction may help them figure out an orientation for exerting control on
teaching, which may guide them to implement agentic behaviors despite constraints in
teaching. As a precondition for the development of teacher autonomy, a possible
outcome of teacher agency is formation of teacher identity.

The above discussion on the diagrammatical relationship among teacher autonomy;,
teacher agency, and teacher identity also suggests a complex model for delineating the
individual differences for a particular group of student teachers in a Chinese EFL
context (Fig. 2). In this model, student teachers’ individual differences in personal and
professional development (represented by the distance between lines C, D, E, and F)
are related to the integrated forces of identity construction, exercise of relevant agency,
and the professional independence in teaching (the left vertical axel) as well as the time,
i.e., the various stages that the student teachers underwent (the right horizontal axle).
For example, even though student teachers C and D were presumably at similar stage
during the practicum, C may have experienced more positive development (represented
as point C1) than D (point D1). Point A—B is an imaginable intersecting point where
student teachers’ development grows. The use of dash-dotted, wavy lines (C, D, E, and
F) denotes that student teachers’ development was unstable or wavy.

Findings from the four Chinese EFL student teachers in the present study seem to fit
this model. For these student teachers, teaching was largely decided by the curriculum

Teacher

autonomy

Teacher

agency

Context

Fig. 1 Conceptualization of a link between teacher autonomy, teacher agency, and teacher identity
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Fig. 2 Individual differences in professional development

and school mentors. Although they entered the teaching practicum at the same time,
they exhibited individual differences in personal and professional development, which
were conditioned by their capacity to take control over their learning, whether they had
a clear direction of identity conceptualization and construction, whether they were able
to build personally relevant agendas, and exert related agentic actions to foster changes
in teaching. Student teachers exhibited different degrees of loss, anxiety, confusion, and
puzzlement at different stages and varying degrees of success in overcoming difficulties
and constraints at different times.

Condlusion, Limitations, and Implications

The relationship between teacher autonomy, teacher agency, and teacher identity
remains an under-explored area in research on EFL student teachers. The present study
conceptualizes how EFL student teachers negotiate identities, adopt agentic behaviors,
and respond to constraints on teacher autonomy. Data analysis revealed that structural
constraints and system-wide evaluation mechanisms could impact teacher autonomy,
teacher agency, and teacher identity. Insights gained from this study can enhance
existing knowledge related to the complexities of affordances that student teachers
are exposed to. The opportunities provided to achieve autonomy as a student teacher
were influenced by the formation of identity and the sense of agency. These arguments
suggest a complex model for understanding the three constructs.

The study, however, has some limitations. First, findings derived from four
student teachers engaged in a teaching practicum at a local school may not be
generalized for all student teachers. Second, considering the short duration of the
teaching practicum, whether participants’ affective thoughts or attitudes would
change in the future, particularly after they become in-service teachers, remained
under-explored. A longitudinal study focusing on the transition from pre-service
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teachers to in-service teachers is needed. Third, the author was also the super-
visor for the participants in the study. In addition to the evaluation system in the
school that would be used to evaluate the participants, the supervisor also needed
to assign a grade to the participants at the end of the practicum. This would
inevitably create an unequal power relationship between the supervisor and the
participants even though deliberate efforts had been made to establish a rapport
to avoid potential influence. Finally, other data sources, including the partici-
pants’ reports after the practicum, the participants’ lesson plans, and the school
policy or documents related to the teaching practicum, were triangulated with
interview data to make this study more solid and objective. However, other data
sources, e€.g., observation of student teachers’ classroom practice and school life,
mentors’ comments, or other colleagues’ comments, were not collected. This can
be a focus for future studies.

Implications can be derived for the improvement of teaching practicum for future
EFL teachers. First, student teachers should be instructed how to develop
“emotional intelligence” [39], through which various emotions are managed to
embrace practicum practices and conduct critical reflection on hidden rules in the
teaching practicum and future work contexts [28]. In addition, as a special case in
the present study, Yu’s case showed the importance of having numerous teaching
experiences before joining the teaching practicum. Hence, more programs that
provide teaching experiences to practicum students prior to their practicum should
be initiated to support student teachers in bridging the gap between their college
course and the practicum so that they will feel more prepared and more confident
[36].

Second, findings revealed that system-wide structures, excessive control by
mentors, and unsupportive behavior from school leaders hindered student
teachers’ cognitive awareness in becoming in-service teachers. This subtle, yet
sensitive power relation between student teachers and the teaching community
members (e.g., mentors) warrants increased attention. The top-down policy in
China and the unequal power relations between student teachers and the field
school stakeholders can lead to student teachers’ tensions regarding classroom
authority and their confusion regarding their status as an assistant or a real teacher
[54]. Tt is essential for teacher educators or policy makers to attend to student
teachers’ emotional experiences throughout the practicum [39]. Findings in the
present study suggest a possibility for the mentor to play the role of a facilitator in
helping student teachers take control of their teaching and creating conditions for
student teachers to construct, generate, and extend their knowledge in learning to
teach.

Third, in line with the research findings, support can be provided to student teachers
to help them construct coherent professional identities that sustain their development as
effective teachers in school. Teacher education programs should not simply emphasize
knowledge building and skill accumulation. A focus on teacher identity is also impor-
tant. Practical and reflective tasks can help student teachers reflect on and explore “who
they are” and “who they are becoming” ([53], p. 213). Guiding student teachers to
instigate deeper reflection on being and becoming a student teacher and attend to
aspects that may not be readily apparent to them during teaching practicum may be a
worthwhile pursuit.
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Fourth, understanding of the educational contexts in which EFL student teachers are
expected to operate is necessary. Student teachers need support to adapt to the constant
and congested changes in the EFL teaching community. The understanding of contexts
may help student teachers better deal with the unexpected stress that results from the
differences between social expectation and internal beliefs [43]. In the present study,
student teachers demonstrated a disposition of following the system and also creating
personal space for fostering changes in teaching. The laissez-faire attitude of education
system followers undermines effort in learning to teach. Helping students understand
the requirements in the educational context appears essential.

Finally, in view of the complex interrelationship between the three notions,
teacher education programs for student teachers should, at least, cover the
following three points: awareness of the realistic working conditions that affect
the development and implementation of student teachers’ autonomy needs,
student teachers’ beliefs and motivation in adopting agentic behaviors, and
student teachers’ vulnerable identity flux during their teaching practicum.
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Appendix 1. Sample questions for the interviews in the three phases
Sample questions for interviews in the first phase

1. Did you have any experiences in teaching? If yes, can you share some opinions
with me?

2. How do you think of your school life and studies so far?

3. How did you learn English?

4. Can you share some critical incidents during the process of learning English?

Sample questions for interviews in the second phase

(1) How did you think of your students during the teaching practicum?

(2) How did you get along with your colleagues in the school?

(3) What are the requirements that were set by the school? How did you plan to finish
the requirement? How did you feel about it?

(4) How did you manage classroom teaching? How did you feel about your teaching
performance?

(5) What do you think a pre-service teacher should do in order to teach well? Is it
different from what the school wants?

(6) Did you encounter any differences from your imagination when you enter this
school? Any incidents? How did you adapt to it?

(7) How do you perceive yourself as a student teacher? Why?

(8) How do you think of your autonomy in taking control of the teaching? Any
incidents to share with me?
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(9) How do you cope with the constrains in your teaching as a student teacher? Why?
Any incidents to share with me?

Sample questions for interviews in the third phase

(1) Please mention some of the essential qualities of a good teacher, based on your
experiences in the teaching practicum.

(2) How was your relationship with your mentor/students/other school teachers in this
teaching practicum?

(3) Can you share some critical incidents in which you experienced strong emotions
during your classroom teaching? How did you cope with your emotions?

(4) Did you develop any occupational stress after the teaching practicum? If yes,
please suggest the way in which you are coping with stress.

(5) After the teaching practicum, will you still want to be a teacher in the future?
Why?

(6) How do you think of your future development as an EFL teacher? Why?

(7) Wil you take initiatives to cope with the constraints in your future teaching? Why?

Appendix 2

Table 2 Factors perceived to detract student teachers’ professional agency in the teaching practicum

Categories Factors perceived to constrain student teachers’ professional
agency in the teaching practicum

The systems and structures of practicum  * Dominance of school leaders
environment * Pre-determined schemes of work and examination-oriented
system
« Lack of practical teaching facilities and resources
« Internal conflict among some school mentors
 Negative learning environment
« Impoverished location that the school is in

Student teachers’ prior knowledge and * Gaps in knowledge about assessment
experiences  Gaps in application of theory into practice
« Lack of a well-defined professional philosophy
* Lack of knowledge in designing lesson plans
« Lack of ability in reflecting on teaching practice effectively
« Lack of effective pedagogical practice

Student teachers’ dispositions « Lack of confidence
« Lack of social skills
« Lack of personal professional dispositions
« Lack of belief or interest in teaching
» Expectations were not in line with what pre-thought
» Lack of personal discipline

Opportunities for interaction with peers  « Lack of appropriate feedback from school leaders
and school teachers * Negative feedback from mentors or school teachers
« Invincible barriers between student teachers and school teachers
* Being not accepted and valued as a team member in the school
 Lack of role modeling by school teachers
« Lack of team collaborative practice
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