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A large and growing body of literature has investigated the role of teachers' agency
in their career trajectories. However, far too little attention has been paid to English
as a Foreign Language (EFL) teachers', especially female EFL teachers', professional
agency for their career development in the Chinese higher education setting. To
address this gap, this study explores female EFL teachers' professional agency
from a self-discrepancy theory perspective, namely, how the participating teachers
have perceived discrepancies in their professional development and how they have
enacted their professional agency to realize sustainable development. Based on a
metaphor investigation of 167 teachers and interviews with nine of them, the current
study found that (1) there are certain discrepancies between female EFL teachers'
self-guides and actual selves concerning their professional identity construction; (2)
female EFL teachers' professional agency is manifested in the continuum of iteration,
practical evaluation, and projectivity processes, as well as in the entity of personal and
environmental factors; and 3) female EFL teachers' professional agency and gender
identity are closely intertwined with each other. This study can offer implications for
teacher agency research and female teachers' sustainable development at large.

Keywords: professional agency, self-discrepancy, female EFL teachers, metaphor, China

INTRODUCTION

The sociocultural perspective in educational research (Johnson, 2009) has generated a large
body of literature focusing on teachers' professional development, wellbeing, and life experience
(Kayi-Aydar, 2019), and it is claimed that more studies should be devoted to listening to and
understanding teachers' voice in China (Wen and Zhang, 2017). Female English as a Foreign
Language (EFL) teachers have constituted a majority of the teaching cohort in the higher education
setting in China, who are labeled with multiple identities, such as gender, subject/discipline,
and profession. There are certain impediments to female EFL teachers' sustainable development
(Jiang, 2012). Teacher agency can motivate teachers as “re�ective practitioners” to actively engage
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themselves in making decisions and exerting in�uences on their
pedagogical choices and their career development at large (Toom
et al., 2015; Ruan and Zheng, 2019). This study aims to explore
the perceived discrepancies of female EFL teachers and the
dynamic processes of how they have enacted their professional
agency to realize sustainable career development.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Teacher Agency for Sustainable Career
Development
To be an agent is to intentionally make things happen by one's
actions, and agency embodies the endowments, beliefs, self-
regulatory capabilities, and distributed structures through which
personal in�uence is exercised (Bandura, 2001; Archer, 2002).
The chordal triad of human agencyproposed by Emirbayer
and Mische (1998) has provided illuminating account for the
understanding of agency, which epitomizesiteration, practical
evaluation, andprojectivity, referring, respectively, to the selective
reactivation by agents of past patterns of thought and action,
agents' capacity to make practical and normative judgments
among alternative possible trajectories of action, in response
to the emerging and changing situations, as well as the
imaginative generation by agents of possible future trajectories
of action, when they creatively recon�gure their thoughts and
actions according to their hopes, desires, and sometimes, even
fears for the future.

Teacher agency is considered as teachers' essential professional
capability, which means that teachers as learners and agents
can intentionally plan, act or not to act, and re�ect upon their
behavior and, hence, develop teachers' competencies and exert
in�uence upon their career trajectories (Toom et al., 2015, 2021).
On the basis of Emirbayer and Mische's model, Priestley et al.
(2015) proposed an ecological framework for teacher agency,
which is relational and contextual and is, thus, socially embedded
in the continuum of “past–present–future” and is developed in
the dynamic integration of personal situation, school context, and
sociocultural factors. In other words, it brings a perspective of
teacher agency into discussion and allows one to perceive teacher
agency as relational, contextual, and socially embedded (Toom
et al., 2021). As such, teachers are able to ful�ll multiple meaning-
making e�orts to ful�ll their goals and planning in the classroom
and in the professional community (van der Heijden et al., 2015).

In recent climate, researchers in China have conducted a large
number of empirical studies to explore the e�cacy aspects of
teacher agency. Zhang (2017) analyzed the environmental factors
and personal factors serving as mechanism for teacher agency.
Qi et al. (2020) investigated thestatus quoof teacher agency for
professional development and its in�uencing factors. Tao and
Gu (2016) pinpointed that “selectivity” and “compensation” are
two major modes when teachers enact their agency. Gao et al.
(2018) found that decision-making and acting are two striking
features of teacher agency. Li and De Costa (2019) revealed that
EFL teachers' enactment of agency was a result of negotiation
with contextual constraints and resources. Ruan (2020) revealed
that agency beliefs, agency practice, and agency inclination have

penetrated teachers' agency enactment. Wang and Wang (2020)
argued that negative emotions, for example, sense of oppression,
is an important factor to activate agency and make a di�erence.
The empirical studies listed before adopted various qualitative
and quantitative methods, such as interview, observation, and
questionnaire, to address the complexities of teacher agency in
the Chinese setting, which has provided implications for an in-
depth understanding of the features and in�uencing factors of
teacher agency. However, what motivate teachers to exercise their
agency and how do they exercise their agency? How agency is
enacted in various professional tasks, such as teaching, research,
and teacher learning? How agency is found within a certain group
of tertiary teachers, to be more speci�c, female EFL teachers? Can
other data collection methods be used to enhance and enrich
our understanding of the issue? These questions are crucially
important and await to be addressed.

Female EFL Teachers' Career
Development in China
Female teachers constitute a large cohort of the whole teaching
population in the higher education context in China. According
to the o�cial statistics from the Ministry of Education [ME]
(2021), there are altogether 1,345,940 female teachers in Chinese
higher education institutions, yet there are far less female
teachers with senior professional titles in universities than their
male counterparts. (Among those who hold a full professor
title, there are 31.7% female teachers, 18.4% supervisors of
doctoral programs, and 37.4% master program teachers.) The
role con�icts of female teachers are manifested in the relationship
between the family and career, and the relationship between
teaching and research (Zhou, 2016).

As for female EFL teachers, although their population
dominates the whole teaching cohort, but there are often
bottlenecks restricting their professional development (Jiang,
2012). According to Meng and Chen (2015), there are certain
divisions of beliefs concerning family roles and social identities
between male teachers and female teachers, and the research
engagement among male EFL teachers is found to be far more
active than their female counterparts. There are certain reasons
contributing to the aforementioned phenomenon, for instance,
the glass ceiling e�ect (Morrison et al., 1987), suggesting women
encounter invisible barriers that prevent them from rising to the
upper rungs of career ladder (Hymowitz and Schellhardt, 1986),
the loss of agency (Smith, 2011), etc.

Agency is found to be closely related to female identity, and
female teachers' professional agency is intertwined with their
gender identity (Lasky, 2005). According to the post-structuralist
assumption, gender identity is something individuals do or
actively perform, rather than some qualities they have (Davies,
1997). The dimensions of “selecting” and “controlling” can
help women make decision, construct identity, and shape
their life course (Evans and Biasin, 2017). According to
Rudolph et al. (2018), female EFL teachers negotiate their lived
experiences with positionality, and they utilize their agency to
trouble essentialized discourses of identity in their personal–
professional lives. Therefore, this study aims to explore
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