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Abstract

School based subject teacher educators (SBSTE) work at the intersection of teaching and teacher
education. This study explores Finnish SBSTEs self-perceived professional competences and
professional agency in their dual roles, based on cross-sectional survey data (N=118) from university
teacher training schools. Using subject-centered socio-cultural framework, the findings show that
professional competences, especially content and contextual ones, were perceived as significantly
stronger in the role of teacher than that of teacher educator. Similarly, professional agencies,
particularly being heard and exerting influence at work, were weaker in the educator role. While
SBSTESs’ higher professional competence often supported stronger agency, commitment to the work
did not require deep contextual knowledge. A postgraduate degree, mentoring education, or work
experience influenced perceived agency only in some cases, whereas the professional role made a
difference in most cases. These role-based differences can be interpreted through socio-cultural
workplace conditions, traditions of autonomy, and power dynamics, as supported by both earlier
international studies and current findings.

Keywords: teacher education, teacher training schools, school-based teacher educators, professional
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Introduction

School-based teacher education offers opportunities to align teacher training closely with classroom
experiences fostering the integration of practical skills with theoretical knowledge (Korthagen et al.,
2001; Korthagen, 2010). For example, in Finland, the multidimensional role of subject teacher in the
teacher training school as a teacher and teacher educator is reflected in their daily work and professional
agency in many ways. Unlike a typical teacher, teacher training schoolteachers have a significant
number of tasks to perform as a teacher but also as a teacher educator (Vahé, 2025). Their job description
requires three different areas of practice. On the one hand, there are two levels in the school context
(secondary school and upper secondary school), but on the other hand, also a third level in the framework
of teacher education, including teaching practice. Considering this, instead of mentor teacher, a better
term to describe subject teachers working in training schools is "school-based subject teacher educator”
(SBSTE).

In understanding the teaching profession, one of the key concepts is competence. Competence is
more than qualification. Qualification, referring to the professional skills required by the job and defined
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by the employer, can be seen as the eligibility criteria for teachers that have served and continue to serve
as a license to teach, validating teaching skills. However, qualifications do not necessarily guarantee the
employee's competence in performing their work. Competence as a concept refers to professional skills
from the employee's perspective — the readiness of the employee to perform their tasks and to meet the
demands of each specific situation (Carr, 2005).

The concept of professional agency is a process whereby the knowledge and skills, that is,
competences and resources, of individual actors are combined to achieve shared goals, and to shape the
future of the (work) community (Giddens, 1984). In the framework of professional agency, for example
Billet (2006), emphasizes a humanistic tradition where the work environment can function as a resource
as well as a constraint for agency. The socio-cultural and material conditions of the workplace build
workers’ understanding of their professional agency. Professional agency and human actions are always
connected with structural factors of the work environment, such as rules and resources (Giddens, 1984;
Priestley et al., 2015). They are also always shaped by cultural, historical, and social structures (Lasky,
2005). The professional agency is exercised through participating in decision-making, expressing
opinions, having capacity and competences, as well as participating in or affecting work practices or
career (Harteis & Goller, 2014; Toom et al., 2015; Vihésantanen et al., 2019). Individuals may also
have a common belief concerning their collective capability to achieve goals as an organization
(Bandura, 2006).

Strong professional agency includes the ability to choose ways of working and to look for
alternative solutions. It enables professional development of the teacher as well as the development of
the whole school as a work community (Etelépelto et al., 2013; Priestley et al., 2015). The SBSTE’s
professional agency is perceived, for example, as efforts at making choices and acting deliberately in
ways that make a difference, and as a possibility of expressing their opinions and participating in the
decision-making process concerning their work in the social context of the school and teacher education
environment. Agency refers to activity and initiative, as well as involvement and experience in managing
a person’s own work and life, as well as real opportunities for exerting influence (Pyhilto et al., 2014;
Vihisantanen, 2019).

The common understanding of teachers as active agents of school development has long been
central to educational practices and policies (Toom et al., 2015). Previous research has primarily focused
on the development of teachers’ professional agency (see, e.g., Maaranen et al., 2010; Maaranen et. al.,
2025; Van de Heijden et al., 2015). Nevertheless, research on teachers’ professional agency remains
relatively limited, particularly within the context of subject teachers, although some studies—such as
Mutlu’s (2017) study on language teachers’ agency—have begun to address this gap. University-based
teacher educator agency has been studied, for example, by Hokka et al. (2012; 2017) and Vu (2020).
However, exploring the professional agency of SBSTEs within the specific context of teacher training
schools offers valuable insight that complement and extend existing research (see, e.g., Cochran-Smith
et al., 2022; Imants & Van der Val, 2020). SBSTEs give subject student teachers one example of how
to work as a subject teacher in the significant early stages of their professional development. Thus,
understanding SBSTEs’ professional agency opens the base for future subject teachers to start building
their own professional agency. This study focuses on school-based teacher educators’ (SBSTEs)
perceptions of their professional competences and agency in their dual roles as teachers and teacher
educators within the context of the teacher training schools in Finland.

Theoretical Framework and Literature Review
Subject-centered socio-cultural approach and SBSTES’ role-based professional agency
Teachers’ influence in their work can be understood by distinguishing three analytically separate
but interrelated concepts: professional competence, self-efficacy, and professional agency. Professional
competences refer to the knowledge and skills required for effective performance in professional tasks
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(Carr, 2005). Self-efficacy, in turn, concerns individuals’ perception of their capability to use and fulfill
these competences in specific situations, contexts and tasks (Bandura, 2006). Subject-centered
sociocultural approach to professional agency means that professional agency is understood as a
combination of the socio-cultural conditions and context of the workplace and the subject’s individual
ideas of professional identity, competences, and work history (Eteldpelto et al., 2013; Hokka et a. 2017;
Priestley et al., 2015; Roumbanis et al., 2023; Toom et al., 2015). The following sections elaborate on
the theoretical foundations and the interrelationships of these concepts.

Professional agency is exercised when professional subjects influence their work, make choices,
and take stances in ways that shape their work and professional identities (Ruohotie-Lyhty & Moate,
2016). Professional agency is especially important when trying to understand how teachers shape the
possibilities to change their work practices in specific professional roles (Hokka et al., 2017). The
concept of professional role can be understood as a personal interpretation of acting in a specific
position, based on a systematically organized and transferable knowledge and on expectations from the
working environment (Lunenberg et al., 2014). As concepts, professional roles, and professional agency
are intertwined and can be viewed as a two-way process. Acting in various professional roles is shaped
by previously learned patterns or traditions. Conversely, a given professional agency can be chosen in
order to achieve a certain role and carry out certain activities (Davey, 2013; Lasky, 2005; Hokka et al.
2017).

Work environment as a socio-cultural context is a ground for collective professional agency.
Collective agency is determined by the historical nature of social practices (Archer, 2000). Billet (2006)
emphasizes that understanding human professional agencies and cultural change requires careful
attention to individuals’ agency, intentionality, identity, and subjectivity within their professional roles.
Individuals exercise agency in specific roles by choosing what kind of issues and problems they will
tackle, and this has consequences on how they develop their own work and, eventually, how the work
organization develops. A persons’ own values, ethical commitments, and ideals have a strong influence
on the choices they make as an employee, the direction in which they develop their work, and the ideas
they prioritise in their work (Biesta et al., 2015; Eteldpelto et al., 2013; 2015). Commitment is an
important aspect when discussing professional agency. Agency involves engagement in and
commitment to advancing what is meaningful for workers and determining which achievements are
important to them (Archer, 2000).

Professional agency is a dynamic, context-dependent, and processual concept (Imants & Van der
Val, 2020). Subject-centered socio-cultural approach also emphasizes reflective professional identity
and how it engages ethical commitments, ideals, motivations, and goals, as well as areas of interest
(Etelédpelto, 2017; Hokka et al., 2017). The concept of professional identity and thus of the practice of
professional agency is closely intertwined with a sense of temporal continuity: agency develops over
time through past experiences (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). Professional agencies can manifest either
resistance or adherence to social expectations and role norms (Hitlin & Elder, 2007).

Professional agencies do not rely only on individual competences or self-efficacy but are also
shaped by institutional and organizational structures and power relations (Giddens, 1984; Priestley et
al., 2015). Opportunities to be heard, role expectations, decision-making practices, and the distribution
of resources can either support or constrain teachers’ agency (Lasky, 2005; Vahdsantanen et al., 2019).
For SBSTEs, these factors are particularly salient because their work takes place at the intersection of
two institutional contexts—the school and the university—where differing expectations and
organizational practices may strengthen or weaken their agency as teacher educators.

Professional agency consists of subjects’ interests and identities and is shaped by historical nature
of social practices, past patterns (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Biesta et al., 2015), which are not always
goal-oriented or appropriate (Eteldpelto et al., 2013). Tradition forms an important part of teachers'
narrative and discursive professional identities (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Rodgers & Scott, 2008).
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Teachers' professional agency operates within a multi-layered work environment, influenced by
socio-cultural conditions and interactions with students, colleagues, and parents (Toom et al., 2015).
Tradition creates stories about “ideal teacherhood”, and it is strongly related to the rational idea of what
kind of a teacher or a SBSTE one should be. Goodwin & Kosnik (2013) have suggested that SBSTEs
have built their professional identity and agency, especially at the beginning of their careers, on the
experience of what they have observed about memorable previous teachers or mentor teachers in the
past, particularly if they have limited education in mentoring. This has strengthened the permanence of
SBSTE perceptions of their own professional identity, especially as the teacher educator.

The subject-centered sociocultural approach to professional agency (Eteldpelto et al., 2013; Hokka
et al., 2017) forms the theoretical foundation of this study. Accordingly, professional agency is
understood as a dynamic interplay between the socio-cultural conditions and context of the workplace,
and individual’s perceptions of professional identity, being heard and influenced at work, commitment
and professional development, as well as competences and work history.

The relation between professional competences and professional agencies

Teachers’ perceptions of their self-efficacy have a significant impact on how and what kind of
professional agency they practice. Weak self-efficacy is related to low agency and high self-efficacy to
active agency. The core competences of teacher educators vary between different countries, and they
are based on historical, structural, or cultural issues, for example, in terms of competences in teaching,
research, education, and professional growth (Goodwin & Kosnik, 2013). However, SBSTEs’
contextual competence is also divided in accordance with two different socio-cultural work environment
conditions: school and university. SBSTEs are also adult educators who need to understand not only
pupils, but also the way university students develop and learn, and how they define studying and learning
(Smith, 2005).

Employees’ competences define the guidelines for the professional agency of the person or the
working community. The competences of teacher and teacher educator are partly same and partly
different. However, they are strongly culturally linked. Teacher competences are widely examined and
reported, for example, in the multidimensional adapted process (MAP) model of teaching (Metsédpelto
et al. 2020). The MAP model combines the full spectrum of teacher competencies, such as subject and
pedagogical knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge, contextual competences, and personal
orientations, as well as wellbeing and competences in interaction and communication.

Based on previous studies (Goodwin & Kosnik, 2013; Koster et al., 1996; Lunenberg et al., 2014),
the competences based on the teacher educator role can be summarized as five areas: (1) personal
knowledge: autobiography and philosophy of teaching; (2) contextual knowledge: understanding
learners, schools, and society; (3) pedagogical knowledge: content, theories, teaching methods, and
curriculum development; (4) sociological knowledge: diversity, cultural relevance, and social justice;
and (5) social knowledge: cooperative, democratic group processes, and conflict resolution. In this
study, we focus on the teacher and teacher educator competences outlined above.

Context of the study and research questions

In the Finnish teacher education system, pedagogical training takes place in university teacher
training schools, known as Normal schools. These ten specialized teacher training schools operate under
the Faculties of Education and are dedicated to teacher training. Teachers in these schools engage in
educational and pedagogical development through various projects initiated by the National Board of
Education, the European Union, and university research initiatives (Maaranen & Stenberg, 2020; Tirri,
2014). Since 2001, subject and class teachers at teacher training schools in Finland have had the
opportunity, and have been strongly encouraged, to participate in a three-module mentoring program
organized by the Finnish teacher education network, eNorssi. Participation has steadily increased, and
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a significant part of novice teachers have taken part at least in the program first module since 2009. The
program comprises approximately 20 ECTS credits in total. The core contents of the modular training
include themes related to professional identity, the philosophy of mentoring, and supporting professional
growth (Vdhad ym., 2025; Mouhu, 2021). Finnish university teacher training schools have a long-
standing tradition of professionalism and hold a prestigious position within the education system.

To qualify as a subject teacher in Finland, one must complete a 60 ECTS pedagogical program.
The curriculum, designed under the direction of university educational departments, integrates
theoretical and practical components (Stiiber & Jyrkidinen, 2020; Maaranen et al., 2025). Approximately
one-third of these studies consist of teaching practice, primarily conducted in university teacher training
schools. For instance, at the University of Eastern Finland, teaching practice comprises 21 weeks of the
academic year, nearly two-thirds of the entire school year. During these practice periods, subject
teachers in teacher training schools simultaneously guide both their students and student teachers
(Chung, 2023; Maaranen & Stenberg, 2020; Ropo et al., 2020; Tirri, 2014). These teachers play a crucial
role in subject teacher education by mentoring student teachers and fostering their professional
development.

The professionalism of Finnish subject teachers is deeply rooted in strong autonomy, with school-
level decision-making regarding educational, social, and developmental matters predominantly in the
hands of teachers (Salokangas et al., 2020). The first subject teacher training school was established in
1864, and for over a century, these institutions—previously called normal lyceums—were responsible
for subject teacher students’ pedagogical studies and teaching practice (Véha, 2016).

Workplace structures, community norms and available resources contribute to the perpetuation of
social practices, including both established and outdated methods. These structural elements embed
forms of power and control (Giddens, 1984). In this context, professional agency can be conceptualized
as the capacity to act intentionally and effect change,”’power to". Conversely, agency may also manifest
as hierarchical authority, "power over", where decision making is concentrated in the hands of a few
(Etelépelto et al., 2011)

In teacher training schools, the negotiation between individual professional autonomy and
collective decision-making occurs at the intersection of teacher training schools and university-based
teacher education. Agency is expressed both through teachers’ professional self-conceptions as
professionals and their aspirations for development. For example, if teachers feel that they can have
enough influence on their own work in specific role, they may undertake very demanding teaching
experiments (Pappa et al., 2017). Correspondingly, the limited possibilities for influence lead to very
limited opportunities for shaping one’s work. Due to limited possibilities to influence, it is difficult to
cross professional boundaries and evolve as a professional, even when temporary opportunities are
offered for this purpose (Collin et al., 2015).

To enact lasting change in work culture or practices, professionals must exercise some form of
power — whether to be heard, to influence or to initiate transformation (Eteldpelto et al., 2011). However,
professional power is not unbounded; it is shaped and often constrained by the broader power relations
embedded in the workplace.

A significant shift in Finnish teacher education occurred in 1973—1974, when responsibility for
teacher education as a whole was transferred to universities, leading to the establishment of university-
affiliated teacher training schools. As a result, didactic instruction transitioned from training school
subject teachers to university lecturers specializing in educational sciences (Castren, 1974; Vuorenpaa,
2003). Many former normal lyceum teachers remained in teacher training schools, focusing on
mentoring during teaching practice. This reform reshaped power dynamics and posed enduring
challenges for collaboration between teacher training schools and university education departments
(Vidha, 2016).
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Previous international research (e.g., Andreasen et al., 2019; Czerniawski et al., 2023; White et al.,
2015; White & Berry, 2022) has shown that professional agency can be challenged by the cross-pressure
of multiple roles and diverse stakeholders in teacher training schools. While the Finnish teacher training
school system offers a unique context to examine the pronounced dual role of school-based teacher
educators (SBSTEs) as both teachers and teacher educators, this phenomenon has, somewhat
surprisingly, not yet been explored through the lens of professional agency. This study serves as an
initial exploration and mapping of SBSTEs’ professional agency and competences across professional
roles of teacher and teacher educator, laying a foundation for more targeted and in-depth future research.

Research questions:

1) To what extent do SBSTEs' professional competences (e.g., in content knowledge and
contextual knowledge) and sense of professional agency (e.g., commitment and influence at
work) differ between the roles of teacher and teacher educator? (RQ1)

2) To what extent are SBSTEs' perceptions of their professional competences associated with
their sense of professional agency? Do the associations between competences and agency
differ between the roles of a teacher and teacher educator? (RQ2)

3) To what extent do SBSTEs' educational background, work experience, and acquired
mentoring education contribute to their sense of professional agency in the roles of teacher
and teacher educator? (RQ3)

Methodology

Data collection and participants

The data collection from Finnish SBSTEs took place between January and August 2021. A
questionnaire was distributed via email to eight teacher training schools specializing in subject teacher
education. To ensure comprehensive participation, the participants were contacted through email
reminders. The questionnaire, composed in Finnish, targeted all SBSTEs who supervised teacher
students during the teaching practice periods of the 2020-2021 academic year. Participation in the study
was entirely voluntary. The researchers complied with the ethical guidelines for research in the
humanities, social sciences, and behavioral sciences as established by the Finnish National Board on
Research Integrity. Informed consent was obtained from all respondents upon the submission of their
complete questionnaires. To facilitate informed decision-making, participants were provided with a
clear explanation of the study's objectives and detailed instructions for completing the questionnaire.

The estimated total population of SBSTEs mentoring during the academic year 2020-2021 was
approximately 340 teachers across the eight teacher training schools, as indicated by estimates from the
school principals contacted by email. Consequently, our final sample (N = 118) represents at least one
third of all SBSTEs mentoring in that year.

In terms of teacher work experience in teacher training schools, 28.8% of Finnish SBSTEs have
worked up to 5 years at teacher training school. Likewise, 28.8% of them have worked there 6-15 years
and 42.4% have more than 15 years’ working experience as the SBSTE. 83.9% of our SBSTEs
respondents have a Master’s degree, and 16.1% have a licentiate or doctoral degree. Altogether 58.5%
of respondents have completed at least one module of teacher training mentoring module education. The
three-step mentoring module education is organized by teacher training school network (eNorssi), and
education is also currently recommended for all Finnish teachers in training schools. Altogether 90.1%
of SBSTEs have had some sort of mentoring education during their work career, and 9.9% of all SBSTE
respondents had no education in teacher training mentoring of any kind.

The work description of the respondents varies depending on the teacher training school. All
respondents worked as teacher educators. Of the SBSTEs, 24.2% worked only at a lower secondary
school (classes 7-9) and 6.6% worked only at upper secondary school (classes 10-12). The majority of
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respondents, 69.2%, worked both at lower and upper secondary school teaching pupils aged between
13-19 years.

Measures

SBSTEs competences as a teacher and teacher education

To evaluate how SBSTEs defined their competences concerning the knowledge base for teaching
and learning as a teacher and teacher educator, the participants were requested to “Evaluate your
competence in the following areas of teaching”. The request was followed by a list of 24 indicators of
SBSTEs’ knowledge about teaching and learning in the teacher training school context, separately in
the teacher and teacher educator roles (12 indicators each). These indicators were formed based on a
multidimensional adapted process model of teaching (MAP), teacher competence model (Metsépelto et
al., 2020, 7), complemented by the most relevant features of teacher educator competences found in
previous studies (Goodwin & Kosnik, 2013; Koster, 1996; Lunenberg et al., 2014). Each teacher and
teacher educator competence were rated on a five-point scale (1=weak to 5=excellent).

Following an exploratory factor analysis and theory-based considerations, the indicators were
further divided into three competence dimensions in both roles. Competence dimension of content
knowledge included two items: as a teacher, these items were the main content objectives of the subject
and subject curriculums (o= .586), and as a teacher educator, the items were pedagogical studies
curriculum and the curriculums of teacher practice periods (0= .761). Competence of pedagogical and
pedagogical content knowledge consisted of 7 items: As a teacher (0= .841), these included 7 items,
such as guiding learners in specific subject, evaluation, and the use of diverse teaching methods. As a
teacher educator, this dimension included 7 items (0= .842) such as supporting the development of
professional identity, motivation, and supporting teacher-specific thinking. Contextual knowledge
included 2 items, which were knowledge about Finnish school system and societal dimension of
education in the teacher role (0= .786), and the knowledge about teacher education zation and societal
dimensions of teacher education in the teacher education role (o= .930). Practical knowledge included
only one item in each professional role and was thus excluded from further analyses. The composite
scores for all constructs were created as means across the respective items.

SBSTEs professional agency

To evaluate SBSTESs image about their professional agency in the survey, respondents were asked
to “Evaluate the validity of claims in the following dimensions of the professional agency”, followed by
a list of 18 indicators. These indicators were mostly based on former professional agency instrument
created by Véhésantanen and colleagues. Their instrument of professional agency includes three broader
dimensions: Influencing at Work, Developing Work Practices, and Negotiating Professional Identity. A
set of indicators covering 17 claims can be used to assess professional agency and increase
understanding of the different dimensions of professional agency in working life, as well as to strengthen
the professional agency of employees (Vahésantanen et al., 2019).

In a survey for SBSTEs at the training school, the professional agency instrument was modified to
suit the socio-cultural conditions of the Finnish teacher training schools. The focus of the interest was
commitment and influence to work in both professional roles, teacher and teacher educator. To reach
that goal, in particular, questions were selected that were related to meaningfulness and commitment of
work, ownership, opportunities for influencing and being heard in a multi-level work environment, and
negotiation of professional identity, namely, goal-orientation and professional development at work.

To assess professional agency, the participants we asked to rate 18 indicators on a five-point scale
(1= It never applies to 5=It always applies). Using exploratory factor analysis, the 18 indicators were
divided into four broader agency dimensions (influence on work, being heard at work, commitment and
professional development), both in terms of teacher and teacher educator. Influence at work included
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two items: involvement in the preparation of matters and decision-making processes, in separate roles
as a teacher (o =.758) and as a teacher educator (o = .913). Being heard at work included items such as
respondents actively expressing their own opinions and being heard at the schoolteacher (a=.601) or
teacher education level (o= .804). Commitment included two items about commitment and experience
of meaningfulness of work separated into both roles, teacher (a=.627) and teacher educator (o = .701).
Professional development included two items: the implementation and development of professional
goals at work, separately as a teacher (o = .705) and as a teacher educator (0= .686). The composite
scores for all constructs were created as means across the respective items.

Background Variables

As background information, respondents were asked to inform their educational level, education in
student teacher mentoring, and work experience at teacher training school. The variables were recoded
as follows: self-reported level of education (0 = Master’s degree, 1 = Licentiate or Doctoral degree),
education in teacher training mentoring (0 = no mentoring training, 1 = completed at least one part of
the three-part mentoring training), and work experience in training schools (1 = less than five years, 2 =
6—15 years, 3 = more than 15 years).

Statistical analyses

First, we examined the differences in how SBSTEs evaluate their competences and sense of
professional agency as a teacher or as a teacher educator (RQ 1). The mean-level differences in
competences and in the sense of professional agency between the teacher and teacher educator roles
were analysed with a set of paired samples t-tests. Three composite variables represented competences
(content knowledge, pedagogical and pedagogical content knowledge, and contextual knowledge) both
as a teacher and teacher educator. To represent professional agency, four composite variables
(influencing at work, being heard at work, commitment, and professional development) were compared
in the roles of teacher and teacher educator.

Secondly, bivariate correlations were calculated to determine the linear relationship of the
professional competences with the perception of professional agency (RQ2). The correlation
coefficients were calculated separately for the teacher and teacher educator roles, and potential
differences in the correlations across the two roles were compared using an online calculator of the
Cocor package for comparing correlations (Diedenhofen & Musch, 2015).

Finally, repeated measures ANOVA was used to examine the effects of the background variables
(self-reported level of education, education in mentoring, and work experience in training schools) on
the perceptions of professional agency as a teacher and teacher educator (RQ3). Each dimension of
professional agency (influencing at work, being heard at work, commitment, and professional
development) were examined in separate models. The analysis method enabled the simultaneous
examination of both roles (teacher vs. teacher educator), background variables, and their unique and
interactive effects on the dimensions of professional agency. All analyses (except for comparing
correlations) were conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics (29.02).

Findings

Differences in competences and professional agency between the roles

The results of paired samples t-tests for the three dimensions of competences between different
SBSTEs role, teacher and teacher educator, are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1

Mean Level Differences Between Competences as a Subject Teacher and a Teacher Educator
Competence Subject teacher Teacher educator #(df) p Cohen’s d

M (SD) M (SD)

Content knowledge 4.50 (0.46) 4.03 (0.69) 7.95 (117) <.001 0.73
Pedagogical knowledge 4.09 (0.59) 4.09 (0.43) -0.04 (117) 967 -0.00
Contextual knowledge 4.09 (0.70) 3.39 (0.86) 10.07 (117) <.001 0.93

N=118.

As can be seen from Table 1, in the role of subject teacher, competencies regarding content
knowledge and contextual knowledge were, on average, assessed higher than in the role of teacher
educator. In content knowledge, the difference in the means can be considered moderate (d = .73),
whereas in contextual knowledge the difference was large in effect size (d = .93). On the other hand,
there was no statistically significant difference in pedagogical knowledge competence between the
roles.

Mean level differences between the roles of a teacher and teacher educator were also found in the
dimensions of professional agency fulfilment, see Table 2.

Table 2
Mean Level Differences Between Professional Agencies as a Subject Teacher and a Teacher Educator

Subject teacher Teacher educator

Agency dimension M (SD) M (SD) #(df) P Cohen’s d
Influence at work 3.73 (0.72) 2.90 (1.10) 8.94 (117) <.001 0.82
Being heard at work 3.67 (0.62) 3.26 (0.81) 6.84 (117) <.001 0.63
Commitment 4.70 (0.40) 4.68 (0.42) 0.62 (117) .539 0.06
Professional development 4.37 (0.55) 4.27 (0.54) 2.72 (117) .007 0.25

N=118.

On average, the sense of professional agency in the teacher educator role was significantly lower
in three of the four agency dimensions compared to the same agency dimension in the teacher role.
Especially in the dimension of influence at work, the difference between the means was large (d = .82).
The dimension of being heard at work was assessed to be on average lower as a teacher educator than
as a teacher, with a moderate effect size (d = .63). Professional development was also considered
stronger as a teacher, although the effect size was small (d = .25). There was no statistically significant
difference between the roles in professional commitment.

The relationship between competences and professional agency in different roles

The bivariate correlations between competences and professional agencies are presented in table
below 3. Analysis of correlation results indicated, in most cases, significant positive correlations
suggesting that higher professional competences were associated with higher professional agency. More
specifically, when first focusing on competence and professional agency as a subject teacher, moderate
positive correlations between almost all three competence dimensions and four agency dimensions were
found. However, there was no statistically significant correlation between competence in contextual
knowledge and agency dimension commitment. Moreover, competence in content knowledge had no
significant correlation with the agency dimension of influence at work.
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Table 3
Correlations Between Competences and Work Dimensions in Teacher and Teacher Educator Roles
Competences / Work Dimensions Inﬂu;gﬂ(ng at Bein%V gf;rd at Commitment g;sgg;g;lt
Competence as a subject teacher
Content knowledge .16 25%* 20%* A6 H*
Pedagogical knowledge 2T7E* B EEE 32 HH* 49HH*
Contextual knowledge 30%* 30%** .14 23%*
Competence as a teacher educator
Content knowledge QTHEE 38FHE 23% 20%*
Pedagogical knowledge 37HEE 36%x* ALEEE QT
Contextual knowledge 30%H* 33wk .06 17

N=118.* p<.05; ** p < .01; *** p < 001.

In terms of teacher educator role, a similar overview can be seen as in the role of a subject teacher.
In most cases, there was a significant, moderate positive correlation between competences and
professional agency. However, as in the teacher role, there was no correlation between competence of
contextual knowledge and agency dimension commitment as a teacher educator. Unlike in the role of a
teacher, there was no correlation between contextual knowledge and professional development in
teacher educator role either. Likewise, unlike in the teacher role, as a teacher educator, there was a
statistically significant correlation between content competence and influencing at work.

When comparing the correlation coefficients between the roles, the difference was statistically
significant only regarding the correlation between content competence and influence at work: the
moderate correlation » = .470 in the teacher educator role was significantly higher (p = .003) than the
non-significant correlation » = .161 in the teacher role. However, when comparing the correlation
between contextual competence and professional development, the small correlation » = .230 in the
teacher role did not significantly differ (p = .516) from the statistically non-significant correlation » =
.167 in the teacher educator role.

The effects of education, mentoring training, and work experience on professional agency
between the roles

To examine the unique and interactive effects of the background variables on SBSTEs’ perceptions
of professional agency in different roles, a series of repeated measures ANOVAs was conducted.
Separate models were run for each four dimensions of professional agency as the dependent variable. In
each model, the two roles, subject teacher and teacher educator, were treated as the within-subject factor,
whereas the categorical background variables (education, education in mentoring, and work experience)
were included as between-subject factors. The models included conditional main effects for the within-
and between-subject factors, as well as two-way interaction effects between each of the between-subject
factors with the within-subject factor are presented in Table 4.

The results of Repeated Measures ANOV As indicated that education and mentoring education had
neither a main effect nor an interaction effect with the role in any of the four agency dimensions. In
other words, SBSTEs’ level of education or whether they had completed any mentoring education did
not influence their perceptions of professional agencies in different roles.
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Table 4
Results of Repeated Measures ANOVAs to Examine the Effects of Role, Education, Mentoring Education, and Work Experience on the Professional Agency
Dimensions

Influence at work Being heard at work Commitment Professional development
F (17 » Part2ial F (117 » Par‘zial F(L 17 » Par‘zial F (117 » Par‘zial
n n n n
Roles 46.87 <.001 .90 1638.34 <.001 a.94 8890.28 .001 .99 433476  .001 .98
Education 0.78 38 .01 0.30 .58 .00 2.46 12 .02 1.67 12 .02
Education in mentoring 0.11 74 .00 0.28 .60 .00 0.02 .88 .00 49 48 .00
Work experience 0.56 .56 .01 1.15 32 .02 0.85 43 .02 2.27 11 .04
Roles x Education 0.22 .64 .00 0.11 74 .00 0.19 .66 .00 0.28 .60 .00
Roles x Education in mentoring 0.11 74 .00 0.07 .80 .00 0.02 .88 .00 0.09 77 .00

Roles x Work experience 1.71 .19 .03 0.36 .70 .01 0.14 .87 .00 3.24 .04 .05
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Work experience also showed no main or interaction effects with the role in other agency variables,
except for a significant interaction effect on professional development. In other words, respondents'
professional agency in professional development across different roles depended on their work
experience. To investigate this interaction further, paired-sample T-tests for professional development
between the two roles were conducted separately in the three levels of work experience. For those with
6-15 or over 15 years of experience in practice schools, the perception of professional development was
statistically significantly lower in the teacher educator role compared to the teacher role (see Table 5).
In contrast, those with less than 5 years of work experience perceived their agency in professional
development equally high in both roles.

Table 5
Mean Level Differences of Professional Development Agency with Different Work Experience in a
Subject Teacher and a Teacher Educator

Subject teacher Teacher educator M

Work experience M (SD) (SD) #(df) p Cohen’s d
Under 5 years 4.32 (0.60) 4.38 (0.54) —7.51 (33) 458 —0.13
615 years 4.54 (0.53) 4.40 (0.53) 3.27 (33) .002 0.56
Over 15 years 4.29 (0.51) 4.11 (0.52) 3.00 (49) .004 0.42

Discussion and Conclusion

Using a subject-centered socio-cultural framework, this study explores Finnish training schools’
subject teachers’ (SBSTEs) perceptions of their professional competences and professional agency and
investigates the relationship between the two. This study investigates the relationship between
professional competences and professional agencies. It also analyzes to what extent background
variables contribute to professional agency when acting in the roles of both subject teacher and teacher
educators. A role-based examination of subject teacher educators' agency and competencies in Finnish
university-affiliated teacher training schools provides a new perspective on recent teacher educator’s
professional identity and agency research (see e.g. Andreasen et al., 2019; Vidha et al., 2025;
Czerniawski et al., 2023; Czerniawski et al., 2019; E. White et al., 2015; E. White, et al., 2022; S. White
& Berry, 2022) about school-based subject teacher educators and their professional roles and agency.
The results shed light on this specific professional group and are also relevant on an international scale.
The findings can inform and promote collaboration between teacher education institutions and faculties
of education in established systems and in designing and implementing new models.

Specific professional roles are based on expectations, and each role defines previously learned
patterns and traditions (Hitlin & Elder, 2007). In the Finnish system, the socio-cultural conditions of the
teacher training schools as a working environment are multilayered, as are the roles and traditions.
SBSTEs work in both roles as a teacher and teacher educator more than half of the academic year.
Professional agencies arise not only from individual capacities but to a significant extent from
institutional and sociocultural conditions, such as organizational norms, role expectations, and resource
arrangements (Priestley et al., 2015). That shape teachers’ possibilities to act, a dynamic particularly
salient for SBSTEs working between school and university contexts.

The role of teacher educator constitutes an important part of SBSTEs professional responsibilities
(Mouhu, 2021). However, our research indicates that Finnish SBSTEs perceived content competence
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and contextual competence to be significantly stronger in the role of a teacher than in their role of a
teacher educator. A weaker sense of competences manifested particularly in the contextual competence
of teacher education — the knowledge about or teacher education as a wider societal actor. Like
competence, there were also clear differences in how SBSTEs defined their professional agency
depending on their role as a teacher or a teacher educator. When comparing the SBSTE roles of teacher
and teacher educator, being heard at work and exerting influence at work were significantly weaker in
the role of teacher educator than in the role of teacher. Socio-cultural conditions of the workplace can
explain the differences in competences and professional agency across roles. Power structures create
established relationships of autonomy and dependence between actors and groups in social interaction
context (Eteldpelto et al., 2011; Wrong, 1980). Our findings underline that SBSTEs’ professional
agency, particularly in being heard and exerting influence at work, were strong in the school context,
but they experienced uncertainty and weaker agency in the role of teacher educator.

Workplaces’ power structures are shaped by social and cultural as well as time- and place-bound
elements, but they also tend to maintain continuity over time. In particular, power relations linked to
decision-making and influence at work are related to the historical nature of social practices (Giddens,
1984). Work environments’ power and social relations, professional roles and established work cultures
appear as resources as well as constraints for professional agency (Billet, 2006). The experience of lower
professional agency as teacher educator can partly be explained by the tradition of Finnish teacher
training schools. The century of strong autonomy and decades of long-standing hierarchical
relationships between educational departments have shaped role and power relations.

Previous research on agency (e.g., Vdhidsantanen et al., 2019; Toom, 2015) has shown that strong
agency enables individuals to tackle work-related challenges, develop innovative solutions and pursue
professional growth. Conversely, weak agencies make it difficult for individuals to keep up with
developments, let alone act as active agents of change. In this light, our research showed that SBSTEs
do not feel they have opportunities to influence their work as teacher educators. When opportunities to
be heard and influenced are limited, the realization of shared professional goals can also be constrained
(Pappa et al., 2017). Given that Finnish subject teacher education, including teacher training, has indeed
remained structurally partly unchanged over the decades (Véha, 2016, Véhi et al., 2025), these historical
and institutional structures may continue to contribute to the persistence of weaker agency in the role of
teacher educator even today.

Alongside socio-cultural factors, professional agency is dependent on competences. High self-
efficacy is related to active and strong agency, whereas weak self-efficacy and perception of professional
competence is related to low professional agency (Bandura, 2006). Our research indicated an association
between SBSTEs’ professional competences and professional agencies, with most cases showing at least
a moderate relationship underlying the idea of stronger competences promoting stronger professional
agency. SBSTEs’ level of contextual competence was the lowest especially in the teacher educator role,
and this was significantly related to their perceived lower ability to influence their work and be heard at
work.

Our findings indicate that the competence of contextual knowledge was not related to the agency
dimension of commitment in either role (as a teacher or as a teacher educator), suggesting that
commitment is shaped by factors other than institutional embeddedness. This finding is particularly
interesting in the Finnish context, where subject teachers are characterized by extensive autonomy
(Salokangas & Harvey, 2020). Our results further reinforce the notion - even in the context of a training
school, where one might expect that the teacher educator role would require stronger contextual
knowledge to foster institutional ties and commitment. However, Finnish teacher training school system
differs from many other European countries (Véhai et al., 2025; Czerniawski et al., 2023; White et al.,
2015), in that it is more permanently structured and not based on temporary contracts between
educational departments or faculties and schools. Teachers in these schools are autonomous and
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traditionally highly committed to their role as teacher educators, which may help explain why their
commitment remains strong despite relatively limited contextual competence, meaning broader
knowledge of the teacher education system as a whole.

The aim of the third research question was to explore the influence of various background variables
on SBSTEs’ perceived agency. Finnish SBSTEs are highly experienced and highly educated teacher
educators. In our sample, all teachers working at teacher training schools had a Master’s degree, and 16
% had a licentiate or doctoral degree. Over 40 % had worked for over 15 years at the teacher training
school. The results of our study indicate that all respondents, regardless of their educational and
experiential backgrounds, perceived their agency in the commitment area to be equally strong in both
roles. However, in the areas of influence at work and being heard at work, they felt stronger agency as
subject teachers than as teacher educators, regardless of their level of education, acquired education in
mentoring, or work experience.

In the professional development area, experienced teachers perceived their agency stronger as
subject teachers than as teacher educators, while novice teachers did not perceive a difference between
the two roles. This may occur because, according to previous studies, developing as a teacher is the
primary professional role for experienced teachers, while being a teacher educator can be seen as a
secondary task (Andreasen et al., 2019; Swennen & Volman, 2018). Because experienced teachers were
the largest group in our sample, this difference between roles can be seen as a hindrance for professional
development in the teacher education context. In recent years, mentoring education has strengthened in
teacher training schools, and newly appointed teachers in teacher training schools are strongly
encouraged to participate in eNorssi mentoring education (Mouhu, 2021). As our research showed,
teachers who had under 5 years of working experience at the teacher training school shared ideas about
an equal opportunity of professional development in both professional roles. Novice teachers have
received mentoring education early in their careers, which could be one reason why they perceive their
role as teacher educators to be just as important as their role as teachers. This may manifest in the future
as strengthening the possibility of a stronger professional development dimension of agency as a teacher
educator.

Research in different educational cultures have pointed out that the relation between teacher
training schools and educational departments at the universities is not always an easy one in general
(Andreasen et al., 2019; Davey, 2013; Smith, 2005). According to Andreasen (2023), university
educational departments play a crucial role in facilitating the collaboration, promoting sense of safety
and acceptance, and making the co-operation between teacher training schools and faculty possible.
SBSTEs teachers should be seen as legitimate members of the teaching education community (see, e.g.,
Jackson & Burch, 2019; Lunenberg & Hamilton, 2008). In the Finnish teacher training school system,
SBSTEs perceive their professional agency as significantly weaker in the role of teacher educator than
in the role of teacher. However, they see themselves as autonomous professionals whose lower
professional agency or teacher educator competences in some areas are not an obstacle their commitment
to work or to professional development. Is the weaker professional agency caused by insufficient
collaboration between university teacher training schools and departments of education, or does this
situation lead to poor collaboration?

Limitations

The first limitation concerns the contextual nature of the study. Although partially context-specific,
the findings regarding the constraints of professional agency provide insights that can also be applied
beyond Finland — particularly in developing collaborative structures between teacher training schools
and Faculties of Education. The study was conducted in 2021 and targeted all subject teachers who
supervised teaching practice that year; therefore, with N=118, the sample represents more than one-third
of the total population, indicating a strong level of representativeness. Because the study was exploratory
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in nature, the reliability coefficients (Cronbach’s alpha) of some of the subscales fell below the generally
accepted threshold of 0.70, particularly for the items concerning the teacher’s role. This can be partly
explained by the limited number of items in the measures and their preliminary stage of development.
In future work, reliability should be strengthened by further developing instruments and paying closer
attention to the wording of the items. Moreover, since the sample includes subject teachers from all
school subjects, the phrasing of the items must ensure clearer contextual relevance across different
subject domains.

However, to gain a deeper understanding of the competences and professional agency of subject
teachers in training schools, further research should focus also on qualitative data. It would be important
to examine more thoroughly the reasons why teachers are equally committed to their work both as
teachers and teacher educators, even though their perceived opportunities to exert influence at work are
often limited. One important issue concerns the perceived weakness of content knowledge related to the
teacher educator role. It is also essential to consider whether SBSTEs are sufficiently involved in the
development of teacher education, such as curriculum design. In future, research should investigate in
more depth how the opportunities for influence in the teacher educator role could best be strengthened.
Is it a matter of SBSTEs’ stronger participation in key areas, such as teacher education curriculum
development, addressing power relations between educational departments, or clarifying the division of
labour among stakeholders, so that all actors are genuinely included in the broader development of
teacher education?

The article provides an overview of the competencies and agency of subject teachers in teacher
training schools. Competence research often relies on competence theories, which emphasize the
development and application of skills, knowledge and abilities in various situations. In this article, we
have used the concept of competence to examine the skills of subject teachers in teacher training schools.
Future research should expand also the concept of expertise and possibly examine the teaching practices
and mentoring of subject teachers from the perspective of expertise research (see, e.g., Blomeke et al.,
2015; Gruber, 2018; Krauss et al., 2020), which highlight deep knowledge, practice, and experience in
a specific field.
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