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Studies on teacher agency have got much attention since teachers have important roles in education reform. They are not only 

responsible for their duties in classroom settings, but they are demanded to employ agency in making the right decision for 

educational practice. The growth of education quality requires change which is constructed by agentic educators with their 

professional decision-making. Therefore, teachers need to empower their teaching performances by investing in their 

professional agency. Investing in agency means teachers’ effort to realize who they are and how they perceive their profession 

in educational practices (Teng, 2019). Agentic professional teachers influence policy implementation and reform innovation 

(Gao & Tao, 2020) that determine the ideal education system, especially in language teaching. Taken for example, teachers’ 

professional agency can be acknowledged from their efforts to have reflective on teaching strategies, build rapport with the 

students, struggle with challenging situations in the school environment, and set up intentional acts to modify and improve 

students’ learning based on their own belief (Teng, 2019). 

However, exerting agency needs more effort and is sometimes full of obstacles since it deals with negotiating 

constraints, conflicts, or dilemmas in terms of desires, intentions, needs, and preferences (Kayi-Aydar, 2019). Teachers need to 

be aware that being teachers is not only a job but a profession. They should perform their agency to make sense of what they 

have done as EFL teachers. Therefore, the exercising of teachers’ agency will determine whether language teachers will 

overcome the problems and be successful in emerging their professional identity, or they will give up and decide to quit the 

struggle of being professional. 

Numerous studies on teachers’ agency have been conducted by some experts covering the theoretical understanding of 

agency and identity development (see, e.g., Duff, 2012; Priestley, Biesta, & Robinson, 2015; Buchanan, 2015). In line with 

teachers’ agency, which affects the development of professional identities, Kayi-Aidar (2019) explains how distinct elements, 

such as race, ethnicity, language background, and power, interconnect as teachers make choices and form professional identities. 

The struggle to negotiate any constraints or hindrances will be valuable in constructing teachers’ professional identities. 

However, the result of the study conducted by Kayi-Aidar cannot be generalized since it was only a case study that focuses on a 

Hispanic language teacher. Therefore, to extend the previous findings, the present study will examine how EFL teachers exert 

their agency on their professional identities in the wider area involving a group of language teachers from Islamic School 

(Madrasah) in Indonesia. 

Burgees (2012) emphasizes that agency is a key factor in the development of initial careers for teachers’ professional 

identities. She examined Aboriginal teachers in enacting agency, which was influenced by their personal experience and their 

reaction to the school context. Other studies on teachers’ agencies have been conducted by Vähäsantanen (2015), Lai, Li, and 

Gong (2015), and McKay (2016), which reported that professional agency emerges as a fundamental element for the 

development of professional identity. All studies observed the agency of minority teachers, which influences their professional 

identities in cross-cultural teaching contexts. The exercise of agency focuses on the interaction between social factors, including 

school structure, cultural system, and the associated power relations, and personal resources, including professional identity, 

self-imposed roles, confidence, and competencies shaped by their past and present experience (Lai et al., 2016) 
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Another study of agency highlighted that agency can be seen as the psychological response which refers to reactions to 

challenging conditions, and also as the sociocultural response in negotiating the capability to act meaningfully and intentionally 

(Emirbayer & Mische, 1998) as cited in Gülmez (2019). Agency performs when teachers have a positive mindset that there 

must be several options to focus on what can work rather than what is not working (Brown & Lee, 2015). Problematic 

environments in their daily practices potentially lead the teachers to occupy transformative roles to which they possess or show 

agency. Hence, enacting agency starts from the smallest things by making some small changes in teaching. Taken for an 

example, teachers who have the capability to act purposefully within the schooling environment in such a way will influence 

student outcomes (McKay, 2016). By contrast, the study of teacher agency in the Indonesian context only focuses on teacher 

engagement with the curriculum aspect. Astriningsih (2019) examined teacher agency in relation to curriculum implementation. 

She assumed there is a different type of agency between teachers from the private and public schools in coping with a new 

curriculum. Teachers from private schools tend to focus on the meaning of making process in teaching. However, EFL teachers 

from public schools are required to meet the demand set by the policymakers.  

Referring to the definition of professional agency, teachers’ capacity to take control of their teaching has an essential 

effect on successful language teaching (Teng, 2019). The agency is also a crucial aspect that determines the way language 

teachers develop their professional decision-making. In other words, all teachers should perform their best performance within 

their working setting as a significant process in their professional identity development. They are demanded to be agents of 

change (Sang, 2020) in school improvement, curriculum development, classroom teaching, and learning engagement. 

Prabandari (2020) mentioned several factors which give influence to teacher identity development, such as teachers’ 

learning, knowledge, cognition, and emotion, and teachers’ past experience. Therefore, teachers should have a reflective habit 

to empower their capacity in making decisions and developing their professional identity. Considering an important element of 

teacher identity development, Siswanto & Kuswandono (2020) explained that teacher identity construction is the process of 

making meaning of how teachers define or redefine themselves. Developing identity requires authority, integrity, and strong 

will from the teachers, especially a sense of agency in resisting to conflict and tension. 

Dealing with teachers’ acts in response to particular situations or constrain in their working setting, there are several 

challenges faced by EFL teachers. The most common problems confronted by EFL teachers are related to the shortage of 

professional development, limited teacher training programs, and digital literacy issues (Songbatumis, 2017). The lack of 

facilities, resources, and materials also becomes a crucial issue for many EFL teachers in Indonesia. The challenges get even 

bigger for Madrasah EFL teachers. Amid the challenging situation faced by many Madrasah EFL teachers, they have similar 

responsibilities to fulfil various demands for successful and efficient professional learning. The condition should be considered 

an important issue that Madrasah EFL teachers need some attention for education reform so that the ideal education system can 

be realized. 

Misdi (2017) states that teachers’ and learners’ voices at Madrasahs still lack attention in both school and instructional 

decision-making. The database of Madrasah from the platform http://emispendis.kemenag.go.id shows that there are more than 

370.000 teachers in Islamic Junior High Schools (MTs) and 190.000 teachers in Islamic Senior High Schools (MA).  Despite 

the large number of Madrasah teachers, they tend to be ignored, underestimated, and discriminated to other teachers from public 

schools or vocational high schools (Misdi, 2017). Fajaryani, et al. (2018) categorized two major challenges faced by EFL 

Madrasah teachers in teaching English, that is academic and non-academic factors. The academic factor refers to students’ 

demotivation and low students’ abilities. Further, non-academic factor consists of a crowded classroom, lack of facilities, socio-

economic, school management, and curriculum. 

In order to confirm the similar perception of Madrasah EFL teachers, the researcher initially conducted a preliminary 

study of the prospective EFL teachers who were pursuing their master’s degrees at Universitas Negeri Malang. The researcher 

observed and made unstructured interviews to approve the perception of Madrasah EFL teachers. The result of the preliminary 

study stated that most EFL teachers at Madrasah had similar conditions related to the working environment and local policy 

issues that affect their performance. Most of them felt lacking attention though they got more complicated problems compared 

to teachers in public schools, as most of their students are from middle-low proficiency, the schools often have insufficient 

facilities, and they are rarely engaged in the workshop or teacher training programs arranged by the local policy maker.  

Most Madrasah, especially the private ones, accept students from various economic, social, and aptitude backgrounds. 

Some students enroll at Madrasah because they are not accepted in their favorite institutions or public schools. Some of them 

think that Madrasah offers an affordable education that can be accepted by all societal levels, and some others learn at Madrasah 

only for their parents’ sake or for distance consideration. However, still many people believe that studying at Madrasah will be 

useful in sharpening their Islamic and science or general knowledge. The various levels of students become a challenge for 

language teachers to give meaningful tasks that can be accepted by all students from different proficiency levels. 

Moreover, the demand for being technology literate confronting the 4.0 era becomes contradictory to the fact that 

many Madrasahs still have insufficient facilities, textbooks, or even infrastructure. The absence of training, workshop, and 

seminar given by the local authorities, also become a constraint for language teachers at Madrasah to be an agent of change in 

developing their professional identities. The policy of teacher certification programs also becomes a striking gap between 

teachers under the ministry of education and religious affair. Therefore, teachers must be creative, innovative, and independent 

to be professional by making sense of their experiences. 
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Another factor that influences language teacher performance at Madrasah is the policy related to the time allotment for 

English subject. Madrasah has more subjects than public schools, so it is difficult to give additional time for English subject, 

especially at Islamic senior high schools or Madrasah Aliyah (MA) which has only two sessions in the first implementation of 

K-13 then it was changed to three sessions based on KMA 184 year 2019. The curriculum policy related to the reduced time 

English lesson offers more challenges (Lestari, 2019) to parents, students, and schools. In addition, most Madrasah EFL 

teachers feel under-pressured whether they have to focus on the purpose of teaching language for communication or for 

encouraging their students to get good scores in the final examination, Olympiads, or other proficiency tests. The lack of 

resources, an overloaded curriculum, time constraints, and the multiple complex demands on teachers mean that such 

responsibilities are often difficult and may not be fulfilled. By responding to this important call, the present study will examine 

how language teachers at Madrasah exercise their agency to achieve the level of being professional teachers. 

 

METHOD 

The study employed a narrative inquiry research design to understand the experience of Madrasah EFL teachers. 

Narrative research involves drawing portraits of individuals and documenting their voices and their visions within social and 

cultural contexts (Creswell, 2012). In line with the research design, Clandinin and Connely (2000) interpret narrative inquiry as 

a study that aims to understand an experience through stories. It is one of the important research designs which give a 

contribution to the development of self-study of teaching and teacher education (Craig, 2011).  

The procedure of the study started by using digital questionnaires as a preliminary study to identify the phenomenon of 

agentic acts exerted by Madrasah EFL teachers. The questionnaire let Madrasah EFL teachers share their personal information 

and give checklists of some problems or conditions that matched their life history. Furthermore, the questionnaire consisted of a 

list of professional development activities that have been done by EFL Madrasah teachers. The questionnaires also explained 

what are the activities that should be completed if EFL teachers agreed to be the participants of the study, which are by writing 

the story in narrative frames and doing in-depth interviews. 

The study involved eight Madrasah EFL teachers who got a scholarship program for master English Language 

Teaching in 2019 funded by the Ministry of Religious Affairs. There were fourteen Madrasah EFL teachers who were targeted 

in this study. However, only eight teachers met the subject selection criteria to be the subject of the study. To prevent 

vulnerability to selection bias, there were some criteria that should be set in the process of subject selection: 1) Madrasah EFL 

teachers who were attending a master program scholarship held by the Ministry of Religious Affairs in 2019 at Universitas 

Negeri Malang; 2) having more than five years as Madrasah EFL teachers, 3) actively engage in several activities in developing 

their professional identities; and 4) willing to follow all the steps of the study, starting from filling the digital questionnaire, 

writing a narrative story, engaging in a depth-interview, and reviewing the compiled story.  

The process of collecting stories was started by explaining the purpose of the study and the procedure of writing on 

narrative frames. The teachers were asked to complete the narrative frames either in English or Bahasa Indonesia. Because 

asking individuals to write was a challenging task, the information collected from the narrative frames was limited. Therefore, 

the researcher asked the participant to do in depth-interview to get the real and complete story. The interview lasted around 20 – 

40 minutes by using various ways, such as via meeting conference, face-to-face, and voice notes (from WhatsApp Messaging). 

The information gained from the interviews included clarification from the result of digital questionnaires and narrative frames, 

and it collected more information that was still missing. 

The result of stories collected from Madrasah EFL teachers became the starting point for the researcher to retell or 

remap the story. Since narrative inquiry belongs to qualitative research, it uses qualitative data analysis which requires the 

researcher to move back and forth between narrative data, codes, themes, and theoretical underpinning (Creswell, 2012). The 

process of restorying was started by examining narrative data from the written story of the narrative frame. In this phase, some 

new stories were added by adding similar points from the result of in-depth interviews. After that, the researcher identified the 

key elements and arranged them in chronological order from the past, present, and future experiences. In analyzing the data, 

discourse markers played, literary elements of setting, characters, actions, problem, and resolution also became important points 

in this stage. Furthermore, the themes were categorized based on the theory of teacher agency and professional identities which 

used three dimensions of teacher agency as proposed by Priestly et. al (2015).  

After restorying process finished, the new version of the narration was given back to the owner of the story to verify 

whether the frame really represented their stories. They were requested to revise or give further information when they found 

the stories were not as they wished. When all the teachers agreed with the new version, then the narrative data was analyzed by 

using thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is the process of categorization and classification of the stories in which the data was 

coded and classified based on the themes. 

 
FINDINGS 

Referring to the research question “how did Madrasah EFL teachers enact their agency in the development of 

professional identities?”, the teachers’ experiences are sketched into three themes that represent the stream of the stories. The 

first theme is “the novices”, “beyond the shell: the journey to be professional teachers”, and “lifelong learners”.  
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Theme 1: The Novices 

Teaching English at Madrasah is considered something challenging in which teachers have to manage the class 

properly in a complex situation. The challenge gets even bigger for EFL teachers since they have to integrate English subjects 

into the Islamic context in a limited time. Madrasah has more subjects compared to public institutions under the Ministry of 

Education and Culture (Kemendiknas) so it is almost impossible to give additional sessions for a particular subject, especially 

English.  Based on the results of a preliminary study through digital questionnaires, the challenges faced by Madrasah EFL 

teachers can be explained as follows: 

 

Table1. The challenges faced by Madrasah EFL Teacher 

Challenges (Cha) Percentage 

1. Big Class 

2. Heterogeneous students 

3. Limited time allotment 

4. Lack of facilities 

5. Lack of professional development program 

6. Administrative tasks 

62,5% 

87,5% 

50% 

50% 

28% 

78% 

 

The table shows that Madrasah EFL teachers encountered similar challenges in some elements. As the initial years for 

novice teachers are considered a “transition shock” or a “not knowing” period (Corcoran in Al-Naimi, 2020), Madrasah EFL 

teachers found out that teaching is quite different from the real classroom. The most significant challenge was the 

heterogeneous students. Most Madrasahs accepted all students from various levels. Six of eight teachers mentioned their 

Madrasahs did not have strict criteria for selecting prospective students. All students from various backgrounds could be 

accepted so that everyone got the same chance to have an education right. Therefore, teachers were also demanded to adjust the 

curricula so they could cover all students’ needs from various levels. 

The second challenge faced by Madrasah EFL teachers was the number of administrative tasks. Most Madrasah EFL 

teachers grumbled as they could not focus on their classroom if the government asked them to deal with a pile of paper works. 

Most teachers tried to simplify their lesson plans and adapt worksheets from available platforms. Therefore, they would not deal 

much with paper tasks. 

The lack of facilities and low-motivated students become a common challenge at Madrasah, especially the private ones. 

Most teachers mentioned that they have been teaching at Madrasah which was not well-equipped. Though some of them were 

teaching at public Madrasah, they explained that their school was not as great as at the present time. They experienced a 

difficult time at the very beginning of their teaching experience. However, other teachers even get problems regarding facilities 

until now. 

The result of the questionnaires was slightly shocking on point five. The table shows teachers did not have any 

problem with the number of professional development programs. However, when they were investigated through deep 

interviews, it was found that the regional government did not provide adequate training or workshops for Madrasah EFL 

teachers. The number of training or other professional development programs was not sufficient or even non-existent, but EFL 

teachers have a strong willingness to learn and update their competencies in another way. All teachers looked for new 

information autonomously by participating in any available online seminars, workshops, or training. Besides, some teachers 

also asked their friends from other institutions related to teaching strategies or recent issues of teaching language. 

The issue of the Professional Education Program (PPG) for institutions under the Ministry of Religious Affairs is not 

only a constraint from the policymakers that burdens Madrasah EFL teachers. Anything related to the curriculum changes also 

become a crucial tension that should be coped with in the right way. The transition of the new curriculum at the present time 

mostly deals with administrative tasks and time allotment. The time allocation is considered important since it refers to the 

chance to give students many exposures to English. However, some teachers, especially those who teach at the senior high 

school level (Madrasah Aliyah) said that the time is not enough for the students. They only have one meeting or two sessions 

for a week. 

Referring to the previous challenges which are related to the working environment and the curriculum, there is an 

exception for a participant who teaches at a well-known favorite institution. He did not find similar conditions as the other 

participants, such as the big class, heterogeneous students, the lack of facilities, and even the number of professional 

development programs because his school is one of the elite institutions that is directly managed and supervised by the Ministry 

of Religious Affairs. Therefore, it has sophisticated facilities and there is an annual program that is held by the same institutions 

around Indonesia. However, he has their own problem which is the high demand to train the students in any competitions and to 

ensure the students can reach high scores both in national examinations or for university admission. 

The hardest situation faced by Madrasah EFL teachers was also caused by the individuals, who were not familiar with 

the technology or recent teaching methods and strategies. T1 narrated that she could not access the internet and T3 told about 

their first experience in which technology still became expensive stuff and could not be accessed by all people. The challenge 
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caused by the individuals also refers to the lack of self-confidence since they were just graduated from the university, hence 

they tended to have less experience especially in applying several teaching methods and techniques.  

As novice teachers, teachers who teach with less than five years of teaching experience, they have problems not only 

with pedagogical aspects, but the social life also became a challenge for Madrasah EFL teachers. The relationship might not be 

as well as at the beginning of the teaching experience. Only one teacher had an unfavorable relationship with their colleagues. 

However, the rest of the participants agreed that they have good support systems in their working environment. They learned 

many things from their superiors and make good collaborations with the seniors. Furthermore, they are often engaged in some 

agendas that should be conducted collaboratively, such as the commemoration of Islamic days or national events. 

The previous explanation confirms that all Madrasah EFL teachers had various challenging situations dealing with the 

individuals, the workplaces dealing with the environment and the policy system, and their social relationships. They realized 

that they should not just accept their current situation but they had to find solutions to their limitations and constraints. They 

concerned much on their responsibility to make English instruction at their Madrasah become meaningful activities. 

 

Theme 2: Beyond the shell - the journey to be professional teachers 

All the participants believed that they need identity transformation to increase teachers’ proficiency, and enhance their 

knowledge and skills throughout their carrier. Although not all the participants were certified because the selection of the 

Teachers Professional Education Program (PPG) for the institution under the Ministry of Religious Affairs was relatively strict, 

they still have to take another path to develop their competencies and empower their capacity to be professional teachers. There 

are several activities that Madrasah EFL teachers did as their struggle to exert a higher degree of professionalism within their 

working setting, such as participating in any professional development programs, engaging in the teachers’ forum (MGMP), or 

attending conferences and courses. The table below presents the agentive acts taken by Madrasah EFL teachers to enhance their 

professional identities. 

 

Table 2. Agentic acts taken by Madrasah EFL Teachers 

Agentic Acts (AA) Percentage 

1. Reading or studying articles and books 

2. Developing teaching media 

3. Attending conferences and course 

4. Doing research or publishing articles 

5. Discussing ideas with peers 

6. Reflecting on teaching practice 

7. Attending teachers’ forum (MGMP) 

8. Mentoring or training other teachers 

9. Creating learning innovation 

10. Other professional development programs 

75% 

75% 

75% 

25% 

75% 

25% 

87% 

25% 

37% 

62% 

 

All the participants carried out a number of agentive acts to better equip themselves as professional teachers. The best 

action done by Madrasah EFL teachers is joining the teachers’ forum or MGMP which enables them to share and keep up to 

date with the latest trends and issues in English language teaching. T3 told about her position on the teachers’ forum which is 

not only as the participant but also as the mentor for her colleagues. She positioned herself as a mentor or presenter willing to 

share her knowledge with her colleagues. Teachers’ forums are conducted in various situations, taken for example T3 

mentioned that she contributed to the teachers’ forum at the regency level but T6 joined the teachers’ forum at the school level. 

Only three teachers were active in the teachers’ forum arranged by the local institution and the rest participated in unstructured 

programs. It means that the teachers’ forum has a valuable impact on teaching capacity though it is held in the smallest scope 

that is at the school area which involved some teachers who teach the same subjects. 

The following professional agentic acts taken by the participants are related to looking for new information, such as 

reading references about ELT and attending training or workshops. The main sources of information are books and articles 

which can be freely accessed from the internet or other electronic devices such as television, YouTube, or Podcasts.  

Besides, Madrasah EFL teachers attended various training or workshops that invested in teachers’ pedagogical and 

professional competencies. They learned many things including the way to engage with technology and how to use technology 

in their classroom. Teachers also make use of technology to learn how to develop teaching media. They assumed that it would 

be more satisfied when they successfully made their own learning resources or media that meet their students’ needs. Besides, 

they believed that their students could easily master the lesson well since it has been modified and adjusted to their students. 

 
‘I decided to learn more about how to be digital literate so I could find many kinds of media or other learning 

resources. I join some webinars on how to manage online classes, how to create online learning resources, and how to 

improve my professional and pedagogical competencies.’ (AA-T1) 

‘I also participated in various training to upgrade my skill in creating such interactive, innovative, and fun learning 

media’ (AA-T4) 
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T1 and T4 confirmed that technology is meaning too much for teachers in the 21st century to support and transform 

education in many ways. T4 focused on creating and modifying attractive media while T1 learned not only the way to make use 

of technology but the methods and strategies for managing the class as well. They expressed concern about how they keep up 

with developments in technology to create innovative learning spaces. Some Madrasah EFL teachers created various 

innovations by using technology. Apart from the powerful technology that has profoundly changed our education system, other 

fields of training and workshops are dealing with pedagogical knowledge, such as classroom management, teaching strategies, 

assessment method, etc. 

Teachers also considered training and workshops as crucial aspects to develop teachers’ professional agency. However, 

being active and consistent in those programs was not easy due to some factors like the time barrier or the high cost. EFL 

Madrasah teachers were challenged to be more selective and come up with as many solutions as they can do, such as selecting 

online workshops which enabled them to adjust their time or looking for high-quality programs which were free of charge. 

Teachers’ transformation in terms of their capacity in selecting appropriate teaching methods and developing innovative 

learning media is the outcome of self-reflection in various ways. Some teachers use class observation, and some of them use a 

reflective journal to determine the best practice in the classroom. They tried to know the problem in their classroom and find 

several possible techniques or methods as the solution. In addition, peer supervision also becomes an inspirational path as 

teaching reflection as T6 described below: 
 

‘I observed the way my senior taught English, and I found that some methods they used were too old and boring. 

Therefore, I opened my book and looked for different methods and strategies that would make my class became more 

interesting’. (AA-T6) 

 

Other professional development programs achieved by Madrasah EFL teachers refers to some activities, such as 

assessing their professional competence, having extensive listening, peer discussion to improve professionalism, accessing 

teaching resources for classroom purposes, and so on. T2 explained that assessing English proficiency should be done by EFL 

teachers because they have to master the content knowledge. They did not want to be considered as less knowledgeable than his 

students because their students are way ahead of the teacher in the term or era and technology. Besides, EFL teachers should be 

expert in English knowledge because they are the most important resource for their students.  

Being persistent on several development programs enable Madrasah EFL teachers to read and critically reflect on their 

past experience and as the commitment that they have understood the philosophy of professional teachers. If teachers are able to 

reflect to their prior experience, they will qualify to make better projection for their future and determine the correct path that 

should be taken to develop their future career. 

 
‘Making changes to my teaching performance as EFL teachers is something that should be done by having more 

awareness to the development of my profession.’ (TR-T1) 

‘Compared to the first three years of my experiences as an EFL teacher, I felt that I am building my capacity as a 

professional English teacher.’ (TR-T3) 

 

Teachers’ reflections narrated above indicate that the participants knew what professional teachers should transform into 

the development and maintenance of professional expertise. Besides, it expands teachers’ sense of professional engagement 

behaviors, professional attitude to work, professional roles, and professional knowledge or skills. The more they learn, the more 

they know what they should do to develop their capacity. One of the participants also mentioned that he personally changed 

from a dictator teacher to a salience teacher who has a better understanding of his students.  

The agentic acts in developing professional identities also involve the social aspect of EFL teachers. Teachers are not 

only good in improving their skills, but they have to build good relationships with their colleagues, their students’ parents, and 

even the local policymaker. Teachers have to understand their position in the society, especially with other Madrasah teachers.  

 
‘However, not only to be competent in professional chores, but a teacher also needs to build good relationships with the 

colleagues. There are many events that should be handled collaboratively by teachers in a particular institution, such as 

students’ admission, graduation, the commemoration of both national and Islamic days, and so on. Therefore, I always 

respect the elders and keep in touch with younger though we have different educational backgrounds’. (SS-T1) 
 

All the agentive acts accomplished by Madrasah EFL teachers related to the professional or the subject knowledge, 

pedagogical, and social competencies bring them to the personal transformation who insist the professional beliefs as the 

narratives follow: 

 
‘As professional teachers, we should have good competencies, both pedagogical and professional competencies. We need 

to understand the materials, and the students’ characteristics including their learning styles, and it is also recommended to 

have an international standard of English proficiency test to measure our language skills’ (TP-T2) 
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‘As professional teachers, we have to upgrade our skills and never be satisfied with what we have now. Personally, the 

more I learn the more I feel that I need to broaden my knowledge, especially engaging with technology. Therefore, I 

never stop learning because I like something new to support my work as a professional English teacher. (TP-5) 

 

Teachers’ perceptions summarized above proved a good understanding of the beliefs and values of professional identity 

that should be carried out by Madrasah EFL teachers. Among those activities, all the participants agreed that the most 

significant path along their professional journey was the time when they were accepted on a scholarship funded by the Ministry 

of Religious Affairs in 2019 to continue their studies for masters’ degree.  

  
 ‘I feel more confident because my competencies and skills have much improved, especially when I was accepted in a 

scholarship program given by the ministry of religious affairs in 2019.’ (AA-T1) 
 

 The scholarship program was a turning point for Madrasah EFL teachers in developing their professional identity in 

which they got new insights into pedagogical skills, and subject knowledge. All teachers granted that there were many new 

things they got during their master’s degree program. They became more confident because they enhanced their knowledge, 

especially the new trends and issues in English language teaching. Besides, they have to put more personal effort into the 

learning process and engage on their own in any program offered during their study. This situation improved new personal and 

professional skills, such as independence, self-motivation, time management and persistence. There are some new habits gained 

after pursuing master’s degree programs, for example teachers exposed themselves to scientific research articles and started 

conducting research. In the past, teachers observed their students and wrote the students’ progress on their personal notes with 

no follow-up activity or written report. Now they can present their observation into the article and publish it on some reputable 

journal publishers. 

 Accomplishing several professional development program as the effort of Madrasah EFL teachers in manifesting their 

agency proved that they were proud to be Madrasah teachers. Their love for Madrasah creates a sense of belonging and a strong 

willingness to dedicate their energy, their thought, and their time to Madrasah development as the following narratives. 

 
‘Although I still don’t get the chance to join the certification program, my body and soul are totally dedicated to Madrasah’. 

(TP-T1) 

‘As a certified teacher, I dedicated my life to my Madrasah. My headmaster asked me to be the coordinator of the English 

teacher forum at my school’. (TP-T3) 

 

Those elaborations concluded that Madrasah EFL teachers who have strong beliefs about their capacity will take 

professional actions toward their personal or contextual challenges. They have successfully enacted their agency and 

empowered their capacity to the level of professionalism in various ways. 

 

Theme 3: Lifelong Learners 

Referring to all the challenges and the agentive acts that the teachers have been passing through, they felt they should not 

stop at their present achievement. All the participants shared their hopes at the end of the narratives. They noticed that there 

should be continuity and consistency in making education reform. Therefore, teachers should make dynamic changes in 

manifesting their agency as the narratives follow: 

 
‘I will sharpen my literation skill to enrich my references and obtain new information related to the various 

techniques and strategies in language teaching. Moreover, I need to conduct self-evaluations of teaching regularly. By 

doing an evaluation or reflection on my teaching performance, I can find my weaknesses that should be improved so 

that I will be a better teacher in the future.’ (TAs-T4) 

 ‘I am going to try to join any activities which can develop my competencies and do reflections on my teaching 

performance so I can continuously improve my teaching. By learning from the limitation, teachers will be able to 

detect the problem in their instructional setting.’ (TAs-T5) 

 

One important point perceived by Madrasah EFL teachers was as EFL teachers, they should never stop learning. T4 

argued teachers should refresh their academic skills and improve their pedagogical skills to boost their self-confidence in their 

profession. T5 focused on class reflection to know their weaknesses and strengths for future improvement. There is always 

something new to learn that can promote and enhance their professionalism by observing and reflecting on their teaching 

performances, looking for new information by participating in various professional development programs, and even planning 

to continue their studies at a higher level.  

All participants valued taking part in any development programs, such as teachers’ forums, seminars, or training, 

which have a significant impact on developing their professional identities. In addition, they build a strong commitment to be 

consistent and persistent in making changes and determining professional agency for their career as EFL teachers. The 

following table describe the summary of the findings on teachers’ agentic behaviors. 
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Table 3. The summary of the Findings on Teachers Agency 

Instruments Themes Categories Data Participants 

NF1 The novices: 

 

The iterational dimension 

- Teachers’ experiences in 

their initial career 

Challenges of being 

Madrasah EFL 

Teachers 

Individuals 

Working Environment/ Situation 

Social relationship 

 

NF2 The factor of 

difficulties or 

challenges 

Individuals: 

Less experienced (include of technology and 

teaching methods) 

Lack of professional development program 

Immaturity emotion 

Working Environment/ Situation: 

Big Class 

Heterogeneous students 

Limited time allotment 

Lack of facilities 

Curriculum/ Administrative tasks 

Institution demand 

 

Social Relationship: 

Have social constrain with colleagues 

 

T1, T3, T4, T5, 

T7, T8 

T1, T2, T3  

T6, T8 

 

T2, T3, T5 

T1, T2, T5, T7 

T4  

T1, T2, T3, T7 

T3, T4, T6 

T6, T8 

 

 

T2 

NF3 Beyond the shell: the 

journey to be 

professional teachers 

 

The practical-evaluative 

dimension - Teachers’ 

efforts to develop their 

professional agency 

 

 

 

 

Agentic acts 

(Participating in any 

professional 

development programs) 

1. Looking for new information (reading articles 

or books, attending seminars or workshops,  

2. Cooperation with colleagues (attending 

teachers’ forums, discussing ideas with peers, 

and mentoring others) 

3. Researching or publishing articles or books 

4. Teaching innovation (reflecting on teaching 

practices, developing teaching media) 

5. Others (watching podcasts or YouTube, 

assessing skills, extensive listening, accessing 

teaching resources for the classroom) 

T1, T2, T3, T4, 

T5, T7 

T1, T2, T3, T5, 

T6, T7 

 

T1, T3, T4, T5 

T1, T3, T4, T5, 

T6, T7 

T2, T3, T4  

NF5 Teachers’ Reflection Philosophy of the profession: 

(Professional attitude to work, professional 

roles, professional knowledge/ skills) 

T1, T2, T3, T4, 

T5, T6, T7, T8 

NF4, NF6 Teachers’ Perception of 

professional identity 

Five indicators of teachers’ professional identity  

(self-efficacy, professional commitment, task 

orientation, work motivation, and future 

perspective) 

T1, T2, T3, T4, 

T5, T6, T7, T8 

NF7 Lifelong Learners 

The projective dimension 

– Teachers’ capacity in 

projecting their future 

trajectories 

Viewing now and future 

direction 

Continuing teachers’ professional development 

programs 

Aspiration for professional teachers demands 

 

 

T1, T2, T3, T4, 

T5, T6, T7, T8 

 

DISCUSSION 

Referring to the main theory of an ecological approach to professional agency proposed by Priestley, et al. (2015), this 

discussion is divided into three main parts, 1) iterational dimension, 2) practical evaluative, and 3) projective dimension. The 

iterational dimension refers to teachers’ professional histories which are suitable to theme 1 (the novices) that elaborates on 

teachers’ initial careers. The practical evaluative dimension encompasses the teachers’ capacity to make professional decisions 

among the alternative possible actions concerning the challenges and constrain of the current situation. It relates to theme 2 

(beyond the shell: the journey to be professional teachers) which clearly described various agentic acts taken by Madrasah EFL 

teachers within their context in developing professional identities. The projective dimension entails teachers’ action regarding 

the possible future trajectory that is in line with theme 3 (the lifelong learners). 

 

Theme 1: The Novices (The iterational dimension) 

The findings revealed the life histories of Madrasah EFL teachers at the beginning of their profession. It elaborates on 

how different aspects, such as individual, social skills, and working environment, shape teachers’ agency. The challenges which 

come from the individuals refer to the unpreparedness of EFL teachers because of the lack of experience, knowledge of class 

management, and emotional instability. The professional challenge is common for novice teachers (AL-Naimi et al., 2020) in 
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which teachers feel nervous at the beginning of teaching because they have less experience in the term of managing the class 

and applying various teaching strategies, especially dealing with the use of technology.  

 At the beginning of their teaching career, they never got involved in any development programs arranged by the local 

government. The program was only intended for the prominent institution because of its limitation. The number of Madrasah 

EFL teachers was too big compared to the program arranged by the Ministry of Religious Affairs. Therefore, most of the 

participants learned from the experience and knowledge they acquired during their teaching profession. 

 In addition, some of them had difficulty managing their emotion and become too strict with their students. They could 

not get the attention of their students, which made the learning process an awkward situation. Besides, they lacked self-

confidence and self-efficacy beliefs that affect their performance in developing their professional agency. This phenomenon 

leads novice teachers to reflect on their teaching practices and make transformations in their behavior to be salience teachers 

who are successful in managing their personal emotions and pedagogic skill. 

 The challenge dealing with the working environment is caused by several factors, 1) the big classes, 2) the 

heterogeneous students, 3) the number of administrative tasks, 4) the curriculum, 5) the lack of facilities, 6) the institution/ local 

policy, and 7) the institution demands. The challenges related to the working setting can be categorized into two areas, the reach 

institution, and the common institution. 

 The reach institution refers to a public Madrasah that is well-equipped and well-managed by the Ministry of Religious 

Affairs. Teachers who teach at this institution relatively have less challenge compared to the teachers from the common 

institution. The challenges encountered by EFL teachers from institutions with superior programs only deal with the 

institution’s demands. They felt that they had a big burden in accomplishing their work commitment to achieve targeted scores. 

They were demanded to make the students pass any national or international tests for any purpose, such as Olympiads, 

university admission tests, and scholarships. 

 On other hand, the challenges faced by Madrasah EFL teachers in common institutions are relatively bigger because it 

deals with many aspects such as overcrowded classes, heterogeneous students, the number of administrative works, curriculum 

changes, the lack of facilities, and the local policy. Although all teachers had many challenges during their beginning 

experience, they endeavor proactively to look for solutions to achieve professional development conditions by showing several 

agentive acts.  

 Referring to the theory proposed by Ruohotie-Lythy & Moate (2016), the agentive acts taken by Madrasah EFL 

teachers in developing their professional identities can be categorized as renegotiating the agency. It refers to the progress in 

which teachers develop their professional identities because of the current situation, which can be additive development or 

transformative development. Additive development belongs to teachers from the reach institutions where teachers have to 

develop their professional identity because of the consequence of their profession or the demands of the school. Meanwhile, 

teachers from common Madrasah enhance their professional competences in transformative development, which allow more 

purposeful agency in the environment. 

 In other words, Madrasah EFL teachers from the reach institutions were constrained to manifest their agentic behavior 

compared to EFL teachers from common institutions who had much freedom fostering their agentic choice and action. Overall, 

Madrasah EFL teachers have strong beliefs in themselves that they have personal capacities to enact their agentive roles so that 

they passionately make professional decisions in their repertoire to conquer all challenges at hand.  

Theme 2: Beyond the shell (The practical evaluative dimension) 

The finding confirmed that Madrasah EFL teachers showed various efforts to develop their capacity as professional 

teachers. They encounter challenges at the beginning of their career and decide to have transformations in personal, professional, 

pedagogical, and social aspects. During developing their professional identity, Madrasah EFL teachers revealed some indicators 

of agentic behavior, namely self-efficacy, professional commitment, task orientation, work motivation, and future perspective.  

 

Self-efficacy 

Self-efficacy becomes the crucial element that contributes to professional identity development. All Madrasah EFL 

teachers developed their self-efficacy after several years of becoming teachers. They believed they become more efficacious 

after doing several agentic acts that totally change them from novices to experienced teachers. They believed that they 

successfully improved their capabilities in developing their competencies and solving the problems in teaching English. This 

condition is related to the individual’s capacity to achieve a particular purpose by accomplishing several purposeful tasks. In 

addition, their self-confidence leads them to have better performance, motivation, persistence (Chin et al., 2020), and be goal-

oriented. 

Self-efficacy was built from different points of view, which depends on several factors, such as the working 

environment and the goal set by the individuals. Teachers who can figure out their weaknesses or unsupported situations will 

find possible chances to exercise their agency, which means they will make a choice that promotes their self-efficacy and their 

professional identity. Therefore, their decision to do several professional development programs in order to enhance their 

competencies was a fabulous path in their journey to be professional teachers. 
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Professional Commitment 

Another indicator of teachers’ professional identity development is the strong commitment possessed by Madrasah 

EFL teachers, which has been shown in their narratives. Teachers who exercise their agency have a professional commitment 

that shapes their ‘ideal selves’. The ideal selves mean what EFL teachers want or should be in their profession. All teachers 

know that there are some criteria that professional teachers should do, such as becoming open-minded, never stopping learning, 

and doing reflective tasks. The more teachers adjust their competencies to the present condition, the best version of EFL 

teachers will meet the definition of ‘ideal selves’ and lead them to their professional satisfaction and identity. 

Meihami (2021) explains that teachers should complete several goals to help them in developing their professional 

commitment, such as relational goals, mastery goals, and ability-approach goals. Relational goals can be accomplished through 

good interaction with colleagues, a close rapport with the students, or social reciprocity. It is suitable for teachers’ efforts in 

building good social skills for all the components of the Madrasah institution. They are often engaged in many programs 

involving collaboration among colleagues, students, students’ parents, and even the school committee and the school board. 

Mastery goals mean teachers should improve their professional knowledge, both pedagogical and content knowledge 

to enhance their domain as EFL teachers. In this context, Madrasah EFL teachers tried hard to look for new information and 

adjust their capacity, such as participating in seminars or workshops, reading books or articles, joining teachers’ forums 

(MGMP), and training their language proficiency.  

Professional commitment also can be built if EFL teachers have strong ownership of the institution. The findings 

showed that all participants are proud of their profession as Madrasah EFL teachers. Besides, the sense of ownership leads EFL 

teachers to serve the education field wholeheartedly. They gave their best to their career, though they faced various challenges 

within their educational context.  

 

Task Orientation 

A focused task orientation can boost EFL teachers’ professional identity. The narratives showed that teachers’ agency 

helped EFL teachers to develop their task orientation beliefs. As cited by Meihami (2021), teachers will perform various parts, 

including decision-maker and syllabus designers (Hanks, 2017). Teachers must be able to make a priority in determining the 

valuable tasks to advance their teaching performance. Therefore, making correct decisions in selecting purposeful tasks can lead 

to teachers’ professional identity development. 

 Most of the participants have clearly explained the challenges found at their Madrasah to provide the right solution, 

which led to their professional identity development. In this context, their agentive behavior to develop their professional 

identities can be associated with the task orientation process. It indicates that they understood teaching principles to orient their 

charge purposefully. Therefore, a purposeful task orientation can be considered as a bridge to reach teachers’ professional 

identity development. 

 

Work Motivation 

Motivation is the crucial key for individuals to reach their goals or dream since it allows us to change our mindset and 

behavior and develop our competencies. Teachers with strong motivation can use their professional knowledge in teaching or 

search for new information to solve their problems in the classroom setting. Furthermore, powerful motivation leads EFL 

teachers at Madrasah to improve their teaching performances and manifest their professional agency. In conclusion, only strong 

motivated teachers can negotiate the challenges and develop their professional identity. 

 

Future perspective 

The finding showed all teachers had similar decisions and that they should never stop developing their competencies, 

both professional and pedagogical. Teaching experience brings EFL teachers to have future perspectives on different issues. 

Therefore, teachers who have positive experiences would be motivated to create a future with professional negotiation, 

performances, and activities (Meihami, 2021), to develop their professional identity. 

 

Theme 3: Lifelong Learners (The projective Dimension) 

As discussed earlier, the professional identity developed by Madrasah EFL teachers was an ongoing process. Gülmez 

(2019) argued that lifelong learners empower agent teachers to have consistent and systematic actions to look for learning 

opportunities. Besides, they should reflect on and evaluate their teaching performance regularly.  

Teachers’ agency and professional identity development of Madrasah EFL teachers were not static and had no end. 

They learned from their past experience, which was mostly bitter for the most part, and performed better to be competent 

teachers. They never gave up to be knowledge hunters in which they look for new insights related to language teaching, starting 

by joining seminars, and workshops, and even continuing their studies at a higher level. The more they learn new things, the 

more they felt a craving for knowledge. The knowledge they got in the magister program gave them self-confidence and 

empowerment in the education practice, particularly in English language teaching. 
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CONCLUSION  

To sum up, the result of the previous analysis confirmed that Madrasah EFL teachers’ agency in developing their 

professional identities involved the experiences from the past, engagement with the present, and the projection toward the future. 

Although they have different challenges and motivations, they still enacted their professional agency along with constructing 

their profession. It could be seen from various agentive acts taken by Madrasah EFL teachers during their journey to achieve a 

professional level, their perception of professional teachers, and their aspiration to keep up with the future condition. 

The study proposes some recommendations for EFL teachers, education practitioners, policymakers, and future 

researchers. For EFL teachers, one point worth highlighting about the study is that educational needs are changing, and teachers 

need to continuously and consistently improve their competencies. There are some professional habits that can develop their 

professional identity, such as looking for new information, cooperating with colleagues or other EFL teachers, researching or 

publishing articles or books, making innovations for teaching practices, and others. Teachers should never stop at the current 

level and ignore educational change because of the enormous challenges they have. However, they should have the capability in 

making correct decisions to be agents of change and improve their competencies so they can be the best version of EFL teachers 

based on their professional beliefs. For education practitioners, study on teacher agency is considered important to know how 

teachers with different backgrounds of education, working environment, social, and personal, can manifest their professional 

values and beliefs. Teachers need to get attention and support to be more successful and more equitable to employ their agency. 

Besides, there should be professional communities as the place for EFL teachers to share and improve their capacity through 

collaborative and interactive groups.  

The policymakers may use the study to know EFL teachers’ voices that need to be heard, especially who teach at 

Madrasah institutions. Both teachers under the Ministry of Education and Culture (Kemendiknas), and the Ministry of Religious 

Affairs (Kemenag) have the equal right to get the opportunities to engage in any professional development programs, including 

the regulation of Teacher Professional Education (PPG), series of scholarship to continue their study in higher levels, and other 

programs that can boost teachers’ professional competencies. Finally, for future researchers on teacher agency, it is 

recommended to examine another area of teacher agency, such as autonomy, affordances, or curriculum implementation. The 

relationship between teacher and student agency is also worth getting attention for further researchers on English language 

teaching. 
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