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ABSTRACT 

OF THE THESIS OF 

 Naji Omar Talhouk      for         Master of Arts 

                    Major: Educational Administration and Policy Studies  

 

Title:  Towards A Contextual Understanding of The Influence of Critical Incidents on 

Teacher Agency: A Case of The Lebanese Private Schools 

 

 

Literature considers teacher agency as an essential condition for teachers to be able to 

play an effective and influential role in the field of education (Everitt, 2019; Jenkins, 

2019; Lasky, 2015). Teacher agency is affected by many conditions such as context 

(Alvunger, 2018; Biesta et al., 2015; Buchanan, 2015; Eteläpelto, et al., 2015) and 

professional identity (Buchanan, 2015; Kontovourki et al. 2018; Lasky, 2015; Stillman 

and Anderson, 2015; Tan, 2016) which is in turn influenced by lived experiences Novak 

and Knowels, 1992; Drake, 2006; Avraamidou; 2016; Howell and Allen, 2016). 

According to literature, teacher agency remains to be studied in educational research 

(Akar, 2020; Hilal, 2021). The relationship between agency and past experiences and 

incidents in particular is an area that presents a major gap in literature. This fact evidently 

applies when focusing on education field of Lebanese private schools. Understanding this 

relationship could present a ground for understanding why different teachers manifest 

different levels of agency in similar contexts.  

 

The purpose of this study is to understand the impact of past experiences, particularly 

critical incidents, on the level of teacher agency in the private school context. This will 

be done by adopting Bourdieu’s theory of practice as a guiding conceptual understanding 

of the relationship between personal dispositions and their effect on the habitus in relation 

to the person’s position in the field of education. Under the critical research paradigm 

semi-structured interviews were conducted with five private school teachers where the 

data was analyzed through the method of analysis of narratives and the findings were 

presented through the formation of three personas that saw light based on what the 

participants shared. The date showed that there is a clear influence of critical incidents on 

how private school teachers’ agency manifests. The study also found that the time in 

terms of human development that the critical incidents being critically reflected on 

occurred and teachers chose to focus on and discuss could play a role in how agency 

manifests. The study recommends further research, longitudinal in nature, to study the 

influence of this critical agency on how agency continued to manifest. It also recommends 

considering those findings in preservice and in-service contexts. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

“When written in Chinese, the word ‘crisis’ is composed of two characters. One 

represents danger and the other represents opportunity.” 

 John F. Kennedy 

 

 A beautiful quote! I am pretty sure that JFK did not have the Lebanese context 

in mind when he sounded those two sentences, in fact they were uttered in the time of 

the cold war, but they do reflect the reality we are currently experiencing in this 

country. The country in general is in a state of crisis and rapid deterioration with no end 

to the pit we have been falling into in the past few years. When I first started writing 

this manuscript, back in 2020, the USD equated approximately to 2000 Lebanese 

pounds, which was an unfamiliar occurrence since we, the Lebanese masses, have 

grown accustomed to a different steady conversion rate for more than a decade. At the 

time I am reviewing this chapter, in November 2022, the USD is currently being 

converted to Lebanese pound at the rate of 35 to 40,000 in the black market, which is 

the dominant market. People are starving and left with limited to no access to basic 

needs such as medication, water, and electricity, and officials are generally purposefully 

oblivious. The result of this is despair and emigration. Many of those who are 

financially capable are setting up base in other corners of the world because they have 

lost all hope and will to fight in Lebanon. Others who are less fortunate are putting their 

lives at risk to reach a similar goal. People are using unequipped boats in an attempt to 

illegally emigrate seeking an unknown that does not promise a better life, but at least 
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offers a bleak chance of a dignified one and a brighter future for their children. Sadly, 

they don’t all make it, and their trip is cut short by the ruthless waves of the 

Mediterranean.  

 This harsh reality has left its heavy toll on our education system and its standard. 

According to SaveTheChildren.net (2021), 1.2 million children have dropped out of 

Lebanese schools in 2019. Three years later, and with partial dollarization of school 

tuitions, the numbers are not looking brighter. This comes with a deterioration in the 

public education sector where many problems including lack of funding, teacher strikes 

due to very low compensation, and overcrowded classrooms have left students with 

limited access to quality education in general. The situation does not seem to be brighter 

in many private schools. According to a report published by Euromena Consulting in 

2021, more than 40% of francophone schools are not expected to survive the current 

local economic turmoil with the rest having to do major corrections which include 

merging classes, decreasing the number of teachers, and administering huge budget cuts 

to wither out the storm. All this has led many organizations to declare education to be in 

a state of crisis in Lebanon. However, I believe, based on my own philosophical 

foundations on the purpose of education and what constitutes a healthy education 

system, that education in Lebanon has been in crisis long before 2019, and what we are 

witnessing in the last three years is the aftermath of the decay and collapse of that 

system. 

The education system in Lebanon has been in a state of deterioration that 

stretches past the last three years. Regardless of my feelings towards standardized 

international assessments, I believe that there is a lot to learn from any type of data, and 

to assess the health of the education system, and the state of the Lebanese national 
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curriculum accordingly. The TIMMS (Trends in International Mathematics and Science 

Study) and PIRLS (Progress in International Reading Literacy Study) international 

study center’s 2019 report showed that the Lebanon attained the second lowest scores in 

grade 8 mathematics, with science lying in the vicinity. Those results were alarming as 

they brought down the façade masking the farfetched claim that Lebanon has one of the 

best school education systems in the region. This was not the first time the quality of 

our education system was put in question, but the indicators were too strong to dismiss 

and cover this time around. The claim might have been a valid aspiration once but is in 

need of serious reconsideration now. I think that this indicator reflects huge 

consequences, especially in an education system like ours that puts major value on 

official examinations and standardized assessments to the extent of favoring those over 

what happens in class in terms of teaching and learning. The current Ministry of 

Education takes pride in pulling off the official exams despite of all the disruptions that 

took place in the past academic year, even though they had to drop many subjects and 

material because students did not cover them. The results showed resounding success 

with a 79% pass rate in Brevet. The joy resulting from those results is obviously 

reflected through all the banners schools put up in different areas and villages 

congratulating their students on their success in the exams. What schools and people 

might fail to notice is that the passing rate in the Brevet official exams in 2019, the year 

when Lebanon sat almost at the bottom of the scale in TIMMS, was also high with a 

percentage of 74% (Zoghbi, 2022), which begs the question: what are we teaching? 

 The above has materialized under the umbrella of a centralized education 

system where MEHE has control that oscillates from direct control over public schools 

to indirect over private ones (Karami, 2013). This centralized model has been the focus 
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of critique and scrutiny by many stakeholders. A report published by Centre for 

Lebanese Studies in 2021 under the title National Consultations showed that the 

majority of participants who represented education professionals and researchers, and 

general public believed that while the 1997 curriculum might have been properly 

written to reflect a progressive outlook on education in terms of promoting 21st century 

skills and bringing up well-rounded critical citizens, it was poorly processed and 

implemented. Shuayb (2018) stated similar arguments along those lines by highlighting 

that school professionals were not included in the curriculum development discussions, 

as they were held behind closed doors and mandated from the powers that be. This 

process of centralization of decision making and marginalization of others who can play 

a role in improving the curriculum, which promotes the development of education in 

Lebanon as a whole, has not changed since 1997. The current curriculum reform has 

followed a similar trajectory where directives once again came from behind closed 

doors, with the input of foreign agendas, after the Lebanese Association for Educational 

Studies (LAES) was originally given the lead on putting the guidelines for the new 

curriculum based on contextualized research studies. LAES submitted the report, which 

is probably lying forgotten in the drawers somewhere, along with many reform policies 

and studies (Karami-Shayya, 2022).  

The above describes a reality where school professionals are generally 

marginalized when it comes to decisions and actions pertaining to the field of education 

and considered as recipients and implementors of decisions coming from higher order. 

This dynamic means that leads school professionals in many schools to be de-

professionalized. Karami (2013) found that Lebanese school principals are not playing 

their role as instructional supervisors or as catalysts for school improvement. Karami 
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added that they play a highly managerial and bureaucratic role in controlling teachers 

and confining their role to implementers of set curricula. The prominence of this 

leadership style is highly due to benchmarks set outside the school to which principals 

need to ensure adherence. In such cases, the autonomy granted to schools and school 

principals becomes more of a disguised professional autonomy and principals become 

more of guards to externally set mandates due to what Fitzgerald (2009) referred to as 

the tyranny of bureaucracy. This reflects a localization of what Foucault (1977) termed 

as panopticons, where institutions such as schools become surveillance instruments of 

the central government. This changes the role of many to preservers of domesticating 

order rather than instigators of school and education wide development and growth. 

This reconceptualization of the role of leadership in school, from facilitator of learning 

to quality assurer renders teachers to become oppressed by the system. Such oppression 

is further promoted through the implementation of instructional supervision tasks in 

Lebanese private schools where El-Murr (2015) found that teachers do not believe that 

their supervisors are promoting professional learning communities which are essential 

for teachers’ growth and are not trained initially to take on the tasks of instructional 

supervision.  

Within this dark reality, I have come across an incident in a research study I was 

taking part in as a research assistant, where I met a teacher who practiced in a private 

school context that, according to what she shared, embodied the description stated 

above. She added that her peers played by the book, but she didn’t. She said the 

following words when we were talking on how much the assessment culture reigned 

supreme in the school which I will never forget: “I give them the exams they want, but I 

teach the way I want”. This incident left a huge influence on my perceptions and 
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understanding regarding the role of teachers in the field of education. Zena created a 

point of divergence in my life which I will refer to and define later as a critical incident 

and left me pondering on what made this teacher different. My contemplations and 

readings led me to the concept of “teacher agency”. The rest of this manuscript focuses 

on “teacher agency” which I perceive to be the ‘silver lining’ in the quote, the 

opportunity. 

Throughout all those challenges which I believe are materializing as a byproduct 

of the system, light can be seen through the cracks. This light is the product of the work 

of many including researchers and thought leaders focused on school empowerment 

initiatives. One of the aims of these efforts is informing the practice of professionals in 

schools. The next section offers a brief description of their work which helped form the 

conceptualization in this study. 

Background 

 

Agency is ‘‘about intentional action, exercising choice, making a difference and 

monitoring effects’’ (Watkins 2005, p. 47; cited in Frost 2006, p. 21). According to 

Bandura (2009), human agency is defined as “the human capability to exert influence 

over one’s functioning and the course of events by one’s actions” (p. 8). Those definitions 

align with Root’s definition of teacher agency specifically, where Root (2014) stated that 

“teacher agency is expressed through ‘‘human actions, either individually or 

collectively’’ that include ‘‘teachers’ curriculum work and their understanding of 

educational purposes’’ (p. 76, as cited in Tan, 2016, p. 289). Those conceptualizations 

show a connection between teacher agency and taking actions. Agency however is 

influenced by factors external to the agent herself. 



 

14 

 

Teacher agency is partly shaped by the context that the teacher is part of. This is 

reflected in the fact that ‘‘humans do not simply act according to some predetermined 

pattern, but rather each action is influenced by a range of norms, traditions, overt 

formalized rules, and so on’’ (Frost 2006, p. 23). The interrelation between teacher 

agency and context has formed the premise for Biesta’s and Tedder’s ecological model 

of teacher agency, which was inspired by the work of Emirbayer and Mische who define 

agenct as: 

The temporary constructed engagement by actors of different structural 

environments – the temporal-relational contexts of action- which, through 

the interplay of habit, imagination, and judgement, both reproduces and 

transforms those structures in interactive response to the problems posed 

by changing historical situations (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998, p. 970). 

The above quote reflects the fact that human agents have the ability to learn from 

their environment through methods like observation and modeling (Bandura, 1977) and 

utilize their knowledge to understand further the reality of their social environment in 

order to work on changing it to improve their conditions and henceforth their ability to 

improve their society, which Freire (1970) defined as praxis.  

One of the contextual factors Everitt (2019) and Jenkins’ (2019) considered to 

influence teacher agency is leadership, where school leaders, principals in particular, have 

the ability to either limit or promote teacher agency depending on the level of support and 

autonomy they provide teachers with. Another factor that affects teacher agency is 

external policy mandates where standardization and centralization of decision making 

have left teacher agency limited (Buchanan, 2015; Biesta et al., 2015) unless schools find 

ways to buffer teachers from those policies. 
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 In addition to the contextual factors, teacher agency is also influenced by teachers’ 

understanding of their identities as professionals (Buchanan, 2015; Kontovourki et al. 

2018; Lasky, 2015; Stillman and Anderson, 2015; Tan, 2016). According to Tan (2016), 

teachers build on their understanding of their professional identity, which lies in tension 

with contextual factors within bureaucratic structures, to display a higher level of agency. 

Lasky (2015) also adds that teachers’ professional identity could have leverage over 

confines of hindering structures in terms of enabling teachers to exercise agency, adding 

that the stronger the sense of professional identity teachers have, the lower the influence 

of external factors on their sense of agency and autonomy. This identity is not formed 

only through professional pre-service or in-service programs but is heavily influenced by 

teachers’ past experiences (Novak and Knowels, 1992; Drake, 2006; Avraamidou; 2016; 

Howell and Allen, 2016; Altan and Lane, 2018). The fact that agency and professional 

identity are strongly tied, as for the case with professional identity and past experiences 

suggest that an indirect relationship between teacher agency and past experiences could 

be observed. 

 The available research on teacher agency has shown that context has a direct 

influence on teacher agency. Research has also shown that teacher agency is also 

formed by teachers’ conception of their professional identity, which is influenced by 

teachers’ past experiences whether professionally and personally (Buchanan, 2015; 

Lasky, 2015). The direct relationship between past experiences and agency however 

remains understudied in international literature.  

Research problem 

 

In the past few years, teacher agency is becoming of more interest to researchers 

in Lebanon and on the Arab front with works such as Bassel Akar’s on public school 
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teachers’ role in citizen education and reform (2020, 2021), and Hilal’s (2021) research 

on reflection and the promotion of teacher agency within the Lebanese context. Teacher 

agency has also been studied in the context of teacher leadership by Itani (2019), since 

agency is an essential quality that leaders need to have to succeed (Angelle, 2016). Itani 

found that agency lies across a continuum from non-existent to developing in the 

Lebanese private schools she studied. Those findings resonate with Berjaoui’s (2013) 

study on distributed leadership in Lebanese private schools where distributed leadership 

also lied across a continuum depending on the school’s commitment to the development 

of their faculty.  

The concept of teacher agency remains in need of further study, particularly 

when focusing on the relationship between professional past experiences and agency in 

the Lebanese school context. This limitation prohibits constructing a thorough 

theoretical understanding of how teacher agency is shaped in the Lebanese private 

school context, and how teachers could be supported to manifest a higher level of 

agency. Further research is needed to build a deeper conceptual understanding of the 

impact of past experiences on teacher agency in general and particularly considering the 

Lebanese private school context.  

I am aware of theoretical work that has focused on the influence of past 

experiences on the ability of individuals to acquire agency in a particular setting. 

Emirbayer and Mische (1998) describe a “chordal triad of agency within which all three 

dimensions resonate as separate but not always harmonious tones” (p. 972). This triad 

consists of the iterational element which focuses on the influence that reactivation of 

past experiences through critical reflection (Hilal, 2021; Hilal et al., 2022) has on 

promoting social order, the projective element where future trajectories are imagined, 
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and the practical-evaluative element where the possibility of realizing those trajectories 

are assessed in reference to present circumstances. However, while this model, termed 

the ecological model of agency, states that agency is acquired in relation to this triad, it 

does not conceptually explain how past experiences influence present levels of agency 

even after those experiences have completely passed. I considered the need for further 

framing of past experiences and how they influence teachers’ conception and their own 

agency within the school structure. I found this framing in Bourdieu’s concept of 

habitus which encompasses agents’ dispositions and in turn their action, and help 

further understand how and why agents act in a particular way within a given structure. 

This led me to study Bourdieu’s (1977) theory of practice which is built on the concept 

of habitus, in addition to field and capital, and later adopting it as the conceptual 

framework of this study.  

Research aim, objectives, and questions 

 

Given the gap in literature that studies teacher agency in the Lebanese private 

school context, and my conception of the significance of teacher agency in curriculum 

development, the aim of this exploratory research will be to understand the role of 

teachers’ past experiences on the manifestation of their agency in the private school 

context. While past experiences could be very general and differing in magnitude in 

terms of influence, critical incidents are among the most profound. Critical incidents are 

any “remembered event which is unplanned and unanticipated that occurs during class, 

outside class or during a teacher's career but is vividly remembered” (Brookfield, 1990, 

p. 84). Those incidents are seen to be profound on how teachers assess their practice 

where according to Farrell (2008), “if trainee teachers formally reflect on these critical 

incidents, it may be possible for them to uncover new understandings of the teaching 
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and learning process” (p. 3). Those critical incidents can help create a loop of learning 

(Kılıç and Cinkara, 2020) that could bring about more understanding on the display of 

teacher agency. 

Therefore, the purpose of this research is to further explore and understand the 

role of past critical incidents of teachers on how they exercise their agency in their 

current context at this present point in time. To that end, the following two research 

questions are asked:  

- What influence do past experiences have on the manifestation of agency for 

teachers in the Lebanese private school context? 

- How can critical incidents help in understanding how teacher agency is 

shaped? 

 

Significance of the research 

 

This study aims to build on literature about teacher agency which remains 

under-researched and under-studied (Priestly et al., 2012; van der Heijden et al. 2015; 

Tan, 2016), and particularly aims to further inform literature on the relationship 

between agency and past experiences. While some research on teacher agency has been 

done in the Lebanese context such mentioned in the research problem section, the 

concept remains understudied, specifically from the angle chosen which is the relation 

with past experiences. This manuscript aims to work towards decreasing this huge gap 

in literature on teacher agency in the Arab and Lebanese context which I see as crucial 

especially considering the weight the topic of teacher agency is receiving in other 

contexts. 

Additionally, understanding teacher agency can benefit the efforts of many who 

are invested in topics such as teacher development, teacher leadership, and school 

improvement whether at the ministry level, school level, or the level of university 
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school partnerships like TAMAM which utilizes action research for the development of 

staff professionals (tamamproject.org, 2022) where (Convery, 2019) considers that 

action research relies on and further promotes teacher agency.  

The study can also provide teachers with a different lens to look and reflect on 

their level of agency and might encourage teachers to revisit and critically reflect on 

their past experiences and critical incidents, to bring them to their consciousness, and 

see if those still have an effect on them now even though their conditions have 

completely changed. Such reflection could aid in forming a foundation that could be 

built on with the aim of increasing their own level of agency.  

 Finally, the study can also provide possible explanation to the reason why 

teachers practicing their craft in Lebanese private schools who have similar professional 

backgrounds end up having a different level of agency. This difference, which would be 

attributed to past experiences and critical incidents in particular, could provide school 

leadership with a key to help teachers understand what’s constricting their agency and 

transitively the further promotion of their professional identity and might help them 

design learning experiences that trigger critical incidents of learning.  

 The significance of the last two reasons mentioned is amplified considering the 

current state of education in Lebanon as mentioned in the opening part of this study. 

The state of the educations system dictates that change is needed sooner than later. I 

believe that this change cannot follow previous paths where our educations system has 

always been shaped by external forces, starting with the Ottoman empire in the early 

20th century, and trickled down to schools to follow. I believe that change should start 

from the ground and move up. This standpoint is influenced by Taba’s Grassroot model 

which places teachers at the heart of the curriculum development process (Ornstein and 
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Hunkins, 2017). I also believe in the need to decentralize the curriculum development 

process to create a contextualized curriculum that tends to the needs of students and the 

society they are members of. Such a change, to lead to the successful outcomes desired, 

require teachers to have a collection of attributes, spearheaded by agency. It is at this 

moment, a moment of crisis, that the opportunity should be grasped. 

Organization of the manuscript 

 

 This thesis will be comprised of five broad chapters. While the first chapter 

aimed to give an overview of the background of the study, its purpose, and significance, 

the second chapter will delve into the empirical literature on teacher agency, 

professional identity, and past experiences, in addition to describing the theoretical and 

conceptual frameworks guiding the study. The third chapter describes the methodology 

I used for selection of participants, data collection, while the fourth shares the findings 

of the study and the fifth offers an in-depth analysis of those findings and presents 

possible areas where those findings could be useful before ending with an overarching 

conclusion.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 This literature review is divided to two sections. The first section surveys 

international empirical research to gain further understanding of teacher agency, and 

factors that influence that agency, primarily from the perception of the teachers. As 

stated in the previous chapter, there is sacristy in literature in the Lebanese context that 

tackles the notion of teacher agency in the sense that is studied in this thesis. Those 

studies have framed teacher agency as existing within the classroom boundaries. This 

thesis, on the other hand, argues for teachers to play a role that transcends beyond the 

confines of the classroom to become the transformative intellectuals Giroux (1985) 

advocated for who are capable of combining reflection and practice to develop curricula 

that can promote future critical citizens. 

 The second part of this review aims at further understanding the literature 

through a critical lens. For that purpose, an introduction of Critical Theory is presented. 

This is essential since I opted to utilize critical theory as an overarching theoretical 

framework for the thesis. The part commences by focusing on Bourdieu’s theory of 

practice, where understanding the factors that limits the agency of teachers is 

understood through Bourdieu’s concepts of Habitus, Capital, and Field. 

Teacher Agency: What it is and what it is shaped by 

 

 This literature review begins by stating how literature defines agency in general 

and teacher agency in particular in order to establish a common base and understanding 

of those two concepts, and henceforth would add to the coherence of this thesis paper 

throughout its sections. After stating those definitions, the literature will be surveyed to 
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further discover the factors that influence teacher agency in particular, and the triadic 

relationship between teacher agency, professional identity, and life experiences.  

 The selection of the literature was based on ensuring an alignment with my main 

goal in this research. The research is primarily qualitative in nature since it aims to 

understand how social experiences are formed and given meaning to a higher extent 

than determining a chain of causality (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011), and qualitative 

research supports this aim more than quantitative research does. This choice is further 

supported by the fact that generally, research conducted in relation to teacher agency is 

primarily of qualitative nature. 

 The diversity of context in which the surveyed literature was conducted served 

to further show the importance of the research topic of this paper and identify gaps in 

literature that need to be addressed. The fact that teacher agency has been studied in the 

diverse contexts of Africa, East Asia, Europe, North America, South America 

researcher shows the universality of this topic and its significance to the field of 

education, and further shows stresses my stance that agency is a sociological notion. 

This means that the review conducted on those studies do inform this research 

especially considering the difference in context.  

Defining agency 

Agency essentially is the ability of individuals to play an active role in making choices 

about matters that affect their own lives, as well as the lives of others. This means that 

agency is fundamental to the course of action an individual decides on, especially that 

agency is ‘‘about intentional action, exercising choice, making a difference, and 

monitoring effects’’ (Watkins 2005, p. 47; cited in Frost 2006, p. 21). Agency is 

considered to be a power factor with regards to how an agent perceives and acts upon 
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circumstances. This notion is supported by Hiltin and Elder (2007) who stated that 

“agency stems both from individual and external circumstances that direct one’s 

attentional focus” (p. 175). Those circumstances could lead to different situations, 

favorable or unfavorable. Biesta and Tedder (2006) consider agency to be pivotal in 

determining how individuals act in problematic situations relating to their practice.  

Agency lies in a dialogical relationship with an agent’s identity as the interplay 

between the two notions is primarily grounded in the relationship between individual 

and community. According to Sloan (2006), an agent’s actions are continuously 

mediated by their perception of their own identity, the ‘I’. Tao and Gao (2017), on the 

other hand, discussed the influence both identity and agency have on teachers’ 

perception of professional commitment. The study found that teacher agency is 

individually varied and mediated by personal and social constraints. They concluded 

that “identity must be considered in terms of [teachers’ agentic] choices and actions.” 

(p. 347) 

Human agency is exercised in different social contexts, non-professional and 

professional. Agency has been studied in topics pertaining to race and gender. 

Discussing racism, Baez (2000) states that human agency is an important factor in 

deciding whether racism leads to oppression or resistance. The importance of agency 

has also been highlighted with regards to gender inequalities in the field of politics in 

Lebanon. Khatib (2008) considered that it is the role of agents to not only make sure 

there are more female participants in Lebanese politics, but to change the country’s 

political system as a whole. While those themes are of the utmost significance, they fall 

beyond the scope of this thesis. The focus will be on human agency in the professional 

context. 
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Exercised in a professional context, agentic individuals “are active, and have 

opportunities to influence, to take stances, and to make choices concerning their own 

work and their professional identities” (Eteläpelto et al., 2015, p. 662). Professional 

agency can also be perceived to give an individual the ability to impact her surrounding 

“through influencing and negotiating the contents and conditions of one’s work at the 

community and organizational levels, and through taking stances” (Eteläpelto et al., 

2015, p. 663-664). Such conceptualization of agency resonates when centering on 

teacher agency. According to Priestly et al. (2015), while recent policies have on one 

hand called for promoting teacher agency, they have also instated accountability 

measures that constrict teacher agency and redirects efforts towards fulfilling the 

conditions the policy advocates for to be perceived as a ‘good teacher’. From a critical 

stance, Gunter and Ribbins (2002) argue that a systematic and implementation driven 

policy context could be “structuring schools in ways that deny the agency of teachers 

and learners” (p. 403). Likewise, Hennessey and McNamara (2013) argue that such 

policies, driven by neoliberal agendas fixated on performance, grades, and efficiency 

promoted cultures of performativity lead to limiting agency of teachers, which is the 

reason those policies were advocated for in the first place. This paradox requires 

building an understanding of what teacher agency essentially entails outside of the 

narrow agendas of school improvement based on externally mandated and imposed 

policies. 

Defining teacher agency 

 

Teacher agency is seen as a form of professional agency where teacher’s 

contribution to shaping their work is considered critical for high quality teaching and 

learning (Biesta et al., 2015; Imants and Van Der Wal, 2020). A high level of agency 
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encourages teachers to make choices and decide on courses of action rather than 

perceiving their position as being receptive to externally predetermined scenarios. 

Exercising choice through agency is considered particularly important for teachers since 

“teaching is an activity involving a deep awareness of the significance of one’s choices 

and how those choices influence the development and well-being of others” (Buzzelli 

and Johnston, 2002, p. 120 taken from Campbell, 2012, p. 184). 

 Agency is important` in different aspects of a teacher’s professional experiences. 

Teacher agency involves monitoring day-to-day professional activities (Lennert Da 

Silva and Mølstad, 2020; Tan, 2016) to identify opportunities to advance professionally 

(Molla and Nolan, 2020), and promote human action based on their values and beliefs 

(Da Silva and Mølstad, 2020) that promote their understanding regarding the purpose of 

education (Imants and Van Der Wal, 2020), and the role of the curriculum in furthering 

that purpose (Tan, 2016). The purpose of that action would primarily focus on 

“(re)inventing the context within which [teachers] work, and which in turn imposes 

constraints and boundaries on teachers (Weick, 2001, taken from Imants and Van Der 

Wal, 2020, p. 3). The significance of contextual and structural influences on teacher 

agency is evident through the plethora of empirical studies conducted in different 

contexts, which will be further reviewed in the next section. 

Contextual and structural influences on teacher agency 

 

 Context plays a main role in the level of agency teachers acquire. (Alvunger, 

2018; Biesta et al., 2015; Buchanan, 2015; Eteläpelto, et al., 2015; Evirett, 2019; 

Jenkins, 2019; Stillman and Anderson, 2015; Tan, 2016). The influence of context on 

agency is evident when considering that ‘‘humans do not simply act according to some 

predetermined pattern, but rather each action is influenced by a range of norms, 
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traditions, overt formalized rules, and so on’’ (Frost 2006, p. 23). Kontovourki et al. 

(2018) state that “research on teacher agency has conceptualized teachers as agents who 

can actively shape their professional lives, albeit within the limits set in given contexts” 

(p. 258). Those contexts could lead to social and cultural restraints that could limit an 

individual’s or a group’s level of agency (Tan, 2016). 

The influence of contextual and structural factors on teacher agency has been the 

focus of several empirical studies. In her longitudinal research that included 12 home 

economic teachers in Queensland, Australia, Jenkins (2019) found that teachers could 

be disempowered by the lack of inclusion in decisions pertaining to school affair. 

Jenkins (2019) reported that the results of her study showed that the participants’ 

agency was diminished by “hostile environments in their school, exhaustion, being 

excluded from all curriculum decisions by administration or HODs or disagreeing with 

the changes” (p. 174). The fact that the study was done longitudinally allows the 

researcher to witness those changes in the level of agency firsthand and report within 

individual change based on a correct sequence of events. (Farrington, 1991). 

Jenkins’ (2019) discoveries were similar to those reached in other contexts. 

Eteläpelto et all (2015) and Everitt (2019), shared Jenkins’ (2019) findings and 

considered authoritative relationship with school leadership to strongly limit teacher 

agency. In her research on non-Peruvian teacher attrition in Lima, Peru in 2017 and 

based on interviews conducted with 6 non-Peruvian teachers, Everitt (2019) concluded 

that “authoritative administrations that reduce teacher agency not only reduce teacher 

job satisfaction but also stifle creativity, innovation and professional development” (p. 

58). Those results were similar to what Eteläpelto et al. (2015) concluded from their 

research that focused on 13 novice teachers in Finland. Eteläpelto et al. found that while 
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those teachers perceived their agency to be high in terms of classroom practice, they 

believed that their level of agency “in terms of making suggestions and being taken 

seriously at the school organization level was heavily dependent on the principal.” (p. 

670). Eteläpelto et al. (2015) concluded that “lack of power might be the major reason 

why the novice teachers seemed to experience a need to renegotiate their teacher 

identities very actively in the initial years of their work” (p. 678). Eteläpelto et al. 

(2015) seemed to construct this understanding primarily considering the influence of 

formal power on the relationship between teachers and management especially at the 

beginning of a teacher’s career path.  

Teacher agency is not only hindered by conditions and individuals within the 

school context, but also by factors external to the school seeing that schools are open 

social systems (Ornstein and Hunkins, 2013). One hugely influential factor that limits 

teacher agency was found to be the hyper enactment of external policies (Coleman, 

2020) that focused on standardization and the importance of external examination 

within schools. (Alvunger, 2018; Buchanan, 2015; Biesta et al., 2015; Stillman and 

Anderson, 2015; Tan, 2016), which further promoted the culture of performativity that 

frames teachers as technicians rather that transformative professionals. Those studies 

describe how policies can hinder teachers especially when they call for improvement of 

the teaching practice. The upcoming portion of this paper will describe the 

aforementioned studies in more detail. 

Standardization and accountability could limit teachers’ to exercise agency in 

teaching in a manner that promotes their educational philosophy in education and end 

up teaching to the test. Buchanan’s (2015) study explored the effect of educational 

reform policies on teachers in California. She focused on nine teachers from California 
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and “the influence of US educational reform contexts that emphasize strict teacher 

accountability” (p. 701). Buchanan concluded that “the discourse of accountability and 

practice of standardized testing are institutionalized in schooling today in a way that 

shapes how teachers understand their own success: this complicates notions of agency” 

(p. 705). Those external factors limited the agency of 8 out of the 9 teachers where 

“they not only alter[ed] their instructional practices to meet the accountability demands, 

but they also [saw] achievement on standardized exams as a marker of their own 

success.” (p. 712). Buchanan’s sample was comprised of teachers with individual 

experience of 6 years or more. This could show that she believed that the influence of 

external factors on agency is not only exerted on novice teachers, as  highlighted by 

Eteläpelto et al. (2015) when studying internal factors. Tan (2016) also reached similar 

conclusions, which is evident in his statement that “the contextual and structural factors 

continue to restrain the agency of educators in non-elite schools and limit their ability to 

transcend an exam-oriented education that privileges a high college-entrance rate” (p. 

299).  

External mandated changes to curriculum could cause teachers to be 

overwhelmed by the sudden influx of information and increase in demands. The 

influence of external changes on teacher agency was the focus of Alvunger (2018) as he 

studied the introduction of “explicit standards for the [Swedish social science] 

curriculum used in compulsory schooling through the implementation of ‘knowledge 

requirements’ that align content, abilities and assessment criteria” (p. 479). The study 

found, based on four case studies conducted in year-six classes in schools located rural 

and urban districts, that the mandated curriculum change caused “the teachers [to] 

experience a surplus of content and face time constraints, because each subject contains 
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many curriculum tasks. In other words, contextual factors impede their agency” (p. 

487). While this study took place in Sweden, similar findings were concluded in 

Scotland. 

The negative impact of externally imposed systems and structures was also 

highlighted by Biesta et al. (2015) as a factor in diminishing teacher agency. An 

example would be the No Child Left Behind act that was passed in the United States in 

2001, the Office for Standard Education (Ofsted in the UK), and centralized curricula 

such as the Curriculum of Excellence in Scotland. The Curriculum of Excellence was 

the focus of the study by Biesta et al. (2015) who found that curriculum changes have 

left teachers confused in their roles and practices, arguing that: 

“…much of the blame for this situation lies in externally imposed 

systems which alter the dynamics of schooling, leading to incremental 

change without the development of a clear philosophy of education to 

underpin the changes in question, and a professional collegiality that 

enables its development.” (p. 636) 

 The change enforced by externally imposed systems could cause teachers to 

replace some of their values and principles to align with what the policies mandate. This 

outcome was reflected by Stillman and Anderson (2015) in their case study about 

Xochi, an English language and social studies teacher, whose “responses to policy also 

involved bending in the direction of policy and away from some of the principles that 

otherwise anchored her practice. This meant expressing seemingly conflicting 

positions” (p. 737). 
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 Although the literature clearly describes the effect of structure on teacher 

agency, such effect varies between from one teacher to another. One attribute that might 

explain such fluctuation could be the teacher’s professional identity. 

Teacher agency and professional identity  

 

The interplay between teacher agency and teachers’ perception of their 

professional identity, which is formed through different forms of socialization (Cruess 

et al., 2015), has been studied in various contexts (Buchanan, 2015; Kontovourki et al. 

2018; Lasky, 2015; Stillman and Anderson, 2015; Tan, 2016). Such studies are worth 

reviewing since “an individual’s professional agency is reciprocally related to his or her 

professional identity” (Buchanan, 2015, p. 704). The findings generally show that 

teacher agency is governed by the tension between factors arising from within or 

outside the school and teachers’ professional identities. 

Lasky (2015) conducted a longitudinal and mixed-method study in an urban 

school in Ontario, Canada time when the state was implementing a curricular reform 

which was accompanied by new accountability systems, student examinations and 

teacher testing. Lasky studied the teachers’ narratives to identify the effect those 

external changes have had on their practice. She found that even though the new norms 

were having their toll on teachers in terms of pressure and time, they still showed 

agency stating that “one of the most powerful enduring elements of participants’ agency 

was their unwillingness to change their identity as individuals working in a human-

centered profession, which required making real connections with their students” 

(Lasky, 1015, p. 913). Lasky (2015) concluded that “this suggests that external 

mediational systems might have less of an effect on shaping teacher identity and agency 

as teachers become more certain or sure of whom they are as teachers” (p. 913).  
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Tan (2016) reached similar conclusions in his study on Chinese non-elite 

schools, which are private schools as those in the context of this study, where the 

impact of external educational policy mandates lessened with teachers’ understanding 

of their professional identity. She found that even though the Chinese curriculum has 

migrated towards an exam-centered paradigm, teachers built on their understanding of 

their professional identity, and displayed a high level of agency by going beyond such a 

“narrow academic pursuit under an exam-centered educational paradigm to develop 

well-rounded students who are grounded in their own cultural tradition, values and way 

of life” (p. 299).  

In the Lebanese context, similar outcomes were shared through the work of 

Lebanese Association for History (LAH) where the influence of policy was lessened 

through adopting a grassroots approach to change the way history is taught in schools 

(Akar, Shouayb, and Hamadeh, 2016). LAH relied on teachers with a strong 

professional identity to advance a new disciplinary approach to history education. While 

there was and still is many challenges, LAH achieved many success stories that they 

hope would form a foundation for change on a bigger scale in history education in 

Lebanon. 

Buchanan (2015) presented different dynamics between teacher agency, 

professional identity, and external factors in her study. Buchanan stated that for the 

nine teachers she studied,  

Agency for these teachers was reflected in whether or not they could 

teach the way they wanted to teach within their local school context. 

This was dependent on how closely participants’ professional identities 

(derived from their career history) fit with their school culture, 
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commitments, and practices. The kinds of agency that teachers exhibited 

could be broadly grouped into two categories: stepping up or pushing 

back (p. 709) 

According to Buchanan (2015), stepping up means that the teacher would 

personally choose to go beyond the basic contractual requirements of her school, which 

happens when her professional identity fits with the school’s culture and practices. 

Otherwise, the teacher reflects her sense of agency by pushing back or resisting. The 

difference with Lasky (2015) and Tan (2016) lies in Buchanan’s findings that 

professional identity and agency are sometimes not enough to push against the external 

mandates, as was explained in the section above. She believed that the power that lies 

with external bodies could be too strong for teachers to balance. This stance is shared by 

Eteläpelto et al. (2015) who, based on his study, states that “when teachers entered into 

the practical school environment, they realized that they needed to renegotiate their 

professional identities. This involved re-assessing their professional ideals based on 

their experiences of attempting to apply them in the classroom” (p. 673).  

So far, two scenarios showcasing the tension between professional identity and 

structure have been stated. Stillman and Anderson (2015) offer a third. Considering that 

a “rejection-to-accommodation continuum thus risks not fully capturing the responses 

of teachers who take a more strategic, agentive role than accommodation would 

suggest” (Stillman and Anderson, 2015, p. 723), their research offers a new 

understanding of how teachers navigate policy changes through a process they term 

‘appropriation.’ Through appropriation which according to Stillman and Anderson 

(2015) “involves an emotional dimension whereby one makes a cultural tool or text 

one’s own”, Xochi managed to make the policy mandated to be her own. This meant 
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that even though her professional identity was partly influenced by the policy, the 

policy was also shaped by Xochi’s professional identity. This showed that professional 

identity and policy are mutually influenced by each other. However, the influence of 

policy on professional identity is not exclusive. As the upcoming segment of this 

literature review will show, professional identity is also informed by an agent’s past 

experiences. 

Life experiences and professional identities 

 

The influence of past life experiences on the formation of the professional 

identity has been researched within the field of education (Novak and Knowels, 1992; 

Drake, 2006; Avraamidou; 2016; Howell and Allen, 2016; Altan and Lane, 2018), and 

in other fields such as sports. (Holmes et al., 2020). While the topics of sports and 

education might not seem to align at first glance, but Holmes et al.’s study, and the 

other studies highlighted in the field of education do share a common purpose which is 

to understand how past experiences play a role in shaping agents’ careers in their 

particular fields. 

Those studies shared several commonalities. Firstly, all those studies framed 

past experiences in a manner that aligns with the definition of critical incidents which 

Brookfield (1990) defined as any “vividly remembered event which is unplanned and 

unanticipated that occurs during class, outside class or during a teacher's career but is 

“vividly remembered” ( p. 84), and UNHCR defines as “a sudden, unexpected and 

overwhelming event, that is out of the range of expected experiences.” (UNHCR, 2021) 

Another similarity lies in the research methodology where narrative enquiry was used in 

five of the six studies reviewed. According to Connelly and Clandinin (1990), narrative 

enquiry is the process where data is gathered for research based on story telling which 
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allows participants to share their story the way they interpret it. This could reflect a 

perception that differs from what actually transpired. However, I believe that when 

discussing the understanding of one’s own life experiences, it is the perception that 

needs to be addressed since in the mind of the participant, the perception reflects the 

reality as derived from past experiences (Rummel, 1975). Another common attribute 

deals with the findings where all researchers referenced in this section of the study 

found that past experiences do in fact influence the formation of a person’s professional 

identity. Such findings could be seen in the paper submitted by Novak and Knowles in 

the 1992 annual meeting of the American Education Research Association that focused 

on the life experiences of histories of second-career teachers. Novak and Knowles 

(1992) stated that:  

“Experiences prior to becoming teachers influence the organizational and 

management structures they setup in their classrooms, the expectations 

of and beliefs about children that they maintain, the ways in which they 

design curriculum and resolve instructional problems, and the views they 

hold of themselves as teachers (p. 32)” 

Altan and Lane (2018) studied macro- and micro- contexts of five female 

teachers, where “macro context refers to where the narrative identities are produced 

(participants' living environments) and micro context refers to how they are produced 

(events that occurred in the past)” (p. 240). Relying primarily on narrative enquiry, 

Altan and Lane (2018) were able to group life experiences under two categories: 

learning environments and personal attributes, where learning experiences particularly 

which “refer to developing personally through attributes of the surrounding 

environments that influence individuals, including experiences related to family 
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environment, school environment, and experiences related to neighborhood” (p. 243) 

turned out to be highly significant in forming the participants’ professional identity. The 

researcher believes that the sample could be questioned especially that Altan and Lane 

(2018) do not specify why the purposefully selected sample included only females 

especially considering that, according to an OECD report presented in the same year 

this paper was published, the percentage of female teachers in Turkish schools is around 

60%. The researcher, however, acknowledges that this paper could be a portion of much 

bigger and ongoing research. 

Similar results have been found by Howell and Allen (2016) who aimed to study 

the influence of life experiences on the professional identities of Environmental 

Educators (EE). Relying on a mixed methodology, Howell and Allen gathered data 

about the from 85 people, primarily in the UK, involved in climate change education 

focusing on their life experiences and perception of their role as EE. The results showed 

that previous work, education, media, family, and the work of organizations had a major 

influence on the participants’ decision to become environmental educators involved in 

climate change education.  

Avraamidou (2016) presents an analysis of her study that agrees with those of 

Altan and Lane (2018) and Howell and Allen (2016) to a large extent. Avraamidou 

studied the influence of life experiences of three science teachers’ science identities, and 

how they perceive science should be taught. She highlighted, for example, that Alex, 

one of the participants, was an advocate of teaching science in natural surroundings, 

which was compatible with his childhood experiences which centered around spending 

a lot of times outdoors where his father taught him a lot of the scientific facts he still 
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remembers today. The influence of past experiences was also evident with the other two 

participants, which led Avraamidou to conclude that 

“the stories of the three preservice elementary teachers illustrate how 

their identities have been in formation from their early years of their 

lives and how various experiences and interactions situated in various 

contexts impacted their identity trajectories” (p. 879) 

 The influence of past life experiences on shaping an individual’s 

professional identity stretches beyond the field of education. Holmes et al. 

(2020) studied this relationship in the field of sports, rugby in particular, where 

their study focused on six super league coaches from England and Australia. 

Holmes et al. concluded that although  

the links between their professional playing careers and their 

coaching beliefs and practice were far more explicit than with 

early experience but, the values, beliefs, and dispositions they 

developed early in their lives shaped these ensuing experiences 

and their beliefs about coaching (p. 209) 

Those values and beliefs were forged in the communities the participants grew 

up in, and by the fact that they grew up in families, who were rugby players, where their 

fathers and uncles were respected for their “toughness, commitment, loyalty and 

willingness to put their bodies on the line for their club, their town and their 

communities.” (p. 206). Those qualities which the participants witnessed growing up 

shaped their understanding of their professional roles and what the successful rugby 

coach profile is comprised of. 
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Finally, Drake (2006) offered a different outlook on the influence of life 

experiences on the development of professional identity where the focus was on specific 

incidents that were highly impactful in the person’s life, rather than on life experiences 

in general.  Drake explored the influence “of teachers’ mathematics life stories and their 

interpretation and implementation of a reform- oriented mathematics curriculum” (p. 

580). Of the twenty participants, Drake focused particularly on six of them who had 

earlier negative experiences in learning mathematics where those experiences were 

accompanied by feelings of failure and fear, and how their perception of mathematics 

changed later due to what he called “turning-point experiences” which ranged from 

professional development, to being a master’s student, to working closely with students. 

Drake (2006) deduced that “the turning-point experiences empowered these teachers to 

move from thinking they could not understand mathematics to viewing themselves as 

capable of learning and teaching mathematics” (p. 591). 

The reviewed literature offers us valuable insight on understanding the linkages 

between agency, professional identity, and past experiences. The link is made between 

critical incidents, or past experiences, on the one hand, and the development of the 

professional identity on the other. The literature also shows how agency shapes 

professional identity and is shaped by structural, cultural, and contextual factors. This 

review offers encouragement to explore the relationship further based on both earlier 

life experiences and turning points that might have caused a change, whether positive or 

negative, in the teachers’ perception of their professional identity, and henceforth their 

agency. Diagram 1 aims to visualize the argument for further clarity. 
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Figure 1 

 

Relationship between teacher agency, professional identity, and life experiences 

 

 

 

Note: The figure is aiming to show that the literature review described 

the relationship between agency and professional identity, and 

professional experiences and professional identity. The relationship 

between agency and life experiences (critical incidents) is to be 

further studied. 

 

Summary of and reflections on the empirical studies 

 

 The researcher reviewed empirical studies from different contexts to further 

understand teacher agency. The diversity of the context studied  was also a result of 

the lack of research on this topic in the Lebanese context. The findings of those research 

studies, which were mainly of qualitative nature, showed that teacher agency is the 

ability of a teacher to shape her career and life circumstances. Teacher agency is 

influenced by the school’s internal structure and context which can promote or demote 

teacher agency, in addition to external policies set by centralized bodied where studies 

have shown that they usually limit the agency of teachers. The influences of those two 

factors on agency differ between teachers due to their perception of their professional 



 

39 

 

identities. The literature has shown that teachers’ understanding of their professional 

identities is influenced by their personal and professional life experiences. 

The fact that the reviewed literature is generally qualitative by nature and 

conducted in contexts that differ from that of the study could be a venue for questioning 

and scrutiny by some.  

This relates to the fact that qualitative research relay on small sample sizes compared to 

quantitative studies which could affect generalizability, whereas the fact that the 

contexts in which the studies were carried are different than the Lebanese context could 

lead to questioning the transferability of findings to the Lebanese context which is the 

main concern of this paper. I however do not share those views. 

I do not see what is mentioned above to be a limitation. I believe that even if the 

sample size is small, that does not mean that the research cannot be generalizable to a 

certain extent. The level of generalizability would require detailed description of the 

context of the research, which will be further delved into in the next chapter which 

addresses the thesis’ methodology. Additionally, I selected literature from different 

contexts to provide a more thorough description which I believe adds value to and 

supplements the research which would make up for a platform for further understanding 

the subject of interest at hand in the Lebanese context.  Finally, the prominence of the 

topic of teacher agency in different contexts, and the lack of research pertaining to this 

topic in the Arab context, and the Lebanese on specifically, reflects a major gap in 

literature that should be addressed. Henceforth, it is my aim to contribute to diminishing 

this gap through this study. 

Based on the literature surveyed, it would appear that the agency of teachers is 

limited by both the actual structures and contexts in which they currently reside, and the 
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historic structure within disposition that has had an influence on their agency 

throughout their history. If those factors are limiting ones, one would logically assume 

that building teacher agency requires teachers to distance themselves from such 

limitations. Such an endeavor has been termed as emancipation and is considered the 

underlying end goal of Critical Theory. In the following section, I offer a review of 

Critical Theory for two main reasons: the first is to build further understanding of this 

movement which will allow me to be more critical of my own approach and framework, 

and the second is to understand further the influence of critical theorists’ life 

experiences on their identity and practice, which aligns with the aim of this research 

study. 

Critical Theory – An overarching theoretical framework 

 

 Critical theory is chosen as an overarching theoretical framework for this thesis. 

The reason for this choice is the fact that critical theory acknowledges the fact that 

human lives are governed by unbalanced power relations resulting in dichotomizing 

social agents into two main categories, the oppressor and the oppressed (Freire, 2000). 

Such a dichotomy was evident in the empirical studies reviewed previously in this 

study. Most of the studies showed that teachers’ agency was being oppressed by other 

actors within the same field but at a more favorable positions in that field, the field of 

education. As the reviewed empirical studies stated, teacher agency was in many 

circumstances being limited and hindered by policy makers, education ministries, and 

school leaders, agents in more favorable positions who contributed to the formation of 

the structure in which the teachers resided.  It is my firm belief that such conditions 

need to be changed through reflection upon the world and practice to transform the 

reality of that world (Freire, 1970), which aligns with critical theory’s assertation of the 
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“need to develop a discourse of social transformation and emancipation that does not 

cling dogmatically to its own doctrinal assumptions” (Giroux, 1983, p. 8). The main 

premises mentioned above present a suitable lens to approach my research aims, which 

is understanding how past experiences influence the manifestation of agency for 

teachers in the context of Lebanese private schools. I believe that developing this 

conception, with the teachers themselves, could induce a state of reflection on practice 

that would promote the manifestation of agency (Hilal et al., 2022) within the field of 

education which would in turn raise awareness of how their professional identity 

developed. This newly found awareness would be used as a platform for developing 

leaders capable to transform the field of education. 

The upcoming section of this literature review will delve deeper into the origin, 

history, and premises of critical theory.  

Origins 

 

The roots of critical theory are found within Marxism (Agger, 1991; Aronowitz, 

2002; Bronner, 2011; Held, 1980). However, “its leading representatives were 

concerned less with what Marx called the economic “base” than the political and 

cultural “superstructure” of society” (Bronner, 2011, p.2).  

Critical theory aimed towards the liberation of individuals from oppression 

(Antonio, 1983; Held, 1980). To that end, critical theorists considered their work to 

focus on capturing the past almost forgotten and the struggle for emancipation (Held, 

1980), and changing those historical circumstances to present new possibilities for 

liberation as further explained by Bronner (2011): 

Critical theory was intended as a general theory of society fueled by the 

desire for liberation. Its practitioners understood that new social 
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conditions would give rise to new ideas and new problems for radical 

practice—and that the character of the critical method would change 

along with the substance of emancipation (p. 24). 

Although many influences have been exerted on critical theory, the term is 

traced back to the Frankfurt School in 1937. For that reason, history, premise, and goals 

of the critical theory of the Frankfurt School, where capitalizing the term ‘Critical 

Theory’ aims to denote specifically the critical theory that is attributed to the Frankfurt 

School, will be reviewed. I chose to particularly focus on the Frankfurt School because 

of their premise that “all thought and theory are tied to a specific interest in the 

development of a society without injustice” (Giroux, 1983, p. 1983). This premise 

aligns with my philosophy in education which I presented at the beginning of this 

manuscript. 

Placing critical theory in the historical context: the Frankfurt School 

 

The term Frankfurt School is used to informally describe the works of scholars 

who resided in the “Institut für Sozialforschung” (Institute of Social Research) that was 

founded in Germany in 1923 (Agger, 1991; Aronowitz, 2002; Bronner, 2011; 

Corradetti, 2011; Held, 1980). According to Held (1980), the Frankfurt School 

originally referred to the work of five German men who were Max Horkheimer, 

Theodor Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, Leo Lowenthal and Friedrich Pollock, in what 

Bronner (2011) described as the inner circle. 

Horkheimer, who became the director of Institute succeeding Carl Grunberg, 

along with members of the inner circle started analyzing cultural, social, and economic 

fields to find reasons that would explain why the working class were discouraged from 

overthrowing capitalism (Agger, 1991; Giroux, 1983). Horkheimer, Adorno, and 
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Marcuse saw capitalism to be deeply problematic considering its aim to “reconstitute 

and reinforce its economic and ideological control” (Giroux, 1983, p. 10), and therefore 

depoliticizing social action. Such analysis would later be coined by Horkheimer as 

“Critical Theory”, which came at the time when the Frankfurt School was forced into 

exile to the United States because of the Nazi regime coming to power in Germany.  

Goals and premises of Critical Theory 

 

Horkheimer argued that “Critical Theory could help to promote a self-conscious 

and organized working class by fostering a debate between theoreticians, the advanced 

elements of the class, and those in need of greater awareness about social 

contradictions” (Held, 1980, p. 50).   

 Critical Theory has evolved with the change of social conditions. While the 

focus of Critical Theory in modern society was on  "forms of authority and injustice that 

accompanied the evolution of industrial and corporate capitalism as a political-

economic system", postmodern critical theory worked on politicizing social problems 

"by situating them in historical and cultural contexts, to implicate themselves in the 

process of collecting and analyzing data, and to relativize their findings." 

Horkheimer, along with the members of the inner circle believed that “Critical 

Theory is supposed to contribute to the necessary subjective dimension of emancipation 

by clarifying immanent (historically based) emancipatory ends and demystifying 

reifications that prevent “free action” (Antonio, 1983, p. 331). According to (Nichols & 

Allen-Brown, 1996), Critical Theory “seeks to make problematic what is taken for 

granted in culture, and it does so in the interests of social justice, especially in the 

interest of those who are oppressed. To be able to accomplish this, Critical Theory treats 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Corporate_capitalism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_economy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Political_economy
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knowledge as subjective rather than absolute, which reflects the huge rift with 

positivism.  

Horkheimer perceived humans as capable of abolishing injustice and 

transforming society. According to Sawchuk (2005), “[Horkheimer] does not accept the 

notion that human beings are passive or helpless in the face of objective historical 

forces but rather argues that, because of their subjective agency, people can actually 

change reality” (p. 540).  

Horkheimer’s optimism that underlined his earlier work was less evident in his 

later years. Pessimism in Horkheimer’s work, along that of Adorno, increased with the 

rise of the Nazi regime in Germany which ultimately led to the exile of the Frankfurt 

school. Horkheimer and Adorno seemed to abandon all hope of revolutionary change as 

was evident in their book “Dialectic of Enlightenment” (Sawchuk, 2005). Compounded 

by what they conceived as society’s submission to totalitarian regimes in Europe 

(Aronowitz, 2002; Bronner, 2011; Held, 1980), pessimism remained evident in 

Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s work even after their return from exile in 1949. (Bronner, 

2011). Horkheimer and Adorno were pessimistic about the working class’s ability to 

liberate themselves from the power of capitalism. (Antonio, 1983; Bohman, 2021). 

They did not understand why the working class was participating in the domination 

exerted upon them by the structure rather than resisting it.  

Perhaps, the answer for Horkheimer’s and Adorno conundrum could be sought 

after within Bourdieu’s theory of practice. Bourdieu’s work is linked to Critical 

Theory’s goals where he believed that the work of sociologists should aim to offer 

critique of current practice where the aim is for agents to ultimately “liberate themselves 

from the grip of the legitimated symbolic domination” (Kim, 2004, p.362). Bourdieu, as 
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with the Frankfurt School, distanced himself from Marx’s theory that focused on 

economy as the sole factor influencing social action and considered other factors 

including culture and education, in addition to economy, to be sources of power 

(Wacquant, 1992; Grenfell, 2014). This was evident in Bourdieu’s delineation of the 

main constructs of his Theory of Practice. 

Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice 

 

 Bourdieu developed his theory of practice based on three main concepts: 

habitus, capital, and field. (Navarro, 2006). Habitus is the personal dispositions that 

shape an agent. Capital represents the resources an agent accumulates to improve her 

position and status. It is “external wealth converted into an integral part of the person” 

(Bourdieu, 1986, p. 244-5). Finally, field represents the arena where an agent’s habitus 

is realized (Bourdieu, 1986). The following section will go into more detail of those 

concepts to offer more clarity into Bourdieu’s theory, and to provide linkages with the 

main focus of this thesis which is teacher agency. 

Field 

 

 Fields, according to Bourdieu, are social spaces or structures that are organized 

around forms of capital (Bourdieu, 1989, 1992; Navarro, 2006). Fields are structures in 

which different forms of capital are located, where agents struggle as they compete for 

accumulating that capital and seek to reach more favorable positions which will allow 

them to gain the advantage over other agents in their quest to monopolize the field’s 

resources (Navarro, 2006). 

Fields are seen as hierarchically connected to each other (Wacquant, 1992). This 

connection effects the level of autonomy and heteronomy of a field in relation to other 

fields (Schmitz et al., 2017). However, Bourdieu posits that all fields are connected to 
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the field of power. The relationship with this field is unclear as Bourdieu himself did 

not shed clarity on the nature of this relationship (Schmitz et al., 2017) which has left 

many researchers adopting Bourdieu’s theories to disregard the consideration of the 

influence of the field of power (Schmitz et al., 2017). This study adopts the 

understanding that the field of power is a field of fields, a meta field (Navarro, 2016) 

where it’s limit is set where its effect ceases (Wacquant, 1992). 

 Bourdieu states that agents work towards acquiring more autonomy in the field 

to reside in more favorable positions within that field (Bourdieu, 1989). This means that 

Bourdieu considers autonomy to be sought after by an agent in relation to structural 

conditions within the field, a conceptualization that aligns with that of agency as 

presented in this study. According to Bourdieu, not all agents have the same position in 

the field. Their position is determined by the habitus and their accumulated capital.  

Habitus 

 

Habitus is a concept that originated in Aristotle’s notion of hexes through which 

Bourdieu attempted to find his way around the stand-off between subjectivism and 

objectivism (Navarro, 2006). Bourdieu (1989) states that even though agents 

undoubtedly have their world views and opinions, those nonetheless are formed under 

the influence of the structure in which the agents reside. The structure enforces 

constraints over the agents leading them to perceive what goes on around them as 

natural and internalizing the external structures to become a part of their own mental 

structures. The habitus then is “structured structures predisposed to function as 

structuring structures” (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 53). This process of internalization results in 

the formation of certain dispositions of the individuals or what Bourdieu calls habitus. 

Bourdieu (1989) adds that 
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As perceptive dispositions tend to be adjusted to position, agents, even 

the most disadvantaged ones, tend to perceive the world as natural and to 

accept it much more readily especially when you look at the situation of 

the dominated through the social eyes of the dominant. (p. 6) 

Henceforth, habitus is formed not as the result of the coercion of the structure, 

but through long-lasting dispositions that  

[revoke] the common sense duality between the individual and the social 

by capturing ‘the internalization of externality and the externalization of 

internality’ [in the famous expression of Bourdieu], that is, the way 

society becomes deposited in persons in the form of lasting dispositions, 

or trained capacities and structured propensities to think, feel, and act in 

determinate ways, which then guide them in their creative responses to 

the constraints and solicitations of their extant milieu. (Wacquant, 2005, 

p. 316, as cited in Navarro, 2006, p. 16)  

 The essence of Bourdieu’s notion of the habitus is that the constraints on the 

individual’s agency to promote change and strive towards emancipation are placed by 

the agents themselves, on themselves (Bourdieu, 1989; Nash, 1990; Navarro, 2006), 

where habitus implies “the sense of one’s place but also a sense of the place of others” 

(Bourdieu, 1989, p. 19). This means that the positionality of individuals in a field is not 

only driven by one’s own habitus, but also by others’ perception and understanding of 

where those individuals should be positioned. This leads to the construction of a new 

social reality that “is not only an individual enterprise but may also become a collective 

enterprise.” (Bourdieu, 1989, p. 6). 
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 Habitus is an essential condition to determining the manner an agent acts in 

social structures, and henceforth is directly tied to an agent’s ability to advance in the 

structure and be emancipated from its shackles. Nash (1990) emphasizes this fact by 

stating that “in Bourdieu’s accounts, it is not agents, individuals or social organizations, 

that carry out strategic plans but the habitus—the embodied objectification of structure” 

(p. 434). Lowe and Tapachai (2021) consider habitus to be the intersection, the 

translational vehicle, that promotes the relationship between agency and structure. This 

means that it is the habitus that molds an agent’s belief in her ability to act within a 

social context. Additionally, according to Maritz (2021), habitus plays a central role in 

shaping one’s present practices, and “designates a way of being, a habitual state 

(Bourdieu, 1977, p. 214) and as such, possibly the agent’s professional identity. 

Habitus, however, is not the only factor to be considered in the manifestation and 

promotion of agency. Capital is an equally valuable condition in determining social 

action (Bourdieu 1989, 1992; Navarro, 2006). 

Capital  

 

Capital can be understood as all forms of resources that are present in social 

fields which agents, either individually or collectively, struggle to accumulate. 

(Bourdieu, 1988; Navarro, 2006). Bourdieu distinguishes between different forms of 

capital, but highlights three in particular: the economic, social, and cultural (Bourdieu, 

1986,1989,1992), where each field differs in terms of the quantity and form of capital 

(Bourdieu, 1986). Bourdieu also identified a fourth form of capital, the symbolic. The 

symbolic capital, however, is considered to lie on a different plane than the other three 

forms since it is accumulated as the result of recognition of the other forms of capital. 

(Lebaron, 2014). Those forms of capital are all considered essential since “it is in fact 
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impossible to account for the structure and functioning of the social world unless one 

reintroduces capital in all its forms” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 241).  

Capital is considered central in determining the location of an agent within a 

field. Navarro (2006) states that “Individuals mobilize resources in order to assure their 

position in the social order and these resources are forms of capital when they function 

as a social relation of power – or, in other words, when resources are objects of social 

struggles.” (p. 17). This means that capital can utilized be used to ensure social 

reproduction through being constricted to certain agents within a field, which limits the 

chances of mobility within that field. However, not all sources of capital can be 

withheld from agents in unfavorable positions. In relation to the field of education, and 

teachers in particular, one way that resources could be acquired is through professional 

experiences teachers have in their practice. Another is through their education in 

preparation to become teachers. A third is through experiences they underwent as 

students, their life experiences, which influences their perception of what is important to 

succeed in the field, and ergo the resources they need to accumulate to reach what they 

perceive to be success.  

Bourdieu combined those three concepts, field, habitus, and capital, to explain 

that agents interact in any field based on their habitus, accumulated capital, and the 

rules of that field. This relationship is further elaborated by Wacquant and Bourdieu 

(1992) who state that: 

A field consists of a set of objectives, historical relations between 

positions anchored in certain forms of power (or capital), while 

habitus consists of a set of historical relations "deposited" with 
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individual bodies in the form of mental and corporeal schemata of 

perception, appreciation, and action (p. 16). 

 Therefore, to address the issue of teacher agency based on Bourdieu’s 

conceptualizations, the relationship between those three concepts and their role in 

constructing the agent’s reality should be addressed. 

Restructuring reality  

 

The position of an agent within a field correlates with the amount of power the 

agent possesses, and consequently, the influence that the agent can exert in the field, 

which is acquired through accumulation of capital and the agent’s dispositions, their 

habitus, within that field. Therefore, it is for the benefit of the agents in higher positions 

that the conditions within the field are replicated to reassure their dominance over other 

agents who reside in lower positions (Schubert, 2014). As stated above in this chapter, 

this replication of conditions is achieved through internalizing the external structures to 

become part of the agents’ habitus, where those agents who lie at a less favorable 

position within the field come to accept and legitimize, and henceforth reproduce, the 

norms of the field, or what Bourdieu (1992) delineates as ‘doxa’. This, according to 

Bourdieu, leads to a state of misrecognition, that is, “the symbolic violence of the most 

powerful groups that allows the naturalization of domination, thus creating passivity 

and conformity to a given social order” (Navarro, 2006, p. 19).  

 To alter such a reality, a reality that is based on conformity and passivity, a 

destabilization in the dynamics of the relationship between field and habitus should 

occur, and the doxa should be unhidden (Bourdieu, 1992). Such destabilization takes as 

a prerequisite critical reflection aimed to create internal dissonance needed to break the 

ongoing cycle. However, such destabilization is critical due to the possibility of 
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replication of the conditions of the original field, leading to a similar status quo to the 

one sought to change. Such a reality could be realized when the change occurs at a 

steady rate which is seen as the general course of action especially that habitus and field 

are in a constant state of change caused by their dialectic relationship (Bourdieu, 1992). 

The change in habitus historically seems to lack behind since “structures change, but 

dispositions do not – at best they take longer” (Hardy, 2014, p. 139). According to 

Hardy (2014), such a time mismatch will always put an agent who doesn’t reside at a 

favorable position at a disadvantage where the name of the game becomes ‘catching 

up’. One has to look no further than the field of politics in Lebanon for examples. 

Although changes in the field have happened ever since the 70’s and up to October 

2019, those changes have always benefited those with the most evident positions in the 

field, which is evident through the regeneration of the same power structures throughout 

those years. 

 While a steady and anticipated evolutionary change would replicate the original 

unfavorable conditions, an abrupt change in the field will yield unfavorable results as 

well. Sudden and abrupt changes to the field would result in what Bourdieu delineates 

as the field mechanism of ‘hysteresis’. Hysteresis leads to the disruption of the habitus. 

(Hardy, 2014), however such disruption will not serve the unfavorably positioned agent. 

Hysteresis will produce similar outcomes to those of the first scenario since 

It is the “hysteresis effect”, or inertia in the habitus, which provides 

opportunities for the already successful to succeed further, while the less 

successful continue to misrecognize the strengths and weaknesses of 

relative field positions. (Hardy, 2014, p. 130). 
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The above two conditions that can be extracted from Bourdieu’s description of 

the relationship between habitus and structure would then result in the regeneration of 

similar, if not identical, unfavorable conditions from the perspective of those lying in a 

disadvantageous position within the field. Such findings are supported through the 

results of the literature reviewed in chapter 2 that showcase the influence of context and 

structure on teachers. Such influence is deemed to be unfavorable to teachers, even if 

change in conditions is marketed to be in the favor of teachers such in the case of 

Curriculum of Excellence in Scotland (Biesta et al. (2015) and others (Buchanan, 2015; 

Eteläpelto et al., 2015; Tan, 2016; Everitt, 2019; Jenkins, 2019). 

Based on what was discussed, for change to favor the oppressed agents within a 

field, an alternative route where instead of internalizing external structures, agents, 

through praxis which embroils both intellectual reflection and action (Freire, 2000), 

must “step out of the automatic responses prompted by their habitus (the obscure, deep- 

rooted choices of the habitus.)” (Nash, 1990, p. 434). Such an exodus, which aligns with 

what critical theorists express as emancipation and can be driven by critical reflection 

and action, would lead not only to the betterment of the conditions of the agents who 

are currently unfavored, but to all agents residing in the field regardless of the 

advantage their current position offers, which includes the academia and policy elites. 

This new reality is realized for all since 

In the first [stage], the oppressed unveil the world of oppression and 

through the praxis commit themselves to its transformation. In the 

second stage, in which the reality of oppression has already been 

transformed, this pedagogy ceases to belong to the oppressed and 
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becomes a pedagogy of all people in the process of permanent liberation 

(Freire, 2000, p. 54). 

Therefore, and to initiate a praxis, the habitus, which is unconscious (Bourdieu, 

1992), must be bought to consciousness, and it is in particular the past experiences that 

should be brought to consciousness since 

Early experiences have particular weight because the habitus tends to 

ensure its own constancy and its defense against change through the 

selection it makes within new information by rejecting information 

capable of calling into question its accumulated information, if exposed 

to it accidentally or by force, and especially by avoiding exposure to 

such information (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 60-61) 

The need to bring forward those past experiences is further supported by the 

findings gathered from the empirical review presented in chapter 2 that reveal the 

influence of past experiences on teachers’ professional identity, which in turn 

constitutes, a major part at least, of the teacher’s habitus in the field of education. 

Conclusion 

 

 Teacher agency is perceived as the “capacity to make choices, take principled 

action, and enact change” (Anderson, 2010, p. 541, as cited in Molla and Nolan, 2020, 

p. 68). Research has shown that while advocacy for teacher agency has been made 

explicit, it continues to be limited by structural and contextual factors (Priestly et al., 

2015). Those factors, however, do not exert the same influence on all teachers. The 

studied literature attributes such fluctuation to the teacher’s professional identity 

(Buchanan, 2015; Kontovourki et al. 2018; Lasky, 2015; Stillman and Anderson, 2015; 

Tan, 2016), which in turn is influenced by the agent’s life experiences. (Dahl, 2020).  
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 Analyzing the findings from this literature review through a critical lens, I 

believe that regardless of the change in context in the present or the future, teacher’s 

agency will always be limited by the internally structured structure formed by the agent, 

consciously or unconsciously, due to previous identity-shaping life experiences, what 

Bourdieu denotes to as the habitus. Therefore, this thesis will explore whether bringing 

teacher’s past experiences forefront and instigating critical reflection on those 

experiences could result in teacher’s reassessing their sense of the game, their 

disposition, ultimately leading to change in the agent’s habitus (Bourdieu, 1992). I 

believe that the change in an agent’s habitus will lead to the manifestation of agency 

that will allow the oppressed in the field of education to strive for more favorable 

positions within this field and become influencers of change and improvement. Once 

they are in those favorable positions, hysteresis could lead to change that favors the 

professionals. Reflecting on past experiences and their relationship to the development 

of the professional identity is one approach that can lead to dissonance within the 

dispositions of the agents that form their habitus since reflection “offers a good chance 

of producing real knowledge about a given context and, as a result, is a powerful tool to 

enhance social emancipation” (Navarro, 2006, p. 15-16). Such reflection will be the 

ground for transformative action, what Freire coined as praxis. The following section 

will discuss in detail the methodology that will be utilized for data collection and 

analysis.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 METHODOLOGY 

 

This chapter describes the methodology I relied on in this interpretive research study. 

The chapter begins by stating the research questions, followed by the by the research 

paradigm and design on which this thesis will be constructed upon. I will explain in 

detail the chosen sampling technique and the method for data collection and analysis, 

before concluding with explanation of the quality criteria that guarantee the rigor of this 

research and an explication of some forecasted limitations. 

Purpose 

 

The purpose of this research is to further explore and understand the role of 

teachers past critical incidents on their level of agency in their current context at this 

present point in time. To that end, the following two research questions will be asked:  

- What influence do past experiences have on the manifestation of agency for 

teachers in the Lebanese private school context.  

 

- How can critical incidents help in understanding how teacher agency is 

shaped? 

 

I am aware of the importance of adopting a research paradigm that presents the 

most favorable opportunity to address those questions and aligns with the theoretical 

framework on which this work is founded and guarantees consistency in all parts of this 

research. This paradigm was based on Candy’s (1989) and Olikowski and Baroudi's 

(1991) classification of paradigms into three: positivist, interpretivist, and critical. A 

critical paradigm was adopted. 

The Critical paradigm 
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The critical research paradigm aims at transforming restrictive social status 

quos. This is reflected through the basic elements of the critical paradigm which 

assumes “a transactional epistemology, (in which the researcher interacts with the 

participants where the researcher and object of research are considered to be linked and 

inseparable), an ontology of historical realism, which carries the claim that what things 

are in the world and how they behave are mind-independent (Jenkins, 2010), especially 

as it relates to oppression; a methodology that is dialogic where communication and 

action are analyzed due to their perceived significance in understanding occurrences, 

and an axiology that respects cultural norms. (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017, p. 35). 

The critical paradigm aims to tackle political, economic, and social problems to 

resist oppression and strive towards emancipation. This paradigm, which is traced back 

to the Frankfurt School of critical theory, places the researcher at the heart of research 

and considers culture and context to be of the utmost significance.  

 The critical research paradigm, according to Alvesson and Deetz (2000) 

constitutes of three elements: insight, critique, and transformation. According to Myers 

and Klein (2011), insight refers to carefully understanding and describing the context 

before engaging in critical analysis. Once a sufficient understanding has been acquired, 

the researcher should adopt a critical stance to reveal the “normative basis of the current 

situation found in the research site and the forms of legitimation that justify the current 

social order.” (Myers and Klein, 2011, p. 23). The final element sets the ground for 

building a new understanding of current situation to build towards change.  Those 

elements depict the alignment between the critical paradigm and what the research in 

this study aims to discover through his research questions. I aimed to set the grounds to 

discover if instigating a chain reaction through critical reflection on past incidents, 
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could be the cornerstone for a teacher’s emancipation, leading to a more agentic role in 

the field of education. 

 Research that adopts a critical paradigm does not rely on a single method of data 

collection. Qualitative, quantitative, or mixed methods can be used depending on the 

most suitable method in terms of getting the needed information to be used later in 

analysis (Jabreel, 2013). This flexibility in choice of the research method led me to 

utilize a method which I believe is most suitable to answer his research questions, 

which I believed to be narrative analysis. 

Selection of participants 

 

Homogeneous purposive sampling technique, in terms of teacher years of 

experience and context where they conduct their practice past and present, was chosen 

for this research. Purposive sampling is a sampling technique that qualitative 

researchers use to select participants who can provide in-depth information connected to 

the phenomenon the researcher is studying. (Palinkas et al., 2015). The sample is 

considered homogeneous when the participants share common or similar traits or 

characteristics (Patton, 2002). This sampling technique is criticized for being highly 

prone for research bias, since the researcher seems to be cherry-picking participants, 

and for the difficulty in defending the representativeness of the sample due to the 

subjective nature of choosing participants (Sharma, 2017).  

I attempted to address those two issues in this research to strengthen my 

approach and have more indicative findings. First, I chose a broad sample without 

putting many limiting criteria. Therefore, the sampling focused on teachers who have 5 

or years of experience teaching in private schools and are still teaching in private 

schools, which guaranteed that those teachers have considerable experience which adds 
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to the credibility of this research. I also aimed to address the issue of bias, my personal 

bias at least, by initially contacting principals of private schools and having them 

suggest participants. I then made initial contact with potential participants based on the 

order received from principals by sending them emails explaining more about the 

research and the interview process. While this does not eliminate bias completely, it 

does limit it. I conducted interviews over zoom based on ‘first-come first-serve’ basis, 

where I stopped approaching new participants after ensuring the number of participants 

needed for the study which is to be shared and discussed in the next paragraph. The 

decision to utilize Zoom, a digital communication platform, instead of a face-to-face 

interview was based on the request of participants due to their time constraints, and the 

Covid-19 pandemic. Those interviews were conducted with cameras turned on from 

both parties, the researcher and participant, which helped in giving a more ‘natural feel’ 

to the interview, bringing the interaction closer to how it usually is face-to-face. 

Selecting the number of participants ahead of the research process that relies on 

qualitative method is seen as problematic (Sin et al., 2018). According to Sim et al. 

(2018), researchers can rely on rules of thumb, and previous literature to attempt to 

identify a suitable sample size. I considered the rule of thumb set by Parse (2009) who 

considers 2 to 10 interviews to be sufficient to reach redundancy and saturation. Those 

considerations fell in line with Butterfield et al.’s (2009) literature on critical incidents 

where he claimed to reach saturation after analyzing interviews with five participants. 

Those findings led me to consider a sample size of five participants. This decision was 

also made considering my data analysis method, which is later discussed, the richness 

of the data that is collected, and on the fact that “it is not the number of cases that 

matters, it is what you do with them that counts.” (Emmel, 2013, p. 154, as cited in Sim 
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et al., 2018, p. 24). I also approached two schools, schools A and B, to select the 

participants from. I selected those schools due to their relative similarities in terms of 

being decentralized, being non-profit, tending to students from similar socioeconomic 

levels, and having similar teacher selection criteria. Table 1 below gives a brief 

overview of the participants. 

 

Table 1 

 

Teachers' background information 

 

School Participant Gender Subject Taught 
Total Years 

of experience 

Years of experience 

in current school 

A 1 Female English 6 4 

A 2 Female Arabic 14 6 

A 3 Female Mathematics 5 2 

B 4 Female Sciences 10 4 

B 5 Female Biology/Chemistry 11 8 

 

Data Collection Tool 

 

A semi-structured interview “is a qualitative data collection strategy in which 

the researcher asks informants a series of predetermined but open-ended questions.” 

(Given, 2008). Barriball and White (1994) stated that semi-structured interviews “are 

well suited for the exploration of the perceptions and opinions of respondents regarding 

complex and sometimes sensitive issues and enable probing for more information and 

clarification of answers.” (p. 330).  

 Kallio et al. (2016) identified three phases that should be covered before the 

interview takes place: the first phase entails reviewing previous literature to evaluate the 

appropriateness of semi-structured interviews to the research topic at hand. The second 

phase is gaining comprehensive understanding of the research topic. The final stage was 
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developing and testing the preliminary research guide that will be used in the 

interviews. 

 Semi-structured interviews have many points of strengths, but also those of 

weakness. Starting off with the merits, Galletta and Cross (2013) state that semi-

structured interviews allow for a lever of reciprocity between the participants and the 

researcher. Reciprocity allows for the participant to feel comfortable in the research 

context which in turn increases the chances of the researcher acquiring the data needed 

to perform informative analysis, which is I see as pivotal for the success of this research 

study. Participants were be asked to reflect on experiences that they might not have 

been comfortable to reengage with, reciprocity played a role in helping participants feel 

at ease and led them to share specific events that were important to the study. Another 

advantage is that semi-structured interviews are not considered very complicated 

(Wengraf, 2001), and can be used in an individual or even a group setting (DiCicco-

Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). This reflects a high level of versatility that simplifies the 

researcher’s task, especially considering that the level of experience the researcher has. 

Finally, and according to Hutchinson and Skodol-Wilson (1992), semi-structured 

interviews allow the researchers a certain level of flexibility in validating the 

participants’ replies which could be done by further probing which in order to delve 

deeper into the participants’ experience and, in turn, acquire richer data for analysis.  

Many qualitative research critics have highlighted several disadvantages that 

might arise from the utilization of semi-structured interviews in a method of data 

collection. Among those, and perhaps the most prominent, is related to ethical 

principles. According to Mauthner et al. (2002), ethical issues with interviews arise 

from the fact that the researcher is “researching private lives and placing accounts in the 
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public arena.” (p. 1). Ethical considerations have been at the center of debate especially 

that, regardless of guidelines and rules being set by ethical review boards for example, 

according to Kvale (2007) remains to be hugely influenced by the integrity of the 

researcher. Another criticism focuses on the method itself where, according to Barbour 

(2001), the fact that there is no systematic or objective method of selecting participants 

and units of investigation negatively influences the validity and reliability of the data to 

be collected. This in turn limits the ability to generalize findings. Finally, the honesty of 

the interviewees has been questioned. The fact that “interviewees are frequently 

politically conscious actors” (Alvesson, 2003, p. 170) could result in cases where 

interviewees provide misleading answers to support their own agenda. Those 

disadvantages will be addressed in the selection of participant and the quality criteria 

sections. 

I created a semi-structured interview guide, shown in Appendix A, that was 

inspired by Butterfield et al.’s (2009) sample interview guide that was used in 

counselling psychology research. The interview guide reflects two components; the first 

which is contextual and aims to bring the participants’ awareness of their dispositions 

and evolution of their habitus to the forefront. This will prepare the participant for the 

second part of the interview which is critical incident component. According to 

Brookfield (1995), critical incidents are brief descriptions of vivid happenings that for 

some reason people remember as being significant. While critical incidents where 

initially used in World War II by the US air force for selecting and classifying air crew 

(Shapira-Lishchinsky, 2011), they have also been used in research in different fields 

including psychology (Butterfield et al., 2009) and education (Brookfield, 1995) and 

Griffin (2003).  In this part, the participants will be asked about critical incidents that 
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have happened in their past, and their influence on their habitus at the present within the 

field of education the private school sector. The collected data from the interviews will 

be later transcribed for analysis. 

The interview guide mentioned above was piloted with a teacher who fits the 

sample for this study. The pilot was used to evaluate the interview guide and administer 

any needed changes before going into the field. Changes were saved in a journal that 

will act as a resource for the audit trail. The audit trail also included, in addition to the 

instrument development information, the raw data including the transcribing and 

recordings of the interviews, data reconstruction and synthesis products, process notes, 

and samples of the coding process, as suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985). 

Narrative analysis 

 

Narrative analysis falls under narrative inquiry which refers to “a subset of 

qualitative research designs in which stories are used to describe human action” 

(Polkinghorne, 1995). Narratives are extensively used in qualitative research because of 

their focus on everyday naturalistic and contextualized expressions. Polkinghorne 

(1995) classified narrative inquiry into two different approaches. The first approach 

termed ‘analysis of narratives’ where the researcher uses narratives shared by 

participants to identify common themes between the data. The second approach is 

termed ‘narrative analysis’ where the researcher constructs narratives from the data 

collected from various sources including journals, publications, and interviews. This 

thesis will utilize narrative analysis to understand and present the findings. 

One of the strong points of narrative enquiry in general is its versatility. Being a 

versatile method reflects its wide usage in qualitative research (Polkinghorne, 1995) 

where it promotes deeper understanding that seems hard to attain through other research 
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methods (Bell, 2002). Kloot’s (2015) work was particularly appealing due the similarity 

of the adopted theoretical framework where he constructed narratives to understand 

further the influence of habitus and field and the accumulation of capital on the social 

practice of three professors in South Africa. Another advantage of narrative analysis, 

according to Bell (2002), is that it allows the researcher to understand the experience in 

people’s lives while promoting a deep reflection by the participants that allows “deeply 

hidden assumptions to surface” (Bell, 2002, p. 209). Narrative analysis is also a very 

interesting method to use with a Bourdieusian lens. Bourdieu’s outlook on life and the 

ability of individuals to change their fields has been deemed as pessimistic (Ahearn, 

2001), an outlook that is different from mine in many situations. Narrative analysis 

comes in as an analysis method of understanding habitus able to “sensitize Bourdieu’s 

approach more towards change, innovation, interpretation, and development” (Bøje and 

Fredriksen, 2021).  

The main strategy of narrative analysis is to synthesize rather than separate data 

(Polkinghorne, 1995). This process requires a continuous transition between the parts of 

the story and the whole to make sure that the emerging story elements are harmonious 

with the plot of the story being woven. To weave those narratives, I decided to use 

William Labov’s model for narrative construction which is an event centered approach 

that consists of six parts: abstract, orientation, complicating action, result, evaluation, 

and coda (Patterson, 2008): 

• Abstract is the introduction part of the narrative primarily used to attract 

the reader’s interest 

• Orientation is the part the writer uses to gain the reader’s interest in the 

story. 
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• Complicating actions are the events in the narrative that describe how the 

story will unfold. 

• Evaluation refers to the main message behind telling the story. 

• Resolution is the conclusion or the final actions in the story. 

• Coda reflects the value of the story and how it connects to our real lives. 

 Pattenson also considers that some of the parts might not be present in every 

story shared, which is not an issue. One the contrary, Patterson adds that strictly 

sticking to the Labovian model might result in valuable data being lost.  

In addition to selecting the model, I studied the potential routes I could follow in 

presenting my findings before starting with the data collection, and I considered two 

different potential modes. The first was to offer a vignette of each of the five interviews, 

a method that, according to Day (2008), allows the reader to decide upon the value of 

the information presented, and make connections with others’ experiences. The second 

was to construct personas based on the collected data from the conducted interviews 

that would better address the thesis’ research questions (Gu and Day, 2006; Day, 2007). 

After persistently reviewing the interview questions and collected data, I opted for the 

latter as I believed it would allow for building clearer understanding and conducting 

deeper analysis in a later stage of this thesis paper. I also decided to create a school that 

describes the environment that my characters are currently practicing in due to the 

similarity of the schools chosen for this study, and the fact that I believe that it will add 

more value to the findings.  

What has been described in the last two paragraphs shows that there is a central 

role to be played by the researcher in interpreting, selecting, and organizing data, where 



 

65 

 

the researcher might opt to select certain supporting data while omitting. This raises the 

issue of validity of narrative analysis. 

Validity is seen as essential to the quality of the research regardless of whether 

the research falls under narrative or scientific categories. Polkinghorne (2007) explains 

that the disagreement between conventional and reformed social scientists is not based 

on whether validity is important or not, both camps believe it is, but rather on how to 

decide upon the validity of research. Influenced by Habermas, Polkinghorne states that 

validity lies across a continuum, rather than in a ‘yes/no’ state, where its position moves 

forward. This evidence is usually presented as direct quotes from the data originally 

collected. The quality criteria will be extensively discussed in the next section. 

Quality criteria 

 

I focused on two main quality domains to ensure that the quality of data collection and 

analysis is preserved. That was accomplished through conducting an authentic and 

trustworthy research. 

Authenticity 

 

Authenticity focuses on the value the research will offer to the society. According to 

James (2008), authenticity involves shifting focus away from issues of validity or 

reliability towards concern of the impact of the research on the community. Guba and 

Lincoln (2005) identified five criteria to strengthen claims of authenticity, which 

according to James (2008) is a main factor of establishing qualitative research 

trustworthiness. Those are fairness, ontological authenticity, educative authenticity, 

catalytic authenticity, and tactical authenticity.  

While the scope of this thesis does not allow for addressing all the five criteria, 

the fairness, ontological, and educative authenticity were supported. Fairness, which 



 

66 

 

according to Amine et al. (2020) is the most important criteria, was guaranteed by 

ensuring that all participants are treated equally in the research process to eliminate any 

chance of marginalization or researcher bias. (James, 2008).  Ontological authenticity, 

which according to Guba and Lincoln (2005) was reflected through the research’s 

ability to raise the participants’ level of awareness, is at the heart of aim of this research 

which is to raise promote reflection leading to higher levels of agency. Finally educative 

authenticity, which lays the responsibility of helping participants broaden their 

understanding and horizon on the shoulders of the researcher (Guba and Lincoln, 2005) 

was evident through the researcher’s interview questions which ask the participants to 

consider reasons behind their current position within the field of private school 

education. 

While only three out of the five authenticity criteria were possible to support 

within the scope of this thesis study, I believe that the fact that catalytic and tactical 

authenticity require future action which usually happens at least a year after the initial 

data report is presented (Guba and Lincoln, 2005) means that those criteria cannot be 

used to support or disprove the researcher’s claim of the authenticity of this research, or 

with that regard the research’s trustworthiness. 

Trustworthiness 

 

Trustworthiness is an important concept in qualitative research studies. This is 

since it allows researchers who adopt qualitative methods to address the quality of their 

research without needing to resort to limiting quantitative research terminology. (Given 

and Saumure, 2008). This separation allows for a more customizable use of terminology 

that better suites the qualitative realm. According to Korstjens and Moser, (2018), the 
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following criteria of trustworthiness need to be addressed: credibility, transferability, 

dependability, conformability, and reflexivity. 

Credibility. Credibility reflects the confidence the researcher has in the quality 

of the research. The quality of the research is decided upon considering whether the 

research findings are based on proper procedures and explanation of the participants’ 

collected data. (Jensen, 2008; Korstjens and Moser, 2018). Credibility, which is the 

equivalent of validity in quantitative research (Lincoln and Guba, 1985), is a spectrum 

rather than a ‘black or white’ case when narrative analysis is at the center of the data 

analysis process (Polkinghorne, 2007). Therefore, I was aware of the importance of 

presenting strong and sound arguments to support my claims.    

I also addressed credibility through three strategies highlighted by Guba (1981). 

The first is member checks where I gathered the participants’ feedback on the collected 

data. The second strategy was peer debriefing where I communicated with my thesis 

advisor regularly for feedback. The final strategy was persistent observation where I, 

taking into consideration the constraint of time and resources, reflected a deep 

understanding of the context of the research to properly identify relevant items. 

Transferability. Transferability refers to the possibility of transferring the 

findings from one research context to another (Jensen, 2008). Although a research based 

on the critical paradigm does not seek generalizability due to the significance of context 

and culture, the research should nonetheless be useful in different situations to ensure 

that the intended aim of promoting social change could be achieved. To that end, I made 

sure to provide a thick description of the context in which this research is undertaken to 

allow readers the best chance of making correct transferability judgement on the context 

of their choosing (Korstjens and Moser, 2018). I also adopted a purposeful sampling 
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technique which, according to Guba (1981), would further provide basis to decide on 

transferability. 

Dependability. Dependability is decided upon in terms of the consistency of the 

research. (Korstjens and Moser, 2018). Consistency might be challenged since the 

research context is liable to change with time. (Guba, 1991; Jensen, 2008). This dictates 

that the researcher should track any changes through the research process where those 

changes could be later reviewed and studied. I ensured that this step was taken by 

providing an audit trail that describes how data is collected and analyzed. I also 

explained the theoretical framework and assumptions underlying this research which 

allowed for further tracking of consistency in this research study. 

Confirmability. Confirmability refers to the extent to which the research 

findings could be confirmed by other researchers, where they are grounded in data 

rather than in the researcher’s preferences (Korstjens and Moser, 2018). For 

confirmability to be ensured, I provided an audit trail detailing all aspects of the 

research through the journal described in the data collection methods section.  

Reflexivity. A critical researcher should be self-aware and reflective. 

Reflexivity ensures that the researcher examines his conceptual lens and underlying 

assumptions throughout the research and evaluating how those affect his research 

decisions (Korstjens and Moser, 2018). Reflexivity was demonstrated through keeping a 

diary that supplements the research with reflexive notes while interviewing, 

transcribing, analyzing, and presenting findings (Korstjens and Moser, 2018).  

Conclusion 

 

 This chapter aims to provide the methodology that was followed to further 

explore the role of past critical incidents on the agency of teachers in their current 
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settings. This was done through semi-structured interviews that targeted a specific, yet 

broad sample of private school teachers who have a teaching experience of five years or 

more. The collected data from those interviews were transcribed in preparation for 

analysis and presentation of findings through narrative analysis.  

 I was aware that it is paramount that quality is maintained throughout the 

research process. The quality was addressed through two broad titles which are 

authenticity and trustworthiness, where I presented my insights on how they will be 

addressed. However, this does not mean that the research was not faced with some 

limitations which relate to the number of participants and the nature of the interviews 

which could take their toll on some participants. I, however, was adamant to navigate 

past those limitations to conduct deep analysis of data that would hopefully bring him a 

step closer to his main goal, understanding how past experiences can be used in order 

for teachers to acquire more agency.  
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

 

This chapter is dedicated to sharing the voice of the research participants 

concerning their perception of their agency, and what role their past experiences and 

critical incidents played in the manifestation of that agency. The participants also shared 

about how the awareness of this connection might influence them moving forward in 

their career. 

Therefore, this chapter narrates three portraits, those of Elsa, Edda, and Astrid. 

Elsa, Edda, and Astrid had lived similar critical incidents and past experiences that 

shaped their professional lives. However, the paths those experiences set them on 

professionally couldn’t have been more distinctive. Astrid entered the field based on 

financial need. She felt that being critical of school leadership’s actions could lead her 

to lose her work. So, she opted to follow instructions and play it safe. This did not 

change when Elsa was introduced to a different school culture. Edda’s experiences as a 

child were not happy ones. She felt that she was not supported as a student. Edda 

decided that she’ll do what it takes for her students to have a different experience than 

hers. Astrid, unlike Edda, had the most pleasant experiences at school growing up. She 

was able to witness first-hand what teachers are capable of and supposed to be. Astrid 

would not allow circumstances divert her quest to be a great teacher. 

Elsa’s, Edda’s, and Astrid’s professional paths ultimately converged where they 

all ended practicing at the same school. This school, which they all described as 

progressive is a private school located in Beirut. It is considered as decentralized 

because it is not a member of a larger consortium whether religious, political, or any 
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other kind. The decision to choose decentralized schools stemmed from the fact that 

literature showed that in such schools, teachers had the ability to display more agency 

and have more impact on student education (Sawada and Ragatz, 2005). Such 

conditions would allow me to more clearly understand how teacher agency is 

manifesting under current structures. According to what Elsa, Edda, and Astrid shared, 

the school highly values the work of their teachers and do treat them as professionals. 

They also shared that leadership is supportive rather than managerial and that they are 

given the space and tools to develop and learn. But, even with the commonalities in 

terms of profiling the school, Edda, Elsa, and Astrid have different approaches and 

experiences in their daily professional lives. 

The story of Elsa – The Low-key Employee 

 

Elsa was brought up in a strict school. That strictness was distressing but she still 

enjoyed education. “I was happy at my school. I didn’t change school from grade 1 till 

the day I graduated. It felt like home.” Elsa was very happy to wake up every day to go 

to her classes. “It is a safe space for me, and I am someone who likes familiar settings”. 

She liked math in particular.  

Elsa liked the feeling she experienced when she helped her siblings and friends 

in the subjects that she was good at. This was mainly due to the influence some of her 

teachers had on her during school years. “The math teachers when I was growing up, 

they had really positive impact on me. I used to enjoy their math class.” This experience 

was one of the factors that led her to become a teacher. Another was that she didn’t 

want to stay home after she got married. “I wanted to build myself a career. I didn’t 

want to stay at home. I didn’t want to gain my degree and stay at home.” Elsa’s plans of 

starting a career had to be put on hold. 
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When Elsa got married, she moved to the United States with her husband where 

they started a family. They had two children, two boys. Being in a new country alone 

meant that Elsa needed to stay at home to take care of her young ones. Elsa and her 

husband decided to send their boys to a private school when they were of school age 

despite the fact such schools were expensive. She was responsible for following up with 

the boy’s schoolwork. Her friends who sent their kids to the same school started 

noticing that Elsa’s boys were doing really well in math while their children were 

suffering. They approached Elsa for help, and Elsa being a person who loves to teach 

others gladly accepted.  

Elsa’s life seemed to be going smooth, even though she was not tending to her 

professional life as she intended at earlier stages of her life. However, this changed 

when her husband lost his business. The tuition, which was not an issue at first Elsa’s 

husband’s business was thriving, became a huge burden. They couldn’t afford the 

tuition but at the same time didn’t want their boys to miss out on the education they 

were getting in their school. Elsa needed to find a solution, and fast! 

She decided to apply for a teaching position at her kids’ school knowing that 

school policy dictates that school employees do not pay tuition for their children. She 

was armed by the feedback of her friends whose children were developing in math as a 

result of Elsa’s tutoring, her own kids’ math skills, and her love of math. Elsa however 

had a weak point in her arsenal; she did not have an educational background, a 

requirement for teaching in the United States. But Elsa would not be denied. She was 

offered the position of teacher assistant for middle school, and that meant her children’s 

education was safe. Elsa was about to start a new journey, but little did she know about 
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what awaited her. The image of the school from a parent’s perspective would fade once 

she was looking from inside. 

Elsa soon realized that she was left to learn and develop on her own. “There was 

no support whatsoever form the math department. They were so sweet but no support at 

all. This was what I was hoping, to have support.” Elsa did try to reach out to her 

supervisor, but to no avail. “It would take her 3 or 4 days to respond, and she didn’t 

know how to help me.” Although she was expecting more support, she kept her 

thoughts to herself. “If you make one mistake, by the end of the school year, you don’t 

get a contract. You don’t know if you are coming back or not. So, you have this, I don’t 

wanna lose my job, because I want to keep my kids at school.” She kept a low profile, 

and it seemed to work. “I didn’t have any issues [with the school administration], but [I 

was always on my nerves]. I didn’t want to lose my job.” 

Elsa became a full-time teacher three years after first starting in the school. She 

managed to improve her classroom management skills, which was requested by the 

administration ever since she joined. Her teaching skills, however, remained stagnant. 

“They don’t give a wide space for teachers to be creative. Everything is set. They are 

told what they have to teach, what they have to do in class”. Additionally, support from 

school leadership and staff was extremely minimal. “Everyone is under a lot of 

pressure, no one likes to support you. I used to cry the first year with the technology 

stuff”. Elsa’s boy’s school reminded her a lot of her own when she was at their age. 

They had an eerily similar vibe to them, the discipline, the order, the traditional 

teaching style. Elsa was trying to emulate the practices of her teachers as she taught. “I 

thought this is how it should be done. … I didn’t [even] think of changing the way I 
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taught because I wasn’t familiar with any other way”. Elsa’s approach to teaching and 

learning would start to alter upon her return to Lebanon. 

Failing to change the fortunes of his suffering business, Elsa’s husband decided 

that it was about time to start a new adventure, one that would bring him back to 

Lebanon. By that time, Elsa had accumulated five years of experience in teaching, 

which led her to land a teaching job in Lebanon in no time. She started teaching in a 

school that relied on a didactic approach to subject matter delivery. “They don’t give a 

wide space for teachers to be creative. Everything is set. They are told what they have to 

teach, what they have to do in class.” Elsa started off by following orders and not 

questioning them. Soon after, she started a teaching diploma. The foundation on which 

her perceptions and understanding of teaching were built started shaking. Elsa added 

that 

When I stopped teaching [outside Lebanon], and I came to Lebanon, and 

specifically when I started doing my [teaching diploma] at university, I 

felt that there was a lot to learn, that there was something different in the 

world than what I learned at my old school where I studied and when I 

taught. [this] is when the way I think about teaching started to change. … 

I started to feel that I am someone who has input to add to the teaching 

process, I am not just there to do as I am told. 

 This new awareness led Elsa to resign from school. It coincided with the day the 

school principal scolded a teacher in front of her students for allowing students to take 

pictures on the last day of the semester. The fact that the principal did not even allow 

the teacher to explain what was happening in class and shouted on her in front of her 

students was a shock. Elsa had had enough. “[This was the] turning point, … I wouldn’t 



 

75 

 

want to be in a place where teachers are treated this way, or where the principals have 

this mentality.” Elsa would move to the school she is currently practicing in, a school 

that was vividly different than what she was used to. “They gave me more freedom. I 

have more freedom to contact the parents and to help the students and to feel 

comfortable in your classroom, you know?” Elsa was excited with transitioning to the 

new school, but soon realized that there were new challenges in the horizon. 

Elsa found it difficult to adapt to her new surrounding for more than one reason. 

To start with, the workload in this school seemed to be heavier. “[T]he difference 

between this school and the previous school is the load of work. They don’t give you 

time to try to plan for your class, to prepare to try to apply what you learned in the 

workshop. We have no time.” Elsa seemed to be doing many administrative tasks that 

were limiting her ability to innovate where it really mattered to her, the classroom. “I 

didn’t have time to create activities and create engagement in class. I was going just to 

go teach and just to make sure they got the concept.”  

 Elsa was facing another challenge, she had to teach different levels rather than 

sections of the same level. This meant that her preparation was taking her much longer. 

Even though classes didn’t have many students, but the work was plenty, nonetheless. 

Elsa indicated that many teachers seemed to be able to handle the workload, but she in 

fact was suffering. For her, this is not an issue that can be resolved because it is a direct 

consequence of how the Lebanese curriculum is formed and shaped. It was out of her 

hands.  

Even with her newly acquired education through the teaching diploma, and later 

on a master’s degree, Elsa still remained skeptical of her right to question decisions and 

voice out concerns. She felt that no good could come out of discussing the issues she 
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deemed problematic. Her past experiences have taught her that she should not raise 

many questions or resist decisions that come from above because that might leave her 

jobless. She also learned that teachers need not question what transpires outside the 

confines of their classrooms, for it is within their classroom where their input is most 

valuable.  

Elsa’s school leader made it clear that she was always willing to listen to 

anything teachers had to say, and that they could share if they felt the work to be too 

much. “[Her office is always open for us]. She always listens to us. You know, they are 

under pressure. [But from day one], they support me.” Even though Elsa had this 

realization, that the leadership of the current school differed from that of her previous 

one, she remained reluctant to speak up. Elsa’s past experiences were still affecting her 

current actions. “[Not only school, maybe] a certain way we were raised, [there is] what 

should be done and what should not be done. [Somethings are never to be done, there is 

no negotiation]. [T]his is something that might have affected my perception of those 

things.” Elsa believed that seeking change within the school structure is one of those 

taboos. “[I don’t give myself this right], that I have the right to ask for a change that 

suits me better.” 

The story of Edda – The Rebellious Educator 

 

Edda had a rough school experience as a student. She was brought up outside Lebanon, 

and found it difficult to fit in, especially in the school she attended. “The social 

experience was very bad, very bad. Even after so many issues, like bullying if I can say. 

Not only bullying from students but also from teachers. I went through this.” 

Additionally, Edda was not content with the teaching and learning in her school. “The 
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system there, they took the student, and they fed them information to the point of 

disbelief, which Is why I grew up with no hobby, no love for anything. I was a robot.” 

 Edda remained in such an environment until she graduated high school and 

decided to attend university in Lebanon. The change of setting, however, was not 

enough to alleviate the challenges she was facing as a student, only shift them to a 

different focus. Years of not being socially and emotionally nurtured at school were still 

taking their toll. Edda would try to ask for advice regarding majors and specialties in 

graduate studies, but to no avail. “I asked teachers. No one gave support.” She added: 

“[t]here was not this connection with the teacher and no understanding that just because 

she is a teacher does not mean I can ask her for advice other than school.” All this led 

Edda to have a rough start in university. “I reached university crying on the street in 

Hamra because the university started, and I had no idea what I was going to major in.” 

Edda was distraught, but a silver lining was looming on the horizon.  

Edda had good knowledge of robotics and coding from school. This led her to 

start working in an afterschool learning center her friends have started for unprivileged 

youth. This is where she started discovering her passion for teaching. “By helping [the 

children] find themselves, I found joy. I felt I was doing this amazing part, this amazing 

role that I missed out on when I was a child, when I was growing up all this time.” This 

feeling of elation set Edda on the path of studying to be an educator. “I loved design, I 

love, am a literature major, I love writing, I love reading. I also love technology a lot 

when it comes to coding. So, I love all of these, where can I find all these 

commonalities where I can become an educator and I can share it.” 

Edda decided to become a teacher but was conscious of where she would 

practice her craft. She applied to one school after careful and meticulous investigation 
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“I did research about [the school] before. I did research about their system, how they 

bridge the gap between real life and the school.” Edda was looking at her experiences as 

a student in KSA and making sure she would work in a different environment. “I looked 

at the social factor, I looked at the emotional factors, the developmental factors which I 

really care about, I wouldn’t choose another school honestly.” 

Although Edda was highly motivated and content with the school she had 

chosen, her first years were not without challenges. “It wasn’t an easy experience 

because I took a class that was a bit challenging. I had a large number of students. And 

other than that, there were students with accessibility issues.” Those challenges 

jeopardized what Edda set for herself as goals when she started teaching.  

The goals I wanted to achieve in the first year I joined [Happy falls] was 

knowing how to manage the class, I am talking small scale kind of a 

microscopic view. One of the hardest was to keep the interactivity going, 

keep the engagement going while teaching this new material, specially 

teaching the IB system. 

Edda did not let this stop her, she managed to channel the support of the 

school leadership to develop. “I kind of got hints, slowly I started learning. So, I 

started from zero with the school with one class and few students, and now I 

have four classes and 100 students under me, 105 to be exact.” She also made 

sure that her relationship with the students went beyond the tradition teacher 

student relationship, like the one she had back in KSA. So, she tried to open 

doors of communication with students beyond the subject matter.  

Again, I am 24, I can’t separate myself from those students who I know 

what they are going through. I remember what they are going through. 
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For me, it wasn’t only years ago. So, I was also happy I was able to build 

those social emotional [bonds], like, with the students. One student told 

me this year: Miss other than our English teacher, you are our consultant. 

I was really happy about that. 

 Edda’s goals also stretched beyond the classroom setting. She saw herself as a 

curriculum designer, in addition to being a class facilitator. 

On a macroscopic view honestly, the goal I was trying to reach was 

designing curriculums. Because I think again, when I told you I have a 

love for different fields, I think I have an understanding of where we can 

align horizontally and vertically through several subjects and fields. [I 

wanted to build an] understanding what a curriculum is, why is it there, 

how can we build it, how can we understand the students.” 

Edda’s yearn to be a curriculum designer went back to her experience where she 

felt misunderstood in her school, in her class, and among her peers. At the beginning, 

Edda found her goal farfetched. “As a new teacher, you can become a curriculum 

designer after years of experience. This is very normal. But this did not stop me.” Edda 

had a plan to help her build knowledge and skills in curriculum design. 

What I did is that all the information I learned from here, I channeled it 

into the workshops I was conducting, and I helped in designing 

curriculums. And these curriculums varied again from coding to science 

to robotics to arts and crafts to even sports. So, I was helping then in 

designing curriculums and it was mostly due to my experience and 

specifically in the first year. 
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Edda’s past experiences drove her to extend her role as an educator both inside 

and outside her classroom. “Truly being a teacher, an educator, is not easy. Handling 

again 100 students, starting from 7 to 3, correcting all those papers is not easy. But what 

I went through and what I don’t want to see in others is exactly what is making me hold 

on and is making me keep going.” Edda did not realize it before, but many of her 

actions are rooted in the past. 

Every time something happens in class, whether it is a student, they tend 

to have some disrespect to others. Not disrespect per se but they tend to 

have sassy comments. So, when I see such a thing, it kind of triggers 

something in me that I went through when I was a kid, and when I 

received such a sassy comment and the teacher stood there quietly. Or 

sometimes the teachers would quiet the students down, but they wouldn’t 

tackle this. They wouldn’t say no let’s hold this, this is unaccepted, I 

don’t want you to say such things, please apologize. Teachers never did 

this back in my school.  

Those experiences changed Edda’s perception of the value of education, and the 

craft of teaching. They made her go the extra mile, to truly seek making a difference in 

students’ lives through her contributions inside and outside her class. 

Without those incidents, I would have been [mish] a boring teacher. I 

would have been a boring teacher, but I wouldn’t have created this 

emotional connection to education. I would have thought of it as simply 

any other business, that I need to finish with. 
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The story of Astrid – The Inspired Enabler 

 

Astrid had a passion for learning ever since she started going to school. “I really 

enjoyed being a student, I still enjoy being a student till now.” She was deeply 

influenced by many brilliant educators who made all the difference. “They showed me 

how great it is to be a learner because I could actually taste the learning as they were 

teaching in class.” Astrid was astonished by how teacher went about their business. The 

smallest minute details seemed to fascinate her. 

The schoolteachers. they came in, they were prepared, they had… it was 

like this inner timer, you know? I introduce, I do the activity, and then 

you wrap up. Now, I know them. But as a student, I was like wow! Look 

how this went through. This was a lesson; look how I got all this 

information. It felt so smooth, so fun. And I was always busy, I was 

always doing something. And it was really exciting, and they were 

always resourceful. 

Those teachers’ impact was so profound that Astrid perceived education as a 

flawless endeavor. That is not to say that she didn’t encounter teachers at the other end 

of the spectrum.  

I would go with all my spontaneous affectionate love to school waiting 

to have the same in return and you would get those bad teachers who 

would actually push you out of love. They would push you into the fear 

zone or the hate zone sometimes 

Astrid, however, was adamant to frame those encounters as anomalies rather 

than a norm. “There are [teachers] who made [education] look bad, but I directly 

connected that with the person not with the process”. 
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The love Astrid had for education was further solidified throughout her 

university studies. “I did literature, and I was also influence by my professor there. And 

I just wanted to teach”, adding: “I met such beautiful professors who made teaching and 

learning even more beautiful because it was specific to the subject I love.” By that time, 

Astrid was deeply passionate about education that even potentially devastating 

encounters with educators did not alter her perception. 

I had a professor at the university, a professor for the French literature, 

the course, who did not like me, simply! I could tell, I could tell he did 

not like me. And once when we did our midyear test because we had, we 

didn’t have credits and courses, so we had like a regular school year, but 

at the university. I had the midyear exams and he asked for that exam to 

hide our names. So, he corrected those papers anonymously and also, I 

got the highest grade. So, the moment we revealed the names in class 

when I tore the paper and showed him that I got the highest grade, he 

was shocked and I was crying in the middle of the class and I told him: I 

knew it was personal and I could get you for this [but] I don’t even want 

to because right now for me it’s just a realization and an affirmation that 

I am good regardless of what you think. 

Astrid carried her love for education to the first school she decided to practice 

in. She joined a school outside Lebanon and was put under the care of the English 

subject coordinator. Astrid found her first year to be very challenging. “The first year of 

teaching was, it was a rollercoaster of emotions, it was a rollercoaster of everything. I 

felt uneducated. I [almost] felt unworthy, I felt as a horrible teacher, I cannot be a role 

model, I cannot teach, this is not my thing.” 
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With all those emotions, Astrid decided not to give up on her dream. She started 

reflecting and dug deep to see how to improve as a teacher. By the start of the second 

academic year, Astrid’s efforts started to pay dividend. She started realizing “Oh ok, 

this is how we do it! Yes, I learned that. I got that remark from last year. So, don’t do 

that. That way got me to build the knowledge that I needed, and I am still getting this 

training so to speak.” Astrid’s skills started to develop further, particularly her reflective 

skills regarding her practice and the school environment as a whole. 

Astrid would soon find out that the coordinator was not the type of people he 

practiced what was being preached. “And I discovered that this person was calling for 

innovation, was calling for technology, yet himself he was more of a traditional teacher 

who didn’t even use the board in his classroom.” This issue seemed minor, but worthy 

of keeping an eye open on how work was being done. This scrutiny led Astrid two years 

into her job to discover that the coordinator was crediting himself for her work and 

sabotaging her relationship with school leadership. 

I found out within [y3ni] two years later that the coordinator who I was 

supposed to be collaborating with, was actually taking my work and putting it 

under [his] name and was talking little of me in the meetings with leadership 

because she thought that I was a threat or something, I don’t know. It was 

actually an honor to feel that my work could contribute to the coordinator ‘s 

lessons, but the picking started when the school director called me in to talk 

about how I am a bad teacher. 

While this new revelation was troublesome, what was shocking to Astrid was 

the director’s actions when he became aware of what was transpiring.  



 

84 

 

It was a very… one of the bad talks I had in my life because he wouldn’t 

understand because he had this set of priorities. [He said]: I want to keep 

the coordinator; I don’t care about this. And I can’t forget the sentence 

he used, and I still use it till now bas ironically [that]: no one is 

irreplaceable. 

This experience came on top of the realization that the school had a different 

view of and approach towards education than her own. “They really kind of boxed their 

teachers and their students. You had to be a certain way or act a certain way, dress a 

certain way.” All this paved the way to Astrid’s reply to the director on that day. “You 

are right. So, I am going to quit because none of you is irreplaceable, and I am going to 

find my way somewhere else at least where ethics are on the table.” Astrid left without 

looking back in search of a school that she could be herself and practice the way she 

intended to all along.  

For many teachers, [they say]: I need to go and do what is asked of me, 

and they are fine with that, eh such settings work for them. But for 

people who, actually do love it and they do want to give, and they have a 

lot of creativity, and they just want to learn and teach at the same time 

and learn alongside their students, [no] such setting doesn’t work. 

And soon after, she found a better fit. 

Astrid came back to Lebanon and joined a new private school that was located 

in an underprivileged area in Beirut. “The administration had very high hopes. They 

were very well educated. They were very well connected. They had all the new 

strategies.” Astrid hit the ground running. Armed by her education and experience, she 

directly started assuming further responsibilities beyond her class. “They saw in me 
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something. They gave me directly; they gave me a leading role. I felt I am, this trifecta 

is perfect. This is where I want to be”. Astrid felt that the combination of serving the 

underprivileged in a progressive school where she was valued perfect for her. “I felt 

[that] this trifecta is perfect. This is where I want to be.” However, as time passed, she 

started noticing that she might actually be looking for more than what the school was 

offering her. 

 Astrid was driven to achieve more in the school by her love for education and 

social justice. “I can’t remember I was in a place where I accepted lack of equity, and I 

can’t remember any school I joined where I didn’t grow as a teacher, or I learned, and I 

helped also the department grow”. The school seemed to be moving at a slower pace 

that Astrid wanted to operate under.  

I was always critical of the decisions and the curricula, and I always had 

ideas that would either shape a new understanding at the school I am 

working in, or they are not welcomed and later on they find out that this 

is the way things are going, we should be that we should be proactive 

and avangardist, and we should have done that earlier, but we didn’t. 

Their loss. 

After leaving the second school she practiced in, Astrid landed in her 

current setting, a Lebanese private school that teaches the Lebanese and IB 

curriculum. Astrid was placed under the IB curriculum, and unlike many of her 

colleagues found the new environment to be a perfect fit due to the freedom 

offered under the IB framework. “For [other teachers], those programs being 

frameworks is actually a hinderance”. To Astrid, this perception was puzzling  
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I wouldn’t understand why would [teachers] think that? And they say 

because they leave it to us and that becomes a hinderance. For me, a 

program being a framework is actually liberating because you can 

actually tailor make your curriculum according to your society to your 

society, your community, your audience, your expectations, your goals, 

your vision and mission as a school which is beautiful. 

The freedom that was granted to Astrid in the school, coupled with her drive and 

philosophy of education paved the way for her take the challenges imposed, and 

continue to be imposed, by the crises Lebanon faced head on. “I teach now for the 

students. But for my family, for my friends, for the people you meet randomly on the 

street, or wherever you go, to make an impact, to have an influence, to do something 

good.” Astrid had to change and adapt for the sake of her students and to keep learning 

happening. 

I need[ed] to be resourceful. I need[ed] to learn new ways to present my 

material that is fitting to the online setting. So, eh it [was] challenging, 

and I wasn’t trained for this, most of us weren’t. many of us aren’t tech-

savvy.  

Astrid continues to face many challenges, but she has learned from her 

experiences that she can overcome adversities and coming on top against odds. She 

wanted them to be drivers rather than constrictors. 

I don’t want to let those moments make me think [that] I can’t do it, they 

actually made me think that I am better than the teacher or the principle are 

doing it, and I am a better human being to be honest. 
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 Astrid’s experiences were profound on how she saw herself as a professional, 

they pushed her forward.  

[Experiences] shaped me and yes it helped me to move forward, but not in a 

negative way. [On the contrary]. Not because the incident changed, the fact is 

the fact. Because my perspective of what those moments and those people did or 

brought into my life did change, [because] I matured, I made realizations. 

Without those incidents, I would have been mish a boring teacher. I would have 

been a boring teacher, but I wouldn’t have created this emotional connection to 

education. I would have thought of it as simply any other business, that I need to 

finish with. 

Astrid has never thought of how her experiences, her negative ones could have 

driven her in an opposite direction had it not been for her love for education. 

I could have been stuck. Y3ni, I know some people who are still stuck in those 

moments [and] define themselves by those moments [and] define themselves by 

what the principal said in a place, or what a teacher said in a place. And I pity 

the fact that they are stuck there [because] everyone has potential. But I am not 

shaped by those moments anymore. 

Figure 2 below tries to show those stories in brief through a visualization to help the 

reader have bird’s eye view of the three narratives. 
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Note: The figure offers a brief description of the lived experiences of 

Elsa, Edda, and Astrid at specific stages of their professional lives with 

the aim of making it easier to visualize the particularities of each story 

 

The comparison of life stages offered insight into understanding how past incidents play 

a role in shaping teacher agency. The story of each vignette that developed 

chronologically over each of the first three columns in Figure 2 highlighted key 

incidents in their professional lives that they lived as part of their trajectory towards the 

present which is highlighted in the fourth column. This column was placed to show how 

Figure 2 

 

Time lapse of the experiences of Elsa, Edda, and Astrid 
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the present was primarily influenced by initial professional experiences rather than 

recent ones. 

Conclusion 

 

The chapter aimed to present the findings from the five semi-structured interviews 

conducted with teachers working in decentralized private schools. The data collected 

were used to create three different portraits that reflect how past experiences influenced 

Elsa, Edda, and Astrid’s current practice and perception of their agency. While Elsa 

seemed to be shackled by her past experiences and incidents, Edda and Astrid used 

those experiences to as a springboard to evolve into agentic educators. Comparing the 

critical incidents shared by Elsa, Edda, and Astrid based on the life stage they occurred 

at shows that while Elsa’s shared incidents took place at a later stage in her life, those of 

Edda’s and Astrid’s occurred when they were young students themselves. This finding, 

along with others, will be closely examined in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 5 

 DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSION 

 

The study aimed to further understand the relationship between teachers’ past 

experiences and the manifestation of agency they in their current capacity within the 

context of Lebanese private schools. This study had two main purposes. The first was to 

understand how past experiences influenced the manifestation of agency in the 

professional setting. The second was to understand how critical incidents can help in 

understanding how teacher agency is shaped.  

I conducted five semi structured interviews with teachers with more than five 

years of teaching experience and currently practicing in decentralized private schools in 

Lebanon utilizing narrative analysis to present my findings. I presented my findings 

through three vignettes that were created based on the collected data for more clarity 

and purposefulness of the analysis. The data collected indicated that past experiences 

continue to influence the manifestation of their agency even after the context where 

those experiences occurred has changed. The findings also suggest that teachers 

constructed many aspects of their professional identity based on experiences they have 

lived, and how they internalized and rationalized those experiences. Another interesting 

finding was that critical incidents that occurred in the teachers’ childhood, in the school 

context specifically, did lead to the promotion of agency regardless of whether teachers 

perceived those incidents as being positive or negative. This led me to return to the 

literature, specifically in the field of developmental psychology to build a deeper 

understanding that would aid in enriching the discussion within this chapter.  
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This chapter presents a discussion of the findings guided by the conceptual 

framework adopted for this study, and in light of the literature reviewed, before and 

after the interviews with the teachers were conducted. The chapter concludes by 

shedding light on how the findings from this research study can influence practice, and 

lead to further future studies. 

Discussion 

 

The discussion will be segmented to two main sections. First, the researcher will tackle 

the first research question through separately analyzing the vignettes of Elsa, Edda, and 

Astrid vis-à-vis their past experiences and how they relate to the manifestation of their 

agency. The researcher will then move towards analyzing the relationship between 

critical incidents and agency through which he will explore areas of developmental 

psychology to inform the analysis in this section.  

Past experiences and the manifestation of agency 

 

The findings from this study show an influence of past experiences on how teacher 

agency manifests in the Lebanese Private school context. Those lived experiences are 

shaped by the structure and context of previous schools, and how teachers constructed 

their own professional identity in relation to those structures. It is worth mentioning at 

this point that structure in the rest of this discussion takes on two different connotations: 

the external structures that teachers practice in, namely the schools and policies, and the 

internalized structuring structures (Bourdieu, 1984) that teachers constructed based on 

their understanding of their habitus within the field of education (Bourdieu, 1984, 

1992).  

The findings that were presented through the three different vignettes of Elsa, 

Edda, and Astrid seemed to validate the proposition that I concluded his literature 
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review with which is that teachers seem to manifest different levels of agency in similar 

current contexts because of their interpretation of their life experiences and past 

incidents. I will delve deeper next into each vignetter to contextualize this proposition. 

Understanding Elsa. Elsa was a good student back in the days, but that was not 

the reason why she decided to become a school practitioner. Originally, she chose a 

different professional path which was later diverted due to change in life circumstances. 

Elsa became a teacher out of practical need rather than of what Maslow would call the 

quest towards self-actualization. Had it not been for the fact that her husband lost his 

job, leaving their children’s academic future at risk due to their preferred school’s high 

tuition rates, Elsa concedes that she wouldn’t have considered teaching in that school, 

or any school for that matter. This need dictated Elsa’s strategy in approaching her new 

job.  

Elsa feared for her job in this school, and she believed it was of her best interest 

to keep a low profile and not risk losing a job that was pivotal for the education of her 

children. When arriving to the school she is currently practicing in now, she did not 

want to ‘stir things’ in her new school because she was afraid of jeopardizing the 

security of her job. She rationalized those fears based on experiences she had in her 

previous employment, in a different continent. Based on the conceptualization of 

teacher agency this research adopts, where, at a high level of its exhibition, is seen 

through taking action and exercising choice which leads to valuable contributions to 

shapinh their work and consequently influencing the field of education (Biesta et al., 

2015; Campbell, 2012; Imants and Van Der Wal, 2020), Elsa’s was limited. Elsa stated 

that she preferred not to play a role beyond the necessary because she worried about the 

repercussions that can bring to job even though this concern was not based on current 
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school environment, but rather on her initial professional experiences. Those results lie 

in synergy with those of Howell and Allen (2016) whose study also showed that 

previous work experiences do influence current decisions and trajectories and how 

professionals go about identifying their role within the organization. Perceived through 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice, particularly focusing on the formation of the habitus vis-

a-vie the field, Elsa’s narrative shows that her dispositions were formed by her past 

experiences which in turn produced her habitus. The habitus, according to Bourdieu, 

outlasts the change in external structure through structuring it internally, which was the 

case here as explained above. This conceptualization offers a gateway towards 

understand why change in context does not automatically lead to change in perception 

and action, and ergo agency.  

Elsa’s narrative also shows that the influence of her perception of her 

professional identity was more influential than that of the school structure in the current 

setting. This proposition was also reflected as a finding in Lasky’s (2015) study on the 

influence of professional identity on agency where she concludes that “external 

mediational systems might have less of an effect on shaping teacher identity and agency 

as teachers become more certain or sure of whom they are as teachers” (p. 913). Lasky’s 

study and mine seem to reach similar understanding regardless of the difference in the 

qualities of the structure the teachers in both studies currently practice in. Lasky’s study 

was conducted in what Hoy (2003) labeled to be hindering structures which are 

“characterized by teachers’ sense of powerlessness, role conflict, and the dependance on 

the rules and the hierarchy. Teachers in hindering structures avoid conflict by hiding 

behind the rules and playing it safe” (Hoy and Miskel, 2013, p. 113). Elsa, on the other 

hand, is practicing in what can be perceived as an enabling structure based on her 
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description of the school. Therefore, regardless of the qualities of the structure, the 

habitus seems to be pivotal in how teachers perceive their agency. 

Although there are commonalities between Lasky’s findings and mine, there is a 

discrepancy with Lasky’s premise that teacher awareness of their professional identity 

limits the influence of external structures. From findings collected from Elsa’s 

interview. Elsa’s description of the school and its practices shows that how the school 

perceives the role of teachers as professionals differs from that the previous one. 

According to her, teachers’ voices were heard, and leadership did treat teachers 

professionally. However, this approach did not seem to completely register with Elsa. 

When Elsa shared that the new school’s principal had an open-door policy where 

teachers can always share their thoughts and concerns, she felt that she was not able to 

exercise that right. She did not feel comfortable to approach the principal except as an 

act of last resort. I believe that the reason behind her aloofness is that the policy differed 

in the old school, where according to Elsa school leadership was not accessible in 

general. This reflects that the structure of the old school, which was external when Elsa 

first joined, was internalized, and outlasted the actual experience itself. This finding has 

implications in terms of understanding why school practices might not yield the results 

sought after in terms of promoting the teacher profile they seek through those practices. 

Those influence of the practices that are part of the school structure seem to be 

undermined by the internally structured structures that teachers have constructed with 

time and experiences. 

Elsa shared another story that further shows the impact of the habitus formed by 

past depositions on the promotion of agency, and how deeply past dispositions become 

rooted. Elsa discussed that through attaining a teaching diploma and later a master’s 
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degree, she came to develop deeper understanding on her professional identity within 

external structures. Elsa’s education made her question clearly erroneous acts and led 

her to decide on a course of action, accordingly, choosing to change schools. This 

shows that she in fact exercised agency through her decision to move out of a structure 

she did not approve of. This change reflects a shift in disposition regarding her 

understanding of teacher professional identity. However, Elsa’s agency remained under 

constraint due to her original experiences. The original internalized structured structure 

remained influential, as evident through what was shared above regarding how the 

current school structure was overpowered by Elsa’s experience in the first structure, she 

practiced in. This could show that while new dispositions based on newly lived 

experiences do influence the habitus, their influence might not only be related to the 

type of lived experience, but also to the relative to time where earlier internalizations 

trump latter ones. 

Elsa’s story shows that structural and contextual factors do influence the 

manifestation of teacher agency. This is similar to the findings of Eteläpelto et al. 

(2015), Everitt (2019), and Jenkins (2019) who all articulated this relationship. The 

difference in Elsa’s case lies in the question: Which context? Elsa’s case shows that 

previous structure and context have a higher level of influence that do the current ones. 

This does not lie in contention with the findings from other literature but adds a time 

dimension to the consideration. Looking from a Bourdieusian lens1, the internally 

structured structure seems to overpower the physical structure of the present. This veil 

did not seem to be present in Elsa’s consciousness until I asked: “do you think [the way 

 
1 Bourdieu’s theory of social action explains how interactions between the self and context are shaped by 

structural power. This, with a Bourdieusian lens, ‘self’ and ‘self-expression’ become sites of pressure 

shaped by individuals’ contexts (Fox-Kirk, 2017). 
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you approached your role, how you approached leadership] would have been different if 

you didn’t have that experience in the US before where you had that bureaucratic 

leadership and that sense of control and hierarchy in the school?”. To that, the answer 

was “Maybe.”, adding: “[Not only school, maybe] a certain way we were raised, [there 

is] what should be done and what should not be done. [Somethings are never to be done, 

there is no negotiation]. [T]his is something that might have affected my perception of 

those things”. It is at this point that I felt the cognitive dissonance where Elsa was 

questioning and reflecting on her own dispositions in relation to her perception of what 

agentic teachers represent. What Elsa shared seemed to perpetuate a form of agency that 

is different from the one I adopted in this study. Elsa seemed to exercise agency through 

the act of avoidance rather than confrontation and working towards acting upon external 

conditions to become more favorable. While this is valid, I do consider this form of 

agency to be limited from the theoretical stance I adopted especially considering the 

current state of education and the need for teachers to drive the change as the true 

professionals of the field. I believe that exercising agency through avoidance lead 

teachers to being less likely to develop "internal muscles" to challenge their internal 

structures in response to external triggers and would hence lead them to hold on to the 

structures that were the result of the most overpowering external factors. 

Although Elsa was a good student when she attended school, it seemed that her 

experiences as a student did not have a profound effect on the decision to become a 

school practitioner or how to practice her craft. This was not the case with Edda, or 

Astrid for that matter.  

A graphic that aims to offer a description of the relationship of Elsa’s agency in 

relation with her past experiences is offered in figure 3. 
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Figure 3 

 

Understanding Elsa 

 

 

 

Understanding Edda. Edda lived a different experience in school than that of 

Elsa. She recalled experiences of being bullied and mistreated by both students and 

teachers. She recollected how there was no intervention from teachers in particular to 

address the emotional trauma she was being put through in class. In addition to these 

experiences, Edda added that she did not find the support she needed in school to make 

informed decisions specifically regarding the possible career trajectories she was 

contemplating. This is evident throughout the interview, especially when she stated in 

the context of career decision that “I asked teachers. No one gave support”. The 

repercussions of those experience were evident through what Edda shared about her 

initial experiences at university where she was at loss of what to major in and felt she 

was alone with no one to offer support. She focused on the experience of standing at 

loss in Hamra Street crying.  
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I learned through Edda’s story that those negative past experiences of being 

bullied, mistreated, and unsupported were the main drivers towards Edda’s construction 

of her own habitus when it comes to education and teaching and learning in particular. 

Edda was primarily focused on offering a school experience that vastly differed than her 

own, based on her own disposition of what a teacher professional identity should 

engulf. For her, her ability to further develop and nurture this perceived ‘ideal’ 

professional identity required a suitable structure as a prerequisite.  

Edda’s story shows a connection between agency and structure shaped by past 

experiences. However, it differs from that of Elsa’s. Edda’s agency was demonstrated in 

selecting the professional structure she wanted to practice in since “teacher agency is 

restrained by existing institutional and cultural structures” (Vitanoya, 2018, p. 36). The 

structure had to align with what she internalized as a suitable structure to practice in. 

This is evident through the effort Edda put in selecting the school she practices in: “I 

looked at the social factor, I looked at the emotional factors, the developmental factors 

which I really care about, I wouldn’t choose another school honestly”. Edda seemed to 

exercise agency in the selection of the school structure where she could have the room 

to infuse her daily practice with what she thought was important according to her 

beliefs. This choice can be validated through the alignment with Everitt’s (2019) 

conclusion that “authoritative administrations that reduce teacher agency not only 

reduce teacher job satisfaction but also stifle creativity, innovation and professional 

development.” (p. 58). Those beliefs that Edda wanted to promote were developed in 

retaliation on her own experiences as a student and became internalized as foundational 

dispositions for a desired professional identity that defined the role of teachers to engulf 

more than teaching and learning. 
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Edda’s experiences as a student in her previous school, and later at university 

formed the foundation to develop her own professional identity, which was later 

solidified through education, practice, and experience. Edda saw that as a teacher, her 

role was not limited by the classroom walls. She described both microscopic and 

macroscopic goals guiding her practice where microscopically she felt that she is 

inseparable from what students do in the class and how they learn, and macroscopically 

she believed she has what it takes to design a curriculum that focuses on what they need 

and how they can benefit the most from it. The latter were driven by past experiences 

where she felt that the curriculum that she was exposed to did not help her build the 

path she wants to take later on in terms of career. Building on Lasky’s (2015) and Tan’s 

(2016) arguments, this two-tiered view of professional identity where Edda believes that 

she has a role to play in shaping the curriculum is indicative of a high level of agency. 

Edda believed that her agency to strive towards developing her professional 

identity and approaching her role as an educator through that identity led her to be 

successful. She saw this success, which she measured through her facilitation of 

students’ development and the increasing number of classes she was asked to lead on 

yearly basis, to be driven by experiences where, based on her own words, without them, 

“[she] wouldn’t have created this emotional connection to education. [she] would have 

thought of it as simply any other business, that [she] need[s] to finish with”.  Those 

findings are similar to those of Altan and Lane (2018), Avraamidou (2016), and Howell 

and Allen (2016) who all found a clear link between past experience and identity 

formation. 

From what was discussed above, Edda seemed to provide a contextual example 

of the reciprocity between agency and professional identity highlighted by Buchanan 
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(2015). She was unwilling to compromise on the venue where she would practice if that 

would not align with her identity. She practiced her agency in two venues, the first in 

selecting the structure that can present a holding environment for her professional 

identity and aspirations, echoing Lasky’s (2015) position that “one of the most powerful 

enduring elements of participants’ agency was their unwillingness to change their 

identity” (p. 913). The second is in her understanding of where she professionally 

stands in the field of education, that is, where her habitus lies. The broadening of her 

professional identity within macro and micro contexts, has a bigger influence on her 

agency, than does structure, as found by Lasky (2016). For Edda, this is brought about 

by negative past experiences as a student. For Astrid, the situation polarly differs. 

A graphic that aims to offer a description of the relationship of Edda’s agency in 

relation with her past experiences is offered in Figure 4. 

 

Figure 4 

 

Understanding Edda 
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Understanding Astrid. Astrid had a positive experience as a student. This was 

evident throughout her story, especially when she said: “I enjoyed being a student. I still 

enjoy it till now”. This positive outlook was driven by special teachers that passed 

through Astrid’s life at both childhood at both school and university stages. The 

influence of those was so profound that it led her towards idolizing the role of teachers 

in contributing to the development of a successful community and later going down 

their professional track herself.  

This fascination with the role of educators led Astrid to internalize as part of her 

own dispositions what she perceived a teacher should be, what she will be when she 

practices. Her internalized dispositions resulted from monitoring those inspiring 

teachers and extracting the qualities and attributes she found essential. This 

internalization process was so powerful that Astrid wasn’t deterred by the few 

incompetent teachers who she crossed paths with along the years from questioning the 

purity of this profession. This shows in Astrid’s admission that “there are [teachers] 

who made [education] look bad, but I directly connected that with the person not with 

the process”. In other words, the past experiences Astrid decided to build on were 

internalized to form her own habitus which was so strongly forged that it was not to be 

shaken by other misaligning professional identities. I will discuss next how this habitus 

led to the promotion of agency that enabled Astrid to migrate between structures with 

the aim of finding a suitable one for her professional identity. 

As with the stories of Elsa and Edda, Astrid’s story also shows a relationship 

between agency and structure, a different one, nonetheless. While Elsa’s agency was 

limited by the structure she originally practiced in, and Edda chose a structure that 

would promote her agency as a prerequisite for practice, Astrid made it obvious that her 
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agency transcended structures she found herself in and included in addition to enacting 

her ability to make choices, also her willingness to manipulate/ act on the conditions she 

found herself in not to avoid but rather to enable further the enactment of her agency. 

This is obvious in the fact that she left her position in the school outside Lebanon when 

she felt a misalignment with her educational philosophy and aspirations as a teacher. 

This reflects Hiver and Whitehead’s (2018) conclusion that “teacher agency came about 

as a complex continuous negotiation process between these teachers' personal 

characteristics, their sense of self (identity), and the context in which they work” (p. 

78). Additionally, Astrid’s dispositions and perceptions of what educators should be, 

which were formed based on her past experiences, was not influenced by structures that 

valued teacher identity differently. This finding is supported by Noyes’s (2008) study’s 

conclusion that teachers “found ways of correcting their position and relocating 

themselves in a teaching habitat that was more comfortable or harmonious with their 

own socially structured habitus” (p. 682). 

Astrid’s agency to locate a structure that favored her own habitus was driven by 

her own professional identity which in turn was heavily influenced by her past 

experiences. The link between identity and experiences is evident with her delineation 

of how she started practicing at the start of her career where she emulated the practices 

of her own teachers, those who positively influenced her as a child. Elsa stated that in 

her first years, when challenges in classroom management and instruction were at their 

peak, she would reflect on how her teachers used to practice when she was a student. 

Although she found those methods hard to follow and she was struck by how 

effortlessly they made them look, she trusted the process and was able to learn how to 
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improve, reflecting a high level of self-efficacy which correlates with agency (Bandura, 

1984).  

Additionally, Astrid’s agency influenced her understanding of her own 

professional identity and her role as an educator which was in alignment to findings 

from the international literature (Buchanan, 2015; Kontovourki et al. 2018; Lasky, 

2015; Stillman and Anderson, 2015; Tan, 2016). This finding presents a good area of 

comparison with both Edda and Elsa. Like Edda, she believed that she had a role to play 

in areas beyond the classroom walls which shows through her following statement: “I 

was always critical of the decisions and the curricula, and I always had ideas that would 

either shape a new understanding at the school I am working in”. Astrid saw that the 

role of a teacher reached beyond the confines of her class, and while teaching students 

was her main focus, her perception of her professional identity dictated that she seeks to 

be influential in decisions on curriculum for example. Unlike Elsa, she felt empowered 

by the freedom she currently has in her work setting. She saw that this freedom was 

liberating which was evident in her following quote when she discusses how some 

teachers saw this freedom to be restricting: “I wouldn’t understand why would 

[teachers] think that? And they say because they leave it to us and that becomes a 

hinderance”. Elsa, on the other hand, who practices in very similar setting, failed to 

exercise the same level of agency, a discussed before. Linking to Bourdieu’s conception 

of the agent’s positioning with a field, the above shows that Astrid perceived her 

habitus to lie further above in the field of education in comparison to Elsa’s perception. 

Such positioning being driven by the nuance in the manifestation of both Elsa’s and 

Astrid’s agency. 
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I aimed to further understand and discuss the relationship between past 

experiences and the manifestation of agency through the three vignettes of Elsa, Edda, 

and Astrid. The findings show that agency was influenced by past experiences in 

different modes, whether through selecting the structure to practice within, or the 

development and exercise of professional identity, or both. Upon analyzing the data, I 

reached an interesting finding regarding the manifestation of agency as conceptualized 

in this study, and the time within the agent’s life in which a critical incident occurred. 

This will be further elaborated next. 

A graphic that aims to offer a description of the relationship of Astrid’s agency 

in relation with her past experiences is offered in figure 5. 

 

Figure 5 

 

Understanding Astrid 
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Understanding agency through critical incidents and human development 

 

The study found a clear relation between the manifestation of agency and experiences 

lived through past experiences and critical incidents, which was discussed in length in 

the previous section. What the study also found was that the influence of those incidents 

on agency whether positive, where agency is further promoted due to reflection on the 

critical incident, or negative, where the incident leads to agency being limited, might 

not depend on the nature of the incident, but rather on the time of occurrence with 

respect to the individual’s developmental phases. What the data shows is that in the 

incidents both Edda and Astrid focused, which occurred in childhood, led to promotion 

of agency even though the first was negative and the second was positive. As for Elsa, 

the incidents she shared, negative in general, occurred in adulthood. Elsa did not share 

incidents that occurred in her childhood, even after being probed, which could be due to 

the fact that her decision to become a teacher was related to circumstances that 

themselves occurred in adulthood. Their effect on the manifestation of agency were less 

encouraging. For further understanding of those findings, the researcher turned to 

literature on developmental psychology. 

Agency and early years experiences. The influence of childhood experience on 

how teachers practiced their profession, where such practice is closely tied to their 

agency and identity, has been focused on in many pieces of literature. Hargreaves 

(2010) shared the views Lortie (1975) stated more than three decades prior, where he 

stated that a reason for this influence is that teaching  

is a flat rather than staged career (with long periods of working life spent 

at the same level of seniority), entered abruptly and alone after what is 

often an indifferent college training, through the reality shocks and 
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dramas of the first few weeks in the job. This leads teachers to fall back 

on their own resources— especially the long “apprenticeship of 

observation” they undertook as students on the other side of the teacher’s 

desk. Together, these combined factors offer little hope of innovation, 

but strong prospects for persisting conservatism (p. 145-146).  

Flores (2001) also shared the views of Lortie stating that “the experience as a 

student is crucial in terms of the informal socialization into the profession” (p. 138). She 

added that in many studies conducted on practicing teachers, “they referred to the 

teachers they admired, and, in some cases, who had influenced their career choice” (p. 

138). This is aligned with the findings of this study where Astrid shared that she was 

positively influenced by her childhood teachers in shaping her career.  

Flores also shed light on the fact that negative experiences also do shape 

practice, where teachers practiced differently to avoid subjecting their own students to 

the sort of negative experiences they passed through as children. This brings to mind to 

Edda’s reason to teach, and the way she taught and understood her profession. Finally, 

Flores discusses the fact that when compared to childhood experiences, “initial teacher 

education had a weak impact in determining beginning teachers’ professional behavior” 

(p. 138), this is in alignment with findings from the three vignettes, particularly Elsa’s 

whose education did little to change her perception of her agency. 

The relationship between childhood experiences and practicing teaching was 

given ample empirical focus (Farley, Sonu, Garlen, and Chang-Kredl, 2021; Khattab, 

2020; Strekalova-Hughes, Maarouf, and Keskin, 2015). Strekalova-Hughes et al. (2015) 

studied weather early childhood experiences affected childhood education students’ 

personal and pedagogical beliefs. The mixed method research that was guided by 
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Dewey’s concept of the experiential continuum found that early childhood experiences 

do affect present perceptions despite the change in the rationalization process of these 

experiences. The study found that the participants credited their teachers for deciding to 

become teachers themselves and admitted that their teachers influenced their 

philosophical ideals as well. The stories shared of Pam and Ella clearly showed that 

both Pam’s happy childhood school memories and Ella’s less fortunate ones led to 

“motivation to strive for exciting and inspiring teaching rather than the force-fed 

learning” (p. 11). Those results are reflected in the current study as well where Edda’s 

and Astrid’s school experiences, the first challenging and the second more positive led 

them to be more striving than passive teachers. Elsa’s passiveness could be seen as a 

result of lack of substantial influence of childhood experiences, where her focus was on 

incidents linked to adulthood. 

Farley et. al (2021) shared similar conclusions as stated above. Based on 

research conducted with university students enrolled in the teaching program, they 

found that  

the majority of participants recalled times when they felt innocent and 

protected, which were then connected to a wish to protect children from 

struggle or discomfort in their future classrooms. Others described times 

when they made mistakes or broke the rules and suggested how being a 

nuisance is the right of all children. Still others remembered the heroic 

efforts of former teachers and used these memories to describe their 

plans to replicate similar strategies in their own practices. 

Farley et al. concluded that there seems to be a direct relationship between 

teachers’ past experiences, and their perception of fairness and equity, where students 

https://doi.org/10.1111/chso.12428
https://doi.org/10.1111/chso.12428
https://doi.org/10.1080/1547688X.2020.1731036
https://doi.org/10.1080/1547688X.2020.1731036
https://journal.jctonline.org/index.php/jct/article/view/957/0
https://journal.jctonline.org/index.php/jct/article/view/957/0
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who felt protected and safe in their childhood did not consider issues of social equity as 

clearly as those who were bullied, left out, ignored, or reprimanded. The vignettes 

shared could reflect alignment with those findings since out of the three, Edda, who had 

a negative childhood experience, focused on ideas of social justice and equity. 

In a study that was close to context and purpose, Khattab (2020) aimed to 

explore the relationship between mathematics teachers’ memories and how they 

practice in classrooms in private schools located in the greater Beirut area. Khattab 

found that positive memories led participants to reproduce their teachers’ good practices 

in their profession, while negative ones guided them to avoid those practices. This 

seems to align with findings of this study.  

One difference could be seen in connection to years of experience in relation to 

the impact of previous memories. While Khattab found that the influence of childhood 

memories was lower with more experienced teachers, this was not reflected in the 

findings from Astrid’s stories. The influence of past experiences was evident till this 

date even after many years in the field. This shows the profile of Astrid that is offered in 

this study might be among the few participants that Khattab mentioned who did not 

align with this general finding which adds to the depth of research on the influence of 

early years experiences on agency.  

Those results show that there is a lot riding on early experiences in developing 

the professional identity and agency. However, some research shows that this initial 

experience might not occur in childhood but rather later in life.  

Agency and experiences in later years. Some empirical studies found relations 

between identity and experiences in different life periods. From findings of a study 

aimed to understand the impact of experience and context on the decision to become 



 

109 

 

early childhood educators (ECE) of three public school early childhood teachers in 

Western United States, White (2021) offered two main findings. The first is that there is 

a relationship between past critical incidents and decision on becoming teachers and 

how the profession is practiced. According to White, “data suggests that an initiating 

experience prompting an individual to consider becoming an ECE teacher is vital” (p. 

46), and that “ECE professional identity can emerge at different points and through 

different time periods” (p. 46). The influence of those beliefs on teacher professional 

identity and consequently on their agency have also been validated by Bullough (1997) 

who stated that “teacher identity—what beginning teachers believe about teaching and 

learning and self-as-teacher—is of vital concern to teacher education it is the basis for 

meaning making and decision making” (p. 21). 

In his study on teacher identity, Olsen (2008) adopted a sociological model of 

identity derived from social and critical theory where when it is “applied to teachers, 

this view highlights both the constraints/opportunities on a teacher deriving from 

personal histories and also the actual agency any teacher possesses” (p. 24). When 

examining the reason why six new teachers decided on their profession, Olsen found 

that positive early experiences, particularly connected to teachers, does have an 

influence on teacher identity. This is reflected with Astrid, who shared that her teachers 

were among the reasons why she made the choice to become an educator.  

Olsen also found that teachers’ agency was reflected in their choice to practice 

according to their own philosophical beliefs, even if they do not align with the school’s. 

Teachers reported that those identities left them to either work on changing the school 

structure or change to find a better match to their needs, echoing what the research 

found from the stories of Edda and Astrid. Olsen concluded that “investigating the 
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collected data illuminated how a teacher’s reasons for entry bridge prior events and 

experiences with the kind of teacher one is becoming” (p. 36). What was interesting was 

that none of the teachers mentioned becoming teachers out of extrinsic needs such as 

financial need, which is the main reason why Elsa chose to become a teacher. This 

study contributed through offering a profile, that of Elsa, that did not match any profile 

in Olsen’s study. This further emphasizes the link between professional experiences 

based on past incidents and agency.  

Conclusion 

This study aimed to explore the influence of past experiences on the manifestation of 

teacher agency in the Lebanese private school context. I built my research questions and 

research direction on several criteria. The first is my philosophical orientation towards 

education which aligns with those who consider education to have an emancipatory 

social role and perceive teachers and school professionals as leaders in the movement 

towards change, especially in contexts in a state of rapid deterioration as ours is. This 

orientation opened the door to the development of the lens through which I approached 

this research. Considering Bourdieu’s Theory of practice, and his claim that a state of 

hysteresis is unfavorable to the agents in unfavorable positions in the field, I decided to 

rely on a conception that a critical reflection on the dispositions that have developed 

with time and formed the habitus would pave the way for changing those dispositions 

and in turn the habitus. This would allow agents, which in my study are the majority of 

teachers in Lebanese private schools to transition to a more favorable positions in the 

field, which would ultimately allow them to benefit from the state of hysteresis in the 

field of education. This led me to try to return to the genesis of those dispositions 

through studying past experiences and the most influential incidents in the participants’ 
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lives and discover how they influence their current practice and the manifestation of 

their agency. I consider this an initial step in a chain of studies that would help me 

understand further how teacher agency can be promoted. 

Through what has been shared in the discussion, I believe that the following 

conclusion can be offered: the findings showed a clear influence of past experiences on 

the manifestation of agency for teachers currently practicing in the private school 

structure. Teachers harnessed their past experiences and critical incidents in the 

selection of the structure in which they practice, and in the development of their 

professional identity. The study also showed that past experiences within structures led 

to creating dispositions that were internalized within the habitus of the teachers and 

remained influential even after the structure was changed. In other words, the structured 

structures built in the past withstood time and limited the influence of new external 

structures. I was able to create a cognitive dissonance when I asked the participants if 

they believed that their current practice is built on past premises that are not evident in 

their current setting. All participants seemed to have a moment of reflection and new 

awareness. One participant stated that she “wants to hug herself” because she now 

understands why she approaches practice the way she does. Whether this reflection 

leads to action that further promotes agency and promote teachers within the field of 

education remains to be seen.  

The final section in this study sheds light on the limitations of the study, in 

addition to future opportunities and impact. 

Limitations of the study 

 

The first limitation of this study was time. The limited amount of time I had to conduct 

the study influenced my decision to conduct a single interview with participants. Those 
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participants were given as much time as they required to present their answers to the 

questions asked. However, they were recalling past incidents, and it is possible that they 

would have remembered more incidents had the interview been conducted over many 

phases, giving them more time to reflect and remember.  

An argument could also be made that the study was limited primarily by the 

sample selected for the study in terms of size and homogeneity. I grounded my decision 

on the number of participants in literature. The rule of thumb set by Parse (2009) who 

considers 2 to 10 interviews to be sufficient to reach redundancy and saturation, in 

addition to Butterfield et al.’s (2009) literature on critical incidents claiming that 

saturation is reached after analyzing interviews with five participants validated my 

decision to choose five participants for the study. The number, however, could limit the 

possibility of generalizing the findings to a larger context. Polit and Beck (2010) state 

that generalization in the traditional sense is not always achievable, particularly in 

qualitative research studies. According to Thorne et al. (2009), ‘‘When articulated in a 

manner that is authentic and credible to the reader, (findings) can reflect valid 

descriptions of sufficient richness and depth that their products warrant a degree of 

generalizability in relation to a field of understanding’’ (p. 1385).  

A limitation could be highlighted in relation to the homogeneity of the 

participants as they were all females. According to McNay (2004), agency is 

contextually defined based on the interplay between lived experiences and the social 

structures of power and inequality. This conceptual understanding which largely aligns 

with Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice that is guiding this research could suggest that the 

manifestation of agency might differ for male teachers who generally reside in a more 

favorable position in the social structure influenced by power and inequality, 
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considering the Lebanese society remains largely patriarchal. Nevertheless, considering 

that the vast majority of teachers in Lebanon, whether in the private or public sector, are 

females, the impact of this limitation is not as profound as it could have been in other 

contexts where the ratio of male to female teachers is different.  

Implications for practice 

 

This study found that critical reflection on past experiences and critical incidents 

influence the manifestation of teachers’ agency in decentralized Lebanese private 

schools. These findings can support practice by informing universities intending to 

improve their teacher preservice programs based on empirical research, school 

administrators working on improving students’ learning experiences to help them 

develop into autonomous change agents in the future, particularly in the field of 

education, and school administrators aiming to offer in-service developmental 

opportunities for teachers to further develop their professional identity. 

University preservice programs 

 

The study recommends that building awareness of how past experiences influence the 

manifestation of agency for educators should be embedded within the preservice 

programs in Lebanese universities. Richardson (2003) highlights that teacher’s past 

experiences in different contexts, including the school, influence her belief system at 

different levels, one of which is perceiving her level of agency. This aligns with Olsen 

(2015) who stated that “teacher preparation programs can benefit from increased 

attention to the prior and personal dimensions of teacher candidates” (p. 121). 

Preservice programs could focus on reflective practice to further build 

awareness on the influence of past experiences on teacher agency. Such a proposition 

could sound redundant considering that it is already advocated for in different 
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preservice programs. Kramer (2018) argues that “reflective practice has been criticized 

for having become a standardized method in teacher education and on-the-job training, 

oftentimes following routines that more likely turn out to be self-affirming than to 

actually foster change” (p. 2).  

Kramer (2018) suggested a different approach where individual and collective 

practice utilizing formative interventionist methodology. The method relies on “a more 

or less cyclic movement through expansive learning actions, such as questioning and 

analyzing a given practice and its developmental contradictions, and modelling, testing, 

implementing, reflecting and, finally, consolidating a new, culturally more advanced 

form of this practice” (Engeström, Rantavuori, & Kerosuo, 2013, as cited in Kramer, 

2018, p. 217). In addition to pre-service programs, this study can also inform developers 

of in-service teacher professional development programs. 

In-service developmental opportunities (unlearning?) 

 

This study could inform in-service teacher development programs, whether done in-

house or at a remote setting, on the importance of engaging teachers with 

methodological reflection that goes beyond practice and taps into their assumptions and 

mental constructs. Musaeva (2013) also shed light on this nuance where only raising 

awareness about teaching techniques is not sufficient for teachers to engage in 

purposeful reflection. She suggests practical support and guidance that can lead to 

inducing reflection that can lead teachers to become autonomous in the long term. This 

is also suggested by Strekalova-Hughes et al. (2015) who highlight the importance of 

not just reflective, but also self-reflective teacher preparation programs” (p. 13) 

 During the interviews, one participant highlighted that the teachers in her 

department go through a reflection exercise at the end of each semester where they try 
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to understand reasons that led them to a particular outcome. This practice has proven to 

be very important in improving teachers’ performance in the upcoming semester. She 

added that the exercise she has went through as part of this research has allowed to go 

beyond her current practice and gain clarity about her professional identity that wasn’t 

there before. She found this to present a “Eureka moment” that could have been much 

more profound had she been struggling in her practice. This shows that such a reflective 

exercise conducted methodically as part of in-service professional development could 

have huge implications on teachers’ practice. It could also inform and improve teacher-

student relationships, which this study has also identified as an area it can be of support 

in. 

Informing school leadership 

 

The study can also inform school leadership, principals in particular, regarding the 

influence that school culture can have on teachers’ professional future. Their role is of 

particular importance in this matter since “leadership is crucial in determining the 

positive or negative perceptions of the workplace” (Flores, 2001, p. 145). The stories 

shared by all participants reflected an influence of leadership on their practice. With 

Elsa, the leadership of the previous school she was employed in was hindering in terms 

of agency attainment, while school leaders who were present in Edda’s and Astrid’s 

professional lives had a positive influence regardless of the experience that was lived. 

Awareness of this reality can further inform school leaders about the power their 

position holds in terms of improving teaching and learning indirectly (Hallinger and 

Heck, 2016), and influence their future approach towards teachers. 

Improving students’ learning experiences 
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Finally, this study can help school administrators, leaders, and teachers further 

understand the influences of teacher-student relations on the students’ learning 

experiences, and how those relations have a profound effect on students beyond school 

years, and into adulthood. This can be seen through the influence the participants’ 

teachers had on their self-esteem, well-being, and career choice. 

The influence of the teacher student relationship on students’ development has 

been documented by many empirical studies (Decker, Dona, and Christenson (2006); 

McGrath and Van Bregen, 2015; Noble, Heath, Krause, and Rogers, 2020; Presson, 

2008). Presson’s (2008) review on teacher-student relations shows that the actions of 

teachers in classes have a profound consequence on students, where those can be 

positive and set students to success, or negative through increasing chances of failure 

for those students. Decker et al. (2006) also found through their study that included 25 

teachers and 44 African American students that student outcomes were dependent on 

the teacher-student relationship, where a negative perception from either party led to 

lower student outcomes. Finally, (Noble et al., 2020) concluded through their 

qualitative research that was carried out in Canada that teacher-student relations impact 

whether students decide to stay in school or drop out. 

Understanding the reality of our private education sector 

 

The analysis and discussion of the findings in this study shed light on an important and 

alarming reality in our private schools. The participants all shared one common fact, 

that they have never engaged in a purposeful and critical reflective practice before this 

interview that took them beyond reflecting on daily practices. While some shared that 

they have reflected on their practice before, adding that “we ask teachers during 

meetings to stop and reflect on their practices to move forward. [But] stopping and 
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reflecting so far to understand who we are as educators has never been done before”. 

This reflects the reality that “the current organizational structures of schools and their 

lifeworld colonization have reduced reflection to a technical, habitual activity aimed 

exclusively at improving specific teaching practices within pre-set standards; reflection 

is, therefore, domesticated to survive the colonization” (Hilal, 2021, p.1). The 

researcher believes that it is impossible to ask for true agency without presenting 

holding environments that facilitate praxis which Freire (1972) described praxis as 

“reflection and action upon the world in order to transform it” (p. 52). The current 

reflective practices do not lead to praxis, but rather to further domestication where 

teachers are limited to classroom confines and strengthening the internal structured 

structures that limit teachers’ understanding of their own agency, and the power it can 

yield.  

Opportunities for future research 

 

This study aims to add to the literature on teacher agency in the Lebanese context, 

private schools specifically. It studies the influence of critical reflection on past 

experiences and critical incidents on the manifestation of teachers’ agency. This study 

could be perceived as a steppingstone on which further studies and research could be 

developed. Such research could attempt to transfer the findings beyond the Lebanese 

private school context to public schools, or even other contexts in the region.  

Additionally, studies could choose a different interview method which would 

allow for richer data to be collected for further analysis. Studies can also consider male 

participants to study if the influence of past experiences differ among genders.  

Finally, this study found that teachers do not usually engage in such deep 

reflection where they go back to incidents that occurred in their past. Reflection is 
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limited to understanding events that happen on daily basis within the classroom context 

and their perception of and reaction to those events. Astrid considered this sudden 

awareness to be a “Eureka moment” while Edda understood why she conducts herself 

the way she does in class. They both believed that this new revelation would help them 

further develop their professional identity and improve as teachers. While one would 

argue that this might be the case only with teachers who have a higher manifestation of 

agency, and is not evident with individuals like Elsa, this does not lessen of the 

importance of promoting such deep reflections. Referring to Freire, who is both an 

inspiration and an influence in this research, teachers like Edda and Astrid could be the 

leaders who influence the Elsas of the education system to later break cycles of 

oppression towards liberation, and hence create a critical mass that would liberate the 

education system as a whole. The researcher recommends conducting a longitudinal 

study that studies how an awareness of the influence of critical incidents influences 

teachers’ practices and their perceived scope of relevance in the school and education in 

general.  
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APPENDIX 
 

Sample Interview Guide: Teachers’ reflections on past lived experiences  

Participant # 1 Interview 1 or 2 1 

Interview Start 

Time 

10:30 Interview End 

Time 

11:45 

Interview Location Zoom Date 15/1/2022 

 

Participant Information 

 

Conceptual Component 

Preamble: As you know, I am investigating how past critical incidents in teachers’ lives 

influence their current perception of their professional role and how they influence 

circumstances related to their professional lives. However, before delving into your 

experience in the field of education, I think it is important to reach a common 

understanding of what critical incidents mean to this study. This understanding would 

enable us to delve deeper into your experiences and collect the type of data we are 

seeking for analysis. 

In this study, a Critical Incident is defined as a positive or negative event that falls 

outside the range of ordinary experiences a person is used to have, and that 

influenced an individual’s course of action and trajectory in their personal or 

professional lives. In this research, we are focusing on the professional part.  

Contextual Component  

1. As a way of getting started, perhaps you could tell me what you believe the role 

of education to be? (Probes: What’s its role in shaping the individual [student, 

teacher], Shaping society?) 

2. Could you share a little bit about why you decided to become a teacher? 

(Probes: Were you influenced by a family member? Teacher? School? Love of 

learning?) 

3. What was your goal when you were on the brink of starting your journey as a 

teacher?  

4. Looking back after [this many years of experience], how would you evaluate 

your level of achievement of the goals that you have set? 

 

 

Years of Experience 14 Position Teacher 
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Critical Incident Component  

Transition to Critical Incident questions:  

5. You stated that you couldn’t achieve all your goals when it comes to teaching 

and education. Can you tell me what, in your opinion, were the critical incidents 

(events) that led to this moment in time regarding your practice (influenced your 

practice), and how you believe they affected your ability to reach the goals you 

set out to achieve (those you mentioned)? 

Incident & What It Means to 

Participant (What do you mean 

by ...?)  

Importance (Why did you highlight this incident?  

Why is it important? How did it affect you? What 

happened afterwards 

 

6. How have the conditions that resulted in these incidents you mentioned changed 

in your current work setting? (do you still feel that those conditions still apply?) 

7. There should be a focus on the ‘now’ to follow the Labovian model and to 

create a concrete structure for the stories (prompt with making connections) 

i. What is your practice now in your current setting like? How 

would you evaluate it? 

ii. Have the events you discussed had any influence/connection on 

your current practice? 

8. How do you think your teaching experience would change if the past incidents 

(events) you mentioned were only influential in the setting they happened in and 

had no effect on your current practice? (Probes: Voicing your thoughts? 

Change?) 

9. How do you think what we discussed today will influence your practice moving 

forward? 
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