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Abstract
Teacher identity has become important in mathematics education research, but mainly in relation to programmes for teacher 
education (TE) and professional development (PD). Less attention has been paid to understanding the role and develop-
ment of identities in the majority of cases in which teachers are not involved in long-term TE or PD. This paper presents a 
study that seeks to develop such understandings. The study defines teacher identities as their shifting experiences of being, 
becoming and belonging related to the profession. It is a longitudinal case study of a novice teacher, Anna, and it asks how 
Anna’s identities change over the first 4 years of her career at her school, Northgate. To address the question I use a frame-
work called Patterns of Participation (PoP) in combination with a range of methods, including interviews with Anna, her 
closest colleagues and the leadership at her school, and observations of Anna’s classrooms and of team meetings. I argue 
that this combination invites new understandings of identity development, because it does not prioritise teacher engagement 
in one particular practice (e.g., as promoted by PD), but allows interpretations of how Anna’s engagement with a multitude 
of different practices play a role for her professional experiences. The results suggest that in general terms, Anna’s identity 
changes from being ‘a mathematics teacher at Northgate’ to becoming ‘a mathematics teacher at Northgate’.

Keywords Professional identity · Novice teachers · Mathematics · Patterns of participation · Teacher development

1  Identity as experiences of engagement 
in professional practices

Professional identity is an important notion in educational 
scholarship. The concept has been used to develop under-
standings of teachers and teaching in periods of transition or 
transformation, for instance when novices leave teacher edu-
cation (TE) and take up their first teaching position; when 
experienced teachers engage in comprehensive programmes 
for professional development (PD); or when new curricular 
materials are introduced. Another characteristic of the field 
is that it is inspired by social interpretations of human func-
tioning, to a greater extent than other research on and with 
teachers (Skott 2013).

In what follows I report on a longitudinal case study 
that shares the two characteristics mentioned above. The 
study adopts a social perspective to understand how the 

professional identities of a novice teacher, Anna, change 
over the first few years of her career at a Danish primary and 
lower secondary school, Northgate. Professional identity is 
defined as Anna’s shifting experiences of being, becoming, 
and belonging as they relate to the profession. It follows that 
identities are often emotionally laden and evolve in and from 
interactions with the students, her colleagues, the leadership, 
and others at the school. The emphasis on interaction, how-
ever, does not exclude Anna’s personal history and issues 
beyond the immediate social encounter. On the contrary, the 
intention is to develop understandings of whether, and how, 
her current experiences relate to and draw upon different 
social constellations at and beyond the school, including for 
instance her previous teacher education programme. I use a 
framework called Patterns of Participation (PoP) that does 
not prioritise a particular pre-specified practice (e.g., from 
a PD initiative or the school), but focuses on how different 
social constellations and practices come to play a role for 
Anna’s shifting experiences of herself as a teacher.

In order to understand her professional life, I conducted 
interviews with Anna, with her closest colleagues, and with 
the school leadership, and I made observations of Anna’s 
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teaching and of her participation in team meetings. I had 
previously analysed aspects of the practices that emerged in 
Anna’s classroom in the first half of the study (Skott 2013). 
In this paper, I do not draw on classroom observations to 
any great extent. Primarily based on the other data sources 
and capitalizing on the longitudinal element of the study, I 
address the question of what characterises Anna’s identity 
trajectory, that is, the development of her professional expe-
riences of being, becoming and belonging, as a teacher at 
Northgate.

2  Research on teachers’ professional 
identities

In the case of novice teachers, important themes in identity 
studies include the link between identity and teacher attri-
tion (Cochran-Smith et al. 2012); the tensions that arise as 
teachers are confronted with the challenges of their new pro-
fession (e.g., Pillen et al. 2013); and the significance of emo-
tional events for professional identity (Nichols et al. 2016). 
As these themes indicate, the questions addressed concern 
how identities shape and are shaped by the experiences and 
decisions of the novice in the new institutional setting.

In mathematics education the interest in professional 
identity is often fuelled by attempts to understand the role 
of TE or PD programmes in learning to teach, sometimes 
coupled with concerns for why suggestions for reform pro-
moted by such programmes may not find their way into the 
participating teachers’ classrooms. This is so in studies of 
prospective teachers (Horn et al. 2008; Kang and Battey 
2017; Ma and Singer-Gabella 2011), of novices (Jong 2016; 
Losano et al. 2018), and of experienced teachers (Battey and 
Franke 2008; Cobb and Gresalfi 2011; Hodgen and Askew 
2007). As Battey and Franke (2008) wrote “there remains 
a large and often undocumented variability in how teachers 
make use of ideas learned” (p. 127). Battey and Franke seek 
to understand and support changes in the identities of teach-
ers, who participate in a PD initiative. The histories of math-
ematical engagement of the two teachers in the study are at 
odds with the intentions of the PD-programme. Battey and 
Franke use identity to “document, analyse, and understand 
teacher learning and classroom practice” (p. 127). Also, they 
consider how their new understandings may improve the 
design of future development initiatives. These two inten-
tions are in line with many studies of professional identity. 
It is, then, one of the paradigmatic questions and an impor-
tant rationale for a significant part of the field whether a 
TE or PD-initiative facilitates identity change so as to sup-
port teachers in relating productively to the intentions of 
the reform.

A multitude of terms and definitions have been used about 
the construct of teacher identity (Lutovac and Kaasila 2017). 

In spite of this variability, the studies referred to above indi-
cate that the field is generally informed by social interpreta-
tions of human functioning. There seem to be three aspects 
to this. First, identities are understood as multiple, evolv-
ing, and constructed in interaction, rather than as stable and 
somewhat resilient personality traits. There is, then, often an 
element of situatedness involved. Second, and in spite of the 
emphasis on immediate interaction, the social perspective on 
identity also encompasses how broader culturally organised 
activity and modes of reasoning inform action and sense-
making. Experiences of being and becoming a teacher are 
not independent of broader discourses on what it means to 
teach and of the societal position of teachers in the context in 
question. And third there is an element of agency involved in 
identity. Both the immediate and broader social contexts ori-
ent teachers’ actions, but do so in open-ended ways, leaving 
space for professional decision-making and agency. Experi-
ences of this agentic space and of the outcomes of manoeu-
vring within it are aspects of identity.

Developing this social perspective, identity studies in 
mathematics education draw on different versions of dis-
course analysis (e.g., Cobb and Gresalfi 2011; Hossain et al. 
2013), positioning theory (e.g., Arvaja 2016; Wagner and 
Herbel-Eisenmann 2009), social practice theory1 (e.g. Battey 
and Franke 2008; Buchanan 2015; Graven 2004) and other 
extensions of Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (e.g., Benni-
son 2015). Although different, these frameworks all contrast 
with more cognitive ones, as they do not focus only on indi-
vidual actors and their thinking and development. Russ et al. 
(2016) comment that situative and sociocultural approaches 
“draw the circle wider [than individual cognition] and seek 
to place thinking agents in their larger social, physical, cul-
tural, and historical contexts” (p. 403). This applies also to 
the other frameworks mentioned above. From this perspec-
tive social contexts are not viewed as external frames for 
or challenges to the autonomous cognitive activity of the 
individual. Rather, the more social approach implies “the 
situatedness of knowledge, of schooling as social produc-
tion and reproduction, and of the development of identity 
(or identities)” (Lerman 2006, p. 172).

Social interpretations of identity supplement and chal-
lenge the acquisitionist underpinnings of the majority of 
studies of teachers’ knowledge and beliefs (Skott 2013). The 

1 The term social practice theory is used about “a historical, mate-
rial theory of social practice that integrates the study of persons, local 
practice, and long term historically institutionalized struggles” (e.g., 
Holland and Lave 2009, p. 1). The term “social practice” may seem 
redundant as practice is in this view social by definition. However, 
the phrase explicates that no individual has ownership of a practice, 
in spite of the significance of individual agency. Also, it serves to dis-
tinguish this perspective from other (social) approaches to practice, 
indicating that there is no unified theory of practice.
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two latter fields are generally more cognitive and locate their 
respective key constructs within the individual. In compari-
son, identity studies emphasise a person-context interface 
and consider professional identities to be a process and out-
come of participation in social practices. In many studies, 
teaching is seen as a task that requires teachers to coordinate 
their engagement in two distinct practices, that of the TE or 
PD programme and that of the school. As Battey and Franke 
(2008) point out, teachers return to their schools from PD 
with new ideas and perspectives on mathematics, but need to

interact with an established context, containing estab-
lished norms, co-constructed with a group of students. 
[…] Teachers are taking practices from one context 
and dropping them into a different social setting that 
can have very different meanings about engaging in 
content. (p. 146).

Consequently, Battey and Franke argue, PD must “allow 
teachers to make sense of their knowledge, skills, and identi-
ties in relation to norms in both professional development 
and classroom practice” (p. 147).

There are obvious potentials in seeking to understand the 
ways in which aspects of a TE or PD programme support 
teachers in promoting the intentions of the reform. In spite of 
that, there is no element of intervention in the study of Anna 
at Northgate, and the study does not focus in particular on 
the significance of such a programme. The rationale of the 
study is the development of understandings of mathematics 
teachers’ professional identities in the vast majority of cases 
in which they are not involved in long-term TE or PD. In 
terms of the three elements of the identity construct men-
tioned previously, it is to understand experiences of being, 
becoming and belonging as teachers engage with opportuni-
ties for agency that evolve in the social setting of the school. 
To develop such understandings there is a need to supple-
ment the frameworks that are often used in studies of teacher 
identity in mathematics education.

3  Framework

The social stance that dominates current studies of profes-
sional identity is reflected in frequent references to social 
practice theory, most notably the work of Lave, Wenger, 
and Holland and colleagues (e.g. Holland et al. 1998; Lave 
1988, 1997; Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998). One 
characteristic of social practice theory is its emphasis on 
the locally social, that is, on how learning, knowing, and 
identity are inherently linked to practices as they unfold in a 
particular situation. This perspective does not disregard the 
role of macro-level social structures and of power relations, 
but it suggests that it is an empirical question whether, and 

how, they play a role for the local emergence of identities 
(Holland and Lave 2009; Wenger 2010).

The emphasis on local practice is apparent in definitions 
and descriptions of identity in social practice theory. Identity 
is seen as a dynamic and ever-evolving construct that is con-
stantly negotiated as people engage with one another. Lave 
(1996b), for instance links identity to learning. She studied 
tailors in Liberia and suggested that the telos of an appren-
tice’s learning is to become an accepted participant in the 
practice of tailoring and to develop a sense of mutual recog-
nition with masters of the trade. This, she wrote, “might even 
be a reasonable definition of what it means to ‘construct 
identities in practice’” (p. 157).

Also linking identity and learning, Wenger (1998) wrote 
that his work on communities of practice starts with the 
assumption that “engagement in social practice is the fun-
damental process by which we learn and so become who we 
are” (text inside the front cover). Further, he wrote, iden-
tity is a “layering of events of participation and reification” 
connected to a practice (p. 151). Still according to Wenger, 
participation and reification are also the two constituent ele-
ments of meaning as it evolves when one engages with oth-
ers in a practice. Identity, then, may be viewed as the mean-
ing of ‘who we are’ that emerges in a particular context.

Holland et al. (1998) define identity as ‘imaginings of self 
in worlds of action’ (p. 5). They refer to their version of the 
three aspects of identity mentioned earlier as three ‘contexts 
of activity’. One is that people engage with one another in 
immediate interaction and position each other in the process. 
A second context is figured worlds, that is, “socially and cul-
turally constructed realm[s] of interpretation, in which par-
ticular characters and actors are recognised, significance is 
assigned to certain acts, and particular outcomes are valued 
over others” (p. 52). Holland et al. mention caste systems in 
Nepal, Alcoholics Anonymous in the US, and romance at a 
university campus as examples of figured worlds. In math-
ematics education, the notion of a figured world has been 
used concerning “the reform” (Horn et al. 2008; Ma and 
Singer-Gabella 2011). Third, Holland et al. refer to author-
ing. This resembles the understanding of agency referred to 
previously. As Holland et al. put it, in any situation, “[t]he 
world must be answered—authorship is not a choice—but 
the form of answer is not determined” (p. 272).

3.1  Patterns of participation

Like many other studies of professional identity, the one 
of Anna at Northgate draws on the notions of practice and 
figured worlds in social practice theory. However, and as 
mentioned before, the emphasis is not on Anna’s relation-
ship to a predefined figured world (e.g., the reform) or on 
how she moves—or does not move—towards more com-
prehensive participation in a particular practice (e.g., from 
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a PD). The study concerns Anna’s experiences as she draws 
on a multiplicity of prior and present practices and figured 
worlds when facing the challenges of her new profession. 
For that purpose I need a framework that focuses on and 
in some sense re-centres the individual, in this case Anna, 
as she moves in and out of different social constellations at 
Northgate. The Patterns-of-Participation framework (PoP) 
seeks to do that.2

PoP supplements the notions of practice and figured 
worlds from social practice theory, with the notion of self in 
Chicago-school symbolic interactionism (SI) (Blumer 1969; 
Mead 1913, 1934). In SI self is a dynamic process and prod-
uct of action and simultaneous reflection on action. It has 
two phases, an I and a me. The I acts (does, says, thinks), 
but instantaneously takes the attitude of others to itself and 
becomes a me. Interaction, then, is based on individuals’ 
engagement in a double process of (1) acting, which includes 
indicating to others what to do, and (2) interpreting others’ 
actions symbolically, including their actual or possible reac-
tions to one’s own behaviour. Meaning and action, then, are 
inherently linked and emerge in the process, while informed 
in open-ended ways by traditions and norms established in 
and by histories of previous interactions.

The others, whose attitude to oneself one takes in an 
interaction, may be immediate, individual interlocutors. 
However, they may also be generalised others, that is, the 
result of “crystallizing all these particular attitudes into a 
single attitude or standpoint” (Mead 1934, p. 90). As Simp-
son (2009) pointed out, a generalised other is a set of “gen-
eralized attitudes, or discourse, of a social group or com-
munity” (p. 1335). It is a premise of PoP that other past and 
present practices and figured worlds may function as gener-
alised others and inform interpretations of the situation as 
it unfolds in any instant. They may, then, play a part in how 
teachers’ contribute to an interaction, and in their emerging 
professional experiences.

Consider, for example, a teacher who works with a group 
of elementary students, who are trying to figure out whether 
their observation is right that the difference between two 
consecutive perfect squares is the sum of the bases. The 
teacher may consider reasoning and proving important in 
school mathematics, and he may be able to prove the result 
both algebraically and by using a generic, geometrical 
argument. In the classroom, however, he anticipates and 
interprets the students’ verbal and physical gestures—their 
words, their tone of voice, their raised eyebrows. Also, he 
may take the attitude to himself of the reform as promoted 
in his TE programme, of close colleagues who focus more 

on the students’ well-being than on their subject-matter 
learning, or of parents at a recent PTA meeting in which 
the teacher’s professional and mathematical competence was 
challenged. Depending on the role as generalised others of 
any or all of these social constellations—or of any other 
ones he may draw on in the process—his contributions to the 
interaction may change, for instance making him decide to 
accept an empirical argument for the students’ observation.

The example above indicates that practices and figured 
worlds beyond the immediate situation may orient a teach-
er’s contributions to an interaction and change his profes-
sional experiences in the process. PoP offers a perspective 
on whether, and how, this is so. In longitudinal studies, PoP 
is also able to shed light on the changes that occur in and 
among these practices and figured worlds over time. It fol-
lows that the unit of analysis is the individual in interaction, 
including the prior and present practices and figured worlds 
she may draw upon as generalised others.

To reiterate, the purpose of combining concepts and pro-
cesses from social practice theory with SI is to re-centre the 
individual, while keeping the participatory stance of other 
studies of identity (Skott 2018). Social practice theory seeks 
to explain how social practices develop and how individu-
als move towards more comprehensive participation in one 
particular practice (e.g., claims processing at an insurance 
company, cf. Wenger 1998) or alignment with one particu-
lar figured world (e.g., caste systems in Nepal, cf. Holland 
et al. 1998). The notion of self in SI allows a perspective on 
how communities of practice and figured worlds beyond the 
present situation may function as generalised others for a 
teacher, and inform her interpretations of and contributions 
to the immediate interaction.

The combination of social practice theory and SI in PoP 
has consequences for the methodology.

4  Methodology

The study of Anna at Northgate spans 4  years. Anna 
responded to a questionnaire at the time of her graduation, 
and together with six other respondents she was selected for 
initial interviews concerning the following: their experiences 
with mathematics in school and at college; mathematics as a 
school subject and mathematics teaching and learning; and 
their expectations, hopes, and worries with regard to their 
new profession. The interviewees were all from a prestigious 
college in Denmark, and they were to be middle and lower 
secondary teachers of mathematics and of two or three other 
subjects. Anna’s other subjects are history and a combined 
course in physics and chemistry.

Anna was selected for the continued study as the only 
research participant. In the questionnaire and in the first 
interview she was very committed to teaching, enthusiastic 

2 See Skott (2018) for a discussion of frameworks and for a compari-
son of PoP and other frameworks used to study identity in mathemat-
ics education.
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about taking up the challenges it would entail, and con-
fident that she could do it well. Also, Anna already had 
some experiences with teaching. 18 months before her 
graduation she accepted a part-time position teaching 
mathematics and science six lessons a week at a nearby 
municipal school, Northgate Primary and Lower Second-
ary School. When she graduated, she happily accepted the 
offer of a permanent position at Northgate.

The main data on Anna are from individual interviews 
and from observations of her mathematics classrooms. 
However, it is a defining characteristic of case studies that 
they are concerned with a specific case in some context. 
The study of Anna at Northgate obviously delimits the 
context to the school. In line with social practice theory, 
however, ‘context’ is in the present study understood more 
as how ‘people live in history’ than as how ‘people live 
in history’ (Lave 1996a, p. 21, emphasis in original). This 
means that the context of Anna’s professional life is the 
variable sense she makes of the setting as she interacts 
with others at, or in relation to, the school.

It follows from the discussion of symbolic interaction-
ism (cf. Sect. 3) that practices and figured worlds beyond 
the immediate situation may function as generalised oth-
ers for Anna and in this sense become important parts of 
the context. For that reason I use a form of snowballing 
to include new research participants, when Anna refers 
to them as significant others for her professional life. In 
the first interview she mentions her team, that is, a group 
of three (later four) teachers, who teach (almost) all sub-
jects to a year-group. In subsequent interviews she speaks 
fondly of the collaboration in the team and of her col-
leagues in it, leading me to observe team meetings and 
conduct a group interview with the other team members. 
Later, Anna repeatedly mentions her participation in short, 
local PD-sessions, mathematics afternoons, organised 
by the head of department, and I decided to attend two 
mathematics afternoons. Still later she refers to the school 
leadership as important for her position at Northgate, and 
I conducted a group interview with the headmaster and 
the deputy head.

The data sources are as follows:

• Seven semi-structured interviews with Anna, three of 
them with stimulated recall, lasting an average of 63 min. 
The first interview was conducted at the time of Anna’s 
graduation, the last one 4 years later.

• Observations of 38 lessons (19 sessions of 90 min) taught 
in four periods of 1½–2 weeks in four terms beginning in 
Anna’s third term as a full-time teacher at Northgate.

• Informal talks with Anna lasting between 10 and 43 min 
after approximately half the classroom observations.

• Observations of two meetings in Anna’s team.
• Observations of two mathematics afternoons.

• One 45-min semi-structured group interview with the 
other members of Anna’s team.

• One 60-min semi-structured interview with the headmas-
ter and the deputy head.

• Copies of teaching–learning materials.

All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed in 
full; all classroom observations were video recorded and 
also transcribed in full. Anna’s colleagues do not allow 
recordings in team meetings and mathematics afternoons, 
and the data material for those consisted of comprehensive 
field notes that were elaborated on immediately after each 
session. Notes were taken from informal talks with Anna 
and from less systematic observations of her communication 
with colleagues in the staff-room.

The analysis of the data was conducted without a set of 
predeveloped codes, and using coding procedures and memo 
writing inspired by grounded theory (GT) (Charmaz 2014). 
Initially the data material was coded incident by incident 
supplemented with line-by-line coding of selected sections. 
Gerunds were used whenever possible to keep the processual 
perspective on the data. Examples of initial codes from inter-
views from the first phase of the study include ‘being there 
as one self’; ‘being relaxed with the students’; ‘developing 
confidentiality with students’; ‘taking personal responsibility 
for students’, and ‘focusing on the personal part of teaching’. 
Reading across and comparing such codes and the related 
data sections led to focused codes such as ‘building personal 
relations’. Later in the study, Anna described her commit-
ment to the students somewhat differently, and the category 
of relationing was developed and included in subsequent 
analyses to specify its properties, changes in them, and their 
shifting relationships to Anna’s professional experiences 
over time.

The understanding of identity in the study presented chal-
lenges as far as the data generation was concerned. First, 
Anna’s experiences of the current setting was expected to be 
based also on those for instance from her pre-service educa-
tion. Indeed, one point of PoP is exactly not to foreground 
the dominant practice of the arena in question, but to under-
stand how other practices and figured worlds may play a part 
as generalised others for the teacher. Clearly, I do not have 
access to these earlier experiences, except in the form of 
Anna’s recollection of her cognitive and emotional involve-
ment. While this may be a poor proxy for how she experi-
enced it at the time, it may provide a reasonable account of 
their significance for her current professional experiences.

Second, a classroom interaction, an interview situation, a 
team meeting, and PD session constitute different ‘contexts’ 
for Anna, and her identities—as defined in the study—may 
vary between them. For instance her experiences of belong-
ing and being a competent teacher was probably different 
when in a team meeting with good colleagues, some of 
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whom were close personal friends, from when challenged 
by students, who are reacting emotionally to not understand-
ing her mathematical explanations. For my present purposes, 
the interviews with Anna are the main data source. I use 
other data to understand how other contexts may play a role 
for her professional experiences as shared in the interviews.

5  Results and analyses: Anna at Northgate

Anna was 25 years old when she graduated from college 
and began to teach full-time at Northgate. Northgate is 
located in a well-to-do part of a major city in Denmark. It 
has approximately 750 students from kindergarten to grade 
9 with three classes at each grade level. Grades 1–9 are 
divided into three sections: 1–3, 4–6, and 7–9. The teachers 
in a section are subdivided into teams that teach (almost) 
all subjects to the classes in a year group. Anna, the other 
members of her team, and the leadership all point to the team 
structure as important for the school. Teams are responsible, 
for instance, for administrative issues (e.g., time-tables and 
the organisation of joint activities for the three classes) and 
the social functioning of the year group.

In her first year at Northgate, Anna taught grade 9 with 
three colleagues; in her second year the same team took over 
the three classes in grade 7. The team followed this group of 
students until they left the school after grade 9. In the first 
of these three years Anna taught mathematics to all three 
classes; in the next 2 years she taught mathematics only in 
one of them. In all 3 years she was the class teacher in this 
class, that is, she had the overall responsibility for the class, 
including how it functions socially and for collaboration 
with the parents.

Unsurprisingly there are elements of both continuity and 
change in Anna’s professional experiences over the first 4 
years of her career. A significant shift occured in the autumn 
term of her third year. This is at the time of the third set of 
visits to Northgate and of the fourth and fifth major inter-
views. I present and discuss the data in two sections on the 
periods before that and from then onwards.

5.1  Phase I: ‘I’m a mathematics teacher’

At the time of her graduation Anna considered her college 
education very important:

You develop so much in those four years […] I do not 
feel in any way that I am the same as when I began 
[…]. There has been so much personal develop-
ment, but also all the professional stuff. You know, 
you become someone, who does not only teach some 
subjects; [being a teacher] has become part of one’s 
identity. (1st interview)

There are four practices or figured worlds that are evi-
dent in the interviews from the first phase of the study and 
that play prominently in Anna’s professional experiences at 
Northgate. These are mathematics, the reform, relationing, 
and teaming. I present each of them briefly.

Mathematics Anna is explicit that mathematics is impor-
tant to her. She was good at mathematics in school, and it 
was always her favourite subject. She repeatedly talks about 
herself as a mathematics teacher rather than as a teacher who 
happens to teach mathematics:

I have spent my time at college trying to find the role 
I want to have as a mathematics teacher. […] I am 
not just someone who teaches mathematics, I am a 
mathematics teacher. […] [a mathematics teacher is] 
someone who guards the profession and who burns 
[with enthusiasm] for it. (1st interview)

It is an important aspect of Anna’s experiences of being a 
good professional that she manages to engage her students in 
what she regards as proper mathematical activity.

The reform Anna’s more specific commitment to math-
ematics is inspired by current reform efforts. In particular, 
she refers to the need for the students to communicate about 
mathematics and to search for ‘meaning’ by making con-
nections to non-mathematical contexts. Also, it is indica-
tive that she comments on a classroom episode by explain-
ing that her approach was ‘probably [based on] the social 
constructivist in me’ (3rd interview). These emphases are 
also apparent in how she distances herself from what she 
refers to as ‘the exercise paradigm’. This term was used in 
Anna’s college education about teaching that emphasises 
student command over standard procedures and loses sight 
of processual aspects of mathematics. Using the term, Anna 
positions herself within the Danish version of the reform 
discourse, and simultaneously distances herself from what 
she sees as the dominant tradition of teaching mathemat-
ics among her colleagues. She finds this tradition reflected 
also in the approach of the students, who focus on ready-
made solution procedures and results. The extent to which 
she manages to promote the reform agenda is an important 
aspect of Anna’s professional experiences in this first phase; 
being able to do so is one reason why she considers herself 
an important adult to the students.

Relationing The significance of the reform is matched 
by the enthusiasm with which Anna seeks to build trusting 
relationships with the students. This goes beyond how they 
work with mathematics:

My role as a mathematics teacher, I would like that 
to be important. But it is just as much just being the 
teacher, and you know, in the way of being together 
with the students […] I become mega-important, I 
really do. (1st interview)
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Becoming “mega-important” involves taking a genuine 
interest in students’ lives and teenage problems. Anna 
also appreciates that the students are interested in her 
personal life:

they get interested, and […] they realise that I am 
only ten years older than they are […] We have 
many more things in common [than the students and 
Anna’s older colleagues]. (2nd interview)

She says later that her role is being somewhere between 
a mother and a friend to the students. The experience of 
being recognized as a teacher, then, depends for Anna 
at least in part on the extent to which she manages to 
develop trusting, almost personal relationships with the 
students.

Teaming Finally, Anna’s experiences of being a teacher 
at Northgate are from the beginning influenced by her 
team. She explicitly refers to the importance of her col-
laboration with and support from older team members. 
One of them, Ian, functions as a role model for Anna and 
she wants to “maybe copy a little of what he does”. This 
refers to issues such as how Ian organises his work, how 
he communicates with the parents, and especially how he 
relates to the students:

[Ian] just knows how to handle the children […] it is 
much more all the other stuff than the teaching part 
[…] it is much more than just how to structure the 
lesson. (2nd interview)

The concern for individual students’ well-being and for 
the social functioning of the year-group is apparent also 
in team meetings and in the interview with the other team 
members. As one of them, Jenny, says, it is characteristic 
of all teachers at Northgate that they “really think about 
and care for the children”, but even so the team is special:

I know from other colleagues that we are known to 
be the ones, who always discuss the children during 
breaks. And we do that a lot.

While Anna’s team focuses on the children, it is appar-
ent from the observations of team meetings and from 
interviews with Anna, with the team, and with the leader-
ship, that the team never discusses the contents of instruc-
tion. This is in contrast to other teams at Northgate, and 
it means that in the two first years of her career, Anna 
takes all decisions about mathematics in the year group. 
Because she is convinced that other teachers at the school 
do not share her approach to the teaching of mathematics, 
she is not dissatisfied with this situation. In fact, she says, 
“at least in mathematics, I have been happy to paddle my 
own canoe” (2nd interview).

5.1.1  Agency as it relates to teaming, relationing, 
mathematics, and the reform

There are, then, two sets of obligations for Anna in the 
collaboration with the team. On the one hand there are 
high expectations with regard to how she engages in their 
joint attempt to support and take care of individual stu-
dents’ well-being and the social functioning of the year 
group. On the other hand Anna is solely responsible for 
mathematics in the year group. These aspects of teaming 
align well with other attitudes Anna takes to herself at 
Northgate.

With regard to the first obligation, Anna finds it highly 
compatible with relationing. She contributes enthusiasti-
cally to discussions about individual students and about 
problems among students in team meetings and her more 
direct involvement with the students’ personal problems is 
in line with the functioning of the team. Also, she seeks a 
non-authoritarian mode of communication in the classroom, 
one that disarms potential conflict with the students and that 
is instrumental in developing mutual trust. Further, there 
are relatively frequent episodes in which Anna accepts an 
explanation or a solution from a student even though it does 
not suffice mathematically (Skott 2013). Commenting on 
such episodes, she says that it is not good mathematics, and 
that she accepted the student’s response for other reasons. 
Often she considers the student in question vulnerable and 
in need of success, possibly just by keeping up with the rest 
of the class.

The way Anna takes on her obligations related to math-
ematics fits well with her commitment to the teaching of 
mathematics and with her confidence that she can do it well. 
As mentioned previously she draws heavily on the reform 
discourse in interviews. Sometimes, however, her inter-
pretation of reform recommendations becomes somewhat 
extreme and loses the subject specificity. For instance Anna 
argues that there is no need for any standard procedures in 
mathematics, as long as you know what you are doing. Using 
division as her example she says:

Ideally, right, if you know what//right down to the bot-
tom of it has this understanding of what it means for 
example to divide, then you don’t need some proce-
dure, cause you know what to do. (3rd interview)

In the same interview she is shown a classroom episode 
in which the students are to explain to each other how to 
change from fractions to decimals to percentages. Anna pro-
vides few instructions, and in the episode a number of stu-
dents use terminology and explanations that hardly qualify 
as mathematical. In the interview, Anna is not worried about 
the quality of their explanations and she does not feel the 
need to ensure that they produce better ones. All explana-
tions do not need to meet the same standards:
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I just think that those words […] I don’t know about 
the quality, maybe it doesn’t need to be, not in grade 
7 at least, the final truth […], but if it makes sense 
to them, if they can put it into words, then I think 
there is a certain quality in it, if for them, they make 
an explanation that tells them how to do it. […] I 
have no intention of checking, if all those explana-
tions are right or precise, (3rd interview)

To sum up, Anna’s professional experiences are in 
phase I dominated by four aspects of the contexts that 
emerge: mathematics, the reform, teaming, and relation-
ing. In interviews this is phrased, respectively, as for 
instance ‘I am a mathematics teacher’, ‘the social con-
structivist in me’, ‘copy a little of what Ian does’, and 
‘being somewhere between a mother and a friend’. As 
indicated above, these different aspects function as gen-
eralised others and suggest different attitudes Anna may 
take to herself. They invite and allow for different forms 
of agency and mutually transform each other, for instance 
when relationing leads Anna to accept wrong or incom-
plete mathematical solutions because she at the instant 
prioritises not to jeopardise her relationship with weak 
and vulnerable students. Drawing on these four aspects 
when working with her students and with the other team 
members, she develops a profound and somewhat emo-
tional experience of being recognised as a professional 
and of belonging at Northgate. As she says in an inter-
view in the middle of phase I:

I hope it is obvious that I’m flourishing here, ‘cause 
I really am […] I have found just the right place for 
me, both in teaching and at this place [Northgate]. 
(2nd interview)

5.2  Phase II: ‘I am not new anymore, you know’

Towards the end of the autumn term of Anna’s third year 
of full-time teaching, there is a significant shift in how 
she talks about her professional life. She is more pleased 
than ever with Northgate, but the practices and figured 
worlds that she draws on change and so do the relation-
ships among them. There are three mutually dependent 
aspects to this. First, the somewhat extreme interpretation 
of the reform in Anna’s communication about mathemat-
ics is modified. Second, relationing is still prominent, 
but its character changes as her sense of responsibility 
towards the students becomes less personal and more 
institutionalised. Third—and co-determining the two 
other changes—Anna’s engagement with team activities 
is now aligned with and embedded in other professional 
experiences at Northgate.

5.2.1  Mathematics—the department and the reform

From the beginning of Anna’s third year at Northgate, 
another new teacher, Christian, and the head of department, 
Dan, take over one class each in mathematics from Anna. 
Although they, according to Anna, teach very differently 
from herself, she has realised that their “basic views of 
mathematics are not terribly different” from her own (4th 
interview). Especially, she says, she and Christian comple-
ment each other well. From then on, the three of them meet 
now and then to organise joint activities for the three classes. 
Also, Dan invites Anna to hold a workshop on GeoGebra 
for all mathematics teachers at Northgate at a mathematics 
afternoon. Commenting on how she has gained a different 
position in the department and that she now values working 
with her colleagues in it, Anna says:

And then I have positioned myself more strongly 
among my colleagues […] I can feel that there is quite 
some regard for what I am and what I can contribute 
[…] at least some of my colleagues now have some 
respect, as they know my academic level in mathemat-
ics is high. (7th interview)

In the same term Anna begins to talk differently about her 
teaching of mathematics. Already in the second interview 
(i.e. in the middle of phase I) she said that her inspiration 
from the reform did not work equally well in all classes, 
but at that time she did not reconsider her perspective on 
school mathematics: “I [would] do the same next time” (2nd 
interview). Now this changes. An indicative example from 
an interview contrasts with the one referred to earlier (cf. 
Sect. 5.1.1). In a classroom episode on scales and meas-
urement the students are once again asked to discuss the 
contents among themselves. However, Anna gives a more 
substantial introduction to the topic than in previous epi-
sodes and after the students’ group work she seeks to qualify 
their explanations in a whole-class setting. Without being 
prompted, Anna comments in the interview on the difference 
from what she has done before. She says that if she does not 
introduce new contents properly, it is

really difficult to ensure that communication is at a 
sufficiently high level. And that is why I also wanted to 
pick up on it towards the end. […] Because I had writ-
ten down the short definitions from the beginning, they 
all had words to communicate with. […] that meant 
that what they all wrote was of pretty high quality. […] 
when you have to practice [talking mathematics] then 
there needs to be something … [for them to build on]. 
(5th interview)

Anna is, then, now concerned with the subject specific 
quality of students’ communication: she seeks to ensure not 
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only that that the students communicate, but that their com-
munication qualifies as mathematical.

5.2.2  Relationing

The character of Anna’s involvement in relationing also 
changes, both in team meetings and in interviews. She is 
not dissatisfied that the students to a lesser extent share their 
problems with her:

They still tell me a lot of things, but maybe not quite 
so much [as before], like’Maybe Anna doesn’t need to 
know everything’. I think that is quite nice. Otherwise 
I end up carrying it all around with me as a burden 
somehow. (the 4th interview)

Also, Anna is less inclined to consider it her obliga-
tion to solve the students’ personal problems. Instead she 
increasingly considers whether students need other support, 
for instance from a psychologist (e.g., 2nd team meeting 
and 5th interview). Clearly, this change may occur as Anna 
is now more aware of alternatives to her personal involve-
ment. However, it seems compatible with changes in how 
she reacts to the students themselves, for instance if they lack 
concentration or disturb others. She no longer tends to find 
excuses for them that suggest a personal and somewhat emo-
tional involvement on her part. To a greater extent she points 
to the students’ own responsibilities, to some extent blaming 
them for not being serious. For instance she comments on a 
situation in which two girls disturb others: “I think they are 
stupid [in this situation] and they know perfectly well that 
I do [think they are stupid]” (5th interview). Anna hardly 
ever used terminology similar to this statement in phase I.

Later Anna is explicit about her changing relationships 
with the students. At the time of the last interview the stu-
dents she has followed for the last 3 years have just left 
Northgate, and Anna and her team have taken over a new 
cohort of grade 7 students. Anna, who is now 29, says:

When I look in the mirror, I can tell that I am not 20 
anymore. […] And now I have students who are three 
years younger [than the ones I had last year] […] Now 
we [Anna and Christian] are almost closer to the age of 
the parents than to the age of the students. We have not 
tried that before. It wasn’t like this. We were more …

Interviewer: I remember you said […] years ago […] 
that you were pretty close to the students’ age, and that 
you regarded yourself as half a friend.
Anna: Yes, that could be a danger at times.
JS: Or an advantage, if I understood you correctly?
Anna: Yes, that is right. That is how I saw it. [Now] 
there is a different relation to the students. (7th inter-
view).

5.2.3  Positioning herself at Northgate

A third shift in Anna’s experiences at Northgate relates to 
her general position at the school and concerns the Northgate 
spirit. The Northgate spirit is a recurrent theme in later inter-
views with Anna as well as in the ones with the team and the 
leadership. One aspect of it is that it is a privilege to work at 
Northgate, but one that comes with some obligations.

The leaders agree that they are able to hire only the best 
and most ambitious teachers. In addition they are explicit 
that they put pressure on them to make them perform well, 
“not just mild pressure”. The deputy explains:

There is a high level of ambition […] It is special to 
work here, you know. The school has a good reputa-
tion; the teachers have a good reputation. […] and they 
are, they are something special. […] there is certainly 
this sense among the teachers that they are good. And 
they are. They are special.

The level of ambition is also mentioned by Anna’s team 
as an aspect of the Northgate spirit:

Jenny: I think it is striking that we are ambitious […] 
When you first arrive as a new colleague, you soon 
realise what this is all about. This is not a place where 
you can just//
Ian: just sit down and relax.
Jenny: You don’t sit down and let things happen. Quite 
a lot is expected, you know. From the colleagues. From 
the leadership.
[…]
Ian: As a newcomer you need a certain drive.

But for newcomers, ambition needs to be coupled with 
humility:

Jenny: You have to be somewhat humble to work 
here. […] you cannot just arrive and be a wise-guy 
and change it all […] it suits you to take it a little easy.

It appears that Anna has managed to strike the balance 
between initiative and humility. She is highly appreciated by 
the other team members and by the leadership. According to 
the deputy head, she functions well in a team, because she 
reflects on what she is doing and “enters the collaboration 
with self-confidence”. The headmaster elaborates:

She is probably a pretty good example that a teacher, 
who is competent and wants [to achieve] something 
can get the kind of assistance needed to develop.

5.2.4  Identity shifts

In the last interview I asked Anna to look back on the first 4 
years of her career. She said:
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I see the school a bit in the same way. The fascination 
you heard me talk about, the history and the spirit of 
the place and the ambitious teachers and the brilliant 
leadership. That is how I still feel. […] But a lot has 
happened to myself. (7th interview)

She explains how she has positioned herself differ-
ently from when she first arrived, not only among the col-
leagues, but also in relation to the leadership:

[…] I wasn’t asked three years ago, but now I’m 
being called into the [deputy’s] office and “how do 
you see this” […]. I am a little pushy and, you know, 
want to … move ahead … help or make a contribu-
tion. And in that way something happens to my posi-
tion. People listen to you when you are asked, which 
I wasn’t three years ago. […]

Somebody is to come from the ministry about the 
new national syllabus […] and they are to interview 
a few of us. And then [the headmaster] asks me, if I 
would want to do it, and then I can feel, “Okay, you 
are not new anymore, are you?” (7th interview)

Anna’s comments as well as those made by her team 
and the leadership signal that she has gained a promi-
nent position at Northgate. It is worth noting that she in 
the last interview refers to how fondly she spoke of the 
school when she first arrived. However, in the interviews 
from phase I, there is no positive reference to the spirit 
of Northgate and no mention of the leadership. Although 
Anna is already then full of admiration for the other mem-
bers of her team, there is hardly any positive comment 
about other colleagues. In fact, she explicitly distances 
herself from what she at the time considers the traditions 
of teaching mathematics at the school.

It is apparent that the practices and figured worlds 
that co-constitute the context for Anna’s professional 
experiences at Northgate have partly been replaced or 
transformed.

• The team is still important for Anna, but teaming is no 
longer the only significant school-based practice for 
her. Rather, the team is one of three social constel-
lations that influence her experience of being recog-
nized as a competent colleague and of belonging at 
Northgate, the other two being the department and the 
leadership. Teaming is, then, imbedded in a more com-
prehensive experience of belonging at Northgate and 
of being recognized as a competent colleague.

As Anna begins to refer to school-based constellations 
other than the team, the significance and character of the 
other initial practices and figured worlds change.

• The significance of Anna’s version of the reform dis-
course fades as the temporal distance to her pre-service 
education increases and her collaboration with colleagues 
in the department develops. Her interpretations of class-
room episodes and of her experiences of doing a good 
job is now to a greater extent inspired by the latter. In 
other terms, she now seems more inclined to use distinct 
social constellations at the school (e.g., the department) 
as generalised others and less inclined to draw on the 
reform as promoted by her pre-service education.

• Though Anna still cares for the students and wants to 
establish a sense of mutual trust and respect, relationing 
is transformed. She no longer seeks to develop friend-like 
relationships with them, and relationing becomes less a 
matter of personal involvement and more one of seeking 
institutionalised support.

Between them these changes point to a shift of emphasis 
in Anna’s experiences of her professional life. She is now 
less a ‘Mathematics teacher at Northgate’ than a ‘mathemat-
ics teacher at Northgate’.

6  Discussion

In a number of ways the study of Anna at Northgate con-
firms other studies of novice teachers. Pillen et al. (2013) 
point to the difficulty of establishing a professional authority 
without being authoritarian and sacrificing the opportunity 
of close relationships with the students. Although it does 
not become problematic for Anna, the inherent difficulty 
is apparent. Cochran-Smith et al. (2012) look at connec-
tions between high quality teaching and beginning teachers’ 
propensity to stay in the profession. One of their categories 
consists of novices who “go strong and stay on”. They are 
characterised among other things by their need for

meaningful professional development and opportuni-
ties to collaborate. […] They also need guidance about 
how to choose their battles and safeguard personal 
time (p. 861–862)

Such collaboration and guidance are parts of the support 
Anna gets from her team all along. Gradually she positions 
herself and is positioned by the leadership and within the 
department in ways that significantly extend her collabora-
tive opportunities.

Nichols et al. (2016) investigate emotional events and 
how they influence novice teachers’ identities. For Anna, 
the emotional attachment to her students (especially in phase 
I) and the positive response she receives in return are signifi-
cant elements of her professional experiences at Northgate. 
Other emotional events include the invitation to present at a 
mathematics afternoon, to assist the deputy head in various 
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ways, and to meet with representatives from the ministry. 
She accepts each of these with a strong sense of being rec-
ognised as a valued teacher and colleague and of belonging 
at Northgate.

In spite of the similar frameworks, the study of Anna at 
Northgate differs from most identity studies in mathematics 
education. First it does not prioritise a pre-defined figured 
world (e.g., the reform) or the practices that promote it (e.g., 
a PD). Also, it does not give analytic primacy to dominant 
practices at Northgate in the sense of seeking first to deter-
mine their constituent elements and subsequently describe 
how Anna moves towards more comprehensive participa-
tion in them. Rather, it is an attempt to address a point that 
Lutovac and Kaasila (2017) made recently:

Although an individual’s identity is greatly shaped by 
the social contexts […], we believe that by neglect-
ing the individual, i.e. how one thinks and feels and 
who one is, is at odds with the core concept of identity 
itself. (p. 9)

The use of PoP in the study is an attempt to re-centre 
the individual, while maintaining the participatory stance of 
other studies in the field (Skott 2013, 2018). It is to provide 
a perspective on whether, and how, other past and present 
practices and figured worlds function as generalised others 
for Anna’s interpretations of and contributions to her interac-
tions with her students, her colleagues, and the leadership. 
The sense of agency in the notion of identity is then a mat-
ter of how Anna draws on and combines these generalised 
others, sometimes in unexpected ways, when authoring an 
answer to the immediate situation (cf. the quotation in sec-
tion 3 from Holland et al. 1998).

In combination with longitudinal case studies, PoP allows 
access to changes in and among practices and figured worlds 
that gain prominence as generalised others. In the case of 
Anna at Northgate, this includes that teaming is embed-
ded in how she positions herself in the department and in 
relation to the leadership; how her engagement with math-
ematics changes as her somewhat extreme interpretation of 
the reform fades; and that relationing is transformed as she 
increasingly engages in institutionalised ways of address-
ing students’ problems and to lesser extent take personal 
responsibility for solving them. Between them these changes 
suggest how her professional experiences develop over time.

Second, Battey and Franke (2008) argue that TE and 
PD-programmes need to take it seriously that as teach-
ers interact with their students, they co-construct domi-
nant classroom norms with them. PoP is in line with the 
view that individual teachers do not have ownership of 
norms and practices that evolve. However, it is a premise 
of PoP that to understand how norms and practices emerge 
as individuals engage with them, one has to look beyond 
the immediate arena (e.g., a classroom) and include social 

constellations at the meso- and macro-level to the extent 
that they prove significant for the study in question.

The case of Anna at Northgate may be considered a crit-
ical case (Flyvbjerg 2011). This is so, relative to the ques-
tion of what and how social practices and figured worlds 
play a role for her professional identity. Indeed, if the pro-
fessional identities of a teacher with Anna’s background 
and commitment depend in profound ways on local school 
practices, including some beyond the classroom, there is 
little reason to expect that identities of other novices with 
weaker backgrounds and less commitment do not. One 
moral of the story, then, is that if TE and PD-programmes 
are to have an impact they need to take it seriously that the 
social construction of norms and practices are not limited 
to the classroom, but involve broader social settings. Also, 
they need to set more modest aims for their educational 
initiatives than ‘implementing the reform’. Otherwise they 
will continue to lose sight of the social character of school 
and classroom practices, irrespective of the social inter-
pretation of the construct of identity.
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tive Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (http://creat iveco 
mmons .org/licen ses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribu-
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credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made.
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