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Despite evidence that teachers’ careers seldom unfold in linear trajectories, much teacher 
identity research continues to frame career development in linear terms and to privilege 
individualistic notions of professional reflection. This study situates collaborative 
narrative-sharing as a collective, dialogic process through which educators negotiate 
career transitions and reconstruct professional purpose. Guided by Huberman’s Career 
Trajectory Model, the Cultivation-Awakening-Transformation Framework, the Taken-
for-Granted Framework, and Third Space Theory, this qualitative study involved 20 mid-
career educators in structured storytelling dialogues. Data from group interactions, 
reflective journals, and audio recordings were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis. 
The findings reveal recursive and relational identity development shaped by reflective 
insight and institutional pressures. Participants constructed informal “third spaces” to 
interpret career change, cultivate empathy, and reaffirm commitment to teaching. The 
study positions narrative-sharing as both a research method and a professional learning 
practice, contributing evidence for scalable, low-cost strategies to strengthen teacher 
resilience, well-being, and retention in complex educational contexts.  

 
Introduction  
 
Teacher careers are often depicted as linear and orderly. Yet, in practice, teachers face 
cyclical disruptions and transitions as well as shifting conceptions of professionalism in 
response to institutional demands, policy changes, and personal aspirations. Despite 
important groundwork, such as Huberman (1989) identifying career stages, current 
scholarship continues to focus on linear career advancement (Lincicome, 2005) or 
individual reflection and meaning-making (Pishghadam et al., 2022), with little attention to 
the collective, relational, and emotional conceptions and negotiations of career change. 
This limitation is particularly salient amid rising teacher turnover, intensifying workloads, 
and accountability pressures that strain professional purpose and well-being (Savickas, 
2021). 
 
Narrative inquiry has increasingly been recognised as a valuable lens on identity 
development (Clandinin, 2023). However, such work has largely centred on individual 
reflection or survey-based designs. Far less is known about how narrative-sharing in group 
contexts enables educators to interpret transition, reframe difficulty, and reconstruct 
professional purpose. Our study addresses that gap by conceptualising collaborative 
narrative-sharing as a dialogic process through which educators negotiate identity, 
encounter institutional constraint, and work through tension to sustain resilience and 
continuity of purpose (Parks, 2023). 
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Adopting an interpretivist perspective, this study explores how educators experience and 
make sense of career transitions and how collaborative narrative-sharing functions as a 
means of professional identity reconstruction (Creswell & Poth, 2024). Attention is 
directed to transitional challenges, perceived catalysts of change, the interaction between 
institutional conditions and personal meaning-making, and the extent to which group-
constructed narratives foster empathy, reflexivity, and renewed agency (Segal, 2024). 
 
This study contributes to international debates on sustaining the teaching profession by 
positioning teacher identity as a recursive and socially embedded process. It advances a 
theoretical understanding of career development, demonstrates the methodological value 
of collaborative narrative inquiry, and proposes structured narrative-sharing as a scalable, 
low-cost strategy to support teacher well-being and retention in rapidly changing 
educational systems. 
 
Literature review and conceptual framework 
 
To interpret teacher career transitions and professional identity construction, researchers 
draw upon diverse theoretical perspectives. This study integrates four theoretical models: 
Huberman’s Career Trajectory Model, the Cultivation–Awakening–Transformation (C-A-T) 
Framework, the Taken-for-Granted Framework, and Third Space Theory. While these models 
have enriched teacher career scholarship in diverse settings around the world, existing 
research continues to privilege individual career trajectories or institutional pressures at 
the expense of recognising how identity is constructed through shared meaning-making 
and collective reflection, particularly in diverse cultural settings. Positioning narrative-
sharing as both a method and developmental practice allows a more comprehensive 
appreciation of how teachers make sense of professional purpose, cope with disruption, 
and reconstitute identity within and beyond institutional settings. 
 
Career stages and the limits of linearity 
 
Huberman’s career trajectory model presents teaching as a sequence of developmental 
levels ranging from initial enthusiasm to stabilisation and, finally, to withdrawal or renewal 
(Huberman, 1989). Though usefully heuristic, this model has come under growing 
criticism for its assumption of orderly career progression in a context of policy disruption, 
workload expansion, and reduced career coherence (Akkermans et al., 2020); further, 
orderly career assumptions have been challenged by increased mid-career attrition due to 
burnout and values mismatch (Avola et al., 2025). Subsequent scholarship has positioned 
teaching careers as contingent, recursive, and constructed through agency within relatively 
stable institutional conditions (Bayer et al., 2009). By foregrounding shared turning points, 
our study contributes to understanding how educators construct meaning around 
fractured trajectories, rather than progressing through predetermined stages.  
 
Recursive and transformative models of identity 
 
The cultivation–awakening–transformation (C-A-T) framework portrays teacher identity 
as circular and constructed by reflective triggers, ethical dilemmas, and critical incidents 
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(Fitzgerald et al., 2025; Lim, 2022). Although this model highlights agency and intentional 
change, it overlooks spontaneous change and involuntary disruption. Oftentimes, research 
suggests that identity change might be due to organisational change, emotional exhaustion, 
or values mismatch, as opposed to self-initiated growth (Segal, 2024). Our study 
challenges the assumptions of intentional and incremental development and portrays 
teachers’ careers as recursive and contingent. Within this framing, narrative-sharing 
operates as a relational mechanism through which disruption is collectively interpreted 
and agency preserved (Teng, 2017). Therefore, it bridges individual reflection and 
collective meaning-making, facilitating identity reconstruction in uncertain times. 
 
Institutional pressures and professional dissonance 
 
The taken-for-granted framework illustrates how accountability and performativity 
regimes place pressure on educators’ values and those of institutions (Forgasz et al., 2023). 
This reflects a broader shift from psychological to socio-political accounts of identity, 
foregrounding identity as a negotiated rather than fixed. However, a strong focus on 
constraint in responses would position teachers as passive. The research described here 
produces far more multifaceted responses in which teachers navigate constraint with 
subtle resistance, value assertion, and collective support (Mockler, 2013). Even in the 
most regulated setting, teachers can exercise agency and protect professional integrity 
(Funk & Woodroffe, 2024). When read alongside third space theory, institutional tension 
becomes a site not only of compliance but of reinterpretation. Collaborative narrative-
sharing can convert institutional expectations into opportunities for socially mediated 
identity work (Parks, 2023). 
 
Agency and liminal spaces 
 
Third space theory (Whitchurch, 2008) conceptualises hybrid spaces where educators step 
beyond prescribed roles to negotiate and reconstitute their professional identity. Whether 
through formal mentoring relationships or informal cross-disciplinary working, this space 
mediates tension between expected and personal norms to experiment, contest, and co-
construct alternative stories of practice (Eteläpelto et al., 2013). Access to these spaces is 
often uneven, particularly under conditions of workload intensification and limited 
institutional support (Goosen & Cilliers, 2020). 
 
Narrative-sharing is conceptualised here as a third space practice. Within storytelling 
circles, educators engage in dialogic meaning-making that enables them to negotiate 
liminality, challenge restrictive norms, and reconstitute their professional purpose 
(Clandinin, 2023). These spaces facilitate hybrid positions in which compliance and 
authenticity are resisted (Whitchurch, 2008). In this sense, narrative-sharing operates as a 
reclaiming of agency, resonating with critical accounts of education as a site of resistance 
and imaginative possibility (Fraser, 2023). 
 
Narrative inquiry and collective storytelling 
 
Existing career models frequently view work on identity as an individual process, 
neglecting the relational potential of meaning-making (Pishghadam et al., 2022). Although 
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stage-based models and socio-political models provide rich insights (Huberman, 1989; Gu 
& Day, 2007), they can risk reducing such work to solitary reflection. By contrast, identity 
is seen as jointly constructed through dialogue and reciprocity with shared stories, and 
collective narrative inquiry can support empathy, mutual recognition and professional 
solidarity (Barkhuizen et al., 2024). Group storytelling can place individuals' experiences in 
socio-historical patterns, reducing isolation and positioning problems for individuals as 
collective concerns (Sachs, 2016). Socio-cultural perspectives also view knowledge and 
identity as social constructions within communities of practice (Vygotsky, 1978). 
Nevertheless, most narrative research has been Western and based on autobiographical 
narratives or individual interviews (Clandinin, 2023). There has been inadequate attention 
paid to collective storytelling in varied contexts and policies related to burnout, attrition 
and career sustainability (Coppe et al., 2024). Consequently, this research situates 
narrative-sharing as a methodological and developmental strategy, using dialogic processes 
to produce shared meaning and maintain professional purpose amidst institutional 
demands. 
 
Integrated conceptual framework 
 
This study presents narrative-sharing as a mediating process that bridges four perspectives 
on teacher career development. Huberman’s model (Huberman, 1989) offers a temporal 
perspective but risks promoting a linear and deterministic view of careers; the C-A-T 
Framework (Lim, 2022) acknowledges non-linearity but diminishes the influence of 
systemic constraint; the "taken-for-granted framework" acknowledges institutional 
constraint but runs the risk of overemphasising constraint; third space theory 
(Whitchurch, 2008) offers a valuable perspective on agency in liminal spaces but runs the 
risk of overemphasising their accessibility.  
 
Bridging these four perspectives allows for a quadrilateral conceptual lens that appreciates 
career development as temporal, emotional, structural, and agentic. Within this 
quadrilateral lens, narrative-sharing can be conceptualised as a collaborative reflective 
space where teachers engage with dissonance, reinterpreted disruption, and constructed 
identity collectively. Positioning narrative-sharing as a cyclical and relational process allows 
for practical intervention in career counselling, continuing professional development, and 
teacher retention plans through enhanced professional agency and shared meaning-
making. The integrated framework is illustrated in Figure 1, which conceptualises 
narrative-sharing as a cyclical and relational mediating process connecting temporal, 
emotional, structural, and agentic dimensions of teacher career development and identity 
(re)construction. 
 
Method 
 
Research design and rationale 
 
This study employed a qualitative design rooted in narrative inquiry to explore how mid-
career teachers make sense of crossing boundaries and reconstituting identity in changing 
institutional and policy contexts. Such work is consistent with a framework in which 
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career is described across time, emotion, structure, and agency, and thus requires a 
method that values lived experience over explanation with respect to measurable variables 
(Creswell & Poth, 2024). Narrative inquiry captured the stories through which teachers 
made sense of change in their careers, institutions, and agency (Clandinin, 2023). Building 
on this tradition, this study extended narrative inquiry to also illuminate identity work as 
relational and co-constructed, disrupting assumptions in career scholarship that narratives 
are private, cognitive work (Barkhuizen et al., 2024; Savickas, 2021). Narrative-sharing is a 
third space practice (Whitchurch, 2008) through which participants negotiated meaning, 
enacted alternatives to dominant norms, and imagined future possibilities. Hence, this 
design explored how teachers collectively make sense of sustaining professional agency in 
changing educational demands. 

Figure 1: Integrated conceptual framework: Narrative-sharing as a mediating 
process in career development and teacher identity (re)construction. 

Adapted from Huberman (1989), Clandinin (2023) and Gu & Day (2007). 
 
Philosophical orientation and justification for qualitative narrative inquiry 
 
This study was situated within an interpretivist paradigm, which assumes that professional 
identity and career trajectories are socially constructed, contextually situated, and best 
understood through participants’ own meaning-making (Schwandt & Gates, 2023). 
Interpretivism’s recognition of multiple realities aligns with the study’s emphasis on non-
linear career pathways and the socio-cultural contexts through which teachers negotiate 
change. Narrative inquiry was employed as it enables the exploration of storied experience 
and the relational processes through which identity is constructed, disrupted, and re-
imagined over time (Clandinin, 2023). Extending traditional narrative inquiry, this study 
incorporated collective narrative-sharing to examine identity work as a relational rather 
than solely individual process. This approach draws on social constructivism (Vygotsky, 
1978) and third space theory (Whitchurch, 2008), positioning identity negotiation as 
simultaneously personal and socially mediated. From this perspective, professional identity 
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is understood as dynamic and contingent, shaped by the interplay of agency and structural 
influence. Epistemologically, knowledge was co-constructed through reflexive researcher-
participant engagement, with narrative-sharing serving both as a source of data and as a 
developmental process through which teachers co-construct professional meaning. 
 
Participant selection: Sampling strategy, recruitment, and inclusion criteria 
 
A purposive sample of 20 teachers was recruited through professional learning networks, 
education websites, social media platforms, and school networks. This sampling strategy 
aligns with the interpretivist orientation of the study by prioritising depth, experiential 
diversity, and relevance over statistical generalisability (Creswell & Poth, 2024). 
Participants were selected based on their experience of career transitions, including 
changes of role, school, or temporary exits from teaching. In this study, mid-career is 
understood relationally rather than chronologically, referring to teachers with sufficient 
professional experience to engage in reflective identity work and who are actively 
navigating career transitions, rather than a fixed stage defined by age or years of service. 
Eligibility criteria required participants to (a) currently or previously teach in a recognised 
school or early childhood setting, (b) have at least three years of professional experience 
to support reflective engagement, and (c) have experienced at least one career transition. 
Participant demographic and professional characteristics are provided in Appendix 1 to 
enhance contextual transparency. Sampling continued until theoretical saturation was 
reached, with no new themes emerging from additional data (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). 
 
Data collection methods 
 
Three qualitative methods were used to explore teachers’ identity journeys: group 
storytelling circles, reflective journals, and audio transcripts. To promote triangulation, 
multiple sources were drawn to allow cross-checking of insights and deeper exploration of 
how teachers’ sense of self evolved over time (Denzin, 2024). The storytelling circles 
formed the heart of this study. In small groups of four to six, teachers gathered to share 
pivotal career moments, times when personal values clashed with policy, or when their 
professional identity shifted or felt challenged. Guided by open-ended prompts (see 
Appendix 2), these sessions became spaces for genuine back-and-forth dialogue, where 
meaning emerged naturally through conversation, in line with the principles of narrative 
inquiry (Clandinin, 2023). Additionally, each teacher also kept a reflective journal over 
four weeks. These personal writings captured thoughts and emotions that surfaced 
between group meetings, revealing how identities changed day by day and how feelings 
shaped their stories in ways group discussions could not fully capture. All group sessions 
were audio-recorded, carefully transcribed, and anonymised to protect privacy. Transcripts 
were reviewed for accuracy and stored securely, following the latest ethical guidelines 
(British Educational Research Association, 2024). Together, these methods created a rich, 
evolving picture of teachers’ lived experiences, one shaped through relationships, 
reflection, and shared meaning-making, fully aligned with the spirit of narrative inquiry. 
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Data analysis strategy 
 
Data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021). Coding was 
inductive and deductive: inductive codes were generated directly from teachers’ stories; 
deductive codes were derived from the study’s conceptual framework. Analyses were 
conducted iteratively, beginning with prolonged engagement with transcripts and journals. 
The first coding levels from NVivo 14 yielded patterns emerging from the data and 
theory-driven categories (Bingham, 2023). Themes were refined through constant 
comparison to achieve clarity and depth (Nowell et al., 2017), and mapped onto the 
model’s temporal, affective, structural and agentic levels. Reflexive journaling maintained 
transparency of the researcher’s ‘mirror’ (Finlay, 2002). Finally, narrative vignettes were 
constructed to bring themes to life while remaining faithful to the lived experience 
(Clandinin, 2023). 
 
Trustworthiness and ethical considerations 
 
These were achieved through the application of recognised qualitative criteria (Lloyd et al., 
2024). Trustworthiness was enhanced through prolonged contact with participants, 
triangulation between the storytelling sessions and reflective journals, and participant 
validation of the emergent interpretations. Dependability was achieved through the audit 
trail of coding processes and analytic memos (Nowell et al., 2017). Confirmability was 
achieved through the prolonged reflexive journaling, which surfaced the assumptions of 
the researcher (Rostron, 2024). Transferability was achieved through the thick description 
of the participants’ contexts and career experiences, which allows the reader to determine 
relevance to other settings (Tracy, 2026). Additionally, ethical approval was obtained from 
the institutional review board before data collection. Participants were informed about the 
study and provided with a written informed consent. Confidentiality was maintained by 
pseudonymisation and storing recordings and transcripts on encrypted, password-
protected devices accessible only by the research team (Wiles, 2012). There were no 
restrictions on withdrawal for participants. 
 
Findings and discussion 
 
This section reports the results from collective narrative-sharing, analysed using reflexive 
thematic analysis and interpreted using the integrated conceptual framework. Five themes 
were generated: (1) uneven and varied career trajectories; (2) triggers and turning points; 
(3) navigating identity between institutional demands; (4) agency and re-invention in the 
‘third space’; and (5) collective narrative-sharing as identity work. These themes were 
illustrated using vignettes from participants and situated the findings in relation to other 
scholarship on teacher career development, the institutional demands placed on teachers 
and collaborative narrative research. 
 
Theme 1: Diverse career trajectories 
 
From the participants’ narratives, the outcomes showed that teachers’ career paths were 
not characterised by steady upward movement but marked by movement across roles, 
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pauses, returns, and redirections. They did not move through clearly defined stages in a 
linear sequence. Participants responded to needs and opportunities shaped by changes in 
their values, institutional conditions, and emerging possibilities. 
 
James, a middle-aged teacher, articulated a clear, planned path in keeping with many of the 
assumptions of continuous development: 
 

I mapped out my career from the start. Each move, new subjects, and leadership roles 
were part of a plan. 

 
By contrast, Emily narrated a cyclical pathway in which attempts at leadership ultimately 
reaffirmed her commitment to classroom practice: 
 

I tried leadership twice, but both times I came back to the classroom. Each step forward 
made me realise that what I valued was the direct connection with students. 

 
Michael, who transitioned into educational entrepreneurship, highlighted a more emergent 
trajectory: 
 

I started with a passion for teaching, but over time I realised my strengths lay in creating 
learning products. It was never planned. It just evolved. 

 
These accounts challenge the assumed linear sequencing and stability of progression in 
Huberman’s career trajectory model (Huberman, 1989). Instead of moving linearly 
through discrete career stages, participants described recursive movement, lateral shifts, 
and ongoing recalibration throughout their careers. This corroborates other work on non-
linear, affective career cycles (Lim, 2022) and research on career shocks, in which personal 
and structural shocks force re-evaluation of purpose and direction (Akkermans et al., 
2020). Under policy reform, structural pressure, and increased accountability, these shocks 
are not merely interruptions to a career. They facilitate and catalyse re-orientation. Teacher 
careers are best viewed as ongoing, co-constructed through negotiation between teacher 
aspirations, institutional constraints, and changing ideas of education purpose. 
Recognising careers as contingent and developing professional development architectures 
that accommodate cyclical growth, re-entry, lateral movement, and role experimentation 
as credible forms of advancement may better support sustainability. 
 
Theme 2: Triggers of career change 
 
Career shifts were often prompted by the interplay of personal reflection and institutional 
disruption rather than a single defining moment. Internal motivations included a desire for 
renewal, the pursuit of further study, and the need to re-establish work-life balance. As 
Sarah reflected,  
 

After years in the same school, I felt stuck, not burnt out, but needing to rediscover who 
I was as a teacher. 

 
Her temporary retreat from leadership enabled what she described as “finding again why I 
chose teaching in the first place.” 
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Several participants mentioned external catalysts, such as increased administrative 
demands, policy change and organisational restructuring. David noted that the cumulative 
effect of increased workload and constant curriculum change prompted him to “leave 
classroom practice work” and go into policy work instead. Farah also cited changes in 
accountability that limited pedagogic freedoms to a “tipping point” that prompted a 
“stand back” and rethinking of her career in teaching. For both, it was the cumulative 
impact of these institutional conditions that reached a crisis point that prompted 
reflection on identity and direction. 
 
These accounts resonate with Gu and Day’s (2007) taken-for-granted framework in 
demonstrating how institutional conditions can contribute to professional identity and 
challenge commitment when tensions accumulate. They also reflect third space positions 
(Whitchurch, 2024) in showing how disruption provides opportunities for liminal states in 
which alternative identities and professional possibilities are imagined. 
 
Consistent with broader scholarship, participants’ exits were rarely impulsive or isolated 
decisions. Instead, they mirrored cumulative tensions between participants’ personal 
values and institutional expectations. This finding is also supported by research 
connecting value–policy dissonance and attrition and re-orientation (Avola et al., 2025). In 
this regard, career change is not a withdrawal, but a subtle and at times obligatory form of 
exercising agency, purpose and professional belonging in changing educational habitats. 
 
Theme 3: Identity negotiation and institutional tension 
 
Participants consistently described identity construction as a contested and negotiated 
process shaped by organisational expectations, policy demands, and deeply held 
pedagogical values. These negotiations were rarely straightforward; instead, they involved 
balancing professional beliefs with institutional norms, highlighting identity as both 
personal and structurally situated. 
 
For Tina, a pre-school teacher committed to play-based practice, accountability demands 
created ongoing friction: 
 

I’m all about play… but the school wants results. I feel like I’m always having to justify 
what I do. 

Her experience illustrates identity discomfort when developmental philosophies collide 
with outcomes-driven accountability, reinforcing that tensions are not simply about 
practice but about who one can be as a teacher. 
 
Other participants highlighted political and cultural dynamics shaping professional 
belonging. Richard, an experienced teacher repeatedly overlooked for leadership roles, 
reflected: 
 

As if I wasn’t political already. It felt like they were saying I wasn’t good enough, even though I 
am qualified. 
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Such accounts point to organisational gatekeeping and perceived inequities, where 
exclusion undermines not only career progression but also professional legitimacy and 
self-worth. 
 
Restrictions imposed by standardisation also surfaced as identity threats. Wei shared, 
 

You had to put everything in that template. There was no space to be creative. I felt I 
wasn’t teaching, just ticking boxes. 

 
This sentiment aligns with critiques of managerialism that recast teachers as implementers 
rather than pedagogical professionals. 
 
These accounts illustrate the operation of a taken-for-granted framework (e.g. Forgasz et 
al., 2023; Karimullah et al., 2025). They provide insight into how implicit assumptions 
embedded within institutional and accountability cultures can both support and constrain 
professional identity, and in some cases undermine it. They also demonstrate how 
structural tensions, when encountered within third spaces (Whitchurch, 2008), can create 
liminal opportunities for renegotiation and agency, although access to such spaces remains 
limited. Participants indicated that principals’ vision, collegial cultures, and policy 
approaches shaped whether these tensions became sites for renegotiation and agency or 
drivers of exit. Sachs’ (2016) suggestion that teacher identity is socially negotiated, 
personally held, and vulnerable, supports these accounts in seeing identity work as critical 
to sustainability, not a peripheral emotional issue. Schools that overlook this risk may 
hollow out practice, de-professionalise educators, and limit the capacity to sustain a 
purposeful profession. 
 
Theme 4: Reinvention in third spaces 
 
Participants identified informal and semi-formal spaces for narrative-sharing as pivotal to 
professional renewal, enabling identity reconstruction and resistance to policy-driven 
standardisation. These spaces functioned as relational contexts where educators could 
experiment pedagogically, re-centre personal values, and reclaim agency beyond evaluation 
metrics. 
 
Tom, a teacher-mentor, described re-engagement through self-initiated curriculum work: 

I initiated a review of the curriculum I teach, outside my normal role… It wasn’t part of 
my job, but it was the most meaningful work I did. 
 

His account illustrates how professional autonomy exercised outside managerial structures 
can revitalise purpose and reassert professional expertise. 
 
Similarly, Jean, a school leader, reflected on rediscovering intrinsic motivation: 
 

I was re-reminded why I became a teacher… It was a space not focused on measures. 
 

Here, third space interactions provided an evaluative-free environment for reconnecting 
with moral purpose and pedagogical identity. 
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For Anita, informal collegial conversations held more developmental power than formal 
programs: 
 

The most meaningful growth for me didn’t come from training, but from talking to 
colleagues after school. That’s when I felt free. 

 
Such experiences reinforce third space theory (Whitchurch, 2008), suggesting hybrid, 
relational spaces as fertile sites for creativity, experimentation, and affirmation of shared 
values. 
 
However, these opportunities were not equally distributed. As an early-career teacher, 
Victor noted: 
 

I wanted to join a community project, but didn’t have the energy. Opportunities like that 
feel like a privilege. 

 
His account highlights structural inequities, where workload intensification and role 
insecurity restrict participation, indicating that third space access is contingent, not 
guaranteed. 
 
These findings resonate with Barkhuizen et al. (2024), who argue that narrative inquiry 
serves both research and professional learning purposes, and with Karimullah et al. (2025), 
who emphasise collaborative reflection as a way of maintaining adaptive capacity in the 
face of system pressure. However, this study adds to this body of knowledge by theorising 
these informal ‘sanctuaries’ of sharing as a protective counter-space to a homogenising 
policy context, while acknowledging their vulnerability under increased labour demands. 
The emergence of these informal ‘sanctuaries’ of sharing suggests that relational 
collegiality can help contain professional erosion, but their uneven existence indicates that 
school cultures must move beyond implicit support and actively foster these spaces rather 
than leaving them to chance or individual capacity. 
 
Theme 5: The role of collaborative narrative-sharing 
 
For all participants in this study, collaborative storytelling did not function merely as 
description, but as a reflective mirror, a legitimating space, and a site of professional 
solidarity in making sense of work experiences. Secondary teacher Faridah described how 
narrative-sharing provided a space for reflexive engagement: 
 

It’s like a mirror… something in their story reflected me. I had to rethink some of my 
assumptions. 

 
Her description suggests that narrative-sharing provided a space for relational reflexivity, a 
place where educators see and engage with their own positionalities through engagement 
with others’ stories. 
 
For Wendy, a senior teacher, narrative exchange conferred professional legitimacy: 
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You’ve got power in telling your story, but you’ve also got to hear the story. It’s not 
therapy… It’s a professional story. 

 
This distinction underscores narrative-sharing as professional inquiry rather than 
emotional catharsis, aligning with the call by Barkhuizen et al. (2024) to recognise 
narrative inquiry as a valid form of ongoing professional learning. 
 
Similarly, Arun emphasised how shared narrative spaces cultivate solidarity and reduce 
isolation: 
 

I realised I wasn’t the only one. Everyone was dealing with the same contradictions. 
 
His reflections resonate with Coppe et al.’s (2024) work on vulnerability and collective 
identity work, illustrating how collegial trust mitigates the destabilising effects of policy 
pressure, workload, and change (Day et al., 2024). 
 
Empirically, these accounts support the claim that dialogic reflection promotes 
professional identity and attachment. Sachs (2016) situates professional communities as 
spaces of resistance and innovation. Karimullah et al. (2025) show how such communities 
contribute to teachers’ resilience during reform. Our study builds on these contributions 
by positioning collaborative narrative-sharing not only as a research approach but also as a 
developmental process that promotes identity through validation, mutual recognition, and 
sense-making, thereby sustaining professional identity. Yet, access to such spaces is not 
equitable. Unless structured and cultural supports are in place, narrative-sharing remains 
an episodic and informal practice rather than an embedded feature of teachers’ 
professional life. This raises a leadership and policy challenge: securing teacher identity 
requires structured and protected spaces for collective reflection, rather than relying solely 
on goodwill or individual leadership. 
 
Summary 
 
The narratives revealed careers-in-making to be cyclical, relational and contested rather 
than linear. Five related themes were identified: (1) Multiple tracks; (2) Triggering events; 
(3) Negotiating identity against the grain of institutional expectations; (4) Re-invention in 
third spaces; and (5) Collaborative narrative-sharing. Together, they demonstrate how 
careers are constructed from intersecting temporal, emotional, structural and agentic 
considerations. They challenge assumptions about staged career progress, reporting 
looped movements, lateral shifts and reversals in response to policy reform, changing 
priorities and unexpected events. Triggering events heightened tensions between expected 
career trajectories and professional values, leading to reflection and redirection. Third 
space contexts facilitated experimentation, identity negotiation and resistance to 
standardisation, but access varied depending on workload, culture and institutional 
climate. Across narratives, collaborative narrative-sharing serves as both a method and a 
developmental practice, fostering solidarity, reducing isolation and enabling alternative 
identity construction. By incorporating dimensions of temporality, emotion, organisation 
and agency, narrative-sharing supported re-interpretation and systemic critique, enabling 
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renewed purpose in practice. Identity reconstitution emerges as collective and relational, 
enacted as a form of structural critique and creative agency to sustain commitment amid 
changing priorities. 
 
Conclusion and recommendations 
 
Restating and answering the research question 
 
This research examined how teachers make sense of career transitions and identity 
transformation, and how collaborative narrative-sharing influences this process. The 
findings reveal that teachers’ career trajectories are characterised by recursive and adaptive 
movement, shaped by reflective shifts, institutional tensions, and evolving professional 
commitments. Career transformation emerges as an ongoing negotiation between 
personal values, organisational demands, and the pursuit of meaningful professional 
purpose. 
 
More importantly, the study demonstrates that collaborative narrative-sharing functions as 
an enabling practice, creating relational spaces in which dissonance can be surfaced, taken-
for-granted assumptions challenged, and professional meaning reconstituted. Through 
shared narratives, participants constructed alternative conceptions of professional selves, 
suggesting that identity development is not merely a solitary cognitive process but a 
collective enterprise grounded in solidarity, mutual recognition, and dialogic reflection. 
The study thus positions identity work as integral to professional renewal and 
sustainability in challenging contexts. 
 
Addressing the research objectives 
 
The study’s four objectives were met as follows: 
• Career transitions: Respondents navigated transitions through purposeful planning 

and/or ad hoc responses, driven by policy change and organisational pressures. 
• Change agents: Burnout, restructuring, ethical concerns, and reflective rupture were 

critical moments that provoked questions of purpose and professional identity. 
• Personal–institutional negotiation: Career trajectories illustrated ongoing negotiation 

between personal needs and institutional demands, positioning identity as fluid and 
contested rather than fixed. 

• Collaborative narrative-sharing: Narrative-sharing functioned as a mechanism for 
empathy, critical reflection, and renewed agency, positioning it as a relational third 
space supporting resilience and identity reconstruction. 

 
Together, these findings reframe teacher career development and identity construction as 
collective, dynamic, and narrative-driven processes rather than linear and individualised 
pathways. 
 
Theoretical and practical contributions 
 
This study refines and extends existing career and identity models. The identification of 
reversals, lateral movement, and improvisation challenges assumptions of staged and 
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linear progression associated with career models such as Huberman’s. The findings also 
support a taken-for-granted framework by demonstrating that professional identity is 
shaped not only through reflective maturity but also through crisis and disruption. 
Karimullah et al.’s (2025) concept of resistant agency is reinforced, as participants’ identity 
work was negotiated rather than compliant in response to institutional pressures. Third 
space theory is supported but also problematised, as access to liminal spaces for renewal 
was found to be uneven, shaped by workload, professional culture, and organisational 
conditions. 
 
Beyond theoretical refinement, this study positions collaborative narrative-sharing as both 
a methodological approach and a developmental mechanism. Embedding structured 
narrative-sharing within a professional learning context may strengthen reflective capacity, 
reinforce resilience, and renew professional purpose, offering an alternative to 
performativity-driven models of development. 
 
Recommendations and International Implications 
 
In response to global concerns regarding teacher attrition, burnout, and policy-driven 
standardisation, this study advances three practice-oriented recommendations: 
 
• Institutionalise collective narrative-sharing in professional learning: Schools and 

systems should resource facilitated narrative-sharing within CPD programmes to 
strengthen professional agency, renewal, and purpose. 

• Protect and legitimise third spaces: Policymakers and school leaders should recognise 
informal, non-evaluative spaces, such as mentoring, peer inquiry, and collaborative 
communities, as foundational to resilience and identity development rather than 
peripheral activities. 

• Embed narrative-based peer learning within professional standards: Professional 
bodies could incorporate collaborative reflection, story-based inquiry, and dialogic peer 
engagement into formal frameworks for development and advancement. 

 
These recommendations hold relevance across diverse educational systems where 
retention, well-being, and teacher professionalism are pressing concerns. Supporting 
reflective collaboration not only enhances individual capacity but also contributes to more 
sustainable, collegial, and professionally grounded educational cultures. 
 
Limitations and future research 
 
While this study offers insight into teachers’ identity work, it has clear limitations. As all 
participants were based in Singapore, the findings should be interpreted within this 
specific policy and institutional context, and transferability to other systems requires 
careful consideration. The cross-sectional design relied on retrospective accounts, which 
may be shaped by memory and changing circumstances. In addition, the group-based 
format likely influenced how participants positioned themselves, as collective settings 
inevitably shape what individuals choose to disclose. 
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Future research could adopt longitudinal designs to examine identity development over 
time and track reflective practice more systematically. Extending narrative-sharing across 
different career stages, sectors, and national contexts would help assess the robustness and 
transferability of this approach. As hybrid professional learning expands, further work 
could also examine digital or asynchronous storytelling spaces to explore how technology 
mediates collaborative learning and identity reconstruction. 
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Appendix 1: Participant demographic and professional profile 
 
(N = 20) 

Pseudo-
nym Gender Age 

range 
Years of 

experience 

Country of 
professional 

practice 

Sector(s) of 
teaching 

Highest 
qualification 

Current / Most 
recent role 

James Male 35-44 15 Singapore Secondary Bachelor Secondary teacher 
Emily Female 35-44 12 Singapore Secondary Bachelor Secondary teacher 

Michael Male 45-54 18 Singapore Curriculum/ 
Educational 
enterprise 

Masters Curriculum 
developer 

Sarah Female 25-34 8 Singapore Primary Bachelor Primary teacher 
David Male 35-44 12 Singapore Secondary Bachelor Student service 

officer 
Farah Female 35-44 11 Singapore Secondary Bachelor Secondary teacher 
Tina Female 35-44 13 Singapore Early 

childhood 
Bachelor Preschool teacher 

Richard Male 45-54 20 Singapore Secondary/ 
Leadership 

Doctorate Head of department 

Wei Male 35-44 14 Singapore Secondary Masters Secondary teacher 
Tom Male 35-44 10 Singapore Professional 

Learning 
Masters Teacher 

mentor/trainer 
Jean Female 45-54 22 Singapore Secondary / 

Leadership 
Doctorate Secondary 

principal 
Anita Female 35-44 12 Singapore Secondary Bachelor Secondary teacher 
Victor Male 25-34 6 Singapore Secondary Bachelor Secondary teacher 
Faridah Female 35-44 12 Singapore Secondary Bachelor English language 

teacher 
Wendy Female 45-54 24 Singapore Higher Ed. / 

Research 
Doctorate Education researcher 

Arun Male 35-44 14 Singapore Secondary Masters Secondary teacher 
Ali Female 35-44 10 Singapore Secondary Bachelor Secondary teacher 
Jack Male 45-54 19 Singapore Secondary Masters Courseware 

developer 
May Female 35-44 11 Singapore Secondary Bachelor Secondary teacher 
Max Male 25-34 7 Singapore Secondary Bachelor Secondary teacher 

 
Appendix 2: Narrative prompt list 
 
The following semi-structured prompts facilitated narrative elicitation. They were 
designed to productively surface career transitions, identity negotiation, structural 
influences, and collaborative meaning-making. The facilitator was flexible and responsive 
to group dynamics and emerging themes. 
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Prompts: A selection of prompts used to stimulate narrative elicitation. 
 
1. Career pathway: How did I get here? Give me a brief overview of your career 

pathway. Are there any particular moments, decisions, or choices that influenced 
where you are now? 

2. Triggers for change: Are there any particular internal or external triggers that have 
caused changes or re-evaluation? 

3. Organisational expectations, influence and impact: How have organisational 
expectations, influence, or constraints been similar or different to your values? 

4. Professional identity development: How has your identity as a teacher changed over 
time? What experiences have influenced this the most? 

5. Third space support: Are there any other spaces, people, or influences that have 
supported you in your growth and reinvention? 

6. Narrative-sharing influence: How has sharing and hearing other people’s stories 
influenced your thinking and feelings? 

7. Future pathway: What do you see as your future pathways or prospects? What needs 
to be in place to live out your vision for your future and live your life with purpose 
and well-being? 

 
Follow-up probes: Non-directive follow-up prompts (e.g., “Could you expand on that?” 
“What did this mean for you?”) that encouraged reflection and critical engagement. 
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