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Teacher educators’ sense
of belonging:
How WE teach is the message

‘Let’s not forget that American
democracy started with “We,
The People” agreeing to work
hard to create “a more perfect
union”. We've lost the idea that
politics begins at home with
what happens in families, in
neighbourhoods, in classrooms,
in congregations. We called this
democracy into being — and if
we want to call this democracy
back to its highest values, it’s
got to be us doing that calling.
That’s not going to happen if
“We, The People” don’t know
how to talk to one another with
civility and hold our differences
in a creative, life-giving way.’

Parker J. Palmer (2011)

We start this paper with this powerful
quote from Parker Palmer stressing
the importance of ‘We, The People’
as the foundation for a just and
democratic society, starting at home
and in classrooms. So, if we want to
win the ‘war for democracy’ one of the

important things is good teachers who
understand the essence of democracy
as ‘We, The People’, in which nobody
is excluded and everybody feels
that they belong. Global issues such
as wars, climate change, economic
recession, refugees, all affect equity
and equality — thus, democracy — and
influence education, and inevitably,
enter our classrooms. Teachers are in
an essential position to bring together
students from different backgrounds
to work on the basics of a democratic
society (sense of community), prepare
them for

changing job demands

(qualification) and help them become

Hlll

an in the world (subjectification).
By focusing on sense of community,
qualification  and  subjectification
together (cf. Biesta, 2020), teachers
can support students in feeling that

they belong to ‘We, The People’.

If teachers have this central position in
classrooms, what does this mean for
teacher preparation and for teacher
education? What
responsibility of teacher educators,

is the collective
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and do they take this role? In this paper,

we offer theory-based reflections

on the role of teacher educators
as an educational group, by calling
for ‘collective agency’ in the light of
today’s pressing issues. We believe
this is needed, since in most countries,
teacher educators are an incohesive
group of professionals, with a large
variety of backgrounds and working
in a range of contexts, but with a
shared goal: educating and supervising
student teachers to become powerful
teachers (White, 2019). Teachers who
not only focus on their classrooms
and their own school community, but
realise that this is a way to prepare
students for a society in flux. In many
cases, teacher educators have other
‘identities” as well, such as a primary
school teacher, subject matter teacher,
a researcher/scientist, et cetera
(Izadinia, 2014; Van Rijswijk and Meijer,
2020; White, 2019). Sometimes, they
identify stronger with, for example,
being a subject matter teacher, and
see mentoring a student teacher as
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something they do ‘on the side’. Or they
work as a scientist in university, and
teaching about their research findings
happens to be in the teacher education
curriculum but is open to other students
as well. In addition, not all who are
involved in the education of teachers see
themselves as teacher educators. In this
paper, we will go deeper into this from
the concept of sense of belonging. This
concept might shed light on the question:
who identifies as a teacher educator, and
what contributes to teacher educators’
sense of belonging to the profession? The
purpose of this exercise is to explore how
teacher educators’ sense of belonging can
be strengthened, so that as a collective,
teacher educators can work more
powerfully with their student teachers on
democratic goals and processes and, even
further, on a society based on a strong

sense of belonging of all its people.

Sense of belonging is an upcoming

concept in research that focuses on
transition periods, and is seen as part of
a (developing) identity. It is one of the
two basic psychological needs: autonomy
and sense of belonging (see, for example,
Allen et al., 2022; Covarrubias, 2024) and
builds on the needs described by Maslow,
who claimed that belongingness, and its
proxy, love, are part of the five human
needs. Maslow (1954) described that love
and belongingness refer to an emotional
need for
affiliating, connectedness and being part
of a group. Examples of belongingness

interpersonal relationships,

include friendship, trust and acceptance.
By belonging to a group, we feel as
if we are a part of something bigger
and more important than ourselves.
In identity research, it refers to the
questions Where do | belong? and Who
do | identify with?. In this paper, we will
address these questions in the context of
teacher educators’ sense of belonging by
reflecting on teacher educators’ shared
goals and activities, how their sense of
belonging can be studied and why we

need this concept (or not).

Sense of belonging is often ‘measured’
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through one-moment quantitative and
individual surveys (cf. Allen et al., 2021).
This has led to insights into what, where
and who people feel they belong to.
People might, for example, feel a sense of
belonging to the work that they do, the
city or country they live in, their family,
friends or colleagues, all to a different
extent and in different combinations.
In their review on this topic, Allen et al.
(2021) stated that these insights do not
yet account for the complexities and
dynamics of sense of belonging, apart
from the finding that people greatly value
sense of belonging, even more so than
they do their sense of autonomy. There
needs to be more attention to how sense
of belonging emerges, develops and can
be stimulated. This is particularly pressing
in the present context of immigration and
cross-border populations. In education,
sense of belonging is seen as essential for
inclusive education. For example, recently,
the concept is used in studies in higher
education, building on and going beyond
quests for inclusion, mainly of minority
students. Teachers are seen as creators
of an environment in which their pupils
experience a sense of belonging, using
a ‘pedagogy of belonging’, described by
Lemon (2023) as ‘a systems informed
framework that prioritizes relationships
and humanizes teaching by placing
students and educators at the center of
curriculum and pedagogical decisions’.
(p. 293).

Some studies elaborate on teachers’
sense of belonging, for example
Kachchhap and Horo (2021), but limited
research has been done on teacher
educators’ sense of belonging (Fitgzerald
and Bradbury, 2023; Williams et al.,
2012). This concept emphasises teacher
educators’ shared responsibility to
contribute to the quality of education by
educating the best possible teachers who
prepare our youth for contributing and
belonging to the development of a just
and democratic world. However, despite
this huge responsibility, overall, there
is a lack of attention to the preparation
of teacher educators for their role and

a lack of professional development for
experienced teacher educators. Murray
and Male (2005) found that most teacher
educators start in their role with a
practitioner or researcher background
and ‘learn to become’ a teacher educator
while doing the job. Research shows
overall that preparation for this role and
induction in this role is absent or scarce
in most countries (McPhail et al., 2019;
Van der Klink et al., 2017). So the extent
to which teacher educators feel part of
an educational group preparing future
teachers for a changing world is left to
The
International Forum on Teacher Educator
Development (InFo-TED) stepped into
this lacuna by, among other things,

‘coincidence’ and ‘circumstance’.

building resource banks and organising
European Academies for experienced
teacher educators, in which ‘building
factor
2021;

communities’ is an essential
(Oolbekkink-Marchand et
Vanassche et al., 2024).

al.,

One of the few studies on teacher
educators’ sense of belonging was
performed in the Netherlands in 2025 (de
Vries et al. forthcoming). In celebrating
the 50th anniversary of the Dutch
Association for Teacher Educators (DATE),
a large-scale survey was launched on the
profession of teacher educators, starting
from the awareness that over time, there
has been an increase in the diversity
of roles and work of teacher educators
(White, 2019). Also, there was a curiosity
to gain more insight into teacher
educators’ sense of belonging. Therefore,
the survey encompassed three questions
relating to the sense of belonging teacher
educators experienced to ‘being a teacher
educator’ (4-point Likert scale), the sense
of belonging to the professional group
Likert

scale) and a question asking how they

of teacher educators (4-point
would introduce themselves to others
at a party and how they would describe
their own role (open response). Overall,
900 teacher educators completed the
survey, providing insight into the sense
of belonging experienced by teacher

educators. In response to the question



'"To what extent do you feel you are a
teacher educator?', 85% responded that
they feel this strongly or very strongly.
However, in response to the question 'Do
you feel part of the professional group of
teacher educators?', only 56.5% indicated
they feel this strongly or very strongly.
Even in the Dutch context — where there
is a professional association for teacher
educators — there is a difference in feeling
as a teacher educator and feeling part
of the professional group of teacher
educators. The open question in the
survey shows there is a large variety in
backgrounds and roles, job titles and how
people describe their roles, combinations
of roles and in sectors (De Vries et al.
forthcoming). This raises the question of
if, and how, it is possible to increase this
sense of belonging in the professional
group of teacher educators.

CONCLUSION

Based on our research, and experiences
in the context of the International Forum
of Teacher Educator Development and
in the Dutch Association for Teacher
Educators, we see different ways forward
to increase teacher educators’ sense of
belonging. First, we encourage individual
teacher educators to reflect on their
sense of belonging as a teacher educator,
to talk about this with their colleagues
and to contemplate their crucial role
in the educational system: if we want
to contribute to good education for a
fully-fledged democratic society, we
need good teachers and we need good
teacher educators. Second, teacher
educators’ sense of belonging can be
increased by engaging in collaborative
professional  learning  with  fellow
teacher educators from a variety of
(international) backgrounds. The need
for collaborative professional learning is
confirmed in research instigated by the
InFo-TED group (for example, McPhail et
al.,, 2019; Oolbekkink-Marchand et al,,
2021) and by practical experiences in the
international collaborative professional
learning that took place in the InFo-TED
Academy. This brought together teacher
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educators from a range of countries and
empowered them for work in their own
context (Oolbekkink-Marchand et al.,
2021; Oldeboom et al. forthcoming).
The InFo-TED Academy echoes the
importance of collaboration for teacher
educators’ professional identity and their
belonging to a professional group. In
addition, it empowers them to work on
professional learning in their own context;
for example, by making them aware of
their roles and work, by researching their
own practice as teacher educators and
by engaging in (inter)national networks
(Oldeboom et al., forthcoming). Third, if
we want to increase sense of belonging
as a professional group we need more
associations in national contexts, bringing
together teacher educators and working
on their professional learning. These
associations, in turn, can also play a role in
‘raising the collaborative voice’ of teacher
educators in policy developments.

Teacher educators need to be aware of
their powerful position in influencing
teachers and, as a result, these teachers’
students. They need to ask themselves the
question: What do | really want to do with
this power? From the perspective of sense
of belonging, how can we, as teacher
educators, unite our power towards
a collective agency and work towards
shared goals, such as contributing to
democratic societies and winning the ‘war
for democracy’? At the moment, teacher
educators, due to huge differences in
backgrounds, task perceptions etc., do
not take a strong position. If they could
speak as a collective, their influence
would grow. B
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