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 This study examines early career teachers’ (ECT) professional agency in relation 

to socio-contextual burnout in four European countries: the UK, the Netherlands, 

Finland, and Sweden. Teachers’ professional agency has been shown to be related 

to their work-related well-being. However, we know little about the societal, 

cultural and contextual conditions facilitating the sense of professional agency that 

ECTs have in terms of active and intentional learning in the classroom and how 

ECTs experience burnout across countries. The aim of this study was to find out 

if these experiences of agency and burnout vary between countries and if they are 

interrelated. A total of 3814 ECTs responded to the survey, and the data were 

analysed using structural equation modelling. We found that the scales of teachers’ 

professional agency and socio-contextual burnout were invariant and related to 

each other across the countries. In particular, the aim of ECTs to build a 

collaborative environment and transform classroom practices with students were 

found to hold potential to tackle burnout in the four countries examined. 
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Introduction 

 

The importance of early career teachers’ (ECT) capacity to learn at work and transform their teaching practices 

has been found to be crucial for not just coping but thriving in the profession (Kutsyuruba et al., 2018, 2019; 

Pyhältö et al., 2020). Teachers need every day professional learning to both succeed and remain engaged in 

teaching career, and in avoiding negative feelings such as inadequacy in teacher-student interaction (Yli-Pietilä et 

al., 2023). Effective teacher learning includes for example being able to reflect and evaluate pedagogical decision-

making in class and modifying teaching practices according to these reflections and feedback from students 

(Darling-Hammond, 2022). This kind of learning with students requires viewing teaching as a reciprocal learning 

process where collaborative learning environment with students is continuously constructed and learning is an 

integral part of teaching (Bramberger & Winter, 2021; Van Eekelen, Vermunt & Boshuizen, 2006; Toom et al., 

2017). 

 

Motivation to, self-efficacy beliefs and skills of learning about own teaching and transforming it, is referred here 

as sense of teachers’ professional agency (TPA) (Pyhältö et al., 2012, 2014). Prior studies suggest that the sense 

of teachers’ professional agency is associated with many positive effects such as student achievement, teacher 

engagement and involvement in school development work (Long et al., 2012; Romano, 2007; van den Borre et 
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al., 2021). Sense of agency over one’s professional learning is also shown to reduce the risk of experiencing 

burnout and subsequent attrition (Heikonen et al., 2016; Pyhältö et al., 2014, 2015; Soini et al., 2016; Yli-Pietilä 

et al., 2023). These are the risks that have been widely recognised among ECTs (e.g. Wolff et al., 2015; Heikonen 

et al., 2016). Prior research on early-career in-service teachers implies that although they are often highly 

enthusiastic, they also face significant challenges in early years of teaching (Feiman-Nemser, 2001; McCormick, 

2006). Complex reality of work both with pupils in the classroom may lead not to high quality learning and agency 

but more to strategies of surviving for early career in-service teachers (Cochran-Smith et al., 2012; Heikonen et 

al., 2017; Eteläpelto, Vähäsantanen & Hökkä, 2015; Harmsen et al., 2018; Voss & Kunter, 2019).  

 

Teachers’ sense of professional agency has been found to vary across contexts (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; 

Greeno, 2006; Heikonen et al., 2020; Lipponen & Kumpulainen, 2011; Pyhältö et al., submitted; Sullanmaa et al., 

2021; Vermunt & Endedijk, 2011; Yli-Pietilä et al., 2023). Major contextual factors of teacher agency, such as 

teachers’ pre- and in-service education systems, the school curriculum, degrees of professional autonomy, and 

school structures differ especially across countries. These may produce context-specific variations in terms of 

early career teacher agency over their learning in the classroom (see Adamson, 2012; Conway et al., 2009; 

Kutsyuruba et al., 2019) and, therefore the risk for experiencing burnout symptoms may also vary across countries 

(Feiman-Nemser, 2001; James & McCormic, 2009). 

 

To be able to support teachers to develop and thrive in their career we need more information how early career 

teachers’ professional agency is related to burnout symptoms, exhaustion, inadequacy in teacher-student 

interaction, and cynicism towards colleagues. More specifically, we need more understanding of the relation of 

professional agency in the classroom and experienced burnout across different contextual conditions. In this study, 

our aim is to contribute to this gap by exploring how early career teachers’ sense of professional agency in the 

classroom is related to the experienced burnout symptoms and is the relation different across four European 

countries: the UK, the Netherlands, Finland, and Sweden. 

 

Early Career Teachers’ Professional Agency in the Classroom 

 

Teachers’ professional agency is relational (Edwards, 2005; Priestley et al., 2015) and embedded in social 

interaction, implying that colleagues and students may function as a resource for active and intentional 

professional learning (Pyhältö et al., 2012; Soini et al., 2016). Moreover, professional agency is an integrative 

construct consisting of the motivation to learn, efficacy beliefs about learning and skills or strategies for learning 

– aiming to construct a reciprocal and collaborative learning environment in the classroom with students (Pyhältö 

et al., 2012; Soini et al., 2016; see also Edwards, 2005; Sachs, 2000; Turnbull, 2005). This implies considering 

teaching as an interactive process in which both students and teachers learn (Martin & Dowson, 2009). 

 

Teacher’s sense of professional agency in the classroom involves continuous reflection on the teacher’s own 

practice, students’ thinking and behaviours, and the teacher-student interaction (see Beijaard, 2007; Bergum, 

2003; Heikonen et al., 2017; Pietarinen et al., 2016; Soini et al., 2016; Toom et al., 2021). Through reflection, 

teachers can deepen their understanding of students’ thinking and learning, question their prior beliefs, and find 
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new perspectives, hence further constructing their professional capabilities (see Loughran, 2002). In the early 

career phase, constructing one’s sense of professional agency in the classroom is particularly essential. Teacher-

student interaction has been shown to be one of the most essential aspects of teachers’ work (Ginns et al., 2001; 

Hargreaves, 2000; Le Cornu, 2013). Accordingly, early career teachers’ reflection and experimentation with 

diverse instructional practices have been shown to be related to changes in teachers’ beliefs and practice 

(Bakkenes, Vermunt, & Wubbels, 2010; Meirink et al., 2009). 

 

Despite the similarities in characteristics of early career teachers’ induction phase, such as the need for 

professional support, have been identified broadly across educational systems, the early career teachers’ sense of 

professional agency is always situated in a nested structure of a particular work environment in the classroom and 

school community, as embedded in the context of the national educational system, culture and society of a given 

country (Kuusisto, 2022). This contextual embeddedness includes factors such as the nature and structure of 

teacher education, legislation, trust and appreciation of teachers, teacher accountability and resources. Hence, it 

is likely that early career teachers’ sense of professional agency, e.g., perceiving students (or colleagues) as 

resource for professional active and intentional learning, and its facilitators and restrictors vary across different 

contexts. For instance, there may be variance across national contexts in the (lack of) experienced autonomy for 

teacher or the accountability driven curriculum policies (Sloan, 2006), which might, accordingly, limit the 

teachers’ motivation to learn, their efficacy beliefs about learning, and skills or strategies for enhancing their own 

development in the teaching profession. Due to this, early career teachers may also face different challenges or 

experience varying levels of professional uncertainty in the early years of their teaching profession. Such variance 

may further lead to differing levels of investing time and focus on classroom management rather than 

experimenting with innovative teaching methods with students (Flores, 2005; Ng, Nicholas, & Williams, 2010; 

Rozelle & Wilson, 2012; Grosemans et al., 2015; Meristo & Eisenschmidt, 2014; Heikonen et al., 2020). This, in 

turn, may in some settings more than others be likely to arouse the risk for experiencing gradually developing 

teacher burnout symptoms later in their work. 

 

Teachers’ Professional Agency in the Classroom in relation to Socio-contextual Teacher 

Burnout 

 

Teachers’ professional agency has been shown to be related to their work-related well-being and commitment to 

teaching (Eteläpelto et al., 2013; Soini et al., 2016; Vähäsantanen et al., 2008). However, if teachers are not willing 

and able to learn or if they lack the skills for learning in the classroom, that is, if they lack a sense of professional 

agency in the classroom, they might more easily feel drained and incompetent in their interaction with students. 

Early career teachers in general are also more vulnerable to feelings of disappointment and inadequacy (Berliner, 

1986; Borko & Livingston, 1989; Leinhardt & Greeno, 1986; Wolff et al., 2015). Experiences of inadequacy, in 

turn, have been found to be related to early career teachers’ considerations of leaving the profession (Heikonen et 

al., 2016).  

 

Accordingly, teachers’ perceived problems related to either the interaction or the work environment in the 

classroom are central risk factors for increased burnout among ECTs (Gavish & Friedman, 2010; Devos, Dupriez, 
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& Paquay, 2012; Pashiardis, 2000; Soini et al., 2015). Teacher burnout has been shown to impair a teacher’s 

functioning, resulting in a decline both in the quality of their work and their personal health. Teacher burnout 

develops gradually as a result of extensive and prolonged work-related stress (Freudenberger, 1974; Holland, 

1982; Peeters & Rutte, 2005). Burnout syndrome has three distinct symptoms: exhaustion (Maslach et al., 2001), 

cynicism (Bakker et al., 2008; Maslach & Leiter, 2005; Schaufeli & Buunk, 2003) and experiences of professional 

inadequacy (Brouwers & Tomic, 2000; Hakanen, Bakker, & Schaufeli, 2006; meta-analysis by Montgomery & 

Rupp, 2005). Exhaustion in this context refers to an experienced lack of energy and feelings of being strained at 

work (Maslach et al., 2001), whereas cynicism refers to a lack of interest in work in general, as well as a disaffected 

attitude to students, parents or colleagues, and a low organisational commitment (Schaufeli & Buunk, 2003). 

Professional inadequacy here refers to feelings of insufficient competence, and not being able to achieve 

occupational aims, such as those related to teacher-student interaction (Brouwers & Tomic, 2000; Hakanen et al., 

2006; meta-analysis by Montgomery & Rupp, 2005). 

 

Teacher burnout has been found to have several negative influences on teachers, including depression, sleep 

disturbance (Saleh & Shapiro, 2008; Shin et al., 2013), work–family conflict (Noor & Zainuddin, 2011), lower 

student achievement (Herman et al., 2018), reduced quality of instruction (Klusmann et al., 2008), reduced quality 

of teacher-student relationships (Whitaker et al., 2015), as well as early retirement and career turnover (Dupriez 

et al., 2016; Goddard & Goddard, 2006). Prior studies have also shown that although constructing a collaborative 

and reciprocal learning environment with students is related to fewer experiences of teacher inadequacy, teacher 

reflection can even contribute to more experiences of incompetence (Heikonen et al., 2016; Soini et al., 2016; Yli-

Pietilä et al., 2023). Early career teachers are particularly likely to reflect actively on their classroom practice, and 

with high expectations and/or by experiencing challenges, reflection might even increase rumination and feelings 

of disappointment (Heikonen et al., 2016; Soini et al., 2016; Yli-Pietilä et al., 2023). However, previous research 

indicates that receiving social support and constructive feedback from peers and teacher educators as well as being 

treated equally in working community can help to prevent burnout symptoms among preservice and early career 

teachers (e.g., Chan, 2002; Väisänen et al., 2016; Maslach & Leiter, 2008; Maslach et al., 2001). Moreover, by 

developing participatory teaching practices with students seems to buffer teachers’ perceived inadequacy in their 

teacher-student interaction (Heikonen et al., 2016; Soini et al., 2016; Väisänen et al., 2016; Yli-Pietilä et al., 2023).  

 

The nature of teacher-student interaction is partly dependent on the national context, as different (teacher) 

educational systems have different requirements and responsibilities for teachers, curricula, emphases of 

pedagogical practices in the classroom, learning materials, and evaluation criteria (e.g., Wilson et al., 2006). As 

the learning cultures and teacher-student interaction in the classrooms in schools may also vary across the 

countries, in the present study we also expected early career teachers’ experiences of burnout symptoms to differ. 

Moreover, during this study, the teacher-student interaction has to an extent been affected by the COVID-19 

pandemic, forcing many nations into school closures with various distance learning solutions and forms of support 

for teachers, students and families, again with notable differences both within (e.g., according to age level of 

students) and between the national strategies across these settings (OECD 2021) in terms of whether schools were 

closed or transferred to on-line or hybrid forms of teaching or whether they carried out in-person contact teaching 

also throughout the pandemic. This has especially called and challenged the early career teachers’ opportunities 
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and motivation to learn novel teaching practices, efficacy beliefs about being able to renew pedagogical practices, 

and skills or strategies for transforming teacher-student interaction, as it also influenced teaching practices in 

varying ways across study programs and countries. To our knowledge, there have been no previous studies 

examining the interrelation between early career teachers’ sense of professional agency in the classroom and 

experienced burnout symptoms resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. We aim to bridge this gap in the literature 

by examining the early career teachers’ sense of professional agency and burnout symptoms across the four 

countries in Europe: the Netherlands, the UK, Finland, and Sweden. 

 

Research Contexts: The UK, the Netherlands, Finland and Sweden 

 

Even though the four European countries participating in this study (the UK, the Netherlands, Finland, and 

Sweden) share rather similar overall educational goals, such as promoting active and collaborative learning for 

students and emphasising teacher’s professional learning (see e.g., Webb et al., 2009), there are also national 

educational characteristics that may hinder or enable early career teachers’ perceived capacity to learn 

intentionally with students, and further develop their own teaching practices in the classroom. This, in turn, may 

contribute towards de- or increasing the experienced workload of the ECTs in different contexts. 

 

More specifically, the contextual characteristics that may produce differences in terms of the early career teachers’ 

sense of professional agency in the classroom and perceived burnout symptoms can be divided into the two main 

sources. Those are: (a) teacher education and teaching qualification requirements (i.e., ECTs’ competencies 

adopted in the pre-service education) and (b) teacher’s perceived autonomy and opportunities for enhancing 

professional learning at the induction phase (i.e., ECTs’ in-service education opportunities and professional 

support systems, such as mentoring). 

 

The teacher education programmes in the four countries differ mostly in terms of their length, academic level 

(bachelor’s / master’s degree) and the context of the teacher education (university, university of applied sciences, 

higher vocational education, or other), requirements regarding accreditation, the share of theoretical and research 

studies included in the degree programme, and the role, nature and extent of teaching practice (e.g., Conway et 

al., 2009). In the UK, there are several routes to obtain Qualified Teacher Status (QTS). Most teachers have 

completed a university bachelor’s degree but teaching qualifications can also be obtained through a more practical, 

school-based form of teacher training (9 months full-time, or 18 to 24 months part-time) (Department of 

Education, 2023). In the Netherlands, primary and secondary teacher education differ from each other. There are 

three alternative routes for primary teacher education, in which academic pedagogical education is combined with 

higher vocational education (van der Wal-Maris et al., 2018).  

 

There are also two alternative types of pedagogical education in secondary teaching qualifications that typically 

follow a master’s degree in the subject to be taught. In Finland, teachers complete a master’s degree, either in 

class teacher education (for teaching grade levels 1-6) or their subject domain, including pedagogical studies as 

minor subject (for primary and secondary school subject teachers). In Sweden, teacher education is largely similar 

to the Finnish system: primary school teachers (specialisation for school years 0-3, where class teacher typically 
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teaches all subjects, or the middle school grades 4-6) and both lower (7-9) and upper (10-12) secondary school 

teachers complete a master’s degree including studies both in their subject area and the related didactics in order 

to have a teacher qualification (Alvunger & Wahlström, 2018). Such variance in the academic level of teacher 

education consequently influences also the required detail in National Curriculum documents: where the Finnish 

curriculum across educational levels leaves a notable degree of freedom and agency to each professional to 

implement their instruction according to their choosing (e.g. Koyuncu et al., 2023), the degree of detailedness in 

the equivalent documents guiding instruction in the UK is notably higher. 

 

In terms of teachers’ perceived freedom and responsibilities in the classroom, teachers’ professional autonomy 

varies between the countries examined in this study (e.g., Webb et al., 2007). Dutch, Finnish and Swedish teachers 

have reported high levels of autonomy in their work in determining teaching content and having opportunities to 

participate in school-level decision-making (cf. Niemi et al., 2018), whereas the perceived autonomy of teachers 

has been measured lower in the UK (OECD, 2018). Also, the inspections and assessment measures for evaluating 

teachers’ work seem to follow similar national characteristics. Sweden and the UK apply national tests to a number 

of grade levels across the country throughout the comprehensive school age groups, Finland, with the only nation-

wide exam is carried out to year 12 academic track students in the university qualifying matriculation examination 

(A-level equivalent) leaves the main responsibility of assessing student progress throughout their formative years 

to teachers. Furthermore, in the UK, public accountability and control over teachers' work is stronger compared 

to the other countries studied (Webb et al., 2009). These county-based characteristics that regulate the teacher 

autonomy may illustrate the trust between the society and its teachers (Toom & Husu, 2012) and could affect the 

teachers’ sense of professional agency in the classroom if they feel valued. In these four countries, the appreciation 

of the teaching profession has also been shown to vary. Only in Finland did most of the teachers agree that the 

teaching profession is valued in society (OECD, 2018). 

 

The importance of ensuring professional and collaborative learning at the early phase of the career is recognised 

in all four countries (e.g. Webb et al., 2009). However, less than half of the teachers reported that they participated 

in collaborative professional learning in their school, and in Finland, this was so for only 9 per cent of the teachers 

(OECD, 2018). In turn, in the UK and Netherlands it is less common to support teachers’ pedagogical development 

by co-teaching than in Finland and Sweden (OECD, 2018). In the Netherlands, Finland and Sweden, there are no 

systemwide induction systems for newly qualified teachers, while in the UK there is a statutory one-year induction 

phase for newly qualified teachers that includes a personalised programme of development, professional support 

and dialogue and ends with an assessment of performance against the relevant standards. In addition to the UK’s 

formal induction phase as part of the teacher education, the schools in all four countries also have different formal 

or informal induction activities for new teachers. However, in Sweden, 70 per cent of the teachers reported that 

they did not take part in any induction activities in the school, while in other countries the proportion was well 

under 50 per cent. In the UK and the Netherlands, it is also more common to have an assigned mentor compared 

to the situation in Finland and Sweden (OECD, 2018).  

 

While some of these contextual characteristics may be connected to the ways in which teaching practice periods 

are planned in already for the initial teacher education programmes, rather than during the induction phase, we 
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can see that all in all the early career teachers’ transition from the teacher education to the teaching profession at 

schools is understood differently in these European countries (e.g., a statutory phase in teacher education vs. 

voluntary in-service training). Unlike in the UK, there is no system-wide induction system in the Netherlands, 

Finland, and Sweden.  

 

Moreover, teachers’ increased workload and its effect on their professional learning and appreciation of the 

teaching profession have been acknowledged in previous research for all these four countries (e.g., Soini et al., 

2016; Vermunt & Endedijk, 2011; Yli-Pietilä et al., 2023). Almost 40 per cent of the teachers in the UK reported 

experiencing a lot of stress in their work, while the proportion in Sweden, Netherlands and Finland varied from 

10 to 17 per cent (OECD, 2018). In addition, the risk of attrition was somewhat higher in Sweden and in the UK 

than in the Netherlands and Finland (OECD, 2018). 

 

The Aim of this study 

 

The aim of this study was to examine the relationships between the early career teachers’ sense of professional 

agency in the classroom and their burnout symptoms as well as the contextual variation in these between the four 

here examined European countries, namely: the UK, the Netherlands, Finland and Sweden. Three research 

questions were raised: 

1. Is the TPA in classroom constructed similarly across these four countries?  Are the reported levels of 

TPA perceived differently by ECTs in different countries?  

2. Is the socio-contextual burnout constructed similarly across these four countries?  Are the reported 

levels of burnout perceived differently by ECTs in different countries?  

3. Are TPA and burnout related and how (what is the direction of this relation)? If so, are there differences 

in their relation?    

 

Based to our previous research we made the following indicative hypotheses: 

1. Teacher’s professional agency in the classroom is constructed by two modes of learning: collaborative 

learning environment and transformative practice (CLE) and reflection in the classroom (REF) 

(Pietarinen et al., 2016; Pyhältö et al., 2012, 2014; Soini et al., 2016). The construct is invariant across 

the countries. 

2. Teachers’ socio-contextual burnout is constructed of three dimensions: cynicism about the teaching 

community (CYN), inadequacy in teacher-student interaction (INAD) and exhaustion (EXH) (Pietarinen 

et al., 2013; Pyhältö et al., 2020; Tikkanen et al., 2021). The construct is invariant across the countries. 

3. Both modes of TPA in the classroom (CLE + REF) are related to all dimensions of socio-contextual 

burnout (CYN+INAD+EXH). Previous studies suggest that a teacher’s ability to transform classroom 

practices and learning environment with students (CLE) is negatively correlated with exhaustion (EXH), 

perceived inadequacy in teacher-student interaction (INAD) and cynicism about the teaching community 

(CYN), while a teacher’s high tendency to reflect on classroom practices (REF) has a weaker negative 

or even modest positive relationship to exhaustion, feelings of inadequacy, and cynicism (Heikonen et 

al., 2016; Yli-Pietilä et al., 2023). 
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Figure 1. Hypothesised Model 

 

Method 

 

This study was conducted as a part of the “Early Career Teachers’ Professional Agency Across Four European 

countries – Key for Sustainable Educational Change?” research project, funded by the Academy of Finland (2018-

2022). The aim of the project was to gain a better understanding of the imperatives of active and intentional early 

career in-service teacher learning by exploring the professional agency of ECTs and its regulators across the four 

European countries studied, providing different environments for early career teacher learning. 

 

Sample 

 

The international comparison data included early-career (0-5 year work experience) primary, subject and special 

education teachers from the four countries. As expected in the teaching profession, most of the respondents were 

female and mean work experience was 2.6 years for all countries (Table 1). Teachers who reported that they were 

other teachers than primary to upper secondary school teachers and who had 8 years or more work experience 

were excluded from the analysis. 

 

Table 1. Gender and Mean Work Experience 

 
Female Male Other Prefer not to say Missing* Total Work experience 

the UK 1242 355 3 12 1035 2647 2.5 

the Netherlands 368 116 0 0 206 690 2.9 

Finland 173 26 1 1 82 283 2.7 

Sweden 101 18 2 1 72 194 2.1 

Total 1884 515 6 14 1395 3814 2.6 

*High number of missing values is due to the large number of unfinished survey responses. 
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Data Collection 

 

The data were collected during 2020 and 2021 as a Qualtrics e-survey. The respondents were reached through 

trade unions, university alumni organisations, and social media. In the UK, a research request was sent through 

the University Council for Education of Teachers (UCET, the teachers’ trade union) and the National Education 

Union (NEU). In the Netherlands, the request was forwarded through the mailing lists of the universities. In 

Finland, the research request was sent through university mailing lists, the teachers' union and social media 

channels. In Sweden, data collection was conducted through social media groups for teachers. The instructions 

for participation included a link to the privacy notice and the respondents were asked to provide their informed 

consent before completing the survey. 

 

The data collection was conducted following the European Federation of Academies of Sciences and Humanities 

(2017) European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity guidelines for responsible conduct of research and the 

ethical principles besides the national guidelines set for Finland, where the international project was hosted 

(ALLEA, 2017; Finnish Advisory Board on Research Integrity, 2019). Research permission and ethical 

evaluations were also aligned with any specific national guidelines set for the participating countries. 

 

Measures 

 

One challenge in studies conducted in different countries is having a valid instrument for all of the populations of 

interest. The aim of this study was to validate the TPA in the classroom scale and the socio-contextual teacher 

burnout scale in the UK, the Netherlands and Sweden. The survey was translated into English, Dutch and Swedish 

from Finnish, and pilot tested in the four countries. The pilot testing of the scales was conducted in two phases 

during 2018-2019: 

 

-In the first phase, our international research team became familiar with the scales and the translations. Based on 

our joint discussions on the pilot phase, the necessary context-related changes were made to the scales, considering 

that the contents of the items did not change.  

 

-In the second phase, a small group of teachers in the UK, the Netherlands and Finland responded to the survey 

and they also had an opportunity to comment on the items and open questions. In Sweden, one teacher commented 

through the survey instrument. After the pilot testing, some changes were made to finalise the scales. After that, 

a double check of the translations was made to ensure that every item had a similar meaning that could be 

understood in each country.  

 

The participants completed the Early Career Teachers’ Professional Agency survey, including scales measuring 

the sense of professional agency in the classroom and socio-contextual burnout. The professional agency in the 

classroom scale include two factors measuring a teacher’s motivation, efficacy beliefs and skills to learn in the 

classroom (Soini et al., 2016): collaborative environment and transformative practice (CLE; six items), referring 

to active efforts and motivation to learn about dynamic and adaptive teaching methods and to construct a reciprocal 
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and collaborative learning environment in the classroom, and reflection in the classroom (REF; four items), 

entailing reflection about the motives and resources of others, and alignment of their own responses to these 

interpretations.  

 

The socio-contextual teacher burnout scale was developed by Pietarinen et al. (2013b) drawing on Maslach and 

Jackson’s (1981) burnout scale (see also Maslach et al., 2001; Taris et al., 2005; Bakker et al., 2008) and assumes 

that a teacher’s social contexts, students and the teaching community are the key factors in burnout. It comprises 

three dimensions of burnout: exhaustion (EXH, three items) referring to feelings of strain, an excessive workload 

and feeling burnt out, cynicism about colleagues (CYN, three items) including experiences of outsiderness and 

disappointment with the work community, and inadequacy in teacher-student interaction (INAD, originally three 

items) entailing a teacher’s experiences of questioning their competence or failing in the work with students. In 

the INAD scale, one item was dropped from the final analyses due to a translation inaccuracy in the Dutch survey 

resulting in only two items for inadequacy being used in the analysis. All of the items were rated on a 1-7 Likert 

scale, except EXH11 stress item on a 1-10. This EXH11 item was rescaled into 1-7 scale for the sem-analysis. 

 

Data Analysis 

 

Data were analysed using SPSS version 28.0 and Mplus version 8.6. First, the confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) 

were conducted using robust maximum likelihood estimation (MLR) for teacher’s professional agency in the 

classroom measurement models (CLE and REF) and socio-contextual burnout measurement models (EXH, CYN, 

INAD) separately for all four countries. Alternative CFA models with one factor and correlated factors were 

compared. Goodness-of-fit was evaluated using χ2 test of model fit, the comparative fit index (CFI), the Tucker–

Lewis index (TLI), and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). Following Hu and Bentler (1999), 

CFI and TLI >0.95 and 0.90, and RMSEA <.05 and .08 were considered as the cut-off criteria accounting for 

excellent and respectively adequate model fit. One residual correlation between items Cle11 and Cle12 was added 

to reach sufficient fit for the Professional agency in the classroom scale. This modification was made to all 

country-specific models to maintain the same factorial structure for the invariance testing across countries. 

 

Second, measurement invariance was tested across the four countries to explore the extent to which the 

instruments measure the same latent constructs across countries. The configural invariance, metric invariance, and 

scalar invariance models were compared by examining changes in CFI, RMSEA, and SRMR (Chen et al., 2005; 

Cheung & Rensvold, 2002; Wang & Wang, 2012). In this study, a change of < -0.010 in CFI value, and either a 

change of < 0.015 in RMSEA or < 0.010 in SRMR were used as cut-off values for the invariance (Chen, 2007). 

Full scalar invariance was the target for meaningfully examining the differences in the mean levels of latent 

constructs between countries. If it was not reached, partial invariance was tested, and further analyses conducted 

and interpreted accordingly. The standardised latent means were estimated in a multiple group CFA model and 

compared across the countries. 

 

Next, the path model examining the relationship between professional agency in the classroom and socio-

contextual burnout was estimated. The fixed estimates of the invariant measurement models of professional 
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agency and burnout were used as part of the path model for parsimony. The path model was tested in two ways: 

first, as a multiple group model with regression paths varying between countries, and second, as an invariant 

model with path coefficients constrained to be equal across countries. Finally, the statistical significance of the 

differences in path coefficients between the countries was tested using the model constraint option in Mplus. 

 

Results 

Teachers’ Professional Agency in the Classroom: Factor Structures and Measurement Invariance Across 

Countries 

 

The separate CFA analyses of teacher’s professional agency (TPA) in the classroom measurement model for every 

country showed adequate model fit when one residual correlation (Cle11 and Cle12) was added to the model. The 

model fit indices for the CFAs for every country are shown in Table 2. The descriptive statistics for the items of 

the TPA in the classroom measurement, their factor loadings, and their discrimination indices for the total sample 

and each country can be seen in Appendix 1. 

 

Table 2. Teacher Professional Agency in the Classroom: CFAs in the UK, the Netherlands, Finland and Sweden 

Model nf CFI TLI RMSEA [90% CI] SRMR χ2(df) scf p 

the UK (n = 2632) 

Two-factor model 31 .884 .846 .075 [.070; .081] .051 541.292 (34) 1.4525 .000 

Two-factor model 

residual Cle11&12 

32 .938 .916 .056 [.050; .062] 

 

.046 302.407 (33) 1.4560 .000 

the Netherlands (n = 676)  

Two-factor model 31 .903 .872 .069 [.058; .081] .055 144.670 (34) 1.2432 .000 

Two-factor model 

residual Cle11&12 

32 .920 .891 .064 [.052; .076] .054 123.869 (33) 1.2430 .000 

Finland (n = 274) 

Two-factor model 31 .886 .849 .075 [.055; .094] .063 85.902 (34) 1.1302 .000 

Two-factor model 

residual Cle11&12 

32 .903 .868 .070 [.050; .090]  .061 77.142 (33) 1.1337 .000 

Sweden (n = 193)  

Two-factor model 31 .865 .821 .080 [.056; .104] .065 75.650 (34) 1.1672 .0001 

Two-factor model 

residual Cle11&12 

32 .892 .853 .072 [.047; .097] .061 66.207 (33) 1.1518 .0005 

 

Multigroup confirmatory factor analyses were conducted on the adjusted measurement model of TPA in the 

classroom to test the measurement invariance across countries. The test showed configural and metric invariance 

for the model, that is, equal factor structure and factor loadings. The model fit estimates for the measurement 

invariance test are presented in Table 3. In addition, partial invariance was reached in the scalar level as all the 

intercepts could be constrained to be equal except Cle12 (Byrne, Shavelson & Muthén, 1989; Steenkamp & 

Baumgartner, 1998). This result indicates that the latent means across countries can be compared with caution 
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(Torregrosa et al., 2022) and there are differences in the mean levels of the item Cle12 across countries.   

 

Table 3. Measurement Invariance of Teacher’s Professional Agency in the Classroom 

 

Socio-contextual Burnout: Factor Structures and Measurement Invariance across Countries 

 

The separate CFA analyses of the socio-contextual teacher burnout in each country showed that the three-factor 

model fits the data well (see Table 4). 

 

Table 4.  Model Fit of the CFA Models of Socio-contextual Teacher Burnout in the UK, the Netherlands, 

Finland and Sweden 

Model nf CFI TLI RMSEA [90% CI] SRMR χ2(df) scf p 

the UK (n = 1651) 

Three-factor model 27 .978 .964 .059 

[.05; .07] 

.028 113.58 (17) 1.071 .000 

the Netherlands (n 

= 492) 

        

Three-factor model 27 .960 .933 .074 

[.06; .09] 

.046 63.03 (17) 1.043 .000 

Finland (n = 206)         

Three-factor model 27 .999 .999 .013 

[.00; .07] 

.033 17.57 (17) 1.110 .417 

Sweden (n = 126)         

Three-factor model 27 .971 .952 .066 

[.00; .11] 

.051 26.36 (17) 1.114 .068 

 

The measurement invariance across the four countries was examined with multiple group CFA analyses. The 

metric invariance model showed a minor decrease in model fit, suggesting the invariance of factor loadings across 

countries (see Table 5). Full scalar invariance was not reached, but partial invariance held for all factor loadings 

and the item intercepts of Exh13, Cyn23 and Inad32. 

Model nf CFI TLI RMSEA [90% CI] SRMR χ2(df) scf p ΔCFI ΔTLI ΔRMSEA ΔSRMR 

Teacher’s professional agency in the classroom 

Configural 

invariance 

128 .929 .903 .062 

[.057–.067] 

.05 608.267 

(132) 

1.2461 .000     

Metric 

invariance 

104 .928 .917 .057 

[.053–.062] 

.074 638.870 

(156) 

1.3269 .000 -.001 +.014 -.0005 +.024 

Scalar 

invariance 

80 .891 .891 .066 

[.061–.070] 

.084 911.195 

(180) 

1.2888 .000 -.037 -.026 +.009 +.001 

Partial scalar 

invariance 

(free Cle12) 

83 .900 .899 .063 

[.059-.068] 

.081 844.807 

(177) 

1.2925 .000 -.028 -.018 +.006 +.007 
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Table 5. Measurement Invariance for Multiple Group CFA Models of Socio-Contextual Teacher Burnout 

Model nf CFI TLI 
RMSEA 

[90% CI] 

SRMR 
χ2(df) scf p 

ΔCFI ΔTLI ΔRMSEA ΔSRMR 

Socio-contextual burnout 

Configural invariance 
108 .977 .962 .060 

[.051–.069] 

.034 217.84 (68) 1.085 .000     

Metric invariance 
93 .971 .960 .061 

[.054–.070] 

.048 276.90 (83) 1.084 .000 -.006 -.002 +.001 +.014 

Scalar invariance 
78 .911 .898 .098 

[.091–.105] 

.077 683.02 (98) 1.059 .000 -.060 -.062 +.037 +.029 

Partial scalar 

invariance (free 

EXH13, CYN23, 

INAD32) 

87 .959 .948 .070 

[.063-.078] 

.054 358.86 (89) 1.078 .000 -.012 -.012 +.009 +.006 

Note. Metric invariance = factor loadings constrained equal across countries, Scalar invariance = factor loadings and items 

intercepts constrained equal across countries, Partial scalar invariance = factor loadings constrained equal and a part of the 

item intercepts constrained equal. Metric invariance model compared against configural model, and scalar models compared 

against metric model. 

nf = number of free parameters, CFI = comparative fit index, TLI = Tucker-Lewis index, RMSEA = root mean square error of 

approximation, 90 % CI = confidence interval for RMSEA, scf = scaling correction factor, Δ = change from configural model 

for the metric model, and change from metric model for the scalar models, Δχ2 = chi-square difference test value. 

 

Levels of Teachers’ Professional Agency in the Classroom and Socio-contextual Burnout and Differences 

between Countries 

 

The mean levels of the observed items of the scales can be seen in Appendix B. All teachers reported high levels 

of perceived professional agency in the classroom. Finnish and Swedish ECTs reported about the same levels of 

Teacher’s professional agency with each other, as well as British and Dutch ECTs. ECTs in the UK and the 

Netherlands experienced high levels of Collaborative environment and transformative practice, CLE (observed 

means 5.2-6.5 and 5.2-6.4 on the scale of 1-7), while corresponding values were slightly lower in Finnish (5.0-

6.0) and Swedish (4.9-6.3). In Finland and Sweden, ECTs reported very high levels of Reflection (6.1-6.7 and 

6.4-6.8, respectively), but the values in the UK (6.0-6.5) and Netherlands (5.9-6.6) were slightly lower.  

 

The mean levels of burnout symptoms varied more between the countries. ECTs in the UK reported the highest 

levels of Exhaustion (EXH), from 5.0 to 6.8, and moderate levels of Cynicism about colleagues (CYN), from 3.5 

to 4.2, and inadequacy in teacher-student interaction (INAD), from 3.4-4.2, whereas ECTs in the Netherlands 

experienced the lowest levels of all burnout symptoms: EXH from 3.5 to 5.0; CYN from 2.5 to 3.8; and INAD 

from 2.8 to 4.2. Finnish and Swedish teachers reported the highest levels of Inadequacy in teacher-student 

interaction (INAD, Finland: 3.0-4.8, Sweden: 2.9-4.8) and moderate levels of CYN (Finland: 2.9-3.7, Sweden: 

1.5-4.0) and EXH (Finland: 3.5-5.8, Sweden: 4.1-5.9). 

 



Yli-Pietilä, Pyhältö, Pietarinen, Toom, Kuusisto, & Soini 

358 

The partial scalar measurement invariance allowed cautious comparisons of the latent mean differences between 

countries. The standardised latent mean scores for these countries can be seen in Figures 2 and 3. The latent means 

scores can only be compared within one variable between countries and not between the variables. All latent 

means have been increased by one to reach values above zero to reach more illustrative figures. The ECTs from 

the UK were treated as the reference group and the factor means for the ECTs from the Netherlands, Finland and 

Sweden were estimated in relation to the reference group. Even though the ECTs in all four countries experienced 

high TPA in the classroom and moderate levels of burnout symptoms, some statistical differences were found.  

 

 

Figure 2. Standardised Latent Mean Scores of TPA in the Classroom in the UK, the Netherlands, Finland and 

Sweden 

 

 

Figure 3. Standardised Latent Mean Scores of Socio-contextual Burnout in the UK, the Netherlands, Finland 

and Sweden 

 

The test showed that the ECTs in Finland and Sweden experienced statistically significantly lower scores on 

collaborative environment and transformative practice (CLE) than the ECTs in the UK and the Netherlands. This 
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shows that the ECTs in the UK and in the Netherlands experience higher levels of motivation, efficacy beliefs and 

abilities to learn new classroom practices and transform learning environments with their students. However, the 

ECTs in Finland and Sweden experienced statistically significantly higher scores on reflection in the classroom 

than ECTs in the UK and the Netherlands.  This implies that in Finland and Sweden the ECTs’ sense of 

professional agency in terms of learning in the classroom is more intentionally driven by reflection and evaluation 

of their own teaching practices. In turn, ECTs in the UK and the Netherlands emphasised the experimental process 

of renewing teaching practices with students as their dominant way of learning intentionally in the classroom. 

 

Regarding the burnout symptoms experienced, there were statistically significant differences in exhaustion latent 

mean levels between all countries. Similarly, the latent mean levels of cynicism about colleagues differed 

significantly between all countries, except for Sweden compared to Finland. The latent mean levels of inadequacy 

in teacher-student interaction differ for all countries, except between UK and the Netherlands, as well as between 

Finland and Sweden. 

 

The Relationships between Teachers’ Professional Agency in the Classroom and Socio-contextual Burnout 

 

The CFA and measurement invariance results supported the construct validity of TPA in the classroom and socio-

contextual teacher burnout measures, so the hypothesised SEM model was tested using fixed measurement 

models. The fit indices indicated a good fit to the data χ2(681, N=3784, UK=2635, NL=682, FI=274, SE=193) = 

1773.494, p=.000, RMSEA=.041 (90% CI .039–.044), CFI=.930, TLI=.937, SRMR=.065. The path model and 

the regression coefficients can be seen in Figure 4.  

 

 

Figure 4. Multiple Group Path Model of TPA in the Classroom and Socio-contextual Burnout in the UK, the 

Netherlands, Finland and Sweden 

 

The relationships were mostly in expected directions. Teachers’ aims to build and transform the learning 

environment collaboratively with students (CLE) hindered all burnout symptoms in all four countries. The 
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negative relationship with inadequacy in teacher-student interaction (INAD) was the strongest in all countries. 

The relationship between reflection in the classroom (REF) and burnout symptoms were more complex. Teachers’ 

tendency to plan, develop and assess classroom and teaching practices by reflecting was negatively related to 

exhaustion (EXH) and cynicism about colleagues (CYN), even though the relationships were statistically 

significant only among teachers in the UK and in the NL regarding the relationship with cynicism. In turn, the 

relationship with reflection and inadequacy was positive in all other countries but Sweden. Especially in the 

Netherlands but also slightly in the UK, reflection seems to increase feelings of inadequacy. However, the r-

squares in Table 6 indicate that teachers’ professional agency explained perceived inadequacy in teacher-student 

interaction most significantly compared to other burnout symptoms.  

 

Table 6. Regression Difference Test and R-squares 

Regression Regression difference Regression Regression difference 

CLE → EXH 
 

REF-EXH 
 

UK-NL -.200** UK-NL .123 

UK-FI -.254* UK-FI .146 

UK-SE -.047 UK-SE .038 

NL-FI -.054 NL-FI .077 

NL-SE .153 NL-SE .331 

FI-SE .207 FI-SE -.108 

CLE→CYN 
 

REF-CYN 
 

UK-NL .064 UK-NL .018 

UK-FI .125 UK-FI .095 

UK-SE .081 UK-SE .349 

NL-FI .061 NL-FI .077 

NL-SE .017 NL-SE .331 

FI-SE -.044 FI-SE .254 

CLE→INAD 
 

REF-INAD 
 

UK-NL -.078 UK-NL .114 

UK-FI .001 UK-FI -.024 

UK-SE .104* UK-SE -.164 

NL-FI .079 NL-FI -.138 

NL-SE .182* NL-SE -.278 

FI-SE .103 FI-SE -.140 

R-square variance explained 

 EXH  CYN  INAD 

UK .08** UK .14** UK .34** 

NL .15** NL .10* NL .40** 

FI .19** FI .04ns FI .35** 

SE .08 p=.09 SE .04ns SE .29* 

** p < .01, *p < .05 
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The model fit remained at a sufficient level even after constraining the path estimates equal across countries, 

suggesting that the differences between countries are not pronounced. However, the larger datasets from the UK 

and the Netherlands may dominate here and mask minor differences. The multiple group path model showed some 

differences in regression paths between countries. We further tested the statistical significance of these differences 

(see Table 6). There were few statistical differences between the regressions. The clearest distinctions were 

between the UK and Finland and between UK and the Netherlands in the relation between collaborative learning 

environment and transformative practice (CLE) and exhaustion (EXH). In Finland, CLE seems to hinder EXH the 

most, while in the UK it is the least. There was a significant difference in the relationship between CLE and INAD 

when the Netherlands and the UK were compared to Sweden. In the UK and the Netherlands, CLE seems to 

decrease more feelings of inadequacy than in Sweden (and in Finland, even though the difference was not 

significant). There were no significant differences between the countries in the interrelationship between reflection 

in the classroom (REF) and the burnout symptoms. 

 

Summary of Results 

 

TPA in the classroom and socio-contextual burnout form (partially) invariant constructs that are related to each 

other in all countries. Especially the early career teachers’ aims to transform and build collaborative learning 

environments with students (CLE) seems to decrease feelings of inadequacy and exhaustion. Its’ relation with 

cynicism is also negative but not that strong. 

 

The relationship between reflection in the classroom and burnout symptoms is in these analyses left somewhat 

unclear and requires further examination. Indicative results show that in the UK, reflection protects from teachers’ 

exhaustion and cynicism, whereas most other relationships are not significant. However, especially in the 

Netherlands but also in the UK, teachers’ reflection has a positive relationship with their feelings of inadequacy.  

 

The results supported the set hypotheses. Teachers aim to build a collaborative environment and transform 

classroom practices with students, and this can tackle burnout, whereas learning by reflecting has more complex 

relations with burnout and may even increase feelings of inadequacy. 

 

Discussion and Conclusions  

 

The study explored the early career teachers’ sense of professional agency in the classroom, their experiences of 

socio-contextual burnout symptoms and the interrelationships between these two across four European countries, 

namely the UK, the Netherlands, Finland, and Sweden. The results showed that both the structure of a teacher’s 

sense of professional agency in the classroom and the socio-contextual burnout were invariant across the countries.  

 

Teachers’ sense of professional agency in the classroom comprised two modes of learning – collaborative learning 

environment and transformative practice (CLE) and reflection in the classroom (REF), and this constitutes the 

distinct but complementary dimensions of teacher learning in the classroom across the four countries. In general, 

teachers reported high levels of professional agency in the classroom in all four countries. However, some 
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differences were detected in the levels of teachers’ sense of professional agency across the countries. The early 

career teachers in the UK and the Netherlands reported higher levels of engagement in collaborative learning 

environment and transformative practice compared to their peers in Finland and Sweden. In turn, the Finnish and 

Swedish teachers reported higher levels of reflection in the classroom compared with teachers in the UK and the 

Netherlands. The findings indicate that although the structure of teachers’ sense of professional agency was similar 

across the countries, the level of such experience was more contextual, and hence affected by the socio-cultural 

context of teachers’ work. A reason for the difference might be that in Finland and Sweden, teachers have high 

professional autonomy, and the research-based teacher education emphasises the role of reflection as the primary 

form of teacher development after their pre-service teacher education, while in the UK and in the Netherlands, 

teachers have less professional autonomy in regards to the classroom activities and teacher education is more 

practical and oriented to implementation of the curricula in classroom. 

 

Similarly, socio-contextual burnout symptoms experienced by the early career teachers across the countries 

comprised of exhaustion, inadequacy in teacher student relationship and cynicism towards the teaching 

community. In general, teachers experienced moderate levels of burnout symptoms, and hence did not entertain 

particularly high risk of developing burnout (Fiorilli et al., 2015; Kuntz, Näswall, & Bockett, 2013), although the 

data were collected during the COVID-19 pandemic potentially adding to work related stressors (see e.g. Flores 

& Swennen, 2020; van der Spoel et al., 2020; Dvir & Schatz-Oppenheimer, 2020). However, differences in the 

levels of burnout symptoms across the countries were detected. British ECTs reported the highest levels of 

exhaustion and cynicism about colleagues, whereas Dutch teachers reported the lowest levels of all burnout 

symptoms compared to their peers in other countries. This may reflect more collective and collaborative solution-

oriented working practices in the Netherlands compared to the UK as well as the shorter school closures during 

the lockdown. In turn, Finnish and Swedish ECTs reported the highest levels of inadequacy in teacher-student 

interaction. Previous studies show that feelings of inadequacy are more typical among early career teachers 

compared to other burnout symptoms (Heikonen et al., 2016). Overall, the findings indicate that regardless of 

differences in socio-cultural practices, teacher education, primary and lower secondary education systems, and 

the teacher’s working conditions, the basic experience of early career teachers’ sense of professional agency in 

the classroom and socio-contextual burnout is similar across the countries.  

 

Further investigation showed that also the interrelation between the participating early career teachers’ sense of 

professional agency and the experienced socio-contextual burnout was invariant across the countries. The 

relationship between the teachers’ sense of professional agency in the classroom and socio-contextual burnout 

symptoms are mainly parallel and of the same strength. Accordingly, active and skilful learning in terms of 

professional agency in the classroom was related to reduced levels of the burnout symptoms experienced by 

induction phase teachers across the four countries. More specifically, building a collaborative learning 

environment and transformative practice with students was related to reduced levels of exhaustion, cynicism about 

colleagues and particularly the feelings of inadequacy in their student-teacher relationship. This implies that active 

and skilful teacher learning in the classroom may buffer early career teachers’ socio-contextual burnout symptoms 

(Soini et al., 2016). Findings related to inadequacy are particularly interesting since it has been suggested that 

early career teachers are suffering from it (Heikonen et al., 2016). The relationship between burnout symptoms 
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and learning in terms of reflection in the classroom was more complex. Reflection in the classroom was reduced 

to exhaustion and cynicism about colleagues among British teachers. In turn, the relationship with reflection and 

inadequacy was positive in all the other countries except for Sweden. Especially in the Netherlands and in the 

UK, reflection seems to increase feelings of inadequacy.  

 

The findings may imply that although learning through reflection has the potential to reduce exhaustion and 

cynicism about colleagues, since it enables problem solving and developing more effective instructional strategies, 

without experiencing competence for finding tools for action towards combatting the problems, without solution 

orientation it can lead to further rumination, and thus increase the early career teachers’ sense of inadequacy 

further in their student-teacher relationship. 

 

Practical Implications 

 

Our results indicate that although the teacher education, educational systems and contextual characteristics vary 

across the four European countries, early career teachers seem to have a strong sense of professional agency in 

the classroom in their interaction and collaboration with the students. For instance, this is realised in daily work 

as experiencing high motivation to utilise feedback from students, self-efficacy beliefs about creating functional 

relationships with students and skills for adjusting teaching methods for different kinds of students and student 

groups. These results encourage the importance of significantly enhancing the early career teachers’ capabilities 

for classroom interaction in both the pre-service teacher education and in supporting them during the induction 

phase of their teaching careers. 

 

Furthermore, this active and skilful teacher learning in the classroom was related to reduced levels of burnout 

symptoms among early career teachers across the four countries – even during the COVID-19 pandemic when 

teaching practices and teacher-student interaction were challenged in many ways (e.g., lock down periods in many 

countries and online schooling). This may be related to the early career teachers’ strong and extensive capabilities 

for digital and online teaching and capability to enact them in an unexpected and unpredicted situation (van der 

Spoel et al., 2020).  

 

These findings are good news for school development: the ECTs’ perceived intentions to learn more about the 

student-centred teaching practices in the classroom could be harnessed as a new resource for activating and 

sustaining the collegial reflection about the pedagogical practices adopted in the professional community (Pyhältö 

et al., 2015). This co-creative analysis of functional classroom practices with more experienced colleagues and 

learning to cross borders between the two main arenas in which teachers work - their professional community and 

classroom – may, in turn, support the early career teacher’s own reflection in the classroom. It could do so by 

focusing on the more relevant contents, solution orientation and functional means to promote transformative 

classroom practices and collaborative learning environment for students (Pietarinen et al., 2016; Soini et al., 2016; 

Yli-Pietilä et al., 2023) instead of reflection focusing merely on the teacher-related challenges in the classroom 

without solutions. This also holds potential to buffer the observed risk that ECT’s reflection in the classroom turns 

to rumination through which the ECT could increase their sense of inadequacy in the student-teacher relationship. 
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These findings further indicate the potential of early career teachers to work professionally in unexpected and 

uncertain situations, which can be extremely important in their professional careers and schools as professional 

communities. 

 

These results also have some (invariant) implications for the development of the teacher education in a range of 

contexts. The findings confirmed that teachers’ agentic learning in the classroom and occupational well-being 

have intertwined relation. Accordingly, learning conceptual tools and acquiring the functional means to identify, 

analyse and regulate this reciprocal and dynamic relationship individually, but also collectively with professional 

peers (i.e., boundary crossing), is crucial even in the pre-service teacher career phase. Moreover, and foremost, 

the findings suggest that the teacher’s sense of professional agency in the classroom is constructed with students. 

Learning to co-regulate the teacher-student interaction in a way that strives for the best outcomes for both students 

and teachers, requires that pre-service teachers’ perceived skills (I want), efficacy beliefs (I am able) and 

motivation (I want) to develop engaging teaching practices are intentionally facilitated during the teacher 

education. This should be elaborated and practiced extensively already in pre-service teacher education. It would 

be ideal for early career teachers to perceive students as co-constructors of learning in the classroom and perceive 

learning as joint shared activity. Adopting this as a general approach towards teacher’s work would work as a 

significant professional resource for early career teachers. 

 

Methodological Reflection 

 

This study has several limitations that should be considered. First, the sample sizes varied widely between the 

countries. This has been noted using invariant fixed measurement models and when interpreting the results. 

However, sample sizes are proportional to the number of teachers by country. Second, the data sample includes a 

wide variety of early career teachers who teach student groups of different ages. There are primary school teachers 

as well as subject and special education teachers in primary and secondary levels. In forthcoming studies, it will 

be our aim to do more detailed comparisons between the experiences of those in different types of teacher 

professions. 

 

Third, because of an error in the item translation we had to leave one item (Inad33) out of the scale. In addition, 

teachers tend to respond only high values on TPA scales, especially regarding reflection in the classroom. 

However, the structural validity and invariance test showed good fit. The TPA scale was partially invariant when 

the following intercept Cle12 (I'm able to create a good atmosphere with my students) was freed. Different mean 

levels in this item may be related to the contextual factors, such as how extensively collaboration is emphasised 

in the curricula in the countries investigated, how it is facilitated at the school level and among teachers as well 

as how capable teachers are reacting to it at the level of classroom interaction. 

 

In addition, the socio-contextual burnout scale was partially invariant when the following intercepts were not 

constrained: Exh13 (With this work pace, I don’t think I’ll make it to retiring age), Cyn23 (I often feel like an 

outsider in my work community), and Inad32 (I often feel I have failed in my work with students). The variation 

in the levels of the socio-contextual burnout experienced may be related to the individual or collective way of 
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working in the four countries. Some may encourage teacher collaboration and collective problem-solving 

especially in the challenging situations, whereas others may have a tendency for more individualistic working. 
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Appendix A. Scales and Items 

 

Teacher agency in the classroom 

Collaborative environment and transformative practice 

Cle11 I've been able to build good relationships with my students. 

Cle12 I'm able to create a good atmosphere with my students. 

Cle13 I know how to utilise the feedback I get from my students. 

Cle14 I'm able to adjust my teaching for different student groups. 

Cle15 I'm able to find teaching methods to engage even the most challenging student groups. 

Cle16 I'm able to find ways to support the learning of all my students. 

Reflection in the classroom 

Ref21 I still want to learn much more about teaching. 

Ref22 I'd like to develop a better understanding of students' ways of thinking and behaving. 

Ref23 I regularly try to evaluate how well I have succeeded in teaching situations. 

Ref24 I think teachers and students can all learn something in a teaching situation. 

 

Socio-contextual burnout inventory (STBI) 

 

Exhaustion  

 

Exh11: Stress means a situation in which a person feels tense, restless, nervous or anxious or is unable to sleep at 

night because his/her mind is troubled all the time. Do you feel this kind of work-related stress? 

Exh12: I feel burnt out. 

Exh13: With this work pace I don’t think I’ll make it to the retiring age. 

 

Cynicism towards the teaching community  

 

Cyn21: I’m disappointed in our teaching community’s ways of handling our shared affairs. 

Cyn22: In spite of several efforts to develop the working habits of our teaching community they haven’t really 

changed. 
 
Cyn23: I often feel like an outsider in my work community. 

 

Inadequacy in teacher-student interaction 

 

Inad31: The challenging students make me question my abilities as a teacher. 

Inad32: I often feel I have failed in my work with students. 

Inad33: Dealing with problem situations considering my students often upsets me.* 

* Item Inad33 was left out of the scale because of an error in the item translation. 
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Appendix B. The Descriptive Statistics for the Items of the TPA in the Classroom and 

Socio-contextual Burnout Measurements for the Total Sample and Each Country 

 

Teacher's professional agency in the classroom 

UK 
       

NL 
      

Item n Missing M Skewness Kurtosis Min/Max 
 

Item n Missing M Skewness Kurtosis Min/Max 

CLE11 2633 14 6.5 -1.26 2.13 3/7 
 

CLE11 675 15 6.4 -1.24 3.23 2/7 

CLE12 2631 16 6.2 -1.41 3.83 1/7 
 

CLE12 675 15 6.0 -1.35 4.28 2/7 

CLE13 2629 18 5.7 -1.07 2.28 1/7 
 

CLE13 674 16 5.8 -.83 1.79 2/7 

CLE14 2627 20 5.9 -1.17 3.30 1/7 
 

CLE14 674 16 5.7 -1.22 2.75 2/7 

CLE15 2633 14 5.2 -1.13 1.48 1/7 
 

CLE15 676 14 5.2 -1.13 1.45 1/7 

CLE16 2633 14 5.4 -1.25 2.26 1/7 
 

CLE16 676 14 5.4 -1.11 2.08 1/7 

REF21 2633 14 6.3 -2.02 5.54 1/7 
 

REF21 676 14 6.2 -1.80 4.40 1/7 

REF22 2628 19 6.0 -1.43 3.46 1/7 
 

REF22 674 16 6.0 -1.30 2.42 1/7 

REF23 2633 14 6.1 -1.25 2.77 1/7 
 

REF23 674 16 5.9 -1.24 2.63 2/7 

REF24 2627 20 6.5 -1.56 4.01 2/7 
 

REF24 674 16 6.6 -3.07 15.89 1/7 

FI 
       

SE 
      

CLE11 274 9 6.0 -1.20 2.92 2/7 
 

CLE11 192 2 6.3 -1.40 3.05 3/7 

CLE12 274 9 5.7 -.98 2.09 2/7 
 

CLE12 192 2 5.7 -.92 .88 2/7 

CLE13 273 10 5.7 -.79 1.52 2/7 
 

CLE13 192 2 5.3 -.95 1.64 1/7 

CLE14 274 9 5.7 -.97 1.79 2/7 
 

CLE14 192 2 5.5 -1.16 2.52 1/7 

CLE15 274 9 5.0 -.72 .14 1/7 
 

CLE15 192 2 5.0 -.90 1.09 1/7 

CLE16 273 10 5.0 -.65 -.07 1/7 
 

CLE16 192 2 4.9 -.72 .17 1/7 

REF21 274 9 6.5 -1.67 2.50 3/7 
 

REF21 192 2 6.7 -4.35 23.39 1/7 

REF22 274 9 6.5 -1.10 .62 4/7 
 

REF22 192 2 6.4 -1.96 5.79 2/7 

REF23 273 10 6.1 -1.47 3.50 1/7 
 

REF23 192 2 6.5 -2.70 11.59 1/7 

REF24 273 10 6.7 -1.69 1.99 5/7 
 

REF24 192 2 6.8 -2.77 7.24 5/7 

Socio-contextual burnout 

UK 
       

NL 
      

Item n Missing M Skewness Kurtosis Min/Max 
 

Item n Missing M Skewness Kurtosis Min/Max 

EXH11 1629 1018 6.8 -.55 -.53 1/10 
 

EXH11 492 198 5.0 .05 -1.11 1/10 

EXH12 1650 997 5.0 -.64 -.56 1/7 
 

EXH12 487 203 3.5 .31 -1.10 1/7 

EXH13 1651 996 5.1 -.69 -.77 1/7 
 

EXH13 487 203 4.3 -.21 -1.26 1/7 

CYN21 1645 1002 4.2 -.01 -.94 1/7 
 

CYN21 486 204 3.3 .41 -1.01 1/7 

CYN22 1648 999 3.9 .12 -.83 1/7 
 

CYN22 485 205 3.8 .08 -.91 1/7 

CYN23 1649 998 3.5 .38 -1.13 1/7 
 

CYN23 487 203 2.5 1.05 .03 1/7 

INAD31 1649 998 4.2 -.08 -1.22 1/7 
 

INAD31 487 203 4.2 -.18 -1.16 1/7 

INAD32 1651 996 3.4 .46 -.85 1/7 
 

INAD32 485 205 2.8 .86 -.31 1/7 

FI 
       

SE 
      

EXH11 205 78 5.8 -.27 -1.15 1/10 
 

EXH11 124 70 5.9 -0.30 -1.08 1/10 

EXH12 206 77 3.5 0.31 -1.18 1/7 
 

EXH12 126 68 4.1 -0.14 -1.28 1/7 

EXH13 206 77 4.3 -0.12 -1.44 1/7 
 

EXH13 126 68 4.4 -0.26 -1.44 1/7 

CYN21 206 77 3.7 0.16 -1.13 1/7 
 

CYN21 125 69 4.0 -0.15 -0.58 1/7 

CYN22 203 80 3.5 0.17 -0.80 1/7 
 

CYN22 126 68 3.6 -0.13 -0.79 1/7 

CYN23 206 77 2.9 0.58 -0.82 1/7 
 

CYN23 126 68 1.5 2.90 9.15 1/7 

INAD31 206 77 4.8 -0.59 -0.81 1/7 
 

INAD31 126 68 4.8 -0.68 -0.64 1/7 

INAD32 205 78 3.0 0.91 0.00 1/7 
 

INAD32 126 68 2.9 0.96 0.17 1/7 

 




