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Lifting the ceiling: Revitalize the teaching profession to ensure quality 

and relevance of girls’ education. 
 

For many years I worked on school improvement projects and attempted to help teachers 

in a variety of contexts change their practice. I realised that teachers at each level were 

individuals with different levels of training and experience linked together by their identity 

and their response to the centrally driven education programmes. The observations I 

made whilst visiting their classrooms and clusters caused me to question what being a 

professional teacher meant. In this case study, I propose to position teachers’ professional 

identity as an analytical tool through which to interrogate particular practices, familiarise 

with educational contexts and examine how education change unfolds in them. I present 

the subjectivities in teachers  internalised role descriptions alongside the social 

suggestions of others within a particular context to illustrate how teachers’ professional 

identity is conceptualised and the implication it has for the realisations of CESAs first 

objective and the OAUS overall aim of  reorienting Africa’s education and training. Whilst 

I recognise the limited generalisability of this study I hope it makes possible a discussion 

of the contextual realities that must be negotiated to make possible our continental 

dream.  

 

 

Key 

KIE Kenya institute of education 

Introduction 

The evidence suggests that half of our girls are not in school. Civil strife, economic imperatives 

and cultural norms are among the reasons cited for this disparity. Recommendations from a 

number   of studies and reviews show how improvement to the overall quality of education 

and the adoption of gender responsive pedagogy could make a difference to girls’ enrolment 

(Hertz and Sperling 2004, PLAN, 2009, King & Winthrop2015 USAID 2015). For this reason I see 

the OAU’s mission to ‘re-orient Africa’s education and training to meet the knowledge, 

competencies, skills, innovation and creativity required to nurture African core values and 

promote its sustainable development…( CESA 2015:p.21) as a major stride towards promoting 

girls education. However, I also acknowledge that this is a monumental task that takes into 

account our previous educational programming and our historical positioning amidst ‘a 

postmodern world which is fast, complex, compressed and uncertain’ (Hargreaves 1994:p.9). 

For so long we have walked pathways others have trodden and followed where others have 

been. We could continue to do so but to achieve the ‘African renaissance whereby the 

continent will achieve social cohesion, democracy, and economic growth’, requires a new 

conversation through which we interrogate the practices that hold us where we are and the 
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possibilities that remain unexplored. This case study illustrates why revitalising teachers’ 

professional identity could be important to the probability of realizing the African renaissance. 

 

Education reform remains a fertile ground for sustained evolution, yet dissatisfaction, 

disenchantment and cynicism have dogged the discourses about its course and expected 

outcomes (House 2000). Centrally driven education reforms are often premised on the 

assumption that once the right directions have been determined that change will follow in due 

course. However contextual realities often challenge this assumption. I choose to use teachers’ 

professional Identity, as an analytical framework for discussing educational change purely 

because it is a road less trodden and it provides different lens through which to examine 

particular school contexts to understand what might or might not be of consequence in the 

intended reform.  

 

Even though professional identity remains a contentious term and some people have 

questioned whether or not teaching is a profession ( Etzioni 1969, Ozga 1995)  the literature 

provides a number of reasons why professional identity should be of interests in discussions of 

quality education in contexts of change. It has been positioned as a framework for 

understanding teachers’ motivation, their practices and how education reforms unfold in 

particular contexts (Smit and Fritz 2008). Their position, attitudes and choice of pedagogy has 

consequence on the ceilings placed on the girls educational prospects. Yet the history of 

education change has been pursued chiefly through recommendations of education 

committees and presidential decrees (Makori 2005). While both avenues have generated 

valuable constructs to work with, both are time bound and limited by the vulnerabilities of 

their mandates. I was especially touched by Ojiambo’s (2009: 147) comment that what was 

needed in the Kenyan context was not so much more recommendations of what to do but the 

means to bridge the chasm between theory and practice. What stands in that gap? Could the 

way we conceptualised teachers’ professional identity constitute a gap? This would depend 

largely on how teachers’ professional identity is regionally and locally conceptualised and how 

it stands in relation to other competing platforms. I sought to investigate how professional 

identity was constructed within a particular institution at a time of national change. 

CESAs mission to revitalise the teaching profession is well placed since the literature presents 

teachers’ professional identity as important to the teachers’ understanding of their role, ‘Who 

we think we are influences what we do’ (Watson 2006: p. 510). It provides teachers with a 

framework of ‘how to be, how to act and how to understand their work and place in society’ 

(Sachs 2001:p15). Professionalism is said to be an ideological, attitudinal, intellectual and 

epistemological stance towards ones practice (Evans 2008).  Many people associated 

professionalism with,’.. an exclusive area of expertise and knowledge and the power to define 

the nature of the problems in the area as well as the control of access to potential solutions.’ 

(Evett 2003:p. 407). Does our education entail a particular body of knowledge that needs to be 

developed, protected and shared upon a professional platform? How do we get to understand 
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what is working or not working within our schools? Researching within the South African 

context Smit and Fritz (2008: p.100) posit that  

Exploring and explaining how teachers make meaning of their professional lives and 
how they forge identity in their educational landscape adds epistemological value to 
understanding how education change manifests in South African schools. 

 
They further add that:  
 

Education will not improve with financial efforts or the provision of workshops 

addressing policies, teaching practice, and management unless teachers’ identity 

receives prominence. 

It is commendable that FAWE have allowed for a discussion of teachers’ identity in relation to 

improving girls’ education. Achieving the renaissance envisaged by the OAU calls for creativity 

and the liberty to walk where we have not been. According to Adam (2006), creativity arises 

from a confluence of knowledge, creative thinking and motivation. She argues that ‘in depth 

experience and long-term focus on one specific area allows people to build the technical 

expertise that can serve as a foundation, or playground for creativity within a domain’ ( :p.4). 

Few have the opportunity for long time focus in classroom practices as the teachers who live 

and work in these contexts. However, we have very limited access to the knowledge teachers 

have actually accumulated over a long a time regarding the subjects they teach, the social 

context in which they work and knowledge of leadership and change that is necessary for the 

renaissance we seek.  Other than NGOS, our national and regional databases do not at the 

moment, collect evidence of our classroom instructional processes (USAID 2015, b). In my 

research I sought to examine whether and how teachers considered themselves professionals 

and how that positions them with regard to changes to professional practice in the context of 

national reforms.  

 

 

2.0 Goals and objectives  

 To understand how teacher’s professional identity was constructed in a Kenyan 
primary school.  

 To see how the emerging identity positions teachers in the contexts of change 
 

3. 0 Research methods 

Studies on teachers’ professional identity have been conducted from a variety of approaches 

(Canrinus et al. 2011, Vahasantanen et al. 2008, Day et al. 2006 Smith and Fritz, 2003) 

examining job satisfaction, self-efficacy, and motivation without consensus on the analytical 

purchase of the term. Investigating identity involves multiple variables, but as Avalos’ 

(2010:p.3) argues identity has to do with, ‘the meanings that individuals make about 

themselves and with the meanings that others make about them’. Identity is constructed at 

the meeting of individual’s role prescriptions and the social suggestions of significant others 

(Stets and Burke 2003). To explore the meanings that both teachers and their significant others 
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brought to the understanding of teachers’ professional identity in a given context I embraced 

an interprevist approach. I gathered data over a three month period in a Kenyan primary school 

through such methods as interviews, focus group discussions and classroom observations 

(Cohen et al 2007).  Consent was sought for participation at multiple levels and participants 

were duly informed of their rights to withdraw should they so wish, whilst care was taken to 

ensure their confidentiality and anonymity. During the study I was aware of the possibility of a 

co- constructed version of identity that was the product of my presence as a research 

instrument and my participants need to present themselves from a given understanding. A 

thematic analysis was preferred to allow discussion of the discourses entailed in the 

subjectivities of both parties. 

An examination of what lies within their responses illuminates the opportunities and 

challenges that lie ahead in promoting quality education and girls’ education in particular.   I 

recognize the limited generalizability of this study on account of its scope but recognize that 

the emerging issues provide room for reflection on how teachers’ professional identity 

provides an avenue for lifting of the ceiling on girls’ education 

 

4.0 Discussion 
 
The subjectivities within teachers’ own internalized role prescription (Stets and Burke 2003) 
reflect a tension in the construction of teachers’ professional identity between managerial and 
occupational discourses of teacher professionalism (Sachs 2001) which has consequence on 
the capacity to deliver African ambition’s renaissance. Teachers driven from a managerial 
understanding of their professional identity have a very limited role in determining the 
direction of their professional practice. However teachers driven from an occupational 
understanding have a sense of ownership in the knowledge and practice that names and 
defines who they see themselves to be. 
 
The managerial interpretation positions them as instruments of curriculum implementation, 
with a focus on evidencing knowledge of current curriculum, level of coverage and pupils 
achievement.  Occupational professionalism on the other hand calls for a long time 
commitment to particular values including caring for learners and giving more of their time 
and resources to mitigating the circumstances that limit their students’ achievement.  Perhaps 
revitalizing the teaching profession calls for an understanding of how the two interpretations 
of professionalism play out in the wider context. 
 
The teachers in my sample understood themselves to be professionals on account of their 
training, capacity to deliver particular curriculum content within specified timeframes, their 
students’ achievement and responsibility for the wellbeing of the children under their care.  
Asked whether teaching was a profession this is what one teacher said: 
 

 It is a profession because we went to school, pursued a 2-year training as professionals. 
We were posted to schools to exercise profession. We have professional ethics. We are 
paid as professionals. In school there is professional practice and chain of command 
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that we follow. We have professional documents, schemes of work, lesson plans, lesson 
notes and teaching aids. 
 

The subjectivities embedded in this description represent what may need to be considered in 
revitalizing the teaching profession.  If the teacher’s attitudinal and epistemological stance 
towards his practice was shaped by his training we might need to revisit how that training 
positioned him as a professional equipped to interrogate knowledge and teaching practices as 
a member of a growing profession. We might also want to consider his access to post training 
development not only as a consumer but an active contributor to the profession. It is evident 
that the teacher understood his place in society by virtue of his training. Though the teachers 
had varying degrees of qualification from degree, diploma and certificate levels and although 
they were not entirely satisfied with the length of their training, they felt that it gave them 
confidence to act differently within their settings.  
 
A distinction was made between being a teacher and being a professional teacher 
 

The way I address … people, how I present myself.  The results… a person being 
associated with bad results as just a teacher. Results and presentation identifies a 
teacher, as a teacher- a professional teacher, somebody who molds society a 
resourceful person, not just in schools.    
 

Anyone could stand before a class and appear to teach, but a professional was expected to 
show results. Emphasis on particular results determines where teachers appropriate their time 
to gain the contextual approval. If parents pay for an education, in whichever way, they may 
want some returns for their investment. If more girls are to come to school then those who 
manage the lessons have to provide evidence of the results parents are looking for. It was also 
the perception of this teacher that the education provided in school changed society. This 
understanding was also reflected in Mrs. Mutai declaration: 
 

I feel good. I shouldn’t be called a teacher for nothing. When you help a child and he 
succeeds the parents treat you with respect.    
 

If recognition comes from delivering something that others consider of value then one can 
understand why the things that were not valued received less attention. Sadly these included 
the more creative subjects such as art and music and physical education. 
 
 
Whilst there was documentation available on curriculum coverage and pupils progress there 
was no documentation available of the lessons learnt from the lessons that did not go 
according to plan. What happened when the test results showed that half the class had not 
understood what was intended?  Conversation between the teachers within this particular 
context on what was in need of change remained with them. Even though some of them were 
struggling to keep pace they felt as this teacher states that; 
 

KIE has done sufficient research and come up with the right content, right specifications 
for the syllabus. You just need to be organised. 
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There were times when being organized on the part of the teacher was not enough to meet 
the needs of children with learning needs or those who were struggling to keep pace with the 
rest of the class. Occupational orientation to their work was frequently referred in these 
situations. 

Presentation of a lesson. If a teacher fails to understand, to understand the level of the 
class, they will hit a snag. You see Madam, being in class 8 does not mean that these 
learners are at that level, they could be at level 6 or even 5 in their understanding of 
mathematical concepts. You as a teacher have to find out where the majority of your 
learners are. 

The content and level descriptors might not correspond to the individual learners for whom it 
was intended. Teachers understand that it is their duty to make this content accessible and 
sometimes this calls for sacrifice. 
 

As a professional teacher you will finish the syllabus as required. You sacrifice. We are 
happy when we hear our children have gone to good schools. 

 
The word sacrifice was frequently used to describe their work. I was not able to determine 
whether the term was part of the regular language by choice or whether circumstantially 
driven. 
 
 Teachers felt that they were called upon to model the values that society seeks to cultivate 
among their young ones. During staff meetings they got reminders such as this below: 
 

 We are role models, not just for pupils but for the whole community.  But if we utter 
words without weighing them, what then? Let us behave like people who are 
professionals.  Let us live up to the respect of our pupils and parents. Teaching is a 
noble profession.  We behave in a way to nurture professionalism.  A professional does 
not carry his/her anger until things go astray.  We are the most social people.  We 
control ourselves and not allow socializing to go beyond boundaries.  We must be 
disciplined as we encourage pupils to be disciplined.  We give children a message, they 
like to ape teachers.  If we don’t use good language, the picture we give them is not 
good.  It is bad for us to give cause for teachers to be talked about negatively in the 
community. 

 
Jansen (2007:p.39) argues that students ‘learn much more about values from what they 
observe than what could possibly be taught in a dedicated curriculum slot’ and he adds that 
‘in a world being re-shaped by terror only extra ordinary and exemplary teacher leadership 
could affirm the possibility of a different world, based not on the globalization mission of 
sameness but grounded in an enduring respect for diversity’.  It is for the same reason that I 
hope recruitment and management processes will give serious consideration to how these 
individuals can be recruited, managed and supported to strengthen the professional platforms 
we need to confront the challenge of our century. 
 
 
The understanding teachers have of themselves as implementers  of predetermined 
curriculum and loco parentis  is important to the enacting our new education mission it leaves 
out an important aspect and that is interrogating situated realities that important to the  
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knowledge and skills that matter in particular contexts. However because of how their identity 
has been conceptualized and because of the pace and direction of change over a period of 
time here is how some teachers summarized their position  
 
 

Teachers are not given a chance to change anything. Commissions sit and issue 
directives. Had it been that they were given a chance …teachers could have been given 
priority since they are affected directly, they feel the weight of policy 
recommendations. 

 
  The teacher doesn’t have time to contribute to change. Implement. Implement. 

Implement what has been said. Even in the classroom he is pinned down to the syllabus. 
Mwalimu si msomi [A teacher is not a scholar] Wasomi wanadevelop syllabus [ scholars 
develop the syllabus] 
 
The point about change, we have implemented changes that we feel can help these 
children to do well, but as for curriculum changes, those we have not been actively 
involved because we have not been invited to do so. 

 
 

Teachers in this context have come to understand their role to be limited to implementing but 
not formulating the content of what should be taught and how that should change. Whilst this 
is not unique to the individuals in question it raises significant concern about how a renaissance 
and specifically an African pedagogy can be realized. 
 
The fact that teachers feel left out in discussions of change, the fact that some do not consider 
themselves scholars posits a particular problem in terms of the ownership of what is taught 
and how they accommodate scholarly proposed changes. If we are to occasion changes to 
classrooms practices so that they are gender responsive and fit for purpose in our time, our 
teachers need to be confident to name and describe what they do without feelings of 
inadequacy. As earlier stated by Watson (2006) what we do depends on who we see ourselves 
to be. 
 
 
Whilst pupils ‘have a limited power to determine teachers’ social status or define their official 
role and responsibilities’ (Barrett 2005:p.43) they nonetheless have opinions which help us to 
understand how teachers enact their identity in particular contexts. In focused group 
discussions I asked students to state what they expected of their teachers. Their responses 
provide room for reflection on teacher’ role in their value development: 

 Remove ignorance 

 Help - how to pass your exams 

 Make me love the subject 

 Teach us how to maintain ourselves 

 When…if you feel disturbed, you… teachers can help, you can go and disclose 
to the teacher 

 Help us to avoid sex.  

 Help us to be aware of HIV/AIDS 
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 Teach us to respect parents 

 Teach good morals 
 

Whatever our goals in education this is what pupils in this particular context saw to be 
important to them. In among the instrumental purposes are students’ needs to understand 
their physical development, to make value choices and remain safe. A teacher who can make 
a student love a subject, help them to pass examinations in that subject and still remain the 
confidante that students can come to with personal problems is one who has multiple skills 
and knowledge. Developing and supporting this teacher is not a one off periodic effort, but an 
ongoing exercise because the challenges that children face will continue to vary.   
 
When asked what qualities they hoped professional teachers should have parents’ listed four 
things, namely: 

 Kielimu- education 

 Tabia- conduct 

 Respect 

 Usafi- cleanliness 
 
They felt that teachers are best placed to support their children  because: 
 

A teacher is a parent. In fact he stays longer with the children than us. They help in 
disciplining the children. 
 
They study behaviour and know how to correct children and how to live in the 
mazingara. (environment). 

 
The fact that parents recognize their shared role with teachers is significant. It also shows the 
increased role that teachers play in the development of values since children spend more time 
in school than with their own parents. Emphasis on understanding the cultural context in which 
they work is an opportunity in promoting girls education. Teachers are aware of the particular 
circumstances that limit girls’ access to school and they can open dialogue at community level. 
Parents expected the teachers to transmit established cultural values but also to add value as 
reflected in this parent’s expectations with a particular twist: 

Mr. Rono: If the child succeeds he will make my name known.  You see, like 
if he becomes a DC [District commissioner].  They will be calling 
him Alex Kiprotich Rono. So whose name will be heard – mine! 
He becomes a light to the family.    

 
 Mr. Rono’s comment presents us with a challenge that faces anyone promoting girls 
education. Whilst education can transform a child’s life and family fortunes the pressure to 
evidence this transformation through adherence to particular practices can undermine the 
opportunity for exploring other ways of doing things. There could be a sense of false 
confidence in thinking that teachers by delivering the curriculum as they do will give their 
children the competitive advantage that they seek. Parents were also aware that teachers have 
a limited role in formulating education change.  
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Watu wakubwa[Big people].Watu wa kubwa watoto wao hawasomi katika shule hizi. 
[Children of big people do not learn in schools like these]. Sasa wangetuuliza. [So, they 
should have asked us].  

 
Sadly, the parents feel that those who negotiate the changes to education have a choice that 

cushioned them against the adversity of failed reforms.  

 

Conclusion 

My study has shown the subjectivities in teachers’ internalised role prescription which 

recognise training, responsibility for effective curriculum coverage and pupils achievement and 

care of students. I have also shown how significant others prioritised examination results and 

the teachers’ contribution towards shaping student values.   I have shown how construction of 

teachers’ professional identity in this context positions them within the trajectory of change 

within a country where education practices have been centrally determined. The important 

question is not whether they were right or wrong but how such a construction supports the 

continental dream. It seems to me that the question is not whether we have the resources or 

the ideas to bring to fruition the African renaissance but whether we have courage to think 

creatively, innovatively, even differently and to own our thoughts. Like Ojiambo (2009), I 

believe that our challenge is to find the means to bridge the chasm between theory and 

practice by revitalising teachers ‘professional identity. Besides developing frameworks that 

capture contextual classroom details, teachers should be facilitated to interrogate and share 

the lessons they have learnt about their own practice across a wider professional platform at 

regional and national levels. We could lift the ceiling on education and specifically girls’ 

education by making teachers’ professional platform the mirror that helps teachers to see and 

recognise how their work impacts the ceiling on their students aspirations particularly the girls. 
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