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Abstract  
Teacher agency is increasingly recognised as essential for professional learning, school improvement, 
and sustainable educational change. However, neoliberal economic policies and heightened 
accountability measures may constrain opportunities for teachers to exercise agency, highlighting the 
need for further research. While teacher education has the capacity to enhance teacher agency, there 
is limited research examining how teacher agency is enacted within structured teacher education 
settings and which practices effectively support its development. 
 
This paper addresses this gap by presenting a case study of an individual teacher drawn from an 18-
month research project on teacher agency development involving nine Korean primary school 
teachers in Seoul, South Korea (Lee, 2024). It examines how an enquiry-based learning programme 
fostered the agency of one participant through their engagement in an action research project within 
their school. The findings raise questions about the need for a multidisciplinary approach to 
professional learning and development that promotes self-regulated learning, critical reflection, and 
collaboration. Additionally, the study advocates for expanding teacher agency beyond individual 
learning to encompass a broader societal role. 
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Introduction  
Teaching in the 21st century demands professionals who can innovate, adapt to diverse needs, and 
navigate complex policy environments (Bodman et al., 2012; Taylor et al., 2015). Student success 
depends on teachers functioning as high-level knowledge workers, responsible for developing 
students' complex thinking and communication skills (Scott, 2015), while making independent 
decisions and balancing personal preferences with collegial understandings (Eteläpelto et al., 2015). 
 
These global expectations of teachers are evident in South Korea, where the challenges facing 
teachers today are shaped by the country’s historical context. Following Japanese colonial rule (1910–
1945), the education system was designed to serve national development, preparing students to 
compete in a US-style capitalist economy (Kang, 2002; Namgung et al., 2020). This orientation 
intensified in the 1990s with the adoption of global neoliberal reforms, formalised through the 1995 
Presidential Commission on Education Reform, which introduced market-driven mechanisms such as 
merit-based pay, school-based management, and high-stakes teacher evaluations (Sung, 2011; Lee, 
2022). Although these reforms contributed to rapid economic growth and strong performances in 
international assessments, as documented in the Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) studies, they have been criticised for generating major educational challenges, including low 
student engagement and decreased levels of happiness (So and Kang, 2014; Ro, 2023). In response, 
curriculum- and student-focused reforms were introduced, such as the 2009 national curriculum 
revision granting greater school-level autonomy and the 'Happy Education for All' initiative (MEST, 
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2015), which included the exam-free middle school semester system (Years 7-9) (So and Kang, 2014). 
Nevertheless, critics argue that the system remains tightly controlled, with teachers often positioned 
as targets of reform rather than active agents of change (Kim, 2022; Ro, 2023). 
 
Teacher agency—the ability to make decisions and take deliberate actions for change—is increasingly 
recognised as essential for professional development, school improvement, and sustainable 
educational reform (Eteläpelto et al., 2013). However, global neoliberal policies and increased 
accountability pressures have limited teachers' opportunities to exercise agency, highlighting the need 
for further research (Cong-Lem, 2021; Cochran-Smith et al., 2022). While professional development 
has been shown to support teacher agency (Dillon et al., 2011; King and Nomikou, 2018), it is unclear 
how teacher agency is exercised within organised professional development and what practices best 
support its development (Kauppinen et al., 2020).  
 
This paper reports on findings from a broader study examining the development of teacher agency 
among primary school teachers in Seoul (Lee, 2024). While participants demonstrated varied forms of 
short-term development in teacher agency and faced some challenges in sustaining these changes, 
this paper focuses on one participant who not only demonstrated many of the short-term changes 
observed across the wider study but also uniquely showed a significant and sustained long-term shift. 
Following a theoretical discussion of the concept, the paper presents a focused case study of this 
participant to explore the mechanisms that may underpin such development. It concludes by 
considering how teacher agency can be more effectively promoted. 
 
Literature Review: Key Concepts  
 
Professional learning and development and teacher agency 
Teacher professional learning and development is a complex and much-debated topic (Opfer and 
Pedder, 2011; Bubb, 2012). Bubb (2012) notes that ‘professional development’ and ‘professional 
learning’ are often used interchangeably despite a lack of consensus on their definitions. Traditional 
‘professional development’ can imply that teachers require external guidance, overlooking their 
capacity for self-directed learning (Timperley et al., 2008). This perspective portrays teachers as 
passive recipients and replicators of knowledge rather than professionals who actively interpret and 
apply knowledge within specific contexts (Timperley et al., 2008). 
 
We adopt the term ‘professional learning and development’: ‘learning' emphasises teachers as active 
participants in their growth, while 'development' highlights the importance of acquiring knowledge 
from experts and peers. Conceptualised in this way, professional learning and development is a self-
driven process that enhances teachers’ professional knowledge, skills, and beliefs to improve student 
outcomes. It is shaped by teachers’ beliefs, values, backgrounds, work contexts, and life circumstances 
(Opfer and Pedder, 2011), emphasising the subjective nature of learning and the central role of 
teacher agency in effective professional learning and development and sustainable educational 
change (Eteläpelto et al., 2013; Wagner et al., 2019). 
  
Agency and Teacher Agency 
Rooted in the social sciences, agency is central to understanding human behaviour within structural 
constraints (Eteläpelto et al., 2013). While scholars debate the degree to which social and economic 
structures influence agency (Giddens, 1984; Archer, 2000), there is broad agreement that agency is 
both shaped and constrained by these frameworks (Eteläpelto et al., 2013). 
 
This structural influence is reflected in the conceptualisation of teacher agency as an ecological 
phenomenon (Priestley et al., 2015). Here, agency is not an individual trait but an emergent outcome 
of interactions between individual efforts, available resources, and structural factors within unique 
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situations (ibid). While this perspective highlights agency’s dynamic nature—influenced by past 
experiences, present conditions, and future goals—it pays less attention to the individual’s 
intrapersonal processes enabling it (Cong-Lem, 2021). To address this gap in professional learning and 
development research (Evans, 2014), this paper also draws on the theories of Bandura (1986) and 
Mezirow (1991). 
 
Bandura emphasises cognition, motivation, and affect as key intrapersonal regulators of behaviour, 
with cognition playing a central role. He characterises human agency through core features of self-
regulated learning: intentionality, forethought, self-reactiveness, and self-reflectiveness (Bandura, 
2001). Within this framework, self-efficacy—the belief in one’s ability to achieve desired outcomes—
is positioned as the primary driver of motivation and action. While Mezirow (1991) also emphasises 
cognition, he focuses on critical reflection rather than metacognition and self-efficacy. Through such 
reflection, individuals experience cognitive growth that enables them to reason independently and 
act on personal beliefs and judgements rather than adopting those of others. 
 
While Bandura’s and Mezirow’s theories illuminate the intrapersonal dimensions of agency, they do 
not sufficiently account for the environmental conditions within which teacher agency is exercised. 
Conversely, ecological conceptualisations highlight these contextual influences but under-theorise the 
intrapersonal processes that enable agentic action. Taken together, these perspectives suggest that 
teacher agency is best understood as emerging from the dynamic interplay between individuals and 
their environments. Within this interplay, environmental influences at individual, school, and national 
levels shape available resources and affordances (Eteläpelto et al., 2013), while intrapersonal 
processes influence how teachers interpret and respond to these conditions (Mezirow, 1991; 
Bandura, 1997).  
 
Ultimately, teacher agency is a multifaceted concept through which internal components translate 
into informed pedagogical choices that promote student learning and wellbeing (van der Heijden et 
al., 2015). Drawing on both ecological and intrapersonal perspectives, this study defines teacher 
agency for professional learning and development as follows: 
 

Teacher agency for professional learning and development is realised when teachers take 
intentional action as a result of the dynamic interplay between the intrapersonal components 
(cognition, motivation, and affect) and multiple environments connected across time, to 
enhance their learning and work practices, ultimately with the aim of improving student 
learning and wellbeing.   

 
Maximising teacher agency through the learning environment 
Through an analysis of international literature on continuing professional development models, 
Kennedy (2014) identifies collaborative professional enquiry as a transformative approach that 
supports teacher agency and transformative practice. Building on this work, which connects effective 
professional learning and development with teacher agency, this study examines how collaborative 
professional enquiry—hereafter enquiry-based learning—enhances teacher agency by fostering self-
regulated learning, critical reflection, and collaboration. 
 
Bandura (2001) proposes that human agency shares key features with self-regulated learning, a 
systematic process where learners set goals, select strategies, and adjust actions through reflection. In 
a rapidly evolving world, educators need to understand not only what they learn but how they learn 
(Scott, 2015). Self-regulated learning enhances metacognitive awareness and strengthens self-efficacy 
and motivation, empowering teachers to translate knowledge into contextualised action. This 
supports a shift from viewing teachers as knowledge consumers to knowledge producers who actively 
shape their professional learning (Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1999). 
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Mezirow (1991) also addresses cognition but focuses on critical reflection as the catalyst for 
transformative learning. He distinguishes premise reflection—which challenges underlying 
assumptions—from content and process reflection, which address immediate problems (Mezirow, 
1998). This process targets narrative, systemic, organisational, and epistemic dimensions, moving 
beyond instrumental learning toward emancipatory learning. Ultimately, this drives ‘perspective 
transformation’, enabling educators to develop more inclusive, discerning, and integrative viewpoints 
that form the basis for informed action (Mezirow, 1991). 
 
Collaboration further supports teacher agency by enhancing collegiality, self-efficacy, and reflective 
dialogue, all of which contribute to teacher effectiveness and student achievement (Hargreaves and 
O’Connor, 2018). This is particularly relevant in Confucian heritage societies like South Korea, where 
non-critical cultures may prevail (Park and So, 2014). Effective collaboration requires mutual trust and 
openness to critique, allowing teachers to navigate power dynamics and move beyond traditional 
practices (Priestley et al., 2012). 
 
Taken together, these perspectives indicate that a professional learning and development 
environment that promotes enquiry-based learning by integrating self-regulated learning, critical 
reflection, and collaboration provides strong affordances for teacher agency. 
 
Summary of Theoretical Framework 
This study adopts a multidimensional framework that conceptualises teacher agency by synthesising 
Bandura’s and Mezirow’s theories with an ecological perspective (Priestley et al., 2015). Within this 
framework, teacher agency is understood as emerging when intrapersonal processes—specifically 
self-regulated learning and critical reflection—and environmental affordances interact to produce 
intentional action. 
 
Enquiry-based learning is positioned as a key professional learning approach because it targets the 
intrapersonal processes identified by Bandura and Mezirow as essential for teacher agency. By 
fostering self-regulated learning and critical reflection in a collaborative environment, it is thought to 
create conditions that may support the development of teacher agency. 
 
This theoretical positioning also supports the use of a single-participant case study. Focusing on ‘Beth’, 
the participant who demonstrated the most substantial development, enables a nuanced examination 
of intrapersonal processes and their interaction with environmental conditions, providing insights into 
mechanisms of agency development that may be overlooked in larger-scale studies. 
 
Methodology 
This paper reports an individual case study from a larger qualitative enquiry exploring how a 
professional learning and development programme using action research developed teacher agency 
(Lee, 2024). 
  
Context 
A five-month professional learning and development programme was designed specifically for the 
larger study. A key component of this programme was teacher involvement in school-based action 
research projects, centring on an enquiry-based learning approach. The programme was structured 
into two main phases. 
 
In Phase 1, participants were introduced to action research processes, research methodologies, and 
data analysis techniques. This phase followed a structured cycle of learning model, which is based on 
the action research framework involving planning, acting, observing, and reflecting (Ponte, 2010). This 
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systematic self-regulated learning approach enabled teachers to examine and address practical 
classroom issues. 
 
In Phase 2, participants applied their knowledge through an eight-week research project conducted 
within their respective schools. Teachers were encouraged to engage in intentional action to tackle 
everyday challenges. To support this process, participants met fortnightly to engage in reflective 
dialogue on their research, fostering collaboration and critical thinking. 
 
Unlike Korea’s top-down professional learning initiatives, which assess teachers based on 
standardised criteria, the enquiry-based learning programme adopted a bottom-up approach. It 
prioritised the learning process and empowered teachers to explore areas of individual interest and 
need, allowing them to freely select their own research topics. 
  
Data Collection and Analysis 
Data for the larger 18-month study was collected through questionnaires, semi-structured individual 
and group interviews, programme observations, a researcher journal, and document analysis of 
materials generated during the enquiry-based learning programme. This paper focuses on interview 
data from one of nine teachers who, while demonstrating many short-term changes observed in the 
larger study, was the only participant to show a significant and sustained long-term shift in teacher 
agency. The analysis aims to provide in-depth insights into the mechanisms driving this change and to 
inform the design of effective professional learning and development. Interviews explored shifts in 
beliefs, thoughts, and actions before, immediately after, and one year following the enquiry-based 
learning programme, offering insights into both short- and long-term developments in teacher agency. 
 
An exploratory qualitative approach was adopted to understand how this teacher interpreted her 
experiences and the meanings she attributed to them (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). Situated within an 
interpretive paradigm that prioritises individual perspectives (Cohen et al., 2015) and views teacher 
agency as a subjective interpretation of one’s environment (Mercer, 2011), the study employed a 
hybrid, theory- and data-driven analytical approach. Initial analysis examined perceptions of 
professional learning and development prior to the enquiry-based learning programme, identifying 
two key influences: formal government-provided professional learning and development and informal 
in-school learning. Subsequent interviews explored how the programme fostered self-regulated 
learning, critical reflection, and collaboration, producing changes in cognition, motivation, affect, and 
intentional action. Reflections on students, self, and teacher–student relationships emerged as key 
factors shaping these developments. 
 
To ensure participant anonymity, a pseudonym was used. This study adheres to the BERA (2011) code 
of ethics, and ethical approval was obtained from the UCL IOE ethics committee before data collection 
commenced. 
 
Findings 
The findings examine both short-term and long-term changes in the teacher agency of Beth, a civil 
servant teacher in Korea with 21 years of teaching experience. In her late forties, she holds an 
undergraduate degree in Arts Education and a master's degree in English Education. As part of Korea’s 
teacher rotation system, she changes schools every five years. Currently in her second year at a 
primary school in Seoul, she teaches 4th grade and values the school's supportive environment and 
engaged students.  
 
Unlike her previous school, her current principal places less emphasis on student performances for 
parents, allowing Beth to focus more on teaching. 
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Before the professional learning and development programme 
As a teacher in Seoul, Beth was required to complete 60 hours of professional development annually 
through government-approved institutions. However, she found these programmes overly focused on 
classroom performance, often conflicting with her teaching philosophy. Considering many 
professional development courses a ‘waste of time’, she participated only occasionally. 
 
Beth was also sceptical about engaging in teacher research, perceiving it as a means to evaluate 
potential school leaders who advance government initiatives rather than genuinely support 
professional growth. She remarked, ‘They [the government] are using research just for collecting some 
people who want to be principal. They just use it as a measuring tool’. Despite government efforts to 
expand professional development since the 1995 Education Reform Council—including national, 
regional, and school-based initiatives, international exchanges, and technology integration—Beth’s 
experiences suggested that professional development remained largely top-down and transmissive, 
with little emphasis on self-regulated learning or critical reflection. 
 
Beth believed education should foster creativity rather than simply deliver knowledge. She explained, 
‘We should focus on raising our students to become creative humans in the future rather than 
knowledge receivers, but the lecture-driven teaching method has limitations for this goal.’ She also 
valued collaborative learning, often telling her students, ‘When you are in school you can get some 
idea how to live with other people, how to share, how to argue, how to solve the problem together’. 
 
Her belief in collaboration extended beyond the classroom to collegial relationships, but she found 
little value in mandated activities like open classes, where teachers, principals, and parents observed 
lessons. These, she felt, often became staged performances: 
 

When I did open class… my senior teachers recommended me to be like an actress… They said, 
‘You should show how to control your students. Everybody’s looking at you during the class, it 
should be the perfect class’ 

 
These expectations, deeply ingrained among senior teachers, reflected broader trends in Korean and 
global education systems, reinforcing teacher performance over authentic professional learning. In 
contrast, Beth found genuine collaboration with teachers from other schools motivating and inspiring, 
explaining, ‘Listening to something they [teachers] are doing in their school… I can get some idea … 
they motivate [me]’. 
 
Beth’s emphasis on creativity and collaboration led her to develop a research project aimed at helping 
students become ‘creative and critical thinkers’. Acknowledging the limitations of lecture-driven 
classrooms, she aspired to create a democratic learning environment, explaining, ‘I wanted to bring 
democracy into my classroom. My students could be equal to me because we are learners who can 
learn from one another’. 
 
Short-term changes 
Analysis of Beth’s experiences from before to shortly after the enquiry-based learning programme 
revealed shifts in her reflections on teacher research, her students, her role as a teacher, and 
collaborative learning with colleagues. These shifts were accompanied by changes in her intentional 
actions. 
 
Beth’s classroom research, driven by daily teaching challenges, highlighted the contrast she perceived 
between ‘traditional research’ and teacher-led enquiry. Reflecting on her master’s degree experience 
in comparison to the enquiry-based learning programme, she noted: 
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My professors asked us to pick the ‘right’ topic… some topics have been researched already or 
some topics are old-fashioned, some topics are too hard to get good results… but with action 
research any topic is valuable  

 
Her earlier research experience appeared to emphasise contributing to the broader knowledge base 
for teaching (Noffke and Somekh, 2009), with topic selection guided by academic relevance and 
existing research trends. In contrast, her participation in the enquiry-based learning programme, 
where she could ‘pick the topic’ I want to learn, it comes from my classroom, ‘reflected a bottom-up 
approach’.  
 
Beth also contrasted the rigidity of her master’s research with the flexibility of the cycle of learning 
model’s structure of planning, acting, observing, and reflecting, which allowed her to adjust strategies 
as needed: 
 

Master’s degree, I should have a plan from the beginning till the end but action research [cycle 
of learning model] shows me … I can modify during the research. That is the crucial part. So, I 
can just try it and then if it is not good, I can fix it later  

 
Learning to modify and generate knowledge tailored to her individual context appeared to increase 
Beth’s self-efficacy:  
 

[Before] I don’t know how to connect my learning with my students’ learning but action 
research [cycle of learning model] can give some way how I put my knowledge I am learning 
into my lesson, how I connect my learning with my students’ learning. It doesn’t show the way 
directly but … you should connect that knowledge to class always and if the knowledge is not 
suitable for your classroom you can modify it … it [cycle of learning model] tells me that teachers 
should learn always forever  

 
Engaging in the self-regulated learning process through the cycle of learning model appeared to 
deepen her understanding of metacognitive learning. This, in turn, increased her self-efficacy, 
enabling her to adapt and refine strategies based on real-time observations while fostering a strong 
sense of ownership over her professional development. 
 
Reflecting on student-generated data as part of the cycle of learning further shifted Beth’s perceptions 
of her students and herself as a teacher. She acknowledged that before the programme she had ‘just 
deliver[ed] knowledge ‘without considering that’ students could interact and learn from each other’. 
By involving students in decision-making, she observed improvements in communication and teacher-
student relationships, noting: 
 

I didn’t plan it from the start till the end... I just believe in my students…  we can change things 
in our own way during the lesson and after the lesson I could see in their face they are proud of 
themselves, we could do it… even though there is a problem we can fix it together… [before] if 
there was a problem I usually try to fix the problem by myself but now for example they ask to 
change seating arrangements or I ask ‘what would be a good seating arrangement? … do you 
think close friends in the same group is ok or not?’ students can give opinions and we decide 
together  

 
Previously, Beth had expressed low self-efficacy regarding her ability to effect change in students. 
After the programme, she reflected: 
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Before joining this programme … in a year I thought I couldn’t change my students much … but 
this is my previous thinking but [now] … I could do something for my students … also I can 
change myself… I can contribute for their development, for their improvement  

 
Her reflections suggest a notable increase in self-efficacy, as she began to see herself as capable of 
making a meaningful impact on students' learning. 
 
The programme also shifted Beth’s views on collaboration with school colleagues. While her typical 
exchanges had involved storytelling and sharing materials, fortnightly enquiry-based learning 
discussions centred on participants’ classroom research extended beyond these routine interactions. 
She explained: 
 

their [other participants’] school situations … their students’ grade … their student’s problems 
are not exactly the same but we have much in common … when we are talking together, I have 
experienced before …  this talking process could give us many things  
 

These reflective dialogues allowed participants to generate ‘thick’ descriptive data (Cohen et al., 
2015), providing detailed accounts of their individual projects. While individual experiences cannot be 
generalised, engaging in collaborative reflective dialogue appeared to help Beth make informed 
judgments about adapting others’ research findings to her own teaching. 
 
Through collaborative learning in the enquiry-based learning programme, Beth began to re-evaluate 
her previously negative perceptions of working with her school colleagues: 
 

I didn’t trust my colleagues… teachers are very passive, I used to think like this. Teachers learn 
when they have some reward from education ministry or when they want to get some 
promotion… but I could break this kind of thinking. There are so many teachers who want to 
teach their students better… [before] I thought it is hard to find some colleagues who can learn 
together… [now I think] even in my school there must be the teachers who must be eager to 
learn something 

 
Although she became more open to collaboration, her school lacked a learning community that 
aligned with her interests, prompting her to consider starting one herself. She expressed uncertainty 
about this role, saying, ‘I want to be a member of a learning group, but if I suggest something, I also 
have to take the lead, so I’m not confident’. 
 
Long-term changes 
To evaluate the sustainability of changes, data collected immediately after the enquiry-based learning 
programme were compared with data gathered one year later. Reflecting on this period, Beth 
considered whether the programme had led to lasting change. She recalled her experiences of pre-
service and in-service teacher education—what she collectively terms ‘teacher training’—and her 
previous tendency to accept expert knowledge uncritically: 
 

I thought memorising what experts said was important … before [the enquiry-based learning 
programme] I read more books, theory, government material… I thought that contained the 
right answers… education in Korea, teacher training programmes made me just follow the rules 
academics made. 

 
The programme appeared to encourage her to question traditional educational roles, leading her to 
reframe her identity as both a learner and an educator. This shift aligned with Mezirow’s (1998) 
concept of systemic critical self-reflection and strengthened her self-efficacy. She explained: 
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Now I can be brave to try many things … when I find ideas, now I can say simply ‘oh I can do it, 
I want to do it’. 

 
She also felt more capable of adapting the syllabus to her students’ needs: 
 

I think I have the ability to create my own programme… [before] I thought it was too difficult to 
adjust to my classroom. But now I can be brave to try many things that [other] teachers show 
me.  

 
While these reflections suggest some sustained reflection and student-centred practices, her 
engagement in process reflection declined over time (Mezirow, 1991). During the enquiry-based 
learning programme, systematically planning and collecting data helped her recognise the limitations 
of relying solely on teacher observations. However, a year later, she reverted to this approach, 
explaining that she no longer gathered student feedback due to the stress of analysis and believed she 
could assess effectiveness through student reactions. Compared to her earlier reports, she now 
probed less into students' thoughts, reducing opportunities for open-ended, exploratory interactions. 
This shift risked limiting student participation in classroom decision-making, such as evaluating 
activities, offering suggestions, and shaping their learning. 
 
Her most significant long-term change, however, occurred in collaborative practices with colleagues—
a shift not observed among other participants in the wider study (Lee, 2024). After participating in the 
enquiry-based learning programme, Beth began to reorient her beliefs, recognising that some 
teachers in her school might also be ‘eager to learn’. Shortly after completing the programme, she 
had expressed uncertainty about actively engaging with colleagues, but a year later she described this 
reluctance as ‘me in the past’, signalling a clear shift in mindset:  
 

[Now] I have a ‘try’ attitude… now without dread I can open my class and go to other classes, I 
can easily ask people to come to meetings … some people are interested, others not. In the past 
I was afraid if they were not interested in what I was saying, I was hurt. Thinking they wouldn’t 
be interested I didn’t try… now whether they are interested or not I can be open about what 
I’m interested in… I don’t think I feel hurt that much. If they feel the same I’m really happy and 
say ‘let’s do it together’  
 

Beth's resilience to differing opinions seemed to stem from viewing them as differences in perspective 
rather than personal rejection. She initiated a ‘slow reading’ programme with colleagues, and 
although the group disbanded due to staff reorganisation, she remained determined to connect with 
others, believing that ‘people who are interested in the same topic can form a community’.  
 
Previously, Beth felt constrained by the lack of a clear teaching model, stating, ‘There was no good 
teaching model and I always wanted to do something new but didn’t know how’. Now, she focused 
less on constraints and more on available affordances: 
 

Small ideas that colleagues next to me have, even though I wasn’t directly taught by them they 
could be mentors but I didn’t realise… sharing ideas from other teachers I can see a variety of 
ideas so I don’t need to follow the same idea from the government curriculum … experiences 
and sharing, those things helped me to try new ideas… it gets easier to try, more courage, less 
stress. Just in my mind ‘I can do it’. In the past I asked myself ‘can I do it?’ The question still 
comes to my mind at first but these days I think ‘it looks fun, I want to do it’  
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Her strong belief in learning as a social process may have been a key factor in her increased self-
efficacy in proactively engaging with school colleagues. Before the enquiry-based learning 
programme, she described teaching and learning as ‘living together with students’, highlighting the 
importance of interaction. For Beth, increased interactions with both students and colleagues during 
the programme appeared to play a central role in reshaping her perspectives. 
 
Beth also acknowledged other influences on her transformation, including her age and working 
environment: 
 

Rather than just because of the [enquiry-based learning] programme … I don’t know if it’s the 
school I’m in or that it’s the advantage of age. I haven’t felt that I had the freedom to do what I 
wanted in the past. Before I worried whether teachers or parents would dislike it, I have to do 
what everyone else does, mustn’t try something strange on my own, that kind of thing to 
suppress a lot of what I wanted to do. When I arrived at this school, I felt I could do what I 
wanted, not sure if it was the school letting me be free to teach or my age 

 
Beth's transformative journey in collaborating with colleagues appears to have been influenced by 
multiple factors: insights from the enquiry-based learning programme, critical reflection on past 
experiences, age, working context, and belief in learning as a social process. Together, these 
contributed to a significant shift in her self-efficacy, empowering her to actively engage in 
collaborative learning with her colleagues to improve student learning. 
 
Discussion and Conclusions 
This paper presents an individual case study drawn from a larger qualitative enquiry that examined 
how a professional learning and development programme supported the development of teacher 
agency (Lee, 2024). The findings illustrate how the programme fostered Beth’s teacher agency, 
particularly through changes in her cognitive development and intentional actions. 
 
Teacher agency shaped by cognitive development, collaborative learning, contextual factors 
The self-regulated learning approach—encompassing goal setting, planning, implementation, and 
reflection on diverse data—equipped Beth with tools to develop metacognitive knowledge. 
Consequently, she appeared to become more proficient in interpreting and evaluating information 
and increasingly recognised the importance of continuous learning and adaptability. These findings 
align with Bandura’s perspective (1991) that cognitive development extends beyond the acquisition 
of factual knowledge, emphasising agency as a process where learners systematically make decisions 
and engage in constructive actions. Similarly, Hadar and Benish-Weisman’s (2019) large-scale 
quantitative study on teacher agency concluded that without specific knowledge and skills, teacher 
agency may remain underdeveloped or latent. 
 
Beth engaged in both content and process reflection (Mezirow, 1991), prompting her to reorientate 
her beliefs about teacher research, student and teacher roles. This reflective shift appeared to 
influence her intentional actions, including adopting more student-centred approaches, engaging in 
problem-solving with students, and prioritising learning quality—characteristics that Hattie (2012) 
associates with teachers as change agents. 
 
Increased collaboration with students and colleagues also influenced Beth’s sense of teacher agency. 
Mezirow (1991) argues that a learner’s commitment to reflective action depends on the extent to 
which they personalise and integrate new understandings of the epistemic and sociocultural forces 
shaping their perspectives. For Beth, internalising her learning from the enquiry-based learning 
programme appeared pivotal, as her active engagement in self-regulated learning and collaboration 
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within the programme enhanced her self-efficacy to work with school colleagues, despite some peers’ 
limited interest in collaboration. 
 
Mezirow's transformative learning theory (1991) highlights that individuals differ in their readiness for 
reflective change, a process likely shaped by the interplay of past experiences, current engagements, 
and future orientations (Priestley et al., 2015). For Beth, this interplay was evident in several ways. 
First, she engaged in self-regulated learning and critically examined how her prior educational 
experiences shaped her teaching beliefs. Second, she actively pursued opportunities for collaboration 
and professional learning within her school, and her interactions with students and colleagues 
reinforced her evolving view of learning as a social process. Third, these experiences not only shaped 
her present orientation but also appeared to inform her future approach to teaching and learning. 
These findings align with research suggesting that teacher agency results from a complex interplay of 
individual and contextual factors (Eteläpelto et al., 2015; van der Heijden et al., 2015; Kauppinen et 
al., 2020). 
 
Although the programme supported the development of Beth’s teacher agency in several ways, 
maintaining some of these changes over time proved challenging. For example, Beth’s engagement in 
process reflection (Mezirow, 1991) declined; she stopped systematically gathering student feedback 
and reverted to relying primarily on teacher observations, which may have limited opportunities for 
open-ended interactions and student participation in classroom decision-making. Difficulties in 
sustaining change are likely influenced by a range of factors. Bendtsen et al. (2022) argue that learning 
outcomes are shaped not only by the goals and design of professional learning and development 
programmes but also by their interaction with contextual conditions. Research on sustained 
professional learning (Timperley et al., 2008; Bendtsen et al., 2022) emphasises the importance of 
collaboration and collegial relationships. In Beth’s case, although her school provided some space for 
collaboration, there appeared to be a lack of leadership actively fostering enquiry-driven professional 
learning and teacher collaboration. Such support is likely essential for developing the emotional 
resilience and determination that Mezirow (1991) identifies as necessary for fully integrating new 
perspectives into everyday teaching practices. 
 
Suggestions for ways forward for teacher agency for professional learning and development 
In South Korea, policy-driven efforts to enhance teacher quality aim to improve student outcomes and 
strengthen national economic competitiveness. This has created a professional learning and 
development environment with diverse opportunities for teachers to acquire new knowledge and stay 
updated on pedagogical trends and technologies (Education Reform Council, 1995). However, as seen 
through one teacher’s experience, the government’s predominantly top-down and transmissive 
approach to provides limited space for self-regulated learning and critical reflection, thereby 
constraining the development of teacher agency. This raises an important question: how might 
professional learning and development be reimagined to better support teachers as active, reflective 
agents of their own development? 
 
This paper does not seek to generalise from a single case. Nevertheless, it suggests that fostering 
teacher agency, which has a lasting impact on students’ learning and well-being, requires a 
multidisciplinary approach—integrating teacher-led EBL, collaborative learning, and critical reflection 
across multiple levels of PLD. Research supports teacher-led enquiry-based learning (King and 
Nomikou, 2018; Wagner et al., 2019), highlighting its transformative effect on teachers' perceptions 
of their roles and practices. In evolving educational contexts, EBL can empower teachers by enhancing 
professional knowledge, learning strategies, and personal attributes such as reflexivity, emotional 
awareness, and confidence (Eteläpelto et al., 2013). Being agentic involves embracing change to 
address complex educational challenges (Scott, 2015), positioning teachers as lifelong learners who 
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use enquiry-driven approaches to refine their practice at both classroom and school levels (van der 
Heijden et al., 2015). 
 
The findings also raise questions about the role of collaborative learning with peers and students in 
promoting emancipatory learning and teacher agency. Collaboration emerged as central to more 
effective teaching, aligning with research emphasising the importance of collegial relationships in 
sustaining professional learning and development (Timperley et al., 2008; Bendtsen et al., 2022). Even 
highly motivated teachers encounter significant barriers in school environments that lack a 
collaborative culture (Priestley et al., 2015). This points to the need to consider how school structures 
and cultures—particularly those grounded in support, respect, and trust—can enable or constrain 
teacher agency (Priestley et al., 2012; Ning et al., 2015). 
 
While this paper has focused on practical strategies to enhance teacher agency within a single school 
context, it also highlights broader questions about the role of teacher agency beyond the school. As 
Priestley et al. (2015) argue, without attention to wider cultural and structural conditions, positioning 
teachers as agents of change is unlikely to lead to meaningful transformation in educational practice 
or equip them to address pressing environmental and social challenges, including those related to 
sustainable development (United Nations, 2015). From the standpoint of the teacher in this study, this 
suggests the importance of critically reflecting on how agency enacted in classrooms and schools 
connects to broader societal outcomes. Such reflection does not imply political activism separate from 
teaching, but rather an awareness of the interconnectedness between pedagogical practice, school 
dynamics, and social change—opening possibilities for teacher agency to contribute to progress at 
both individual and societal levels. 
 
 
References  
Archer, M. (2000) Being Human: The Problem of Agency. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Bandura, A. (1986) Social Foundations of Thought and Action: A Social Cognitive Theory. Englewood 

Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.  
Bandura, A. (1991) ‘Social cognitive theory of self-regulation’, Organizational Behavior and Human 

Decision Processes, 50, pp. 248-281.  
Bandura, A. (1997) Self-Efficacy: The Exercise of Control. New York: Freeman.  
Bandura, A. (2001) ‘Social cognitive theory: An agentic perspective’, Annual Review of Psychology, 

52(1), pp. 1-26.  
Bendtsen, M., Forsman, L. and Björklund, M. (2022) ‘Exploring empowering practices for teachers’ 

sustainable continuing professional development’, Educational Research, 64(1), pp. 60-76.   
British Educational Research Association (2011) Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research. London: 

BERA.  
Bodman, S., Taylor, S. and Morris, H. (2012) ‘Politics, policy and professional identity’, English 

Teaching: Practice and Critique, 11(3), pp. 14-25.  
Bubb, S. (2012) ‘Methodological issues around evaluation: how do we know what difference 

professional development activities make?’, ECPS - Educational, Cultural and Psychological 
Studies, 3(6), pp. 33–54.   

Cochran-Smith, M. and Lytle, S.L. (1999) ‘Relationships of knowledge and practice: teacher learning 
in communities’, Review of Research in Education, 24, pp. 249-305.  

Cochran-Smith, M., Craig, C. J., Orland-Barak, L., Cole, C. and Hill-Jackson, V. (2022) ‘Agents, agency, 
and teacher education’, Journal of Teacher Education, 73(5), pp. 445–448.   

Cohen, L., Manion, L. and Morrison, K. (2015) Research Methods in Education. London: Routledge.  
Cong-Lem, N. (2021) ‘Teacher agency: a systematic review of international literature’, Issues in 

Educational Research, 31(3), pp. 718–738.   



LEE & BODMAN: CULTIVATING TEACHER AGENCY IN PROFESSIONAL LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT: 
A CASE STUDY OF AN INDIVIDUAL FROM AN ENQUIRY-BASED LEARNING PROGRAMME 

160 

Dillon, D.R., O’Brien, D.G., Sato, M. and Kelly, C.M. (2011) Professional development and teacher 
education for reading instruction, in Kamil, M. L., Pearson, P. D., Moje, E. and Afflerbach, P. (eds.) 
Handbook of Reading Research, Vol. 4. New York, NY: Routledge, pp. 629–660.  

Education Reform Council (1995) Education Reform Policies to Establish New Education System 
Which Leads the Era of Globalization and Information. Seoul: Government of the Republic of 
Korea.  

Eteläpelto, A., Vähäsantanen, K., Hökkä, P. and Paloniemi, S. (2013) ‘What is agency? 
Conceptualizing professional agency at work’, Educational Research Review, 10, pp. 45-65.   

Eteläpelto, A., Vähäsantanen, K. and Hökkä, P. (2015) ‘How do novice teachers in Finland perceive 
their professional agency?’, Teachers and Teaching, 21(6), pp. 660-680.  

Evans, L. (2014) ‘Leadership for professional development and learning: enhancing our 
understanding of how teachers develop’, Cambridge Journal of Education, 44(2), pp. 179-198.  

Giddens, A. (1984) The Constitution of Society. Outline of the Theory of Structuration. Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press. 

Hadar, L. L. and Benish-Weisman, M. (2019) ‘Teachers’ agency: do their values make a difference?’, 
British Educational Research Journal, 45(1), pp. 137-160.  

Hargreaves, A. and O’Connor, M.T. (2018) ‘Solidarity with solidity: the case for collaborative 
professionalism’, Phi Delta Kappan, 100(1), pp. 20–24.  

Hattie, J. (2012) Visible Learning for Teachers. Maximizing Impact on Learning. New York: Routledge.  
Kang, S.W. (2002) ‘Democracy and human rights education in South Korea’, Comparative Education, 

38(3), pp. 315–325. 
Kauppinen, M., Kainulainen, J., Hökkä, P. and Vähäsantanen, K. (2020) ‘Professional agency and its 

features in supporting teachers’ learning during an in-service education programme’, European 
Journal of Teacher Education, 43(3), pp. 384-404.   

Kennedy, A. (2014) ‘Understanding continuing professional development: the need for theory to 
impact on policy and practice’, Professional development in Education, 40(5), pp. 688-697.  

Kim, J. H. (2022) ‘Historicizing Korean teacher professionalism and the making of a professional 
Confucian teacher’, Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education, 43(3), pp. 405-422.  

King, H. and Nomikou, E. (2018) ‘Fostering critical teacher agency: the impact of a science capital 
pedagogical approach’, Pedagogy, Culture and Society, 26(1), pp. 87-103.  

Lee, K. (2022) Teachers as Agents: Understanding Teacher Agency for Global Citizenship Education in 
South Korea. PhD thesis. University College London. 

Lee, S.Y. (2024) Developing Teacher Agency for Professional Learning and Development Through an 
Enquiry-based learning Approach Involving Action Research. PhD thesis. University College 
London. 
Available at: 
https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10194922/1/Lee_10194922_thesis.professional 
development (Accessed: February 2025)  

Mercer, S. (2011) ‘Understanding learner agency as a complex dynamic system’, System, 39(4), pp. 
427-436.  

Ministry of Education, Science and Technology (2015) Ministry of Education’s 2015 policies. Seoul: 
Government of the Republic of Korea. MEST. 

Merriam, S.B. and Tisdell, E.J. (2016) Qualitative Research: A Guide to Design and Implementation. 
John Wiley and Sons, Incorporated. ProQuest Ebook Central.  

Mezirow, J. (1991) Transformative Dimensions of Adult Learning. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.  
Mezirow, J. (1998) ‘On Critical Reflection’, Adult Education Quarterly (American Association for Adult 

and Continuing Education), 48(3), pp. 185–198.  
Namgung, W., Moate, J. and Ruohotie-Lyhty, M. (2020) ‘Investigating the professional agency of 

secondary school English teachers in South Korea’, Asian-Pacific Journal of Second and Foreign 
Language Education, 5(1), Article 5. 

https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10194922/1/Lee_10194922_thesis.pdf
https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10194922/1/Lee_10194922_thesis.pdf


LEE & BODMAN: CULTIVATING TEACHER AGENCY IN PROFESSIONAL LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT: 
A CASE STUDY OF AN INDIVIDUAL FROM AN ENQUIRY-BASED LEARNING PROGRAMME 

161 

Ning, H. K., Lee, D., and Lee, W. O. (2015) ‘Relationships between teacher value orientations, 
collegiality, and collaboration in school professional learning communities’, Social Psychology of 
Education, 18(2), pp. 337–354.   

Noffke, S. and Somekh, B. (2009) Introduction, in Noffke, S. and Somekh, B. (eds.) The Sage 
Handbook of Educational Action Research. SAGE Publications Ltd, pp. 1-5.   

Opfer, V.D. and Pedder, D. (2011) ‘Conceptualizing teacher professional learning’, Review of 
Educational Research, 81(3), pp. 376-407.   

Park, M. and So, K. (2014) ‘Opportunities and challenges for teacher professional development: a 
case of collaborative learning community in South Korea’, International Education Studies, 7, pp. 
96-108.  

Ponte, P. (2010) Action research as a tool for teachers' professional development, in Peterson, P., 
Baker, E.L. and McGaw, B. (eds.). International Encyclopedia of Education. Amsterdam: Oxford: 
Elsevier; Academic Press, pp. 540-547.  

Priestley, M., Edwards, R., Miller, K. and Priestley, A. (2012) ‘Teacher agency in curriculum making: 
agents of change and spaces for manoeuvre’, Curriculum Inquiry, 42(2), pp. 191–214. doi: 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-873X.2012.00588. 

Priestley, M., Biesta, G. and Robinson, S. (2015) Teacher Agency: An Ecological Approach. London: 
Bloomsbury.  

Ro, J. (2023) ‘Forcing quality without substance: a critical analysis of evaluating teacher education 
programmes in South Korea’, Asia Pacific Journal of Education, pp. 1-15.  

Scott, C. L. (2015) ‘The futures of Learning 3: what kind of pedagogies for the 21st century?’, 
Education Research and Foresight Working Papers, UNESDOC Digital Library.  

So, K. and Kang, J. (2014) ‘Curriculum reform in Korea: issues and challenges for twenty-first century 
learning’, The Asia-Pacific Education Researcher, 23(4), pp. 795-803. 

Sung, Y.K. (2011) ‘Cultivating borrowed futures: the politics of neoliberal loanwords in South Korean 
cross-national policy borrowing’, Comparative Education, 47(4), pp. 523–538. 
doi:10.1080/03050068.2011.555118 

Taylor, S., Bodman, S., and Morris, H. (2015) Politics, policy and teacher agency, in D. Wyse, R. Davis, 
P. Jones and S. Rogers (eds.), Exploring Education and Childhood: From Current Certainties to New 
Visions, pp. 157–170. London: Routledge.  

Timperley, H., Wilson, H. B., Barr, H. and Fung, I. (2008) Teacher Professional Learning and 
Development: Best Evidence Synthesis Iteration. Wellington: Ministry of Education.  

United Nations (2015) Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 
Available at: https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld  (Accessed: 
May 2024)  

van der Heijden, H.R.M.A., Geldens, J.J.M., Beijaard, D. and Popeijus, H.L. (2015) ‘Characteristics of 
teachers as change agents’, Teachers and Teaching, 21(6), pp. 681-699.  

Wagner, C. J., Ossa Parra, M. and Proctor, C. P. (2019) ‘Teacher agency in a multiyear professional 
development collaborative’, English Teaching: Practice and Critique, 18(4), pp. 399-414.   

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-873X.2012.00588
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld

