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Abstract: This paper gains a deeper understanding of the professional role identities of vocation-
al teacher educators (VTEs) when compared with mainstream teacher educators (MTEs) in Malta. It is 
framed using identity theory from the structural symbolic interactionism perspective (Burke and Stets 
2009). Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, adopting thematic analysis. Findings 
show that VTEs and MTEs underpin their teaching differently, influenced by the perceptions they have 
about their professional role identities. There is no “one size fits all” solution for each country, yet this 
study contributes to a field with a limited research base and offers new insights to identity theory. 
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Those who support future teachers, teach-
er educators (TEs), play a significant role 
in initial teacher education (ITE) pro-
grams and the continuous professional 

development (CPD) of all teachers from across the 
entire state and private education sectors. An ITE 
program, which is a pre-service teaching program, 
is the entry point into the teaching profession, where 
student teachers study a combination of both theo-
retical and practical subject areas. Such courses are 
provided by TEs, who are “at the core of good teach-
er education” (Vloet and van Swet 2010:149). Accord-
ing to Loughran (2006), their work significantly im-
pacts the quality of future classroom teachers. As 
a result, attention has increased on these key actors 
within the education sector. Research has focused 
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on their roles and identities, the challenges they face, 
and the support they receive (Cochran-Smith 2003; 
Murray and Male 2005; Lunenberg, Korthagen, and 
Swennen 2007; Kosnik and Beck 2008; Murray, Sw-
ennen, and Shagrir 2008).

Nonetheless, although research has increased in 
this area, more needs to be understood about TEs, 
their different roles, and their professional devel-
opment needs concerning their practice (Izadinia 
2014). Not recognizing the importance and signif-
icance of their profession will heavily impact the 
formation of their role identities, which is a crucial 
aspect for them personally and for the service they 
deliver (Lunenberg and Hamilton 2008).

The European Commission (EC) (2013) admits that 
most European Union (EU) countries still do not 
share an understanding of TEs’ roles, competencies, 
or qualification requirements,

in most member states, government policy on the quality 

requirements for teacher educators, or on their academic 

and professional development, does not exist or is under-

developed; this is especially the case for those who educate 

teachers in early education, adult education, as well as vo-

cational education and training. [p. 7]

The situation affects the educational attainment of 
the competencies TEs need to fulfill roles effectively. 
Thus, policies need to be established to support the 
profession and guarantee consistency and quality.

Professional role identities have common aims, val-
ues, and philosophy (EC 2013) and are important 
in any professional context. In addition, the quality 
of the professional role also determines members’ 
standards (EC 2013). Research by Swennen, Jones, 
and Volman (2010) found that TEs have multiple pro-

fessional identities as classroom teachers, teachers 
in higher education (HE), researchers, or teachers of 
teachers. It is also important to look at the individu-
al personal and social manifestations of a particular 
professional identity. 

Research has mainly focused on TEs within main-
stream education1 (Bullough 2005), where they are 
considered to be a “poorly understood occupational 
group” (Davison, Murray, and John 2005:113), and 
their role is considered to be “ill-defined” (Menter et 
al. 2010:124)—perhaps due to the limited amount of 
research defining them proves problematic. On the 
other hand, vocational teacher educators (VTEs)2 are 
even less visible and underrepresented in research 
and policy (Noel 2006). More research needs to be 
conducted on VTE roles as this has the potential to 
enhance the quality of vocational students’ educa-
tion. Unless there is a clear understanding of the 
VTE role identities, policies or quality frameworks 
for them cannot be set.

Having a shared understanding of the role iden-
tities of VTEs and the competencies they require 
would be beneficial in terms of the ways support 
is offered to them and how educational programs 
are designed. Failure to understand their roles and 
identities means VET-related policies will be based 
on flawed assumptions and partial evidence, which 
may then have unknown consequences for the vo-
cational student teachers (VSTs). To date, policy-
makers do not emphasize the importance of TEs in 
general (Swennen and van der Klink 2009). In fact, 

1 In this paper, mainstream education refers to general/aca-
demic education as opposed to vocational education.
2 TEs working in a VET context, i.e., teaching vocational stu-
dent teachers (VSTs) to become vocational teachers. Those 
individuals may have two identities: professional educa-
tion and training identity and their other/prior professional 
identity.

Vocational Teacher Educators’ Role Identity: A Case Study in Malta



©2022 QSR Volume XVIII Issue 152

they are often referred to as hidden professionals 
(Livingston 2014). 

This paper takes a novel perspective and puts the 
spotlight on the TEs working in the VET context. 
The Republic of Malta, an EU member state, serves 
as a useful case study to start building a broader un-
derstanding of TEs’ role identities in the VET con-
text.

Developing a better understanding of the role iden-
tities of VTEs in Malta is essential for shaping ed-
ucation and training policies, especially when the 
global labor market is undergoing dynamic trans-
formation due to demographic change and changes 
in technology. A more supportive coherent approach 
could be achieved by understanding the roles of 
VTEs responsible for future vocational teachers. 

VTEs are the crucial players for sustaining 
a high-quality VET teaching workforce and have 
a significant influence on the quality of vocational 
teaching and learning in schools. Neglecting them 
in policymaking jeopardizes the VET profession 
and its professional development. Moreover, not 
recognizing their importance may result in poor 
teaching behaviors. Unfortunately, the recent report 
by CEDEFOP about VET in Malta (2017) does not 
make any reference to the role of the TE.

To advance research on TEs, specifically within 
a VET context, the objective of this study is to un-
derstand how VTEs and MTEs in Malta describe 
their role identities. 

To fulfill this objective, this study investigates the 
following research question: How do VTEs differ from 
MTEs in how they describe their role identities in the 
Maltese context?

Literature Review 

VTEs influence the teacher training programs they 
deliver by the ways they make sense of their teach-
er-learning experiences (EC 2013). Therefore, role 
identities greatly influence how VTEs teach VSTs, 
which then reflects vocational teaching in gener-
al in schools or vocational colleges in Malta. This 
study explores whether VTEs’ role identities differ 
from mainstream teacher educators (MTEs).3

According to Danielewicz (2001:3), a focus on 
professional identities is important because be-
ing a teacher requires “engagement with identi-
ty” and “teaching is a state of being, not merely 
ways of acting or behaving.” This assumption has 
also been accepted by other scholars where the 
interpretation, judgment, behavior, and perfor-
mance of individuals in their professional roles 
are influenced by their view on their professional 
identities (Stryker 1980; Beijaard, Verloop, and Ver-
munt 2000). Thus, investigating the role identities 
of VTEs can result in identifying effective ways 
to support them in their practice, and inspire and 
inform policymakers in this endeavor, leading to 
higher quality teaching. 

In addition, TEs who work within a VET context 
are less visible yet still impacted heavily by the 
new demands on teacher training (Cort, Harkonen, 
and Volmari 2004). This paper argues that the pro-
fessionalism of the VET workforce has been un-
der-researched, particularly in the context of VTEs. 
It presents a foundation for establishing the profes-
sional role profiles of VTEs to foster understanding 
among policymakers and support policy learning 
through recommendations. However, the main 

3 Mainstream TEs: TEs within the higher education context.
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contribution of this paper is to open up a space for 
a more informed consideration of whether there is 
a significant difference between the role identities 
of VTEs and MTEs, through the lens of identity 
theory (Burke and Stets 2009).

A systematic review of the literature, which was 
conducted and confined only to studies within 
the last twenty years and to articles published in 
peer-reviewed academic journals in English, re-
vealed very little on TE identities, especially with-
in a VET context. In fact, according to Grollman 
(2008), many international studies do not make 
any reference to the teaching workforce in VET. 
In addition, there are many terms used to refer to 
the VET context, which were used to search for ar-
ticles. For example, England provides vocational 
and work-based education within the post-com-
pulsory education (PCE) and training, further ed-
ucation (FE) sector (Orr and Simmons 2010). Other 
terms used are the “lifelong learning sector” (LLS) 
(Atkins 2011) or the “learning and skills sector” 
(LSS) (Noel 2006). However, as stated above, re-
search in the broader area of teaching may well be 
relevant. 

What Is a TE?

The common definition that the EC (2013:8) adopt-
ed to describe TEs is “all those who actively facil-
itate the (formal) learning of student teachers and 
teachers.” That implies that the definition is not 
limited to professionals in a particular educational 
context but also applies to all who are responsible 
for future teachers in their preparation and profes-
sional developmental needs (EC 2013).

It is a broad definition that does not attempt to dif-
ferentiate between different educational contexts. 

Particular attention needs to be placed on the VET 
context, which is currently being overshadowed by 
the general education context (Misra 2011; Spring-
bett 2018). 

What Is Known about TEs in General?

In recent years, a growing interest has been de-
veloped in studies of TEs, believed to be central to 
high-quality teacher education. Studies look into 
who they are, their challenges during induction, 
the support they receive, and what helps them 
transition from school teachers to TEs (Izadinia 
2014). This focus may be seen in studies on the 
emerging new concept of TE identity in general 
education contexts, generally defined as a “so-
cially and culturally constructed ‘self’ formed 
through a life’s experiences and through commu-
nication about these experiences” (McKeon and 
Harrison 2010:27). Social relations and process-
es during the lifelong learning experience shape 
identity (Berger and Luckmann 1991). Swennen, 
Jones, and Volman (2010) point out that TEs’ pro-
fessional identity formation occurs when they are 
at work and interacting with colleagues, student 
teachers, and others that are all involved in teach-
er education. However, identity itself is not simply 
formed, as it takes time and is dependent on the 
context and work practices (Dinkelman 2011). Yet, 
little research has taken place on how the identi-
ties of TEs vary according to the work context. De-
veloping a professional identity is a crucial part of 
the process of becoming a TE, as there is a close 
connection between identity and practice (Tim-
merman 2009). Ben-Peretz and colleagues (2010) 
argue that a TE’s practice and their professional 
identity development are directly proportional to 
each other, meaning a TE’s practice is likely to in-
fluence the professional role identity and differ ac-
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cording to the context. Thus, VTEs’ role identities 
might differ from those of TEs working in a gener-
al education context. 

Since the emergence of the notion of TE identity, 
researchers have investigated various factors that 
influence its formation (Izadinia 2014). Existing 
literature has explored the importance of commu-
nities of practice (Murray 2008); reflective activ-
ities (Dinkelman 2011); and various professional 
experiences in forming the identity of TEs (Hock-
ings et al. 2009). However, one criticism of much 
of the existing literature is that researchers have 
argued that the profession of TEs is not well de-
fined (Lunenberg and Hamilton 2008) and is un-
der-researched (Swennen, Volman, and van Essen 
2008). 

Amongst existing literature on TEs’ identity, it 
was found that the process of becoming a TE is 
influenced by three factors: personal and pro-
fessional biography; institutional contexts; and 
a personal pedagogy of teacher education (Wil-
liams, Ritter, and Bullock 2012). Similarly, Mur-
ray (2014) argues that TEs’ professionalism may 
be influenced by their personal life, institutional 
setting, and national requirements for teacher ed-
ucation. Likewise, a review by Livingston (2014) 
on TEs aimed to gain a better understanding of 
the concept of TE identities and their roles. Im-
plications for teacher education and TEs were re-
viewed, together with the diversity of their iden-
tities and roles. However, research still needs to 
clarify and address who these “TEs” are and how 
they are supported. This is particularly important 
for those TEs working in a VET context because 
of the diversity within it. In fact, Cochran-Smith 
(2003) argues that one has to define the identity 
of TEs first before taking into consideration their 

professional development. The following section 
sheds light on studies that focus on teacher edu-
cation within the VET context. 

What Is Known about TEs in a Vocational 
Education and Training Context?

The little knowledge about TEs in general is main-
ly focused on school TEs (Noel 2006) and current 
literature on TEs within a VET context is sparse 
(Springbett 2018). In particular, the latter are rare-
ly studied, and their lives have been described as 
“secret” (Noel 2006). Noel (2006), Crawley (2013), 
and Springbett (2018) inform this paper as they 
are the three publications that have specifically 
focused on TEs working in a VET context. 

Large-scale investigations of the professional sit-
uation of TEs in the lifelong learning sector (LLS) 
were conducted by both Noel (2006) and Crawley 
(2013). Although Noel’s (2006) study provided the 
most comprehensive demographic profile of the 
TE profession in the PCE sector to date, she does 
not explore the meaning of a TE identity with-
in the LLS. The aim of Crawley’s (2013) research 
was to enhance the professional well-being of TEs 
within the PCE sector by shedding light on vari-
ous ways of supporting them. Although Crawley 
(2013) highlights the essential characteristics that 
TEs should have, his attempt to provide a clearer 
and broader picture of their professional situation 
in the PCE sector and issues of their professional 
identity or attempts to define it was neglected.

These two studies (Noel 2006; Crawley 2013) 
contribute information about TEs, in general, by 
considering age, ethnicity, and gender. However, 
there seems to be no in-depth understanding of 
what their professional identity consists of. Fur-
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ther research carried out by Springbett (2018), 
who explored the professional identities of TEs in 
three FE colleges, contributes some depth to the 
subject. Springbett (2018) draws on a small-scale 
case study where she explores how the FE sector 
positions TE identity. Her findings demonstrate 
how various factors impact the TEs within this 
vocational context. She claims that avoiding ob-
scure links between professional concerns and 
policy landscapes is best done by understanding 
TEs as a heterogeneous occupational group. 

Although these three previous studies provided 
an overview of the TEs’ demographic profile, to-
gether with how the FE sector positions TE iden-
tity, no attempt was made to define the meaning 
of a VTE professional role identity within this ed-
ucational sector, or how TEs perceive their most 
prominent and salient role identities. 

Theoretical Perspective

Burke and Stets’ (2009) identity theory was cho-
sen as the main theoretical lens to understand the 
role identities of both MTEs and VTEs. Choosing 
identity theory from the structural symbolic in-
teractionism (SI) perspective as an analytical lens 
enables the researcher to focus on meaning—“what 
it means to be who one is” (Stryker 1980). Specif-
ically, the identity model within this theory was 
used together with the concepts “identity promi-
nence” and “identity salience” to investigate how 
the participants view and rank their meanings 
of identity (Burke and Stets 2009). This theoret-
ical perspective shows that individuals develop 
a shared meaning of identity through symbolic 
interactions. Choosing SI as the main theoreti-
cal lens throughout the study offers a deep un-
derstanding of TEs’ identity at a more granular 

level rather than merely seeking to consider the 
institutional or national level. That enables the re-
searcher to explore the dynamic nature of TEs in 
the narration of their identity and how they posit 
themselves. 

The following section explains the theoretical mod-
el that underpins this research. Ultimately, to un-
derstand a role identity well, it needs to be seen as 
a process.

Identity Model

Identity theory stems from two sets of ideas: SI 
and perceptual control theory (Powers 1973). 
Four main components make up the identity 
model each time an identity is activated: input, 
the identity standard, comparator, and output. 
Each component is a process linked together in 
a cyclic arrangement of processes about mean-
ings within the environment and the self, as 
shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Basic Identity Model

Source: Burke and Stets 2009:62.
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The individual’s reflected observation of their self 
in the situation are the inputs to the system. Percep-
tions are meanings relevant to an identity in a par-
ticular situation. The identity standard is a set of 
several meanings that make up an identity and may 
be viewed as defining the character. The compara-
tor compares the inputs to the identity standard. An 
“error signal” (Burke and Stets 2009:29) is produced 
when there is a difference between the input and the 
identity standard and this might cause stress and 
negative emotions. The person’s behavior, which is 
based on the error signal from the previous process, 
is the output of the model. If an error signal was ex-
perienced in the previous process, this might cause 
the person to modify their behavior to reduce the 
discrepancy, which is the ultimate aim of this model. 
The cyclic process keeps on going until the percep-
tions match the identity standard within the com-
parator and the identity is verified, which leads to 
positive emotions. People become distressed when 
they are not able to verify their identity (Burke and 
Stets 2009).

Role identity guides the perceptions, expectations, 
and behaviors of people by providing structure and 
meaning to their lives and situations (Burke and 
Stets 2009). Thus, when there are certain goals or 
aims relating to a role, an expectation is set. Howev-
er, the way to achieve a goal is not specified (Burke 
and Stets 2009), and, therefore, the level of achieve-
ment could affect the perspectives of individuals in 
terms of their role identity. 

Research Design

The Maltese Case-Study under Consideration

The main participants of this study were TEs in the 
Master in Teaching and Learning (MTL) program 

(MQF level 7) at the Faculty of Education (FoE), Uni-
versity of Malta (UoM). This program has been in 
operation since October 2016. It replaced two former 
pre-service teacher education programs and is an 
entry-level qualification for teachers in early child-
hood education, primary education, and secondary 
education. It is a two-year full-time course where 
students should have an undergraduate degree in 
the subjects they will teach. From October 2017, the 
FoE started offering the MTL in VET, specializing 
in various vocational subjects as part of the govern-
ment’s “My Journey: Achieving through Different 
Paths” education reform (UOM 2017). This reform 
will be implemented in lower secondary schools in 
the school year 2019-2020to move from a ‘one size 
fits all’ system to more inclusive and equity-orient-
ed programs catering to pupils’ aptitudes (Ministry 
for Education and Employment—Malta 2016). 

This reform aimed to promote inclusion and re-
spond to diversity by allowing students to choose 
from several education routes, which include gen-
eral, vocational, or applied subjects for their elective 
subjects beyond the core curriculum. The intention 
of this reform, apart from promoting inclusion, was 
to diminish the number of early school leavers by 
making education relevant to various students in re-
sponse to a changing labor market. VSTs graduating 
from this MTL in the VET program are then eligible 
to teach VET subjects in secondary schools. Cur-
rently, VSTs have their teaching practice at MCAST, 
where they teach students who are following foun-
dation certificate programs that lead to MQF levels 1 
to 3 (secondary education level). This reform includ-
ed TEs specialized in VET, who are the participants 
within this study. Even though the main focus of 
this study is on the professional role identity of the 
VTE, MTEs are interviewed to see whether there are 
any differences between these groups.
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Philosophical Underpinnings

The philosophical stance taken in this research com-
prises a subjectivist ontology and a constructivist epis-
temology. A qualitative methodology located within an 
interpretivist paradigm was chosen as this approach 
concentrates on interpreting and understanding “hu-
man actions and cultural products” (Benton and Craib 
2001:182). Moreover, SI is an approach within the scope 
of interpretivism (Bloomer and James 2003:252). 

Methodological Approach and Research Methods

The semi-structured interview technique was chosen 
as it was felt to be the most appropriate one to allow par-
ticipants the freedom to add more information when re-
quired (Drever 1995). Considering that the perceptions 
of TEs needed to be investigated, semi-structured inter-
views helped in gaining a deeper understanding. More-
over, they were felt to be more appropriate considering 
the small-case study within Malta. 

Convenience and purposive sampling were adopted 
for selecting a small number of participants. The main 
criterion for the purposive sampling in this study was 
ideally to include all the VTEs teaching on the MTL in 
VET program. Convenience sampling was undertaken 
for the other participants (MTEs) who were willing to 
take part. 

Data were collected during the academic year 2018/2019. 
The MTL program within a VET context was offered 
in only two disciplines: Health and Social Care (HSC) 
and Media Literacy. The dean of the FoE circulated the 
researcher’s request via e-mail to all faculty members 
within the MTL program to participate in the study. 
Six VTEs and seven MTEs from various subject disci-
plines agreed to take part in the study and contacted 
the researcher via e-mail to proceed with the inter-

views. All participants requested to be interviewed 
in their natural working habitat, that is, their offices. 
All educational research guidelines and ethical rules 
have been followed and approved by the University’s 
research committee. 

Participants

Tables 1 and 2 give a brief overview of the participants.

Table 1. VTEs.

VTE 
No.

Subject 
Discipline

Full-Timer 
(FT) / Part-
Timer (PT)

Experience in 
industry

1 VET General 
Pedagogy FT N/A

2 Media studies PT Yes, as a media 
producer

3 Psychology PT N/A

4 HSC PT Yes, in HSC

5 HSC PT Yes, as a social 
worker

6 HSC PT Yes, as a scientist

Source: Self-elaboration.

Table 2. MTEs.

MTE 
No.

Subject Discipline
Full-Timer (FT) / 
Part-Timer (PT)

1 Physics FT

2 Chemistry FT

3 Art FT

4 Italian FT

5 Philosophy of Education FT

6 Business Education FT

7 Sociology of Education FT

Source: Self-elaboration.
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Data Analysis

Semi-structured interviews were approximately 
an hour in length and audio-recorded. These inter-
views were all transcribed verbatim. Data analysis 
started in conjunction with the data collection as it 
is one of the essential attributes of qualitative re-
search compared with quantitative research (Mer-
riam 1998).

Thematic analysis (TA) was the method used to 
identify themes and patterns of meaning across 
the transcripts of the semi-structured interviews 
(Braun and Clarke 2013). Specifically, a mix of in-
ductive and theoretical TA was used. Inductive TA 
“aims to generate an analysis from the bottom (the 
data) up; analysis is not shaped by existing theory 
(but analysis is always shaped to some extent by the 
researcher’s standpoint, disciplinary knowledge, 
and epistemology)” (Braun and Clarke 2013:175). 
This type of inductive TA was mainly used for the 
participants’ responses. On the other hand, theoret-
ical TA was also used, as the interview questions 
were constructed on Burke and Stets’ (2009) identity 
model, so the analysis was also guided by its theo-
retical concepts (Burke and Stets 2009). According to 
Braun and Clarke (2006:87), TA reveals “experienc-
es, meanings and the reality of participants.” Their 
guide to conducting TA was followed (Braun and 
Clarke 2013:202).

Findings

The section outlines findings that emerged from the 
semi-structured interviews conducted with both 
MTEs and VTEs. The overarching themes: aims 
and principles; ideal TE (identity standard); and role 
identity are presented below. Each theme has a clear 
focus, scope, and purpose, based on Burke and 

Stets’ (2009) identity theory as discussed previously. 
Together, they provide a rich, coherent, and mean-
ingful picture of what it means to be a TE in Malta. 
Specifically, this section explores how TEs construct 
their role identities and how emotions shape these 
identities, and the consequent outcomes for their 
practice. 

Aims and Principles of TEs

An overarching theme is the “aims and principles” 
or perceptions that TEs in Malta have about their 
role identities. VTEs viewed them in terms of: time; 
reflecting on their practice; and having the ade-
quate knowledge, skills, and competencies (KSCs) 
to produce vocational teachers of high quality. For 
example, VTEs portrayed time through current af-
fairs and context. The influence of time and context 
is captured in the following comment from VTE 1:

VSTs should be given a context where they can apply 

the theory and skill into practice. You need time man-

agement, be creative, be aware of industrial skills. 

You have to keep abreast with today’s society.

VTE 1’s comments provide examples of how im-
portant it is that VTEs and student teachers remain 
aware of current affairs, in terms of technological 
changes and advancements. Thus, both VTEs and 
VSTs’ role identities involve interaction with wid-
er society, particularly industry and hands-on ap-
proach to apply theoretical concepts in practice. 
VTE 2 also refers to the notion of time and claims 
that it is the responsibility of VTEs to remain up to 
date with what is happening within the industry. 
VTE 2 states:

How can we understand the criticism that the media 

highlights, if we do not know our own context inside 
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out? Therefore, apart from our own local context, it 

is within our responsibility to also tell them [student 

teachers] what is happening within the EU context. 

How can we know the reason why Malta took a certain 

direction, if we don’t know what’s happening in the 

EU? A vocational teacher at the end of the day needs to 

know what’s happening within the industry at a local 

and also at a broader context to remain up to date.

This extract demonstrates that it is crucial for educa-
tors within a VET context to keep abreast with what 
is happening around them and in the wider context 
and communicate this to their student teachers. In 
addition, the spillover of the commitment to VTE 2’s 
former professional role identity in the industry can 
put tremendous pressure on the current role identi-
ty of a VTE to complete its expectations and respon-
sibilities. VTE 2 feels that if the industrial context 
is omitted from the teaching, the role expectations 
of a VTE will not be fulfilled, which might trigger 
a discrepancy in the future when vocational student 
teachers become fully qualified to teach. In fact, this 
study is based on the premise that the role identities 
of VTEs are similar to those of vocational teachers 
due to the nature of the subject discipline. Thus, 
VTEs are aware of their responsibility to pass these 
attributes to their student teachers. The meaning 
of their role identity is created through interaction 
with other parties beyond the VET context. This is 
linked to the next two sub-themes about self-reflec-
tion and KSCs.

Self-reflection offers educators an opportunity to 
think about what works and what does not work in 
their professional practice. VTEs said that this made 
them think deeper and reflect on their practices and 
about why certain decisions were taken. They de-
scribed how it results in effective teaching as they 
improved their practice thereafter. For example, 

VTE 3 emphasized the importance of self-reflection 
and states:

Another responsibility that we, TEs, have is to tell our 

student teachers that we must constantly evaluate 

and reflect on the vocational education system and 

the lessons.

This extract links with the previous sub-theme of 
keeping up to date with what is happening in the 
industry and reflecting and evaluating the current 
practices. This demonstrates the intensive commit-
ment to meeting the aims and principles of a VTE. 
VTEs need not only to reflect on their teaching prac-
tices but also know what is happening in the labor 
market, which is linked to the next sub-theme.

As discussed previously, it is within the VTEs’ inter-
ests to remain abreast with what is happening in the 
labor market. That leads the VTE to explore different 
approaches to the KSCs that are required within it. 
Learning for employability is considered essential 
by the VTEs. The word “industry,” which refers to 
the labor market, was constantly being mentioned 
by them. For example, VTE 4’s aim was to make sure 
that student teachers were well prepared within the 
vocational stream and in the pedagogical aspect, 
which would lead to high-quality vocational teach-
ing. In fact, VTE 4 said:

[My] aim is to produce vocational teachers of high quality.

VTE 1 concurred with this aspect:

Vocational education is different. Apart from provid-

ing them the skills, you also have to pass on the com-

petencies. That is, there is the theory, there is the skill, 

then you should be capable of applying that theory 

and that skill to unfamiliar situations. 
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Here, both VTE 4 and VTE 1 demonstrate the im-
portance of being competent in the skill and not 
only being knowledgeable. In fact, VTE 4 empha-
sizes that it is within their responsibility to prepare 
students both in the vocational and pedagogical 
aspects, that is, teach them how to transfer that 
knowledge to others. Similarly, VTE 1 explains the 
importance of linking theory to practice, even in un-
familiar contexts. 

These extracts indicate that occupation-specific 
skills are not enough for VET students to adapt to 
new life situations and engage in further learning; 
key competencies are also required. VTEs described 
why these are essential for employment. Moreover, 
these extracts also depict how the professional role 
identities of VTEs are not static as they gain experi-
ence and constantly need to adapt to the changing 
requirements of the labor market. 

On the other hand, MTEs viewed the “aims and 
principles” as: helping student teachers become 
good teachers; helping future teachers become re-
flective practitioners; and “loving” the subject dis-
cipline and then teaching its pedagogies. For exam-
ple, MTE 1 and MTE 2 describe how helping student 
teachers is their main focus. MTE 1 says:

I would like my student teachers to think of the learn-

ers first. That is my main thing. What does it mean to 

learn? What type of teaching should I do for that learn-

er? I, as a lecturer, would have failed. I don’t want them 

to have the knowledge just to pass their exams.

Here, MTE 1 sees teaching as student-focused, both 
in the TE’s work and that of future teachers; and 
teaching and learning should not be about passing 
exams but based on reflective practice and adapted 
to their learners. 

Like MTE 1, MTE 2 described how student teachers 
should always put the needs of their learners first 
and says:

Teachers should think about their students and not 

just about the content. They need to connect the needs 

of the subject to the needs of the students. You cannot 

emphasize the learning outcomes and forget about 

the realities you have in front of you. If that happens, 

learners start losing their focus. So, the challenge for 

the teacher is to be flexible and adapt to the situation.

MTE 2, like MTE 1, is student-focused. Flexibility is 
key to adapting teaching content to the needs and 
abilities of students.

Similarly, MTEs describe ways how they help future 
teachers become reflective practitioners. This sub-
theme explores how MTEs evoke their aims and 
principles with their student teachers. For example, 
MTE 3 says:

My aim as a TE is to help my student teachers be-

come reflective practitioners. My desire is not to have 

teachers who go to class and teach their subjects, and 

that’s it. I want them to be reflective practitioners in 

the sense that whatever they do in class, they need 

to reflect upon, prior to going in class and after going 

out of class.

This extract demonstrates MTE 3’s ambitious aim 
that one has as a TE. MTE 3 suggests that to be 
a good teacher, reflection before and after teach-
ing is necessary. MTE 3 aims to engage the student 
teachers in reflective practice. 

MTEs highlight the importance of knowing the sub-
ject profoundly before teaching its pedagogies. This 
sub-theme captures the underlying aims of MTEs 
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regarding content knowledge. According to them, 
a teacher is not able to teach a subject if they under-
stand it at a superficial level. In addition, a teacher 
cannot communicate any enthusiasm, and teaching 
would be pointless. For example, MTE 4 says:

The subject has to be ingrained within you. It has to 

be in your blood; you have to know it really well.

MTEs highlight the importance of knowing the sub-
ject profoundly before teaching its pedagogies. In ad-
dition, both MTEs and VTEs shared a common aim 
and principle, that of supporting student teachers. 
Regardless of which role identity is, the fact that they 
appear to be so interconnected on this aim and prin-
ciple shows how strong the commitment and thus 
salience of the role identity of being a TE. It is, there-
fore, logical to suggest that this study is based on the 
premise that the role identities of VTEs are also sim-
ilar to those of MTEs, bearing in mind the nature of 
teacher training programs. 

Ideal TE (Identity Standard)

According to Burke and Stets’ (2009) identity model, 
each identity contains a set of meanings that defines 
the character of that particular identity and makes up 
the identity standard. This theme, “ideal TE,” portrays 
the set of meanings that TEs have, which characterizes 
an ideal of their role and serves as a point of reference 
in the identity process within the identity model. 

VTEs viewed the ideal TE in three different ways, 
all of which were directly related to the VET con-
text. According to them, the ideal VTE should be 
pragmatic and dynamic; must have industrial and 
teaching experience; and should maintain practical 
links with the labor market to keep informed. For 
example, 

The person needs to be very pragmatic and very dy-

namic; someone who’s capable to bridge theory to 

practice and relate it in a very relevant mode. It cannot 

be something that remains theory on paper. [VTE 1]

The emphasis of vocational education is hands-on. 

[VTE 4]

Here, VTEs emphasize that VTEs’ teaching approach 
should be practical not only theoretical; and bridge 
the gap between the two. In addition, the need 
for teaching to be exploratory in nature and have 
a “hands-on” approach is crucial. Vocational teach-
ing needs to be pragmatic, dynamic, and practical to 
develop and maintain the highest standards in stu-
dents’ technical competencies, pedagogical skills, 
and transversal competencies. The latter are those 
skills and attitudes, such as organizational skills, that 
are relevant to a broad range of occupations. 

Considering that technological changes impact future 
job trends, they suggest that VTEs should be flexible 
in their practice and explore new ways that accom-
modate these changes. The implication is that their 
professional role identities are constantly changing, 
which is linked to the next sub-theme where accord-
ing to VTEs, TEs working in a VET context should 
have industrial experience. The connection with in-
dustry was also highlighted in the aims and princi-
ples of VTEs. For example, VTE 6 says:

They definitely need to have industrial experience 

and then teaching experience. So, you need to have 

both kinds of experience.

Considering that the aim of VET is learning for em-
ployability, the ideal VTE should have industrial 
experience within the subject field and also experi-
ence within pedagogy. They argue that high-quality 
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teaching in VET is guaranteed by having teachers 
who have prior occupational experiences. That leads 
to the next sub-theme where VTEs describe the im-
portance of links to the labor market. For example, 
VTE 6 states that:

TEs should make sure to remain up-to-date, to know 

what is being done out there.

One way of achieving this would be through in-
dustrial visits to help VTEs to remain abreast with 
the latest knowledge and allow them to discuss fu-
ture skills trends in the labor market. This depicts 
how the role identities of VTEs are internalized by 
social role expectations. VTE 6’s emphasis on re-
maining up-to-date may indicate uncertainty of 
their role identity if they do not keep abreast with 
the labor market. VTEs’ role identities are not sole-
ly set by them as a professional group, but also by 
the expectations of the labor market. As a result, 
there may be tensions and dissonances in verify-
ing their professional role identities as their iden-
tity standard.

Thus, the interviews show that identity is not only 
about how VTEs perceive themselves, but how the 
labor market and society perceive them. Moreover, 
it suggests that within a SI perspective, the focus in 
the case of VTEs is on how identities are developed 
and ascribed in interactions with the labor market.

For MTEs, the ideal MTE should be enthusiastic 
about the subject discipline and keep abreast with 
the latest research. These were also highlighted in 
the aims and principles of a TE. In addition, both 
VTEs and MTEs have stressed the importance of 
keeping good TE-student teacher relationships. 
That is likely to help in the learning process of stu-
dent teachers. They also emphasize the importance 

of the personal quality of caring over the academ-
ic ability of teachers or TEs. This quality relates to 
“person identities” in Burke and Stets’ (2009) iden-
tity theory and they may guide the role identities.

Role Identity

This theme explores the role identity of the TEs 
in this study in terms of three sub-themes: roles; 
prominence; and salience hierarchy of identities. 
It considers how TEs construct meanings for their 
different roles. According to identity theory, a role 
is “the set of expectations tied to a social position 
that guide people’s attitudes and behavior” (Burke 
and Stets 2009:114) and provides structure, organi-
zation, and meaning for TEs.

Roles

This sub-theme captures more than one charac-
teristic that TEs used to describe what their role 
meant to them. Burke and Stets (2009:115) claim 
that role identities have different meanings for dif-
ferent people. Each role is described in depth be-
low. It also explores how TEs cope with multiple 
roles and which they consider conflicting. Both 
VTEs and MTEs mentioned curriculum develop-
ment, teaching/lecturing, and examining student 
teachers as their multiple roles. VTEs distinguish 
themselves in their teaching approach, considering 
that their subjects are vocational. They emphasize 
that starting from the practical aspect and moving 
to the theory was their adopted approach when 
compared to the traditional way of teaching that 
is more content-driven and students are passive 
learners. Specifically, VTEs consider that the most 
effective learning in VET is by giving importance 
to learning through the application of knowledge 
in realist contexts. VTEs feel responsible to ensure 
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that learning is connected to the workplace and 
that students would be learning for employabili-
ty. This type of learning approach is also in line 
with the findings of Said (2018) where authentic 
learning was the preferred learning environment 
for higher vocational students following a voca-
tional bachelor’s degree program. The difference 
between this current study and Said’s (2018) study 
is that the participants were not student teachers in 
VET but were higher vocational students following 
a vocational bachelor’s degree program. However, 
the comments of the VTEs of this study suggest 
they know exactly what type of learning approach 
vocational students prefer, and that is why authen-
tic learning is emphasized to student teachers.

VTEs also mentioned supporting student teachers 
and MTEs mentioned administration, researching, 
and dissertation supervision as part of their roles.

The above findings concur with other researchers, 
suggesting that people can activate multiple mean-
ings to their role identities (Burke and Stets 2009). 
Both VTEs and MTEs have attributed multiple 
meanings to their professional role identity. Thus, 
the next sub-theme discusses how these TEs cope 
with the multiple roles. 

Coping with Multiple Roles

Support from colleagues, relevant experiences, 
self-reflection, and personal characteristics were the 
main coping mechanisms between various roles. 
VTEs specifically described how their former occu-
pational identity guided them in their role as a VTE. 
VTEs suggested that their former occupational iden-
tity was not replaced by their new role identity as 
a TE, but it has helped them to transition. With re-
gards to the latter, person identities are also recog-

nized by identity theorists (Burke and Stets 2009). 
They are based on the qualities and characteristics 
that define the person as a unique individual rather 
than as a role-holder. Thus, the person identity is 
seen to be operating across various roles and situa-
tions, and at times is likely to be activated more than 
the role identity. In certain situations, individuals 
rely on their person identity, which serves as the 
identity standard, and which eventually guides the 
identity-verification process (Burke and Stets 2009). 
For example, VTE 2 specifically states:

It was not difficult to cope with multiple roles. My 

motto is that the things you wish for yourself, do 

them to others. Therefore, I always give my best. Be-

ing honest and transparent is my way. 

This suggests that the character of the individual 
plays an important part in every role identity that 
is taken. Moreover, person identity is like a master 
identity since the meanings within it influence the 
meanings within one’s role identity (Burke and Stets 
2009). 

The next sub-theme discusses how the roles TEs 
mentioned might conflict with one another.

Conflicting Roles

Multiple role identities could be related to one an-
other and are set to different levels. That could re-
sult in identity conflicts where there is a role con-
flict. A discrepancy between these role identities 
can occur when they are activated at the same time. 
Identity theory suggests that levels of distress are 
felt because of these discrepancies (Burke and Stets 
2009). TEs experienced conflicting roles and men-
tioned the examining role, as opposed to the teach-
ing/mentoring role. For example, VTE 3 says:
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Honestly, in the beginning, I was afraid that my roles 
do conflict with one another as I was first teaching 
them, and then the time arrived when I had to as-
sess them during their exams and teaching practice 
visits. However, the fact that all student teachers 
were respectful helped me overcome this fear.

It is suggested that when a TE manages conflicting 
roles successfully, such as the ones above, they can 
build a good relationship with student teachers; it 
not only helps student teachers in effective learning 
but also impacts positively on the identity formation 
of the TE. 

Moreover, MTEs describe how the mentoring role 
conflicts with the examining role. For example, MTE 
4 says:

There’s a very fine line when being a mentor and an 

examiner at the same time. I’m referring to the teach-

ing practice here. But, the fact that I keep constant 

communication with my student teachers, very often, 

they already know what my judgment will be. I dis-

cuss everything with them. After each visit, I discuss 

the report I give them and invite student teachers to 

my office to discuss it thoroughly.

This extract also suggests the benefits of building 
a good TE-student teacher relationship and how the 
role identity of a TE is verified through open com-
munication with both parties (Burke and Stets 2009). 

Prominence Hierarchy of Identities

This sub-theme within “role identity” captures how 
important identity is for TEs. Since TEs have mul-
tiple role identities, as was explained above, this 
sub-theme explores which role or roles are more 
prominent in the way VTEs and MTEs think about 

themselves. The higher the identity in the promi-
nence hierarchy, the more important it is. However, 
where an identity appears in the prominence hierar-
chy depends on three factors (Burke and Stets 2009). 
One of the factors is how much individuals obtain 
support for the identity they are claiming. The more 
support they have, the higher that identity will be 
in the prominence hierarchy. Another factor that 
affects it is how committed individuals are to their 
role identity. The placement of identity in the prom-
inence hierarchy is also influenced by the rewards 
individuals get from that identity, both extrinsic and 
intrinsic (Burke and Stets 2009). Intrinsic rewards 
are the gratifications that individuals experience in-
ternally for that particular role they perform, whilst 
extrinsic rewards are things such as money, pres-
tige, and favors. Therefore, this sub-theme is divid-
ed into three categories: support; commitment; and 
rewards, and each category explores which roles are 
prominent for TEs.

Support

VTEs described four main roles that were most 
supported. These were: (1) administrative, (2) cur-
riculum development, (3) examining role during 
teaching practice, and (4) writing exam papers. The 
support was either from their colleagues or from 
the department they worked in. The one and only 
role that was given the least support for VTEs was 
the teaching role. All VTEs said that they could not 
receive support on lecture preparation when com-
pared to other roles. TEs felt reassured when they 
received the necessary support. The more support 
they received from the department or from their col-
leagues, the higher that role identity is likely to be in 
the prominence hierarchy. However, support is not 
the only factor that impacts prominence hierarchy. 
Another factor that affects this is commitment. 
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Commitment

This sub-theme explores which roles TEs are most 
and least committed to. VTEs and MTEs have sug-
gested that the role they were most committed to was 
the teaching/lecturing role. Moreover, VTEs were 
also committed to the examining role during the 
teaching practice. Administration was the role that 
many MTEs found they were least committed to. 

The administrative role does not appear to add any 
value to the role identity of a TE, but it is still recog-
nized as needing to be done. 

The final factor that affects this are rewards.

Rewards

The extrinsic rewards that both VTEs and MTEs re-
ceived were from the student teachers. For example, 
VTE 1 says:

I feel very happy when students appreciate what you 

do with them. 

It is suggested that appreciation motivates TEs in 
the role identity. Similarly, other MTEs also feel re-
warded when student teachers thank them for the 
work they do. For example, MTE 4 says:

Sometimes I get ex-students who come up to me and 

tell me “thank you” or give me a gift as a form of ap-

preciation. These give me the courage to go on. 

MTE 4 admits that when student teachers appreci-
ate the work, it motivates them and gives them an 
incentive to carry on. Moreover, such appreciation 
also acts as a verification for their role identity as 
a TE and confirmation that one is on the right track.

In addition, MTEs receive extrinsic rewards in the 
form of positive emotions when other researchers 
acknowledge their work. 

The intrinsic rewards were the positive feelings VTEs 
and MTEs felt when they overcame certain challeng-
es, when a lecture turns out well and when student 
teachers follow their advice during teaching practice. 
This suggests that commitment and perseverance help 
in identity verification. Both intrinsic and extrinsic re-
wards motivated TEs to keep on striving, which helped 
them in their professional role identity formation. 

Salience Hierarchy of Identities

This sub-theme within the broad theme of “role 
identity” captures which role or roles TEs had to ac-
tivate in a situation because of norms or pressures 
from others. According to identity theory, identity 
salience reflects the situational self rather than the 
ideal self. It is the likelihood of identity being in-
voked across situations. 

Both VTEs and MTEs emphasized that their teach-
ing and mentoring roles were the most important, 
which need to be activated across situations. Partic-
ipants feel that they aim to teach student teachers 
well and to support them in their needs.

The least important role for both VTEs and MTEs 
was the assessing role. For example, TEs mentioned 
that their focus is on the learning process rather 
than the grade they give during the teaching prac-
tice. In addition, one participant also mentioned the 
counseling role as the least important as it was not 
a priority and is seen beyond the remit as a VTE. 
However, as a professional, this participant re-
sponded to the expectations of the situation rather 
than to their desires (Burke and Stets 2009). 
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In summary, the VTEs’ perceptions of their profes-
sional role identity prioritized not just knowledge 
but also skills and competencies, distinct from the 
pedagogic practice. The identity standard that rep-
resents the professionalism of these VTEs may be 
influenced by their biographies, including their for-
mer occupation identity and training, together with 
their educational and personal experiences, and 
person identity. Moreover, how VTEs viewed their 
understanding of their professional role identity 
will frame notions of effective vocational teaching 
and ideas of what makes student teachers become 
“good” teachers in the VET context. 

The last two sub-themes show that the more prom-
inent a role identity is for the VTEs, the more likely 
it will be invoked in a situation. Moreover, the more 
support and rewards VTEs receive for a particular 
role, the more that role is activated across other role 
identities. In these findings, VTEs remark that they 
are mostly committed to their teaching and exam-
ining roles, amongst other roles. VTEs experience 
positive emotions from having good relationships 
with their student teachers and being responsible 
for bridging theory with practice and learning for 
employability. These may be associated with their 
identity standard.

On the other hand, the perceptions of MTEs on the 
role identity prioritized knowledge of the subject 
matter and the research that underpins their teach-
ing. In addition, they attributed multiple meanings 
to their roles and not all of them managed to cope 
with their different role identities. The two role 
identities that were seen to be conflicting were the 
lecturing and examining roles; MTEs are mostly 
committed to the lecturing role. In addition, they 
find the administrative role least important as it is 
time-consuming. 

Discussion

The experiences of a small group of TEs within the 
MTL program were examined. It was observed that 
the educational contexts in which they teach differ 
not only in the subject disciplines but in terms of 
their cultures. Findings show that both VTEs and 
MTEs played roles in interaction with their stu-
dent teachers and their colleagues. The internal-
ized meanings of the roles that participants apply 
to themselves help to construct their professional 
role identity as TEs. These varied slightly between 
and among both groups of participants. That is be-
cause the meanings are derived from the individu-
als’ distinctive interpretations of the role. VTEs put 
most emphasis on KSCs, bridging the gap between 
the theoretical and the practical components, and 
on industry outreach. On the other hand, the MTEs 
emphasized content knowledge and research, con-
sidered as a key characteristic for university TEs in 
Europe to develop a researcher identity (Swennen, 
Jones, and Volman 2010). 

There was also a difference between full-timers and 
part-timers in the roles they described within the 
same group of participants. Full-timers described 
an additional administrative role when compared 
with the other roles that were described. Respon-
dents drew on similar discourses when discussing 
that their priority is to care for student teachers. 

Moreover, it was observed that the institutional 
context and previous experience left an impact on 
their identity standard. MTEs portrayed how the 
community of practice influences their professional 
role identity. However, since all but one VTE were 
part-timers who spend less time on campus when 
compared with full-timers, their identities are not 
necessarily influenced by the UoM as an academic 
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institution. VTEs are more influenced by the labor 
market and their full-time occupation, which have 
an impact on their identity standard. In addition, 
the employment status of VTEs as part-timers did 
not have any influence on the underpinning of their 
teaching. Although VTEs saw research as import-
ant, they felt that it was not a necessity for them due 
to the nature of VET. 

As the findings depict, the professional role identi-
ty of TEs contains a large set of meanings, showing 
that more than one characteristic was used to de-
scribe what their role means to them. However, the 
participants within the VTEs’ group appear to think 
alike and act alike, showing that there is uniformi-
ty of thoughts and actions, indicating their social 
group identity (Burke and Stets 2009). As their per-
ceptions and behavior were similar, this shows that 
VTEs took on a clear group-based identity. Findings 
show that they acted in concert; they identified with 
and evaluated themselves positively in the group, 
all giving importance to the needs of industry and 
adopting a hands-on teaching approach. 

It can be observed that the role identities are in-
tegrated with the group identities, which makes 
it difficult to disentangle them from each other as 
identity theory suggests (Burke and Stets 2009). 
Findings show that VTEs, although having dis-
cussed and enacted their roles individually, share 
very similar ideas on what it means to be a VTE. 
Moreover, this study echoes previous attempts to 
theorize ideas that vocational teachers should be 
conceptualized as “dual professionals” (Orr and 
Simmons 2010), bearing in mind that they hold the 
identity of a teacher, or in this case, a TE, as well 
as that of their former or other occupation (which 
is their vocational expertise). This shows that VTEs 
are more distinct when compared with the differ-

ent role identities of MTEs, which are more related 
to content knowledge. 

Concerning TEs verifying their identity, some par-
ticipants felt unable to perform well in their role 
and experienced negative emotions, just as is pre-
dicted in the identity model (Burke and Stets 2009). 
For example, TEs from both groups felt negative 
emotions when student teachers do not follow 
their advice. TEs felt that they needed to act on 
this and discuss issues with their student teachers. 
Both groups experienced positive emotions when 
they felt that their work was being appreciated by 
their student teachers. That led TEs to continue be-
having in the same way as their identity was being 
verified. 

Both groups have ranked the meanings they at-
tributed to their role identities differently. Some par-
ticipants gave their primary importance to teaching, 
showing that identity prominence was on that com-
ponent. Then, others were mostly committed to the 
role of examiner during the teaching practice. They 
also described moments when identity salience had 
to be invoked in certain situations. For example, 
even though their least important role was that of 
a counselor, there were moments when they had 
to activate and prioritize this role over their prom-
inence identity to help student teachers in particu-
lar situations. These situations affirm the claim that 
whilst identity salience and identity prominence are 
correlated with each other, they are still different in 
the underlying concept (Stryker and Serpe 1994). 

Conclusion

The study particularly focused on the profession-
al role identities of VTEs and compared them with 
MTEs’ on the island micro-state of Malta where re-

Vocational Teacher Educators’ Role Identity: A Case Study in Malta



©2022 QSR Volume XVIII Issue 168

spondents were Maltese and all delivered courses 
within the MTL program at one institution.

This study contributes to the understanding of TE 
identity standards by demonstrating through anal-
ysis of interview data the multiple-meanings TEs 
assign to their roles, how they cope with multiple 
roles, conflicting roles, identity prominence, and sa-
lience. 

The introduction of this paper discussed the rea-
sons why it is important to understand the profes-
sional role identities of this target group. Primarily, 
VTEs are underrepresented in research and policy 
and misapprehended as an occupational group, and 
not recognizing their importance may result in poor 
teaching behaviors. In addition, failing to under-
stand their role identities, policies in the VET sector 
might be based on flawed assumptions, which may 
then have unknown consequences for the VTEs, the 
VSTs, vocational teaching in general, and the labor 
market. VTEs are the backbone of initial vocation-
al teacher education, as key individuals who deliv-
er teacher training programs and influence future 
vocational teachers. Hence, they are in a position to 
regulate the vocational teaching profession, the pro-
fessional conduct of vocational teachers, and estab-
lish professional standards in VET. 

This research has shown that there are differences 
between VTEs and MTEs about what underpins or 
should underpin their teaching. For VTEs, it is in-
dustrial experience and industries’ needs, whereas 
for MTEs, it is knowledge based on research and 
teaching experience. These differences are influ-
enced by the perceptions they have about their pro-
fessional role identity, even though it was happen-
ing within the same institution. The findings in this 
study show not only what their professional roles 

are but also why VTEs perform such roles, some of 
which were a matter of choice. Roles were also af-
fected by employment status, as full-time staff had 
additional administrative roles. 

This study is unique by presenting the results of 
a qualitative study on VTEs’ perceptions of their 
professional role identities. This professional group 
has been neglected in the research literature and 
policy. Through the exposition and conclusions de-
rived, it demonstrates what actions and policies are 
suited to the characteristics of an island micro-state.

Through the qualitative findings of this study, it 
is concluded that the professional role identity of 
VTEs is diverse and dependent on multiple sources 
of identification: their former occupation/profession; 
the labor market; and VET. Thus, VTEs are better 
understood as having a multi-dimensional identity, 
and should not be imposed with established poli-
cies borrowed from other educational contexts.

Strengths and Limitations

A thematic approach was used to analyze all inter-
views. A clear and consistent definition of identity 
was used throughout this paper to guide the anal-
ysis. Stryker’s (1980) definition from the SI perspec-
tive to define identity as “what it means to be who 
one is” was used in this study. Moreover, analyzing 
the professional role identities of VTEs from a SI 
perspective offered the ability to go in-depth and 
examine them at a granular level. 

A limitation that is important to highlight is that 
this study focused on the role identities of TEs. Al-
though social identity theory (Burke and Stets 2009), 
that is, the group identity, was referred to in the dis-
cussion, and professional background details were 
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given for all participants, the primary aim of this 
research related to role identity, as it depicts the pro-
fessional identity and not the social or person iden-
tities. Moreover, it was not in the scope of this study 
to analyze the data according to age, gender, race, or 
other forms of social status. 

Contribution to Theory and Policy

Most researchers have examined the identity pro-
cess using the survey approach (Carter 2013). It is 
very difficult for the researchers to capture the 
context within which the identity emerges using 
a survey approach. Thus, using a survey approach 
results in learning about identities in isolation from 
their surroundings (Burke and Stets 2009). This em-
pirical study moves identity theory in a new direc-
tion by examining the role identity process of TEs, 
using a qualitative methodological approach and 
capturing the context within which their role identi-
ties emerge, based on a case study. 

Findings from this study indicate that policies 
need to be established to support the professional 
role identity of VTEs and their professional devel-
opment. This study paves the way for contributing 
to a shared understanding of what it means to be 
a VTE.

Further Research and Recommendations 
for Policymakers

Future work could examine the interaction and the 
relationship of role identities to social and person 
identities from the structural SI perspective and 
how such an interaction could impact the behavior 
of VTEs. Examining how multiple identities interact 
with each other extends the study of the profession-
al identities of VTEs. 

Considering that VTEs are better understood as hold-
ers of multi-dimensional identity and that they are 
under pressure from employers to diversify and ex-
pand their roles, policymakers should pay attention 
to limiting VTEs professional role identities. One 
suggestion is to have VTEs that are specialized in the 
teaching of general vocational pedagogy, and others 
who can specialize in collaborating with industry 
partners. That will guarantee that the ethical and 
epistemic status of the vocational teaching profes-
sion has a far wider significance than it currently has, 
and future vocational students are better prepared 
for the workplace. This will have a positive impact 
on society and the economy. This would guarantee 
that all professional roles are performed irrespective 
of which VTE performs them. Additionally, having 
VTEs specializing in one area will make it easier 
for them to develop their skills in more depth and 
keep abreast with the new developments in the areas 
they specialize in (whether it is new teaching meth-
ods, new technologies, or business practices). That 
also helps them to take control of their professional 
needs and manage their professional support as it 
is essential that VTEs become active agents in their 
development and be more able to verify their role 
identity and its prominence in their hierarchy of role 
identities. With this recommendation, it would be 
possible to keep up with the challenges of the fourth 
industrial revolution. The aim of all this is to have 
an effective vocational teacher training program that 
will produce exceptional vocational teachers who are 
well-equipped to help vocational students make the 
move from school to work.

To conclude, this study has given a voice to a group 
that has too often been neglected in teacher educa-
tion policy and research in Malta. Building an under-
standing of the professional role identities of VTEs 
is crucial and by exposition and recommendations, 
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this research shows how this can be enhanced. This 
research will, therefore, influence policymakers in 
small states such as Malta to be cautious of uncrit-
ically taking on board concepts and policies from 
much larger geographical contexts, which may not 
be suited to the characteristics of micro-states such 
as Malta and from mainstream education contexts.
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