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Abstract: Teacher’s professional competencies have been discussed extensively in the literature,
often linked to educational policy discourses, teaching standards, student learning outcomes, or
the intended outcomes of teacher education. Extensive, but fragmented and loosely theoretically or
empirically based lists of teacher competencies are provided without much clarification of how, when,
and why teachers learn and identify the competencies they need. Teacher competencies and how they
are related to the core of their work as thinking practice have been discussed extensively by a range
of stakeholders. However, what is actually needed in order to attain such competencies has been
less studied. This paper contributes to the gap in the literature on active and intentional learning of
teacher competencies by elaborating the relationship between teacher competencies and professional
agency for learning. Through this, our aim in this article is to provide a better understanding of the
topic, both theoretically and empirically. Drawing on earlier research, we have elaborated on the
relationships between a teacher’s professional competencies and agency for learning among pre- and
in-service teachers. We also aim to answer the question: what characteristics of teacher education
lead to student teachers becoming competent and agentic? Why should we focus on those features
during pre-service teacher education and as part of a teacher’s career?

Keywords: teacher’s professional agency; teacher competencies; teacher education; learning; profes-
sional development

1. Introduction

Professionally competent and agentic teachers are expected to enhance instructional
quality, meet students’ needs, promote positive educational trajectories, school develop-
ment, and pedagogical innovations [1–4]. The need for such qualities has been highlighted
by researchers, practitioners, and policy makers [5,6]. In fact, competence has become a
prominent part of educational policy discourse on teachers and their professional develop-
ment, typically realized in extensive lists of teacher competence requirements. Interestingly,
it seems that much of the research has adopted an approach similar to relying on the
fragmented and loosely theoretically, empirically, or contextually-based lists of desired
teacher competencies or even just drawing on OECD policy reports [7]. Less attention has
been paid on how, when, and why teachers learn these competencies, how they are related
to the core of teacher work as thinking practice [1], and what is needed in order to attain
such competencies. More recently, teacher agency has been highlighted, particularly in the
literature on school development, with teacher learning as a key to enhancing teacher com-
mitment to continuing professional development and school development [8]. Research on
teacher agency typically highlights the importance of a teacher’s autonomy and active role
in decision-making in regard to different aspects of their work [9]

There are several commonalities between research on a teacher’s professional compe-
tencies and professional agency. Both of them tackle the complexity of teacher cognition
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and behaviour [10–12], utilising elements of teacher knowledge in a sense that it empha-
sises the importance of the professional knowledge base for teaching [13,14]. In line with
research on the ‘reflective practitioner’, they both emphasize continuous consideration
of one’s own and others’ thoughts and behaviours as a key activity for developing in the
teaching profession. Moreover, both professional competencies and professional agency
are dynamic and constantly constructed [15,16]. Beyond these, the research trajectory on
a teacher’s professional agency perceives teachers as active learners with motivation to
study efficacy beliefs of learning, and intentional acts for promoting knowledge [9,17],
which primarily takes place in classrooms and in professional communities in schools.
Research on a teacher’s professional agency also recognises the professional interactions
and contexts as integral and genuine elements for a teacher’s agency and encourages
investigating them [18].

Although research on teacher competencies and teacher agency have much in common,
they are typically studied as separate constructs. Accordingly, the relationship between a
teacher’s professional agency for learning and knowledge of competencies for a teacher’s
work has not been systematically elaborated. Moreover, although extensively referred to in
the literature, empirical studies tackling the question of teacher agency are still relatively
rare. This paper contributes to the gap in the literature on active and intentional learning
of teacher competencies by elaborating the relationship between teacher competencies and
professional agency for learning. Our stance on teacher competencies stems from empirical
research defining them as integrative constructs, including cognitive, motivational, and
behavioural aspects i.e., knowledge, skills, and attitudes [16]. The competencies are learned,
and provide core resources for a teacher’s work. The professional agency, on the other
hand, in addition to being a teacher’s core capability in the sense that it offers a key for
active and skilful teacher learning, also provides understanding of the dynamics of the
preconditions for such learning in their work [15]. Yet, professional agency embodies a
capacity that allows teachers to learn actively and skilfully, regulate their own learning,
learning competencies needed in their work, develop professionally, promote students’
and colleagues’ learning, as well as innovate and promote change in schools [15]. Drawing
on the socio-constructivist view on learning, in this article, our aim is to provide a better
understanding of learning of teacher competencies, both theoretically and empirically
by analysing their relationship. These constructs have been elaborated theoretically and
investigated empirically in earlier research, but they have not been systematically analysed
together before. Drawing on earlier research and empirical evidence, the relationship
between a teacher’s professional competencies and agency for learning during teacher
education and in the profession is highlighted in this article, with focus on the former.

2. Teacher’s Professional Competencies for the Work of Teaching

Teacher’s competencies are often understood as integrative and complex constructs,
including knowledge, skills, and disposition to act in professional situations [2,3,19,20].
In a theoretical and descriptive sense, competencies are cognitive structures that support
certain teacher behaviours, and in an operational sense, competencies cover a variety of
skills, allowing a teacher to act in complicated and changing professional situations, and
finding solutions to them [2,16,20]. They are perceived as dynamic structures necessary
for successful teaching [7,21]. Competencies are suggested to capture the core qualities of
teachers’ work, but lack clear operational definition [7,20] and focus. A range of “research-
informed views on the teacher competence concept strive to find common ground beyond
different cultural traditions, defining key knowledge, skills and attitudes that can be
required of teachers, the role of professional standards, and basic characteristics of teacher
expertise” [7]. This is due to the need to utilise the concept in empirical research work.

A variety of models and even lists of a teacher’s core competencies, either as criteria for
high quality teaching in classrooms and schools or as outcomes of pre-service or in-service
teacher education, have been provided [17,22]. The fundamental premise for defining
teacher competencies tends to emerge from the authenticity of teaching [23], identification
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of the core characteristics of the practice of teaching, and analysis of teachers’ broader
professional tasks and responsibilities in society [24–27] currently and in the future. Thus,
the close connection to the practice of teaching is common to all theorizations of teacher
competencies [21], focusing primarily on the teachers’ necessary capabilities for enhancing
student learning, though the emphases of competencies are varied. The theorisations aim
at being empirically relevant for research purposes. The models of teacher competencies
especially aim at capturing teachers’ necessary capabilities for facilitating the learning pro-
cess and enhancing student learning. There exists a number of teachers’ core competencies,
which strive to define the necessary resources for teachers [28,29]. They tend to specify
declarative and procedural pedagogical and subject-specific knowledge, value basis, mo-
tivational and reflective aspects, and professional development in teaching [22,25,30]. In
addition, student-centred teaching, use of digital technologies, and teachers’ professional
collaboration are typically emphasized in the literature on competencies [31,32]. Some
theorizations on teacher competencies focus on the classroom level, others stretch to the
collegial and school levels, or even beyond. Some of the models are—without very strong
empirical evidence or justifications—linked to national teaching standards and are expli-
cated as the basis, learning goals, or outcomes for teacher education curricula [28]. Due to
the lack of solid theoretical grounding or empirical evidence, these cannot be utilised in
empirical research.

Many of the teacher competencies listed are discussed and elaborated in educational
policy documents, while few of them rise from empirical research evidence. As such,
they reflect evidence-based or research-informed understanding of quality teaching, good
teachers’ capabilities, and current (development) needs identified in schools. Thus, they are
also presented normatively as characteristics and criteria for good teachers and teaching
without a solid empirical foundation and research basis. These kinds of theorisations of
teacher competencies are often linked to the current and changing demands of teacher
accountability. At the same time, discussion (and even the research) is heavily driven by
educational policies. Problems may arise if policy-driven conceptualisations of teacher
competencies without having empirical evidence are applied in empirical research on
teachers and teaching. As such, the requirements are more or less externally defined and
do not give any advice to teachers on learning these competencies, or how they could
facilitate other teachers’ learning. Research on the learning of competencies during teacher
education or in the profession is quite limited [3]. There is a limited number of studies
investigating competencies as a continuum or gradually increasing capabilities leading
to expertise in teaching [21,33,34]. This shows that the field of teacher competencies is
relatively scattered, and a variety of understanding, approaches, and definitions of teacher
competencies exists.

After finalizing pre-service teacher education, achieving professional competencies
is primarily grounded in everyday work. From this perspective, it is crucial to identify
what student teachers need to learn during teacher education in order to work and learn
continuously in the teaching profession. What are the current conditions and what will
they be in the future, for which student teachers would need to be prepared? How
should student teachers’ learning be supported during teacher education in a reasonable
and sustainable way [30,35]? What professional agency should student teachers learn
during teacher education so that they can regulate their own learning and be capable and
competent throughout their career?

3. Teacher’s Professional Agency for Learning in Classroom and
Professional Community

Our approach on a teacher’s professional agency for learning draws on the socio-
constructivist view on learning, which we have empirically confirmed in our own research,
and it refers to a teacher’s intellect and the behavioural capacity needed for intentional
and accountable orchestration of learning in a variety of contexts [9,36–39]. It entails the
motivation to learn, efficacy beliefs of learning, and intentional acts for promoting one’s
own learning, colleagues’ learning, student learning, and school development [9,17,40].
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Thus, professional agency is an integrative concept comprising a teacher’s cognitive, moti-
vational, and attitudinal resources, as well as skills and abilities to promote and manage
learning in a variety of professional contexts, particularly in the classroom with students
and in the professional community with colleagues [41]. This entails self- and co-regulation
of learning with and for the students and within the school community at large [42–44].
Professional agency can vary between the teachers and over time in various periods of
the teaching career [45]. Accordingly, professional agency is not a permanent teacher
trait. Rather, according to our understanding, it is constantly evolving via learning and
as a result of the teacher–working environment dynamics. Thus, according to our view, a
teacher’s professional agency is neither only about the teacher’s individual characteristics
or traits as it is typically understood in purely psychological approaches, nor only about
the institutional structures and power relations as it is often presented in sociological
theorisations and approaches on human and professional agency [9]. Purely psychological
or sociological approaches on agency in general and teacher agency emphasise different
aspects of agency due to their fundamental premises, and thus, are realised in tensions be-
tween the different definitions. Consequently, a teacher’s professional agency for learning
is constantly constructed and re-constructed in a variety of contexts, objects of activity, and
prior learning experiences [46,47]. With the aim of supporting student learning, identifying
one’s own and others’ learning needs, learning professional competencies themselves, en-
gaging in continuous professional development, and promoting pedagogical innovations
and school developments, teachers need professional agency in the classroom, but also in
their work community [9].

Professionally agentic teachers are characterized by perceiving learning as a funda-
mental part of their teaching [48], having an active and accountable stance for their own
and others’ learning and being motivated to develop professionally [8,37,39]. They perceive
others as elemental resources for their own learning and are ready to invest their own
resources for the best of individual and reciprocal collaborative learning processes [49,50].
Intentional self- and co-regulation of learning allow teachers to evaluate their own and
others’ learning and adjust their development towards better achievements in terms of their
profession [9]. It allows teachers to identify their own learning needs and learn professional
competencies they perceive that they lack. Teachers’ strong sense of professional agency
is realized in their understanding and will to enhance reciprocal learning with students
and colleagues, experiment and integrate innovations to their teaching, develop through
joint professional work, solve challenges together, build a professional community, utilize
feedback from others, and support peers as well as be able to be supported [9,15]. This
is related to their perceptions of themselves as teachers, how they are likely to promote
others’ learning, and develop their own pedagogical practices [51].

A teacher’s professional agency is realized primarily in the classroom and in the
professional community, which are the fundamental contexts of their work and in which
the object of professional agency—students’ learning, colleagues’ learning and their own
learning—is realised. Agentic teachers understand instruction as a reciprocal process in
which they support students’ learning, but also perceive students as resources for their
own professional learning. Pedagogical interactions and practices allow and challenge
teachers to reflect on their work and development continuously [52,53]. In the professional
community, professional agency is about being responsible for their own learning and that
of others, building a professional community intentionally, and facilitating collective effi-
cacy among colleagues in terms of professional learning. This involves collective learning
and even transformative efforts that are intended to make a difference both at the level
of individual teachers and that of the entire teacher community [54]. Professional agency
in the classroom and in the professional community are related both to the characteris-
tics of individual teachers and their reciprocal relationships with others [55]. Thus, it is
always situative and constructed in social interactions, implying that not all resources
and opportunities for learning can be fruitfully utilized due to personal and contextual
conditions. Professional agency is dynamic, and its development is regulated by a variety



Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 324 5 of 10

of internal and external factors in a teacher’s work [15]. As such, it is highly dependent
on the teacher–working environment dynamics and cannot be reduced into either the
individual teacher or the working environment attributes.

Results from some earlier studies also indicate that a teacher’s professional agency is
crucial for commitment to their work, students’ learning, and agency development, but also
towards school development and others’ learning [56–59]. A teacher’s professional agency
is also shown to be related to decreased stress [9] and openness to innovative ideas [60,61].
Hence, teachers’ capacity to transform their work intentionally and collectively is essential
in terms of enhancing professional collaboration in their work.

To conclude, a teacher’s professional agency provides an empirically-based conceptual
tool with which to analyse and understand teacher learning. In contrast to teachers’ profes-
sional competencies, it does not provide any perspectives on what teachers should learn.

4. Enhancing a Teacher’s Professional Agency and Meaningful Learning of
Competencies in Teacher Education and in the Profession

A teacher’s professional agency is not only an individual trait, and accordingly, the
professional agency both in the classroom and in the professional community can be learnt
from the beginning of teacher education throughout the teaching career [9,15,62]. Teachers
can also learn how to support others’ agency. We perceive teachers’ professional agency as
a key capability required in a teacher’s work: a key for their own, their colleagues’, and
pupils’ learning and development. It brings a perspective of learning research into the
discussion and allows to perceive teachers as active, responsible, and accountable profes-
sionals. We investigated its development among student teachers, early career teachers,
and expert teachers. Since teacher learning is relational and contextual, the professional
agency can be considered to be highly socially embedded and hence grounded in the inter-
action between teachers and students, and in general in the variety of contexts provided
by the teacher’s work and teacher education [36,47,63]. Teacher education learning envi-
ronments and working contexts are continuously constructed through a variety of social
interactions and practices that either significantly enhance or impede teachers’ professional
agency [9,17,42]. Based on our empirical research, we know that constructive interactions
and social relationships providing opportunities for participation, enhancing engagement,
and calling for everyone’s contributions, are favourable for the development of a teacher’s
professional agency [47]. Well-functioning interactions with peers, respectful interactions,
and equal opportunities for participation in teacher education are crucial in cultivating
professional agency among student teachers [9,17]. Taking students’ or colleagues’ learning
needs into account and building learning environments together is not easy. These may
take time and definitely require identifying one’s own learning needs and learning certain
competencies beyond motivation and efficacy to do so.

Even at its best, a teacher’s professional agency develops gradually during teacher
education if student teachers are intentionally encouraged to act as professionals with an
accountable stance towards their work [47]. Ideally, while learning to become a profes-
sional teacher, student teachers gradually cultivate their professional agency, including
motivation, self-efficacy, and skills for promoting learning [9]. Student teachers’ sense of
professional agency in the classroom consists of learning in terms of reflection, modelling,
building a collaborative learning environment, and competence, which are shown to be
firmly related to and dependent of each other [53]. In addition, these modes of a teacher’s
professional agency change in the different phases of teacher education [53], meaning that
they are in a reciprocal relationship with each other, and their role is different in different
phases of their studies. Early career teachers have also been shown to experience chal-
lenges in building constructive classroom interaction [17] and in co-creating professional
learning communities [64]. Professional agency calls for active involvement in the work
of teaching, not only observing and reflecting on teaching [28,41]; yet mere involvement
does not automatically result in professional agency. It is essential that student teachers are
provided a variety of possibilities to practice and analyse teaching, as well as experiment
with and enact their professional agency with their peers and pupils in the classroom. The
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organization of teacher education and the pedagogies and assessment practices [35,65]
utilized in the program influence the capabilities with which student teachers enter the
teaching profession. Practices increasing the ability to act in professional situations and
reflect on them have been shown to be efficient in teacher learning [66]. These practices
simulate and allow to model real professional interactions, and thus encourage learning
of professional agency, further resulting in learning of professional competencies. It is
important to support student teacher learning in a variety of ways, and practice skills
in the classroom repeatedly throughout teacher education [24–26] because learning of
professional agency and instructional competencies takes time.

When teachers have the opportunities to encounter and overcome professional chal-
lenges with their peers and also with students in a good and safe atmosphere, they are more
likely to co-regulate their learning with their peers and students [15,67]. While co-reflecting
on their learning, they have the opportunity to identify the competencies they need to learn
and build strategies for acquiring these competencies in the future. Positive relationships
with peers are associated with efficacy in terms of learning [39] and efforts to promote their
learning [68]. An environment that acknowledges teachers’ initiatives and facilitates their
co-regulated learning also promotes their professional agency [69,70]. All these elements
contribute to teachers’ potential to discover their strengths and areas of development in
terms of the learning competencies needed in their work.

On the whole, the practices of the learning environment in teacher education and at
work shape professional agency both in the classroom and in the work community [39,71].
It has been shown that tasks and practices requiring participation, co-regulation [15,67],
collaboration, and social support [15] allow student teachers to develop their professional
agency [9,72]. It has been found that significant learning experiences during the first
year of studies and the first few years in the profession are necessary in transforming and
expanding teachers’ views of professional learning and development from the intrapersonal
to the interpersonal level. This allows them to learn from each other and function as
resources for each other’s learning in their education and profession [9,73].

To conclude, a teacher’s professional agency as an integrative capacity entailing moti-
vation to learn, efficacy beliefs of learning, and skills for promoting and managing learning
in a variety of professional contexts, particularly in the classroom with students and in
the professional community, is a prerequisite for learning the professional competencies
needed in the teaching profession. Through professional agency, teachers can identify their
learning needs and enhance the competencies they individually or collectively perceive
as being important. Professional agency allows teachers to learn professional competen-
cies actively and meaningfully in their work based on the observations of the practice of
teaching. By combining a teacher’s professional agency and professional competencies
in research, both the process and outcome of teacher learning can be potentially reached.
Accordingly, professionally agentic teacher behaviour entails teachers’ evaluation of the
object of learning and based on this, selecting the most suitable course of action. This can
include reflection on if and what needs to be learnt, which can occasionally also be at odds
with the reform goals set by the policies, and lead to active resistance. However, without
professional agency and hence the chance to manage one’s own learning, professional
competencies may remain fragmented, external, and hence less functional [33]. In the
worst-case scenario, teachers are left poorly equipped with just external standards for
facing the challenges provided by the profession. From this perspective, professional
agency challenges the idea of externally pre-set uniform teacher standards—the view that
is often embedded in the discourse on teacher competencies. On the other hand, with
the professional competencies’ component in the research, the perspectives of teacher’s
work can be better taken into account. The key characteristics and relationship between a
teacher’s professional agency and professional competencies are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1. Teacher’s professional agency as a key capability for learning professional competencies.

Teacher’s Professional Agency Teacher’s Competencies

• Includes will, efficacy, and skills for learning
• Object of agency is learning
• Is contextual and relational
• Teacher defines what she needs to learn
• Is a prerequisite for meaningful and coherent

teacher learning of professional competencies
• Descriptive
• Does not take a normative stance on what

teachers should learn
• Takes a stance on HOW teachers learn actively

and skilfully
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• Includes cognitive and behavioural component
• Objects and focuses are many
• Are defined in relation to teacher’s work and

personal capabilities
• Strongly externally defined by policy makers,

school authorities, teacher educators
• Normative
• Takes a stance on WHAT teachers should learn

To sum up, research on professional agency and teacher competencies take comple-
mentary but distinct stances on teacher learning. This is also realised in the efforts to
combine the approaches and utilise them both in empirical research. They both also carry
relatively heavy meanings and even ideological connotations, and thus, utilising them
in research may cause further needs to explain and sharpen the definition in order to
avoid unnecessary misunderstandings. The differences and similarities of the stances can
be summarized as follows: Professional agency constitutes a teacher’s will, efficacy, and
skills for learning, while competencies are comprised of knowledge, skills, and attitudes.
Accordingly, the constructs share the skill component. While the object of professional
agency is learning, the objects of competence vary from how to teach mathematics to how
to manage the classroom. While professional agency is perceived as being highly relational
and contextual, competencies are typically considered to be individual constructs and
qualities agreed in collective professional and educational policy discourses. Moreover, the
competencies needed by the teachers are typically defined in line with the characteristics of
the teacher’s work by external stakeholders, such as policy makers, school authorities, and
teacher educators, whereas the professional agency draws on the idea of strong teacher
autonomy in terms of their own learning. Research on teacher’s competencies takes a
strong position on what teachers need to learn i.e., what competencies are needed in a
teacher’s work, while research on professional agency does not take a stance on what
teachers should learn, but rather focuses on how they learn actively and skilfully.

5. Discussion

A teacher’s professional agency and professional competencies are lines of teacher
research that provide different conceptual structures for understanding teacher learning. A
teacher’s professional agency allows an understanding of active and skillful learning [15],
whereas a teacher’s professional competencies focus on investigating the contents and
outcomes of teacher learning [17,21]. At their best, these two lines of research can also be
perceived as complementing each other. A teacher’s professional agency is a fundamental
capacity for teachers and necessary to learn during teacher education. It allows teachers
to enhance their own and others’ learning and professional development as well as in-
novations and pedagogical developments in the professional community. It also allows
teachers to identify and analyse their own learning needs in relation to the professional
competencies required in a teacher’s work over time, not only adopt distinct external
requirements or adapt to the coincidental demands set from the outside. Professional com-
petencies as such describe the key aspects of the work of teaching, but they do not focus on
describing or providing tools for ways and processes of a teacher’s own learning, or the
learning of their colleagues or students. From the viewpoint of research, teacher education,
a teacher’s work in the profession, and all the choices related to teacher competencies are
also value-laden and even ideologically related to the purpose of education that involve
educational policy-making in certain educational and societal contexts [74]. In addition,
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for these reasons, a teacher’s professional agency, autonomy, and intentional management
for their own and other’s learning is essential.

When teachers both in pre-service teacher education and in the profession are chal-
lenged and provided with a variety of opportunities to try and experience transformative
practices, they tend to foster them in their own work as teachers [75]. They also tend to
foster agency among their own students [73]. The extent to which teachers learn a strong
sense of professional agency during their early years in teacher education is related to
their potential to act as empowering professional agents in their own work [47]. Thus, it is
crucial that teachers are provided several and repeated opportunities to practice profes-
sional agency in teacher education, both with their peers and pupils in the classroom. This
assumes a curriculum of teacher education and pedagogies of teacher education as well as
teacher educators who are willing and able to provide this kind of learning experiences
for student teachers. Enacting professional agency for learning is a long-lasting process
that takes place in classroom interaction and in the professional community throughout
a teaching career [74]. This is necessary for the teacher’s own continuous learning and
development in the profession.

From the viewpoint of research on teacher education, we believe it is important to
discuss and analyse current emphases in teacher research on professional agency and
professional competencies. They reflect the discourses and understandings of a teacher’s
work and demonstrate the current needs and emphases in research and in the practice
of teaching. A teacher’s professional agency is based on the conception of teachers as
autonomous professionals in terms of their work and learning. It allows an investigation
of how teachers learn and does not provide any norms or guidelines for what teachers
should learn. IN contrast, research on a teacher’s professional competencies is more firmly
linked to educational policy discourses on a teacher’s capabilities. It is more normative by
nature, and thus a more challenging concept for empirical research. When combined, these
two separate lines of teacher research could complement each other and pave the way for
new comprehensive research lines. The research on ways and substance of teacher learning
could solve challenges related to the research field and allow the practice of teaching and
teacher education to be improved.
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