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Abstract

This study presents the meanings, attributes, and roles of ‘professionalism’ synthesized from 20 Thai EFL
teachers’ perspectives. Qualitative research methods were utilized to collect four sources of data including
classroom observation transcripts, semi-structured interview transcripts, on-line discussion entries, and field-note
recordings. The findings indicated that professionalism refers to the big picture of exemplar, effective teachers.
Proficient English skills with an emphasis on oral communication, lesson planning abilities, lesson delivery skills,
and commitment to successful student learning were believed to form professionalism which, also, plays
multi-roles in teaching.
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1. Introduction

During the last 50 years, the field of teacher education, including teacher development, has faced many challenges.
At the beginning, a significant aspect of the challenges was related to an urge to develop teachers to become ideal
professionals (Etzioni, 1969). Since then, a number of educational reforms have been launched, and these
reforms have also influenced the way the public views professional teachers. At present, the concept of
professionalism is believed to be a fundamental framework in education. However, to pinpoint what professional
teachers are or what professionalism is seems to be a difficult task. That is to say, identifying what teacher
professionalism is becomes an endless task.

As Stronge and Tucker (2000) argued, effective teachers play the most significant roles in enhancing the quality of
student learning. To be effective, the teacher needs to demonstrate professional teaching. Likewise,
professional teaching completely associates with how the teacher exhibits professionalism. Yet, so far, the
typology of a professional teacher or professionalism has never been introduced by teachers themselves. Instead,
scholars, consortiums, associations and other organizations of related fields tend to have power to define the term
“teacher professionalism” and “professional teachers” in various ways. Such diverse definitions and components
leave room for uncertainty about what teacher professionalism really is. Also, the definitions tend to be broad
rather than specific. Due to varying definitions and characteristics of teacher professionalism, paucity of voice,
dearth of particular components of professionalism in specific content areas, and limited amount of research in
professionalism in teaching English as a foreign language (EFL) context, there is drive to examine the concept of
professionalism in teachers’ perspectives. In short, the overarching questions that guided this study included:

1) What are the meanings and attributes of professionalism from Thai EFL teachers’ perspectives?
2) For Thai EFL teachers, what are the significant roles of professionalism in their careers in teaching?
2. Literature Review

Well known scholars and researchers in education have proposed descriptions of the concepts and characteristics
of professional teachers. For example, Evetts (2009) compared and contrasted organizational and occupational
forms of professionalism. While organizational professionalism involves standardization through managerial
controls, occupational professionalism shed light on practitioners’self control and expectations as well as internal
authority among the members of each occupational discourse.
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Additionally, Evans (2011) posits that professionalism comprises behavioral, attitudinal, and intellectual
components. Evans argues that values, perceptions, and beliefs relate to a teacher’s attitude which concurrently
dictates behavior. Interestingly, Stronge’s (2002) proposed attributes, behaviors, and attitudes of effective
teachers. These can be categorized into prerequisites of effective teachers that include carrying out being a teacher
as a person, possessing classroom management and organization skills, managing and implementing instruction,
and monitoring student progress and potential. ~ Additional three statements that Stronge summarizes also
emphasize the similarities of how professionalism is viewed. He states that effective teachers recognize the
complexity of teaching, communicate clearly, and devote themselves to the teaching profession through conscious
services. To illustrate the range of professionalism, Tichenor and Tichenor (2005) proposed a continuum with
one end as the basic level and the other as the highest. While the basic point of professionalism deals with the
status of a person who teaches and receives payment, the other end involves the performance to reach the highest
standards or expectations. According to Hargreaves (2000), professionals are believed to go through four phases of
development of teacher professionalism. The first phase is called the pre-professional age; teachers are controlled
by managerial and technical work. The second phase can be viewed as the autonomous professional age with
teachers having autonomy to make decisions on curriculum development. The third phase, or the collegial
professional age, highlights the development of professional communities. The last phase is perceived as the
post-professional age formed when teachers start critically questioning what professionalism really means.

In addition to the complexity of what professionalism really means, what counts as professional teachers, and what
stages teachers have been through, other factors have come into play. These factors result in more complexities in
defining professionalism. Major influential factors include government, policy, the teaching profession, and
social change (Goepel, 2012). Due to the increasing influence of external forces, it can be clearly seen that
teacher professionalism carries two different notions. The first notion deals with how professionals define
themselves based on their own power and agency. The other, in contrast, deals with the perceptions of being
imposed by external constraints (Gleeson & James, 2007; Hoyle & John, 1995). Political power and
administration can be viewed as external power that shape the concepts of professionalism (Evans (2011).

To illustrate forms of professionalism, Johnson (1997 cited in Gleeson & James, 2007) noted that while traditional,
functionalist perspectives emphasize the shared attributes within each occupation and the functions when giving
services, ideological perspectives prefer establishing a monopoly of each profession. Functionalist models
identify sets of required skills, knowledge, and code of conduct as the elements of professionalism. In contrast,
ideological models highlight the self-interest of professionals to establish occupational dominance.

In the field of education, especially requirements for effective teachers as influenced by a number of factors, lists
of qualities for professional teachers have been introduced. To start off, Shulman (1987) proposed the importance
of knowledge base of professional teachers. The seven types of essential knowledge include knowledge of
subject matter, general pedagogy, learners, educational ends, curriculum, school contexts, and the implementation
of pedagogy based on the particular content area. In accordance with professionalism, standards have also played
a powerful role. For example, as identified in the Australian Professional Standards for Teachers, (Board of
Studies, Teaching and Educational Standards NSW, 2012,p. 4) teachers are required to have professional
knowledge, professional practice, and professional engagement: know students and how they learn, know the
content and how to teach it, plan for and implement effecting teaching and learning, create and maintain supportive
and safe learning environments, assess provide feedback and report on student learning, engage in professional
learning, and engage professionally with colleagues, parents and the community . Almost all standards serve as
guidelines and frameworks for teacher education programs, for both pre-service and in-service teachers.

In the past, teachers or practitioners’ voices were inhibited in teacher education policy making. Gitlin and Meyer
(1993) noted that teachers lacked opportunities to be part of the directions of teacher education. However, since
the empowerment of teacher agency, teachers’ voices have received attention. Note that, so far, scarce research
has revealed how teacher perceive the concepts of professionalism. A study in England on this issue has revealed
that both defining the term and identifying the components of professionalism are difficult due to the complexities
of several factors (Swann et al., 2010). These include teachers’ beliefs, dedication, self efficacy, and opinions
about how the public recognize teachers. A study in Romania revealed that professional teachers need to possess
advanced content knowledge, have professional freedom, and, in the meantime, maintain the alignment with
professional standards (Popa & Acedo, 2006).

Based on another study in England, teachers were found to believe that professional standards are proposed by the
government to control teaching practices rather than teachers’ knowledge (Evans, 2011). Similarly,
Torres-Rocha (2019) critically suggested that professionalism be perceived from a democratic lens. While
requirements, standards, and any criteria are used as indicators of professionalism, teacher’s identity situated
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locally should be respected too. To empower both sides, tensions can be minimized. In the same vein, beliefs
tend to be the one of the most influential factors that affect teaching quality and professionalism. Beliefs also
interweave with conceptions that teachers hold. Another study presented Taiwanese teachers’ perceptions of
professional roles and concluded that the teachers focused on professional roles (Hung & Li, 2017). They
accepted the values of autonomy, knowledge, ethics and teaching competence when serving their teaching. The
concept of professionalism promoted by organizational and any form of political groups did not seem to grab their
attention. Hence, an understanding of teachers’ opinions should be the preliminary stage when considering
teacher professional development (Richards et al., 2001). In response to the significant role of teachers’ thinking,
this study emphasizes the conceptions of professionalism in teachers’ perspectives.

3. Methodology

To determine how Thai EFL teachers perceive the term professionalism, both the meanings and its significant roles,
this study utilized qualitative research methods. Emic perspectives were used in this study as the guideline for
both examining and interpreting the participants’ perceptions in that specific culture (Coulacoglou & Saklofske,
2017). As Chapman and Kinloch (2011) argue, an attempt to understand the participants’ points of view in their
specific, localized contexts conforms to emic perspectives. In this study, Thai teachers teaching English were the
participants, and their perceptions of professionalism were curated and documented in naturalistic scenarios.

Twenty Thai teachers teaching English at five different schools in Bangkok, Thailand agreed to take part in this
study. Their teaching experience ranged from 5 to 31 years. Other qualifications used to recruit the participants
included having an educational background in either English or English Education, being tenured teachers, and
teaching in either secondary or primary schools. With qualitative research as paramount, four data collection
methods included classroom observation, semi-structured interviews, on-line discussions, and field-note
recordings. Each participant was observed and video-recorded four times, via non-participant observation in
naturalistic environments. Hence, the total number of observed sessions was eighty. In addition to videotaping,
the researcher recorded key events and extraordinarily miscellaneous circumstances in field-notes. At the
completion of each observation, the researcher conducted a semi-structured interview with the observed
participants. In addition, all participants were encouraged to join an online discussion group via line group.
These four methods of data collection yielded qualitative/emic data. The researcher gathered legitimate
information for the subsequent analysis. The emic data in this study included the captured events, perceptions,
and behaviors that led to the conclusion of how Thai teachers viewed the concept of professionalism (Chapman &
Kinloch, 2011). These multiple sources of data ensure the trustworthiness of the study (Creswell, 1998).

Data analysis started from transcribing all classroom observation videos and the participants’ recorded interview
responses.  Later, the field-notes were sorted, and online group discussion messages were retrieved.
Open-coding was used as the major method for data analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). All four sources of data
were managed based on open coding divided into four stages. During the first stage, both verbal and nonverbal
behaviors in the transcripts derived from classroom observations were labeled. Similarly, the transcripts of
interview responses were labeled. This similar technique was also applied when coding the field-notes and the
online discussion transcripts.  For the second stage, all labels were grouped. The third stage dealt with
comparing and contrasting all labels. The last stage was renaming the labels with the assumption that all labels
reflected answers to the research questions.

4. Findings and Discussion
4.1 The Meanings of Professionalism

All 20 participants’ teaching behavior, comments via online chat board, and interview responses were treated as
both the platform and data to crystallize how they perceived and defined the concept of professionalism. They
realized that the meanings of professionalism reminded them of what ‘good’ teachers are supposed to do, to teach,
and how to live their lives.

Principal meanings of professionalism were crystallized from all participants’ 3 different modes including
teaching, sharing, and voicing are as follows:

the combined exemplary qualities of being an effective teacher
outstanding abilities that the teaching community agrees upon
teaching abilities that are beyond general expectations

how an individual teacher applies exemplary teaching skills to enable students to communicate in
English
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the state of having, doing, and thinking that is viewed as what a good teacher is supposed to do to
effectively teacher students

what a dedicated teacher does and has to do to help students succeed in learning English

The cornerstone of the meanings of English teacher professionalism above seemed to be a state of having
interwoven ability, value, and commitment to performing multi-tasks of teaching. Most participants admitted that
the concepts of teacher professionalism seemed to be too complicated to describe.

The word “ability’ perceived by the participants in this study seemed to be a prerequisite quality when discussing
professionalism. When asked directly what they thought professionalism was, they all mentioned the word
‘ability’. The array of defining ability mainly included teaching ability, an ability to motivate and inspire students,
and being able to switch roles when needed. For example, Teacher A believed that professionalism and
professional teacher coincided, meaning “an ability to teach resulting in students’ proficiency English skills”.
Similarly, Teacher B focused on an ability to manage teaching and learning skillfully, leading to students’ English
improvement and better attitudes toward the English language.

4.2 The Attributes of Professionalism

In addition to the meanings of professionalism concluded in the previous section, the scope and components of
professionalism also appeared in participants’ perceptions, reflections, and teaching behaviors. As such, all
participants illustrated definitions of professionalism via these attributes. Both the simplicity of interviews as
well as discussion responses and the complexity of underlying beliefs that shaped their teaching practices reflected
what they thought would form professionalism. The attributes of professionalism proposed by all participants
were grouped into knowledge of English language, lesson planning skills, lesson delivery techniques, and
commitment to student learning.

4.2.1 Knowledge of English Language Knowledge

Teachers in this study seem to have a consensus that English language knowledge is a preliminary element or
gateway to professionalism. In each interview, all of them commented on the necessity of deep knowledge and
proficient skills. Deep knowledge in participants’ perspectives refers to language accuracy. As one teacher said,
“a professional English teacher could be viewed as an agent of English user.” Hence, the teacher’s English
knowledge must be sufficient for both modeling how to use it and how to transfer it to students. Among all areas
of the English language, oral communication skills received an emphasis. As almost all teachers agreed, “to
enable Thai students to speak English, the teacher needs to be highly proficient, especially speaking and listening.”
In doing this, advanced skills in speaking were highly needed, especially during the booming period of the
communicative approach.

4.2.2 Lesson Planning Skills

Based on both interview responses and comments shared via online discussions, lesson planning skills are believed
to be a quality of professionalism which refers to the ability to plan an effective lesson. To the majority of
teachers in this study, lesson planning might look simple, but it took time and effort. Teacher professionalism
would not be fulfilled without specific knowledge and skills to plan a series of well-prepared lessons. A teacher
argued in an on-line discussion that lesson planning required refined ability in selecting appropriate learning
materials, choosing suitable teaching strategies, and creating supportive learning environments. Lesson planning
requires weaving all related areas of knowledge and experience ranging from knowledge of curriculum to
assessment and educational innovation.

4.2.3 Lesson Delivery Techniques

One criterion used to differentiate teachers based on the degree of professionalism is lesson delivery techniques.
All participants agreed upon the importance of teaching and believed that the quality of teaching in the classroom
reflected the actual dimension of professionalism. For them, professionalism is embedded with how well the
teacher could enable students to succeed in learning English. To achieve the benchmark of professionalism, the
teacher needed to integrate effective teaching strategies, appropriate classroom management, appropriate
communication styles, and techniques to motivate and inspire students. Delivery techniques in all teachers’
perspectives did not need to completely conform to theories. Instead, the teacher needs to realize all factors
associated with the lesson. As a teacher mentioned in her online responses, “Professionalism unavoidably
comprises professional practices during any lesson.”
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4.2.4 Commitment to Student Learning

The last attribute of professionalism that teachers in this study took into account is the teacher’s commitment to
student learning. That is, only knowledge and teaching skills would not guarantee a teacher meeting the concept
of professionalism. Instead, dedicated teachers who always guided themselves to take care of all tasks related to
lifting the quality of teaching and learning would fit the concept of professionalism. As 6 teachers shared via their
comments, professionalism must include willingness and desire to carry out teaching with pride. With
commitment, teachers would attempt not only to perform teaching tasks seriously but also look forward to
improving work quality. Commitment, as some participants argued, was based on an individual’s view of
dedication, not job requirements. “Teacher commitment is similar to the realization of working for the betterment
of students, not the teacher, said a teacher. Others also shared similar thoughts that commitment must be
self-driven.

4.3 The Roles of Professionalism

According to all teachers in this study, the roles of English teacher professionalism in Thai schools seemed to vary,
depending on how each teacher regarded professionalism. Four major roles appeared in this study. Firstly, for
those who had clear pictures of what professionalism was and had strong desire to conform to the notion of
professionalism, the role of professionalism was a mission. The mission reminded them of what they were
supposed to do and not to do. These teachers would always take professionalism into account, setting high
expectations for students, themselves, and the teaching profession. Secondly, for teachers who treated teaching as
a career based on their belief that they had both knowledge and interests in transferring English knowledge and
skills, professionalism was a set of expectations. They accepted that students and parents would prefer skillful
teachers that would enable students to succeed in learning English. Thirdly, for teachers who were not certain
about the notion of professionalism, the role that professionalism played was just an ideal concept. As an ideal
concept, some teachers were concerned that it was somewhat too difficult to reach. They accepted the value of
professionalism. However, due to the lack of some qualities, to meet professionalism requirements seemed to be
inhibited. Lastly, most teachers viewed professionalism as a measure for accountability. In an on-line
discussion with more than 40 entries, the main part of the content was that teachers should be responsible for their
tasks. Other teachers who had similar idea said that one simple way to display accountability in education in
order to receive trust from the public is the vivid roles of professionalism. Two teachers added their critical
viewpoints that English teachers in Thailand deserved scrutiny due to complaints that Thai students’ English
proficiency tended to be too low. When the public challenged the quality of teaching and learning English,
teacher professionalism cannot avoid being scrutinized.

5. Discussion

The findings in this study revealed that all participants generally have their own perceptions about teacher
professionalism. While it has been discussed that the definitions of professionalism vary, the EFL teachers in this
study, surprisingly, expressed similar viewpoints. For the meanings of professionalism, they mainly focused on
abilities, qualities, and effective teaching. Compared to the components of professionalism including behavior,
attitude, and knowledge discussed by Evans (2011), the term professionalism for Thai EFL teachers seem to
comply to all. That is, they believed that abilities are the outcomes of the interplay between behavioral and
intellectual qualities, and effective teaching would be the catalyst of all.

Englund (1996 as cited in Hargreaves, 2000) noted that teachers generally view professionalism as either what
they do or what controls their actions. The definitions shared by the teachers in this study are aligned with the
former. It is likely that they emphasized the quality of teaching with knowledge, skills, and values as the
foundations of effectiveness. Hence, it can be assumed that, based on the participants’ beliefs, the concrete state of
professionalism is expressed through the teacher’s intellectual, behavioral, and attitudinal qualities. Not
surprisingly, teaching practices and comments the participants shared in discussions reflected these assumptions of
professionalism.

The findings also showed the elements of professionalism as perceived by the participants. As EFL teachers, the
participants regarded knowledge of English language, lesson planning skills, teaching techniques, and
commitment to student learning as core attributes. These tend to be in accordance with subject matter, general
pedagogy, and pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1987). The four attributes also relate to foundation
and application domains used as indicators of TESOL professionalism (Kuhlman & Knezevic, n.d). It is likely
that the participants’ perceptions about professionalism were shaped by an idea of what practitioners are supposed
to do when performing teaching. They leaned toward traditional, functional perspectives (Johnson, 1997 cited in
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Gleeson & James, 2007) that required skills and code of conduct of a particular occupation to shape
professionalism, rather than ideological perspectives that value self-interest.

The other part of findings present the roles of professionalism. All four roles in the participants’ beliefs including
a mission, a set of expectations, an ideal concept, and a measure for accountability expressed in this study
emphasized their significant notion of professionalism. It can be implied that the multiple roles would influence
the participants’ teaching practices. A set of expectations and an ideal concept might serve as a soft version of
standards and obligation. However, no participants mentioned government or any other organizational controls,
or even occupational freedom. It can be assumed that global/local tensions (Torres-Rocha, 2019) was not a major
concern for the participants. The role of professionalism as a mission could mean they agreed upon the influential
status of teacher professionalism within the insiders’ value rather than obligations from outsiders.

The combination of the findings in this study also leads to a further discussion on the development of teacher
professionalism. Based on Hargreaves’s (2000) four periods of teacher professionalism, the meanings, attributes,
and roles of professionalism shown in this study seem to be mainly situated in the age of the autonomous
professional. They focused on justifying each teacher’s intellectual and teaching skills independently. In doing
this, they might feel free to isolate themselves or did not realize the existence of the teaching community. Their
interests would be just their success in teaching and student learning. As such, ‘strong professional cultures of
collaboration’ (Hargreaves, 2000, p. 15) did not appear in the participants’ perspectives.

The findings in this study were limited to 20 participants in specific contexts. Other contexts of studies might
yield different notions of professionalism. To justify the meanings, attributes and roles of professionalism voiced
by the EFL teachers is beyond the purposes of this study. Also, though trustworthiness of qualitative research was
employed during data collection and analysis, the findings are mainly based on the research’s interpretive lenses.
These all could be viewed as limitations of this study.

6. Conclusion

To conclude, this study uncovered the meanings, attributes, and roles of teacher professionalism based on 20 Thai
TEFL teachers’ perspectives. The findings indicated that professionalism refers to the big picture of exemplar,
effective teachers. To conform to the concept of professionalism, the participants believed that teachers needed to
possess proficient English skills with an emphasis on oral communication, lesson planning abilities, lesson
delivery skills, and commitment to successful student learning. Professionalism also played various roles,
ranging from being a mission, a set of expectations, an ideal concept, and a measure for accountability. The EFL
teachers who shared their voices in this study were aware of professionalism. This could serve as information for
teacher educators to realize how EFL teachers viewed the status of professionalism. Likewise, educational policy
makers may utilize the information when planning professional development and curriculum development
policies.
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