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Abstract

The evolving educational landscape of the 21st century has brought significant transformations in how teacher
identity is conceptualized and enacted. In India, recent policy frameworks such as the National Education Policy
(NEP, 2020), the National Professional Standards for Teachers (NPST, 2022), and the National Curriculum
Framework for the Foundational Stage (NCF-FS, 2022) emphasize the teacher as a reflective practitioner,
knowledge creator, and agent of change. Along with the National Curriculum Framework for School Education
(NCF-SE, 2023) and the mandate for a minimum of 50 hours of annual Continuous Professional Development
(CPD), these policy initiatives collectively reinforce the shift toward viewing teaching as a dynamic, lifelong
learning profession.

This reconceptualization requires teachers to continuously reconstruct their professional identities in response to
changing pedagogical paradigms, digital integration, inclusivity, and evolving accountability expectations. The
paper examines the changing educational landscape in the era of NEP 2020 and analyses the challenges educators
face in aligning personal beliefs, institutional norms, and systemic reforms. It also explores opportunities for
strengthening teacher agency through professional learning communities, mentoring, and research-informed
practice.

The paper argues for a transformative paradigm of teacher identity—one that integrates personal, professional,
and policy dimensions to foster reflective professionalism, ethical engagement, and lifelong learning. In doing so,
it positions teacher identity as a cornerstone of the educational transformation envisioned in NEP 2020 and related
national frameworks.
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Introduction

Teacher identity has become a central theme in educational discourse, reflecting the evolving nature of teachers’
roles in an era marked by globalization, technological advancement, and constant policy transformation
(Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009). In contemporary education, teachers are viewed not merely as knowledge
transmitters but as reflective practitioners, collaborators, and change agents who influence learning and social
transformation (Wenger, 1998). This shift necessitates an understanding of teacher identity as a dynamic construct
shaped by personal beliefs, institutional contexts, and broader policy frameworks (Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop,
2004).

In India, the National Education Policy 2020 envisions teachers as “the heart of the learning process,” emphasizing
professional autonomy, motivation, and lifelong learning. Complementing this vision, the National Professional
Standards for Teachers (NPST) provides a competency-based framework outlining career stages, ethical
standards, and performance benchmarks for teachers across the system (NCTE, 2022). These initiatives
collectively aim to professionalize teaching, strengthen teacher agency, and align individual growth with
institutional excellence.

A key reform emerging from these policies is the mandate of a minimum of 50 hours of Continuous Professional
Development (CPD) each year for every teacher, designed to encourage reflective practice, innovation, and
professional renewal. This approach aligns with reflective practice theory (Schon, 1983) and the concept of
communities of practice (Wenger, 1998), both of which emphasize collaborative, self-directed learning.
Frameworks such as the NCF-FS (2022) and NCF-SE (2023) further reinforce teachers’ roles as curriculum co-
creators and facilitators of inquiry-based learning.

In this context, reconceptualizing teacher identity becomes essential for realizing the transformative vision of
Indian education. It involves negotiating multiple roles—educator, researcher, mentor, and innovator—while
upholding professional ethics and reflective agency. The present paper examines this evolving notion of teacher
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identity, exploring the challenges and opportunities emerging from contemporary educational reforms and their
implications for teacher practice and teacher education.

Changing Educational Landscape

The 21st-century educational landscape is undergoing unprecedented transformation driven by globalization,
technological advancement, and evolving socio-economic demands. Teachers today operate in complex, dynamic
environments where traditional pedagogical approaches are being replaced by learner-centred, competency-based,
and inclusive models of education (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). The rapid integration of digital technologies
and the rise of blended and online learning have expanded the teacher’s role from information provider to
facilitator of learning and designer of engaging, technology-supported experiences (Fullan & Langworthy, 2014).
Consequently, teacher identity is being reshaped to include new dimensions of digital competence, adaptability,
and lifelong learning.

In India, this transformation is Stated through national reforms such as the National Education Policy (NEP, 2020),
which redefines the aims of education in alignment with 21st-century skills and global citizenship. NEP 2020
emphasizes holistic, multidisciplinary, and flexible learning approaches, positioning teachers as key agents of
educational transformation (Ministry of Education, 2020). The National Professional Standards for Teachers
(NPST, 2022) and the 50 hours of annual Continuous Professional Development (CPD) further reflect the
government’s commitment to continuous teacher growth and professional renewal (NCTE, 2022).
Complementary frameworks like the National Curriculum Framework for School Education and the National
Framework for School Education stress the integration of critical thinking, inclusive pedagogy, and research-
based practice within the school ecosystem. (NCF-FS, 2022; NCF-SE, 2023)

Thus, the changing educational landscape demands a redefined teacher identity—one that integrates pedagogical
innovation, reflective professionalism, and ethical engagement. Teachers are increasingly expected to be adaptive
leaders, collaborators, and knowledge creators, embodying the transformative vision of education envisioned in
both national and global frameworks.

Challenges in Reconceptualizing Teacher Identity

Reconceptualizing teacher identity in a rapidly changing educational landscape presents multiple challenges that
are both structural and personal in nature. Teachers today navigate complex expectations arising from educational
reforms, technological innovations, and societal demands, which often create tensions between traditional
pedagogical values and new professional roles (Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop, 2004). One of the foremost
challenges lies in identity conflict—teachers struggle to balance policy-driven accountability with their intrinsic
professional beliefs and pedagogical autonomy (Day & Kington, 2008). Frequent curriculum changes, assessment
reforms, and administrative pressures can lead to role ambiguity and emotional exhaustion, affecting both teacher
morale and commitment (Kelchtermans, 2009).

The implementation of NEP 2020, while progressive, has placed significant responsibility on teachers to embody
the envisioned paradigm shift toward competency-based and inclusive education (Ministry of Education, 2020).
However, disparities in institutional support, uneven access to professional development opportunities, and
variations in school infrastructure often hinder the realization of these goals. Although the National Professional
Standards for Teachers (NPST, 2022) and 50 hours of Continuous Professional Development (CPD)Guidelines
aims to enhance professional competencies, the availability of quality CPD programmes and reflective mentoring
remains inconsistent (NCTE, 2022). Many teachers experience CPD as a compliance requirement rather than a
transformative learning process, limiting its impact on identity reconstruction.

Additionally, the integration of digital technologies poses new challenges for teachers, especially those with
limited exposure to ICT-based pedagogy. The transition to hybrid or online teaching during and after the COVID-
19 pandemic has further emphasized disparities in digital literacy and access (Fullan & Langworthy, 2014).
Emotional labour, stemming from adapting to continuous change and managing multiple expectations, also
influences teachers’ professional well-being and sense of self (Day & Gu, 2010).

Thus, reconceptualizing teacher identity is not a linear or uniform process; it involves negotiating systemic
constraints, institutional cultures, and individual agency. Without sustained institutional support, reflective
collaboration, and equitable professional learning ecosystems, the transformative aspirations of NEP 2020 and
NPST may remain unrealized.

Opportunities for Professional Practice

In the rapidly transforming educational landscape, significant opportunities are emerging for enhancing teacher
professionalism and identity. Strengthening teacher agency and reflective professionalism is central to this
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process, enabling educators to exercise autonomy, make pedagogical decisions, and engage in self-directed
professional growth (Day & Sachs, 2004). The National Education Policy envisions teachers as “designers of
learning experiences,” emphasizing their role as reflective practitioners committed to lifelong learning (Ministry
of Education, 2020). Collaborative learning and professional learning communities (Wenger, 1998) provide a
platform for peer engagement, knowledge exchange, and collective problem-solving, fostering a sense of shared
professional identity.

The integration of ICT in professional development further expands teachers’ access to digital platforms, MOOCs,
and virtual networks, thereby supporting innovation and continuous learning (Fullan & Langworthy, 2014).
Research-informed and inquiry-based approaches, promoted through the National Professional Standards for
Teachers (NPST, 2022), encourage teachers to use evidence for pedagogical improvement and classroom
innovation (NCTE, 2022). Mentorship and capacity-building initiatives strengthen professional support systems,
cultivating leadership roles within school ecosystems.

Reimagining teacher education within this context calls for nurturing adaptive, reflective, and ethical practitioners
who can respond effectively to diverse learners and dynamic educational demands. Policies such as the mandated
50 hours of Continuous Professional Development (CPD) annually (NCTE, 2022) institutionalize these
opportunities, positioning teachers as empowered professionals driving transformative change in education.

Towards a Transformative Paradigm of Teacher Identity

Teacher identity in the 21st century must be understood as a dynamic, context-dependent, and co-constructed
phenomenon shaped through personal reflection, professional experiences, and socio-cultural influences
(Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009). This evolving identity reflects the teacher’s capacity to adapt to change, negotiate
multiple roles, and engage meaningfully with learners and communities. The National Education Policy (NEP,
2020) and National Professional Standards for Teachers (NPST, 2022) highlight this dynamic understanding by
positioning teachers as reflective, research-oriented professionals who contribute to educational innovation
(Ministry of Education, 2020; NCTE, 2022).

Research and innovation play a central role in shaping transformative teacher identity by promoting inquiry-based
and evidence-informed practices. Teachers who engage in classroom research and experimentation develop
deeper pedagogical insight and professional confidence (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009). Lifelong learning,
supported through the 50 hours of Continuous Professional Development (CPD), further strengthens reflective
practice and sustained growth, fostering what Sachs (2003) terms “transformative professionalism.”

For teacher education institutions, this paradigm demands curricular redesigns that integrate reflective inquiry,
mentorship, and collaborative research. Policy frameworks such as the National Curriculum Framework for
School Education (2022) and National Curriculum Framework for School Education (2023) emphasize teachers
as co-creators of knowledge and agents of educational transformation. Collectively, these developments call for a
holistic re-envisioning of teacher education that nurtures adaptive, ethical, and research-driven practitioners
capable of leading change in complex educational ecosystems.

Way forward

The reconceptualization of teacher identity represents a crucial step toward realizing the transformative aspirations
of 21st-century education. In the contemporary context, teachers are no longer viewed merely as transmitters of
knowledge but as reflective, innovative, and socially responsible professionals who actively shape the learning
environment. The National Education Policy (NEP, 2020) underscores this transformation by positioning teachers
as central to educational change and advocates for their continuous professional empowerment through autonomy
and reflective practice (Ministry of Education, 2020). Similarly, the National Professional Standards for Teachers
(NPST, 2022) articulates clear benchmarks for professional competence, ethics, and leadership, thereby
institutionalizing a culture of excellence in teacher practice (NCTE, 2022).

The provision of 50 hours of Continuous Professional Development (CPD) each year provides structured
opportunities for inquiry, innovation, and self-improvement, fostering lifelong learning and adaptive
professionalism. Frameworks such as the National Curriculum Framework for School Education (NCF-SE, 2022)
and the National Framework for School Education (NCF-SE, 2023) highlight teachers’ participatory roles in
curriculum design, research, and inclusive education (NCF-FS, NCF-SE 2022, 2023).

For teacher education institutions, this paradigm entails integrating research-based pedagogy, mentorship, and
digital innovation into pre-service and in-service programmes. Building collaborative learning cultures and
reflective communities will be key to sustaining this transformation. Ultimately, a redefined teacher identity—
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ethical, adaptive, and research-informed—stands as the foundation for achieving quality, equity, and innovation
in India’s evolving educational ecosystem.
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