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ABSTRACT
Teachers with strong professional agency (TPA) in the classroom make
efforts to constantly learn and develop their teaching practices. The aim
of the present study is to identify teachers’ different TPA development
profiles and their association with experiencing burnout symptoms and
abilities to use proactive strategies in regulating well-being. A total of
1920 Finnish primary school teachers responded during the two-year
follow-up study. The data were analysed using longitudinal latent profile
analysis. Four profiles were found: (1) High and stable professional
agency; (2) Moderately high professional agency; (3) Increasing
professional agency; and (4) Decreasing professional agency. Most
teachers experienced strong and stable professional agency and only few
changes in their sense of professional agency over time. Socio-contextual
burnout symptoms and proactive strategy use differentiated the profiles
well. Teachers with lower professional agency profiles experienced more
burnout symptoms and less ability to use proactive strategies.
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1. Introduction

Teachers with a strong sense of professional agency in the classroom make efforts to learn and
develop at work (Pietarinen et al., 2016; Pyhältö et al., 2012, 2014; Soini et al., 2016). They are
also engaged in school development, invest in promoting students’ learning, and have lower levels
of stress (Bruce et al., 2010; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Pyhältö et al., 2015; Vermunt & Endedijk,
2011). Accordingly, teachers’ professional agency (TPA) seems to provide resources for both new
learning and teacher well-being. Teachers’ strong sense of professional agency has been shown to
predict itself over time (Heikonen et al., 2020; Yli-Pietilä et al., 2022). It has also shown to be associ-
ated with decreased risk of perceived exhaustion and inadequacy in teacher–student interaction
(Heikonen et al., 2017; Soini et al., 2016; Yli-Pietilä et al., 2022) as well as increased ability to use
proactive strategies in preventing burnout (Pyhältö et al., 2015).

At the same time, understanding of intra-individual variation between teachers in the develop-
ment of their sense of professional agency in the classroom based on a person-centred approach
(see Bergman & Magnusson, 1997) is limited. Even less is known about the interrelation between
proactive strategy use and TPA in the classroom. There are only few longitudinal studies on TPA in
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general (Heikonen et al., 2020; Yli-Pietilä et al., 2022), and even fewer exploring intra-individual
variation in perceived professional agency. Hence, our study is among the first to examine TPA
development by combining longitudinal and person-centred approaches and exploring professional
agency in relation to proactive strategy use and teacher burnout.

1.1. The development of teacher’s professional agency

Teachers’ professional development calls for active efforts to develop and learn in the classroom, to
constantly rethink and reflect on one’s teaching and way of thinking.

TPA in the classroom refers to teachers’ motivation, efficacy and skills to actively learn through
working together with and for the benefit of students (Edwards, 2005; Pietarinen et al., 2016;
Pyhältö et al., 2012, 2014; Sachs, 2000; Soini et al., 2016; Turnbull, 2005). A strong sense of pro-
fessional agency in the classroom is suggested to be a precondition for professional development
and growth. It involves reflecting on one’s teaching in order to learn, and making efforts to develop
pedagogical practices and the learning environment in collaboration with the students (Edwards,
2005; Eraut, 2004; Ketelaar et al., 2012; Meirink et al., 2007; Pietarinen et al., 2016; Soini et al.,
2016; Yli-Pietilä et al., 2022). The evolution of such teacher activities is highly embedded in inter-
actions with the students.

Learning by reflecting is a foundation for TPA in the classroom (Hoekstra et al., 2007; Mälkki,
2019; Soini et al., 2015; Toom et al., 2015). Learning by reflecting refers to an open and curious atti-
tude and desire for learning, as well as strategies to evaluate one’s thinking and teaching. However,
co-regulative and collaborative learning are also shown to be crucial for teacher development (e.g.
Akiba et al., 2019; Saariaho, 2020). Accordingly, co-creating a collaborative learning environment
and transforming practices towards building functioning relationships and a stimulative atmos-
phere for learning with students in the classroom is another main element of professional agency
in the classroom.

Our previous studies show that these two modes of TPA; learning by reflecting, and transform-
ing classroom practices and the learning environment collaboratively, seem to develop hand in
hand and enhance each other (Pietarinen et al., 2016; Soini et al., 2016; Yli-Pietilä et al., 2022).
In other words, the more teachers aim to learn by reflecting, the more they learn together with stu-
dents, as well. Even though Finnish teachers generally have a strong and stable sense of professional
agency (Yli-Pietilä et al., 2022), they face an array of opportunities and challenges during their
careers that affect their professional development. It has been shown that teachers’ professional
development does not necessarily progress as a steady rise or from stage to stage, but the develop-
ment trajectories are more likely to vary depending on personal factors, such as skills and attitudes,
and contextual factors, such as changes in the working community, that provide affordances and
constrains for teacher development (Dall’Alba & Sandberg, 2006; Kyndt et al., 2016; Vermunt &
Endedijk, 2011). There are only few studies that have examined the relation between TPA and gen-
der or work experience. In our previous studies we have not found differences in gender or work
experience in relation to teachers’ perceptions of professional agency (Heikonen et al., 2017; Pyhältö
et al., 2014).

Based on the above, we presume that also the intra-individual development of TPA is likely to be
non-linear and affected by both personal and contextual factors. We further assume that developing
a strong sense of professional agency can be an important asset in overcoming the different changes
and challenges of a teaching career (Pietarinen et al., 2016) by enabling intentional modification of
working environment dynamics and obtaining new competences.

1.2. Teacher burnout and professional agency in the classroom

School does not always provide an optimal working environment for teachers. In fact, levels of tea-
cher stress have repeatedly shown to be elevated compared to other highly educated professionals
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(Desrumaux et al., 2015; Hakanen et al., 2006). Prolonged and severe work-related stress can gradu-
ally result in teacher burnout (Foley & Murphy, 2015; see also Maslach & Jackson, 1981). Teacher
burnout in the school’s social context consists of three different symptoms: exhaustion, character-
ized by feelings of strain and lack of energy at work; cynicism, referring to frustration and sense of
irrelevance towards work despite efforts, particularly toward colleagues; and inadequacy, consisting
of experiences of failure and inadequate competency, especially in teacher-student interaction
(Brouwers & Tomic, 2000; Hakanen et al., 2006; Lindqvist et al., 2017; Maslach & Leiter, 2016; Pie-
tarinen et al., 2013).

Individual and contextual antecedents of teacher burnout, such as work experience and working
environment, have been widely recognized in the teacher burnout literature (e.g. Brewer & Shapard,
2004; Droogenbroeck et al., 2014; Gavish & Friedman, 2010). Particularly, social interactions with
students, colleagues and parents have been shown to contribute to the development of teacher
burnout (Aloe et al., 2014; Cano-Garcia et al., 2005; Dorman, 2003; Gavish & Friedman, 2010).
They seem to play a complementary, but distinct, role in the development of burnout symptoms.
While failures and disappointments with students tend to give rise to feelings of inadequacy,
unsolved problems within the work community and dissension with colleagues can lead to cynicism
(Droogenbroeck et al., 2014; Pyhältö et al., 2011). In contrast, the interrelation between teacher
learning and burnout has been explored to a lesser extent.

The effect of teacher’s strong self-efficacy beliefs and motivation for learning in reducing and
preventing burnout has been recognized widely (e.g. Ryan & Deci, 2016; Zeng et al., 2019). In
addition, adapting new learning strategies can increase teacher’s sense of personal accomplishment
and decrease emotional exhaustion (Oliveira et al., 2021). These three, self-efficacy beliefs, motiv-
ation, and strategies for learning, are the main elements of TPA. Our recent variable-centred studies
showed that teacher’s sense of professional agency in the classroom and burnout symptoms are
mainly negatively associated with each other. Especially, teacher engagement in regulating learning
collaboratively with students reduces exhaustion and feelings of inadequacy (Heikonen et al., 2017;
Soini et al., 2016; Yli-Pietilä et al., 2022). However, a teacher’s high tendency to merely reflect on
their teaching behaviour may even increase feelings of inadequacy and cynicism toward colleagues
(Soini et al., 2016; Yli-Pietilä et al., 2022). We seek to clarify this ambivalence by investigating the
relation between individual profiles of TPA and burnout symptoms. Furthermore, we presume that
employing a strong or increasing professional agency trajectory in the classroom is likely to reduce
teachers’ risk of burnout symptoms.

1.3. Proactive strategies as regulators of teacher burnout and professional agency in the
classroom

Teachers can use several strategies when confronting stressful situations. Commonly used reactive
strategies include adapting to or ignoring the challenging situation (Pietarinen et al., 2013b), mod-
ifying the environment, or processing encountered emotions (Foley & Murphy, 2015). However, it
is important to note that also proactive strategies can be utilized to help prevent the development of
teacher burnout by utilizing the resources available and creating new ones (e.g. Pietarinen et al.,
2016, 2021; Pyhältö et al., 2021; Schwarzer & Hallum, 2008; Straud et al., 2015; Väisänen et al.,
2018a, 2018b). It has been shown that proactive, social, and optimistic strategies are more effective
than reactive ones when dealing with stressors and burnout prevention (Klassen & Durksen, 2014;
Pietarinen et al., 2013b).

Proactive strategies can be divided into self-regulation and co-regulation. Proactive self-regu-
lation strategies refer to an individual’s strategies to regulate their emotions, behaviour and cogni-
tion, such as reducing duties or slowing down the work pace, while proactive co-regulation
strategies involve joint efforts, such as promoting reciprocal help and support among colleagues
to buffer burnout development (Pietarinen et al., 2013b; Tikkanen et al., 2017; Väisänen et al.,
2018a, 2018b). There is a growing body of evidence on the benefits of using proactive strategies
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in teacher burnout prevention in general (Pietarinen et al., 2013b, 2021; Väisänen et al., 2018a), yet
understanding of the relationship between TPA and proactive strategies is still in its early stages.

The research evidence suggests that TPA in the teacher community, i.e. the perceived capacity to
intentionally use others as a resource for learning and, respectively, to act as a support for them
(Edwards, 2005; Pyhältö et al., 2012), have a positive association with proactive co-regulative strat-
egy use. This indicates that the processes of building and modifying professional relationships in the
professional community and the self- and co-regulative strategies used for reducing burnout symp-
toms are intertwined by nature (Pyhältö et al., 2015; Tikkanen et al., 2017). However, this relation-
ship between proactive strategies and TPA agency in the classroom, i.e. teachers’ perceived capacity
to learn by modifying and reflecting on teacher-student interaction, has not been studied widely. It
can be assumed that a teacher who has a strong sense of agency in the classroom is more likely to
use proactive strategies to prevent work-related burnout. More specifically, teachers’ perceived
capacity to anticipate, transform and evaluate teacher-student interaction may result in more active
proactive strategy use also in terms of reducing burnout (Pyhältö et al., 2015; Soini et al., 2016).

1.4. Aim of the study

The aim of this study was to examine different profiles of primary school teachers’ sense of pro-
fessional agency in the classroom over time and whether the profiles differ in terms of experienced
burnout symptoms, perceived abilities to use proactive strategies, and gender and work experience.
The following hypotheses were tested:

H1. Different profiles of teacher’s sense of professional agency in the classroom, including collaborative learn-
ing environment and transformative practice, and reflection in the classroom, can be detected among primary
school teachers. The majority of teachers employ relatively strong and stable professional agency over time
(Yli-Pietilä et al., 2022). However, we also expect to find a small group of teachers who experience changes
in their sense of professional agency. (Heikonen et al., 2020)

H2. The profiles differ from each other in terms of experienced burnout symptoms. We assume that teachers’
strong sense of professional agency is related to lower levels of burnout symptoms. (Heikonen et al., 2017;
Soini et al., 2016; Yli-Pietilä et al., 2022)

H3. The professional agency profiles differ in terms of reported use of proactive strategies. We expect that
teachers with a strong sense of professional agency and experiencing lower levels of burnout tend to use proac-
tive strategies more often. (Pyhältö et al., 2015)

H4. Based on our previous studies, we assume that the professional agency profiles do not differ in terms of
teacher’s gender or work experience. (Heikonen et al., 2017; Pyhältö et al., 2014)

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Participants and data collection

The study took place during 2016–2018 when the new Finnish core curriculum was being
implemented in schools. This reform urged teachers to adopt the new curriculum, reflect on and
transform their ways of conducting teaching and learn new practices, so it provides a rich context
to study teachers’ professional agency development. Implementing the new curriculum is a long-
term process (Sahlberg, 2017), so a two-year time period was chosen for the research project.
The data collection followed the first three implementation years and was collected in the autumn
of 2016, 2017 and 2018.

The data was collected using clustered sampling in Finnish comprehensive schools (n = 75). In
this study we focus on teachers who reported that they teach in primary schools, and we refer to
them as primary school teachers. Finnish primary school teachers complete a 5-year university edu-
cation and graduate with a master’s degree in education. After their teacher education they are qua-
lified to teach grades 1–6 (age 7–13) in primary school. Altogether 1920 primary school teachers
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responded, of which 1119 teachers participated at T1, 1171 at T2, and 1137 at T3. All of the teachers
in the schools were asked to answer the survey at each time of measurement. In total, 477 primary
school teachers participated at all times, 224 participated at T1 and T2 only, 221 participated at T2
and T3 only, and 110 participated at T1 and T3 only.

The majority of participants were female (68%, n = 1308; men: 19%, n = 365). Average work
experience was 15 years at T1 (min/max 0/46). At Time 1 there were 49 primary and 16 combined
primary and lower secondary schools in which the primary school teachers reported that they
worked. The other ten schools were lower secondary schools and thus not included in the study.
The data collection was based on informed consent and the guidelines for responsible conduct
of research and ethical principles were followed throughout the study (Finnish Advisory Board
on Research Integrity, 2019).

2.2. Measurements

The data were collected through the Curriculum Reform Inventory developed by Pietarinen et al.
(2017) (see also Pietarinen et al., 2021; Soini et al., 2021; Sullanmaa et al., 2019, 2021). The following
three scales were used in this study: (1) Teacher’s professional agency in the classroom, comprising
two subscales: Collaborative environment and transformative practice, and Reflection in the class-
room (Pyhältö et al., 2012, 2014); (2) Socio-contextual burnout, comprising three subscales: Cyni-
cism towards teacher community, Inadequacy in teacher-pupil interaction, and Exhaustion (Elo
et al., 2003; Maslach & Jackson, 1981; Pietarinen et al., 2013a, 2013b); and 3. Proactive strategies,
comprising two subscales: Self-regulation and Co-regulation (Pietarinen et al., 2013b, 2021). The
scales, subscales and items are described in more detail in the supplemental material. All items
were rated on a seven-point Likert scale (1 = completely disagree; 7 = completely agree) except
the item work-related stress, which was rated on a ten-point Likert scale (1 = not at all; 10 = very
much).

2.3. Analysis

First, preliminary examination of the data was carried out. The main reason for missing values was
that not all teachers participated at each time of measurement. Some teachers had stopped or started
working at the schools during the follow-up study. Due to this, data were not missing completely at
random (Little’s MCAR test: x2(2617) = 2777.837; p = .014) and the missing value percentages var-
ied from 39.0 to 43.1 per item. Gender and work experience distribution remained similar regard-
less of which response times the respondent had participated in. Pairwise comparisons showed that
teachers who responded only at T3 reported slightly higher levels of inadequacy than teachers who
responded at T1, T2 or at several time points, otherwise there were no differences in the studied
variables in terms of how teachers had responded by different times of measurement. In conclusion,
we assume the data to be missing at random (MAR), and thus use full-information maximum like-
lihood (FIML) estimation in the analysis (Schafer & Graham, 2002).

The data have a nested structure, so the intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC), which depicts the
proportion of variance in the used measurements between schools, was tested (see Table S1 in sup-
plemental material). The suggested interpretation of ICC is that .05 represents small, .10 medium
and .15 large effect (Hox, 2010). According to the ICC (range T1: 1–17%, T2: 1–13%, and T3: 1–
14%) there were only two scales, cynicism towards teacher community and co-regulation, in
which the coefficient showed values over 5% (Table S1 in supplemental material). This nesting
of teachers within schools was taken into account in the CFA analyses using complex option, i.e.
design-based correction of standard errors in Mplus (Asparouhov, 2005).

After the preliminary examination, the data was analysed using structural equation modelling
and the structural validity of the TPA scales was examined using confirmatory factor analysis.
The statistics used to evaluate the model fit were the comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker–Lewis

SCANDINAVIAN JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH 5



index (TLI), root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) and, with caution due to its sen-
sitivity to a large sample size, the chi square test. The criteria for adequate or good fit were above
.90/.95 for CFI and TLI and below .07/.05 for RMSEA (Hooper et al., 2008; Hu & Bentler, 1999).
After that, measurement invariance was tested for the TPA scales at three levels: configural (the
baseline model or one-factor longitudinal model with adequate model fit), metric (model where
the factor loadings are constrained to be equal between time points), and scalar (factor loadings
and intercepts are constrained to be equal between time points) invariance using MLR and
FIML estimators (see Chapter 2 and Table S2 in supplemental material).

After the structural validity was shown to be sufficient in terms of CFA and measurement invar-
iance model fit indices, a latent profile analysis was conducted with Mplus version 8.7 to study the
individual variation in teachers’ perceptions and development of professional agency in the class-
room over a two-year period (Muthén &Muthén, 2010). The mean variables of the two professional
agency subscales at all three time points were used as latent class indicators. Altogether seven class
solutions were estimated, and the most suitable solution was chosen using the following criteria:
finding the lowest values for Akaike information criterion (AIC), the Bayesian information cri-
terion (BIC), and adjusted BIC (aBIC) indices, and statistically significant p-value for the
Vuong-Lo-Mendell-Rubin likelihood Ratio Test (VLMR), the Lo-Mendell-Rubin Adjusted LRT
(aLRT), and the Bootstrapped Likelihood Ratio Test (BLRT) (Berlin et al., 2014; Morin et al.,
2016; Nylund et al., 2007), as well as the entropy value (the general accuracy of the profiles) and
latent class probability values (the accuracy of the classification for each profile separately) close
or above .80 (Clark & Muthén, 2009).

After the most suitable latent profile solution was identified, the mean differences between and
within the profiles were examined with a model constraint test. Lastly, we analysed how the covari-
ates (burnout symptoms and proactive strategies) at the third time of measurement and back-
ground variables (gender and work experience) differed between the profiles. The BCH
comparison was chosen for the covariate analysis because it allows examination of the relationships
between profiles and continuous distal outcomes (in this study, socio-contextual burnout and
proactive strategies) across latent profiles. The R3STEP procedure was chosen for analysing the
differences in background variables (gender and work experience) between the profiles. It utilizes
a multinomial logistic regression and gives the odds ratios that describe the effect of the background
variables on the likelihood of membership in each of the latent profiles compared with other profiles
(Asparouhov & Muthen, 2014).

3. Results

3.1. Profiles of teacher’s professional agency in the classroom

Four profiles of TPA in the classroom were identified: (1) High and stable professional agency; (2)
Moderately high professional agency; (3) Increasing professional agency; and (4) Decreasing pro-
fessional agency (Figure 1). The fourth profile solution was chosen based on Morin and colleagues’
(2016) information criteria and elbow plots (see Table S3 in supplemental material). Most of the
primary school teachers had either a high and stable professional agency profile (72.8%) or a mod-
erately high professional agency profile (23.3%). This indicates that most of the teachers believed
they wanted, could, and had, the skills to learn actively in the classroom and develop as teachers.
The other two profiles were considerably less prevalent: increasing professional agency (2.6%),
and decreasing professional agency (1.3%). Those with the former profile experienced that their
abilities to learn and develop as teachers strengthened during the two-year follow-up, while the lat-
ter experienced that their capacity to develop as teachers diminished over time.

The results show that both modes of professional agency in the classroom, collaborative environ-
ment and transformative practice (CLE) and reflection in the classroom (REF), are very similar in
level and shape in all four profiles. In other words, a teacher who makes efforts to constantly learn
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and develop the classroom in collaboration with the students is likely to reflect on and evaluate
teaching situations and also him- or herself as a teacher. Moreover, when a teacher experiences
diminishing skills, motivation and efficacy in revising their pedagogical practices, the tendency
to reflect on and assess these practices is also likely to decrease.

The results concerning mean differences within and between the profiles showed that there were
only few significant changes in the level of the High and stable professional agency profile over
time (see Table 1). This group of teachers experienced strong professional agency that remained
relatively stable over time (mean variation over the two-year period: CLE: 5.65–5.70 and REF:
6.24–6.35). There was only a small significant decrease in perceived sense of reflection in the
classroom at T2.

Teachers who belonged to the Moderately high professional agency profile also experienced rela-
tively strong professional agency over time (mean variation: CLE: 4.94–5.12 and REF: 5.21–5.64).
However, in this group teachers experienced a statistically significant rise in sense of professional
agency in both modes of learning (CLE and REF) from T1 to T2 and then a slight drop by T3. Tea-
chers in the Increasing professional agency profile experienced moderate professional agency at the
first two measurement times, which then increased statistically significantly at the third time of
measurement (mean variation: CLE: 3.98–5.21 and REF: 4.03–5.18). Teachers in the Decreasing
professional agency profile perceived high professional agency at first, which then decreased

Figure 1. Teacher’s professional agency profiles.

Table 1. Differences in mean values of indicator variables within and between the profiles.

High and stable professional
agency

Moderately high
professional agency

Increasing professional
agency

Decreasing professional
agency

Means and (SEs) of the professional agency in the classroom indicator variables in latent profiles at T1–T3
CLE T1 5.68 (.03)a,1 4.94 (.07)b,1 4.33 (.31)b,1 5.38 (.19)a

CLE T2 5.65 (.03)1 5.19 (.09) 3.98 (.35)a,1 4.55 (.24)a

CLE T3 5.70 (.03)a,1 4.94 (.07)b,1 5.21 (.30)b,a 2.54 (.33)
REF T1 6.35 (.03)2 5.43 (.07)a 4.15 (.45)2 5.77 (.25)a

REF T2 6.24 (.03) 5.64 (.12) 4.03 (.35)a,2 3.80 (.45)a

REF T3 6.31 (.03)2 5.21 (.09)a 5.18 (.35)a 2.72 (.30)

Note. CLE = Collaborative environment and transformative practice; REF = Reflection in the classroom. All of the mean differences
were statistically significant at p < .05 level within and between the profiles, except the ones marked with a matching super-
script letter in a row, and a number in a column.
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significantly throughout the whole follow-up study (mean variation: CLE: 2.54–5.38 and REF: 2.72–
5.77). Finally, all four profiles differed statistically significantly from each other in sense of pro-
fessional agency at most of the time points (Table 1). The results supported the H1.

3.2. Differences in perceived socio-contextual burnout symptoms and proactive
strategies

The further investigation showed that the professional agency in the classroom profiles differed
from each other also in terms of perceived burnout symptoms and abilities to use proactive strat-
egies at time point 3 (see Table 2 and Figure 2). Teachers who belonged to the Moderately high
professional agency profile were more likely to experience higher levels of all three burnout symp-
toms; cynicism, inadequacy, and exhaustion, than teachers who belonged to the High and stable
professional agency profile. However, perceived cynicism towards the teacher community did
not differentiate the profiles.

Sense of inadequacy in teacher-student interaction differentiated the profiles the most. Teachers
who experienced more inadequacy and failure in teacher-student interaction were more likely to
belong to the Decreasing professional agency profile than to any other profile. Correspondingly,
teachers who experienced the lowest level of inadequacy in teacher–student interaction were
most likely to belong to the High and stable professional agency profile. However, feelings of inade-
quacy did not seem to affect whether the teacher belonged to the Increasing professional agency
profile or to the High and stable or Moderately high professional agency profiles. Moreover, tea-
chers who experienced more exhaustion were more likely to have a decreasing or moderately
high professional agency profile than an increasing professional agency profile.

Additionally, perceived proactive strategies, i.e. how teachers experienced their abilities to use
self-regulative and co-regulative strategies, differentiated some of the professional agency profiles.
Teachers who reported using more self-regulation and co-regulation belonged more likely to the
High and stable professional agency profile than the Moderately high professional agency profile.
Otherwise, the perceived use of self-regulation strategies did not differentiate any other professional
agency profiles. Finally, teachers in the High and stable professional agency profile were more likely
to report higher use of co-regulation strategies than teachers in the Decreasing professional agency
profile. Accordingly, H2 and H3 were supported.

3.3. Differences in gender and work experience

The 3-step analysis showed some differences in gender and work experience among the four
profiles. Both background variables differentiated the two biggest profiles, High and stable pro-
fessional agency and Moderately high professional agency. Female primary school teachers were
more likely to belong to the High and stable professional agency profile than the Moderately
high professional agency profile (b =−1.03, SE = .24, p = .000; OR = .36, 95% CI .23–.57). In

Table 2. Differences in mean values of outcomes between the profiles.

High and stable
professional agency

Moderately high
professional agency

Increasing professional
agency

Decreasing professional
agency

Means and (SEs) of the outcome variables at T3
INAD T3 2.56 (.04)a 3.26 (.10)b 2.93 (.38)a,b 4.80 (.54)
CYN T3 2.64 (.05)a 3.23 (.10)b,c 2.97 (.32)a,b 2.93 (.45)a,c

EXH T3 3.78 (.07)a,b 4.66 (.15)c 3.26 (.44)a 5.06 (.68)b,c

SREG T3 5.10 (.04)a 4.67 (.10)b,c 4.77 (.32)a,b 4.45 (.47)a,c

CREG T3 4.56 (.05)a 3.72 (.11)b,c 4.13 (.37)a,b,d 3.53 (.43)c,d

Note. CYN = Cynicism towards the teacher community; INAD = Inadequacy in teacher-pupil interaction; EXH = Exhaustion; SREG
= Self-regulation; CREG = Co-regulation. All of the mean differences were statistically significant at p < .05 level between the
profiles, except the ones marked with a matching superscript letter in a row.
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addition, primary school teachers who had less work experience had higher odds of belonging to the
High and stable professional agency profile than the Moderately high professional agency profile (b
=−0.02, SE = .01, p = .052; OR = .98, 95% CI .96–1.00). However, the latter result shows only a small
difference and the result is only nearly statistically significant.

3.4. Summary of results

We found four profiles of teacher’s professional agency among Finnish primary school teachers: (1)
High and stable professional agency, (2) Moderately high professional agency, (3) Increasing pro-
fessional agency, and (4) Decreasing professional agency. Most teachers belonged to the first two
profiles and experienced strong and stable professional agency over time. Only a few teachers
experienced changes in professional agency and belonged to the third and fourth profile.

The profiles differed in terms of experienced burnout symptoms, proactive strategy use, gender,
and work experience. The primary school teachers in the High and stable professional agency
profile experienced lowest levels of burnout symptoms and highest abilities to use proactive strat-
egies to prevent burnout. Female and less experienced primary school teachers had higher odds of
belonging to the High and stable professional agency profile than the Moderately high professional
agency profile.

4. Discussion

4.1. Results in light of previous research

The results showed that the Finnish primary school teachers typically had a strong sense of pro-
fessional agency in the classroom, comprised of teacher motivation, self-efficacy, and strategies
for learning, realized in the classroom as the teacher’s efforts to learn actively and skilfully by reflect-
ing and constructing learning environments together with students. The professional agency
employed by the teachers also remained relatively stable over time, supporting the H1, and our pre-
vious results (Heikonen et al., 2020; Yli-Pietilä et al., 2022). The results suggest that, in general, tea-
chers perceive learning as an important part of their work in the classroom. However, variation
between the teachers was also detected: in addition to the high and moderately high professional

Figure 2. Burnout symptoms and proactive strategies in the professional agency in the classroom profiles.
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agency profiles, some teachers had either increasing or decreasing professional agency profiles. Such
developments are likely to result from changes in teacher–working environment dynamics that can
either cultivate or hinder their agency in the classroom (Pietarinen et al., 2016; Priestley et al., 2015),
such as the changes resulting from an intensive period of developing and implementing a new cur-
riculum. Moreover, this result is in line with the previous research showing that teachers’ pro-
fessional development can include ups and downs rather than being a steady rise (Dall’Alba &
Sandberg, 2006; Vermunt & Endedijk, 2011). In addition, it offers new insight to the teacher’s pro-
fessional development literature by introducing Finnish primary school teachers’ developmental
patterns of professional agency in the classroom.

The profiles differed from each other in terms of experienced burnout symptoms and reported
use of self- and co-regulation strategies, as expected in our second and third hypotheses. Teachers’
experiences of inadequacy in teacher-student interaction and co-regulation strategy use differen-
tiated the profiles the most. This result supports our previous findings regarding the intertwining
of teacher learning, agency and well-being in the classroom and teacher-student interaction
(Pyhältö et al., 2015; Soini et al., 2010; Yli-Pietilä et al., 2022). The teachers with high and stable
professional agency profiles reported using more proactive strategies, especially co-regulation.
They also reported lower levels of all three burnout symptoms: inadequacy in teacher–student inter-
action, cynicism towards the teacher community, and exhaustion. In contrast, teachers with a Mod-
erately high professional agency profile experienced the highest levels of cynicism towards the
teacher community. These findings indicate that even small differences or changes in teachers’
sense of professional agency in the classroom can significantly increase or reduce their risk of
socio-contextual burnout and, even further, their ability to use proactive strategies. In other
words, teachers with moderately high professional agency profiles may have an increased risk of
burnout. It is important to identify these risk factors of burnout as, according to recent studies,
up to half of teachers are at risk of developing burnout (Pyhältö et al., 2021).

In addition, the profiles differed in terms of gender and work experience. It seems that
female and less experienced primary school teachers are more likely to have a High and stable
professional agency profile than a Moderately high professional agency profile. These are novel
observations regarding research on TPA. Female teachers have been shown to experience
higher emotional and quantitative work demands and feel less able to limit their engagement
in work and responsibilities towards students and colleagues than male teachers (Stengård
et al., 2022), which might explain why female teachers report higher scores when assessing
their sense of professional agency. Furthermore, there are two possible directions for interpret-
ing the result that inexperienced teachers have higher odds of having a High and stable pro-
fessional agency profile. On the one hand, early career teachers have been shown to
occasionally overestimate their abilities as teachers (Mortensen et al., 2008), and on the
other, experienced teachers have been shown to be more cynical towards their own work
(Byrne, 1991). These might affect how teachers in different phases of their career experience
their sense of professional agency.

The identified profiles representing the developmental patterns of TPA may explain some of our
previous conflicting results of the interrelation between TPA and teacher burnout suggesting that a
teacher’s high tendency to reflect may even increase feelings of inadequacy and cynicism in some
cases (Heikonen et al., 2017; Soini et al., 2016; Yli-Pietilä et al., 2022). These variable-centred studies
were unable to take into account the heterogeneity of the research samples, which is possible in per-
son-centred approaches.

Our results also contributed to new understanding on the relation between proactive strategies
and professional agency in the classroom. Teachers with a high and stable professional agency
profile reported more systematic use of self- and, particularly, co-regulative strategies to prevent
burnout in their work, compared to teachers with other profiles. However, the differences were
less pronounced compared to those with burnout symptoms. The results nevertheless supported
the hypotheses and imply that teachers’ ability to prevent burnout in advance strengthens their
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professional agency not only in the teacher community but also in teacher-student interaction in
the classroom (Pyhältö et al., 2015).

4.2. Practical implications

The present study indicates that most Finnish primary school teachers experience strong pro-
fessional agency. They have the skills, motivation and efficacy to constantly learn and develop at
work by reflecting and constructing learning environments together with students. They also
experience only moderate levels of burnout symptoms and have good abilities to regulate their
well-being and coping at work.

However, it is important to consider that even a small drop in a teacher’s sense of professional
agency in the classroom may indicate that the teacher is experiencing higher levels of inadequacy,
exhaustion and cynicism, and, consequently, less consistently uses self- and co-regulative strategies
to buffer stressful transactions. In addition, Finnish teachers tend to give only the highest positive
scores when asked to rate their abilities, motivation and self-efficacy as teachers (e.g. Soini et al.,
2016; Yli-Pietilä et al., 2022). This implies that further studies on teachers with a moderately
high professional agency profile and the differences in their experiences compared to teachers
with a high and stable professional agency profile are needed in order to develop sufficient
means to support TPA development in teacher education and in schools.

Moreover, the novel results on the relations between teachers’ professional agency profiles and
reported use of self- and co-regulation strategies imply that cultivating the use of proactive strat-
egies, especially when confronting changes and new challenges, might be a good investment in
terms of both teacher learning and well-being. The good news is that teachers can choose which
proactive strategies to use and how, and they can always learn new kinds of strategies. Here, the
shared practices of the working community play an important role in how teachers use and
learn these strategies (Pietarinen et al., 2013; Saariaho, 2020; Tikkanen et al., 2017; Väisänen
et al., 2018a, 2018b). From this perspective, it is crucial that the whole working community collec-
tively adopts such strategies and employs them as part of their everyday practices.

In line with prior studies, our results suggest that it would be beneficial to practice and utilize
proactive strategies during teacher education (Saariaho, 2020; Väisänen et al., 2018a, 2018b). It is
also essential to focus not only on self-regulation but also co-regulation strategies. This could
take place through mentoring early career primary school teachers as well as creating more oppor-
tunities to utilize co-teaching among primary school teachers.

4.3. Methodological reflection

This study has limitations that must be considered thoroughly. Firstly, the study is based on the self-
reports of the teachers. In future, for example, the views of students and principals on teacher’s pro-
fessional agency could provide an interesting new perspective on the research of TPA. However, the
confirmatory factor analysis and the measurement invariance test showed good construct validity
for the scales used in this study and the sample size was large (Byrne & Stewart, 2006; Hu & Bentler,
1999). Secondly, although all of the teachers were teaching in primary schools, and most of them
had primary school teacher education, the sample may have included some teachers who work
or are qualified as subject teachers or special education teachers. Nevertheless, the results provide
a broad picture of teachers working in primary schools, and the sample of the teachers represented
well the variety of schools in Finland and the distributions of gender and work among Finnish tea-
chers. Thirdly, we combined the longitudinal and person-centred analysis by carrying out a longi-
tudinal latent profile analysis, which can be considered a relatively new way to apply structural
equation modelling, and thus it is important to continue testing the method. Fourthly, the four-
class solution of the longitudinal latent profile analysis was chosen as the best model based on
the information criteria and elbow plots (Morin et al., 2016) and to reach more fine-graded
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information on individual variation in terms of TPA and its development, even though it included
two small profiles of less than 5% (see Marsh et al., 2009). It has been suggested that profiles under
1% or including fewer than 25 cases should be omitted (Lubke & Neale, 2010; Spurk et al., 2020).
The present study includes profiles of 1.3% (25 cases) and 2.6% (51 cases). Thus, based on the lit-
erature, 1% to 5% profiles are possible in studies that have large sample sizes. Although the third
and fourth profiles were small, examination of the missing data showed that the profiles were
mostly based on non-missing values of indicator variables. In addition, the examined covariates
differentiated all of the four profiles well and thus also validated them. The findings of the two
small profiles raised an important phenomenon, that some teachers experience ascents and descents
in their sense of TPA over time. In future, a qualitative study of teachers experiencing professional
agency changes would enable deeper examination of the underlying causes and circumstances
behind different developmental patterns of TPA. In addition, it is important to note that this
study examined the development of TPA over a two-year period. In future studies, therefore, it
would also be important to examine the development of TPA over a longer time period.
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