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Becoming a professional 
Teachers come into the profession for differing reasons in different country contexts, in 
differing economic circumstances and with varying expectations of the rewards and 
challenges of the role. Common to all, however, is a need for appreciation, autonomy and 
affiliation - the latitude and discretion to exercise professional judgment, together with 
recognition and endorsement for such initiative and a sense of belonging to a cadre of 
like-minded people whose interests and motivations you share. The place of these within 
a hierarchy of needs varies country by country depending on an essential infrastructure 
of safety, security, working conditions, resourcing and adequate remuneration. 
Wherever teachers have been questioned about their priorities and satisfiers, in South 
America, Sub-Saharan Africa, Europe or North America, they cite the importance of recognition 
and respect for the challenges they rise to on a daily basis. However, their expectations 
of being the professional shapers of the next generations have to contend with being 
cast as a 'trade', associated with minimal training requirements, ease of entry, low pay 
and benefits, and located at the bottom of the civil service ladder, in what has cynically 
been referred to as ‘women's work’ (Cooper, 1992: 15). 
 
Teachers, unlike most professions, are burdened with excessive expectations from society 
at large, caught between high expectation and low professional esteem (Punch and 
Tuetteman, 1996).  The irony is that we in education are expected to develop in our young people 
the attributes, skills and capacities that will enable them to prosper and 
succeed in the knowledge society and, at the same time, we are expected 
to counteract and mitigate, to an extent, the problems emerging from an 
increasingly globalised economy. (Taylor and Runté, 1995, p. 5). 
 

Yet, how is teachers’ work acknowledged or rewarded? Michael Davidson (Senior Policy 
Analyst at the OECD), interviewed on TALIS international dataset, referred to ‘a 
shocking statistic’ - that 75 per cent of teachers said that they wouldn’t be ‘rewarded 
in any way for improving the quality of their work’. This is an overall figure but, in 
some countries, he claimed, the figure was over 90 per cent (in Bangs et al., 2010:141). 
Debates may continue as to whether teaching meets the criteria of a ‘profession’, but 
it is impossible to deny the juxtaposition of low esteem and the highly specialised 
knowledge, skills, and ‘bedside manner’ which characterise high, and continuously rising, 
teaching standards in countries at the leading edge of development. Figure 1 illustrates 
the commonly accepted criteria of what it means to be a ‘professional’. 

 
12 Criteria of professionalism 
 
1. Theoretical knowledge and concomitant skills: Professionals are assumed to have extensive 
theoretical knowledge and, deriving from that, skills that are exercised in practice. 
 
2. High quality pre-service academic and professional preparation: Professions 
usually require at least three years’ academic accreditation plus professional 
induction, together with a requirement to demonstrate professional competence 
in the workplace. 
 
3. Legal recognition and professional closure: Professions tend to exclude those who 
have not met their requirements nor joined the appropriate professional body. 
 
4. Induction: A period of induction and a trainee role is a prerequisite to being recognised 
as a full member of a professional body together with continuous upgrading of 
skills through continuing professional development. 
 
5. Professional association: Professions usually have professional bodies organised 
by their members, intended to enhance their status together with carefully 



controlled entrance requirements and membership. 
 
6. Work autonomy: Professionals retain control over their work and also have 
control over their own theoretical knowledge. 
 
7. Code of professional conduct or ethics: Professional bodies usually have codes 
of conduct or ethics for their members and disciplinary procedures for those who 
infringe the rules. 
 
8. Self-regulation: Professional bodies are self-regulating and independent from 
government. 
 
9. Public service and altruism: Services provided are for the public good and altruistic 
in nature. 
 
10. Authority and legitimacy: Professions have clear legal authority over some 
activities but also add legitimacy to a wide range of related activities. 
 
11. Inaccessible and indeterminacy body of knowledge: The body of professional skills 
are relatively inaccessible to the uninitiated. 
 
12. Mobility: Skills, knowledge and authority belong to professionals as individuals, not 
the organisations for which they work and, as they move, they take their talents with 
them. Standardisation of professional training and procedures enhances such mobility. 
 
Meeting the criteria to be a teacher goes beyond these formal categories. For example, 
in a policy paper on the quality of teachers by the Association for Teacher Education 
in Europe (Smith, 2006), teaching is described as ‘a profession that entails reflective 
thinking, continuing professional development, autonomy, responsibility, creativity, research 
and personal judgments’. They add, ‘Indicators that identify the quality of teachers 
should reflect these values and attributes’ (p. 7). 
 
The Australian Council of Professions defined teaching in this way: 
A profession is a disciplined group of individuals who adhere to ethical 
standards and who hold themselves out as, and are accepted by the public 
as, possessing special knowledge and skills in a widely recognised body of learning 
derived from research, education and training at a high level, and who are 
prepared to apply this knowledge and exercise these skills in the interest of 
others. (ACP, 2004, p.1) 
 
It is this lack of self-interest or profit motive, ‘a commitment to public service’ 
(Burbules and Densmore, 1991) that, above all, defines what it means to be a teacher. 
This does not imply that all teachers everywhere are exemplary models of that 
professional ethic but it does set teaching, as a vocation, apart from most other and 
less altruistic professions. 
 
How teachers themselves perceive their professional commitment is described by Crosswell 
and Elliot (2004) as a ‘passion’ (positive emotional attachment); as an investment of 
time outside of contact hours with students; as a focus on the individual needs of students; 
as a responsibility to impart knowledge, attitudes, values; as ‘maintaining professional 
knowledge’ and as engagement with the school community 


