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This report was compiled to disseminate a research study carried out with Maltese educators 
to understand teachers’ professional lives and careers. 

This research was conducted by members of the academic 
staff at the Department of Leadership for Learning and 
Innovation (DELLI), Faculty of Education, University of Malta. 
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This report provides a detailed outline of a research study carried out 

locally between February and July 2017 to investigate the professional 

lives and career paths of educators in Malta. In particular, this study 

focuses on teachers and their views in a time where the teaching 

profession appears undermined and weakened. The study was also 

carried out during a period of new agreement negotiations between 

the Government and the Malta Union of Teachers (MUT). 

Our main aim in producing this document is to disseminate the 

findings of this research and enlighten educators and policymakers, 

but also the general public, of the challenges, concerns and 

dissatisfaction voiced by educators. Attention is also being given to 

continuing development professional opportunities and initiatives 

undertaken by educators. 

Excerpts shown throughout the report are taken from the open-ended 

responses of the participants. 
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I have an innate passion for teaching, the way 

a teacher can inspire others to pursue what 

their heart desires is what motivated me to get 

into teaching. I want to help inspire the next 

generation of thinkers. 

Teacher 

I love the subject I teach and wanted to share 

my knowledge with students. However, as time 

passes, with the students we have at school and 

the lack of discipline, my motivation is 

unfortunately decreasing.  

Teacher 



 
INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH AREA 
 
REASONS FOR DOING THE STUDY 

Our attempt to portray the contemporary situation of teachers’ careers and 
professional identity must be accompanied by recognising that teachers work in a 
context which is constantly changing and where schools and resources are being 
financed to serve the economic needs of society. It is also important to keep in mind 
that schools always have a degree of political intervention and that the levels of 
respect which teachers hold in society are somewhat also evolving. These factors, 
and others, have profound effects on the way teachers experience their jobs. 

The local context has fluctuated between situations of teacher shortage and the 
employment of ‘casual teachers’ and ‘instructors’, to more encouraging scenarios 
involving the employment of a qualified teaching staff in most classrooms, and again 
to a present situation of lack of qualified teachers to address current school needs.  
Thus, teachers nowadays have found themselves in a situation where there is an 
overall demand for their services, a number of employment opportunities which 
teachers can consider, not necessarily related to education, and simultaneously, an 
increasing control over the nature of their work by schools and the education 
authorities. These forces will have important implications on the nature of the 
teaching profession, its present and future status, and the conditions of service under 
which teachers work. 

Hence, the conception of a career in teaching is altered by the changes in the 
conditions of work and employment – not only in terms of the salary which teachers 
are paid, but also in terms of the political and social shift in the status and public 
perception of teachers. Teachers are mentioned quite often in local media and are 
sometimes under attack or criticised as failing to serve the changing needs of society, 
or of benefitting from too many holidays throughout the year. There is also a 
widespread perception that teachers have free time on their hands, as can be 
evidenced from a number of part-time employment opportunities targeting teachers 
specifically. Teachers themselves, in Malta, are very vocal about the ‘low value’ they 
are being attributed in society, as can be evidenced in the frequent discussions that 
arise on social media platforms and in the media.  They also regularly voice their 
concern over the fact that they feel too controlled and scrutinised, by the education 
authorities, in their day-to-day practices and claim that they should be trusted more, 
as professionals, to do their job in the way they know best. 

When a great teacher leaves a school, the school is almost 
guaranteed to get a less effective replacement. 

Jacob, A., Vidyarthi, E., & Carroll, K. (2012) 
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OBJECTIVES FOR CARRYING OUT THE STUDY 

In our role as teacher educators, we are intrigued by the above, in particular by 
the way teachers are interacting in, and reacting to this context. It is important for 
us to know more about what motivates people in Malta to choose to become 
teachers, and how these motivations change over time. Efforts to keep teachers in 
the profession, doing effective work, can only be sustained if one understands the 
factors attracting teachers to be part of teaching. It is also worthwhile exploring 
whether motivation can be enhanced or changed as a result of particular types of 
professional development programmes teachers engage in.  

Thus, our primary objective for this research study is to understand how teachers 
in Malta see their work and their career, and to present our research with the hope 
that it can contribute to the existing body of research both in substantive terms by 
providing data on this important aspect of teachers in Malta, and by inviting all 
those reading this report to engage further in conceptually developing an 
understanding of teachers’ work and careers.  In particular, we aim to emphasise 
the need of viewing teachers’ work and careers in relation to, and as an integral 
part of the context of their lives as a whole. 

 

THE RESEARCH STUDY 

This report draws on data elicited from an online survey which 1,019 respondents 
took between February and July of 2017.  Of these respondents, 755 were teachers 
with a teaching responsibility at the time of the survey. All those participating in this 
study have a recognised teaching qualification and a Permanent Teachers’ Warrant, 
and there is a fair distribution of respondents who hold varied roles within the 
Maltese education system, including classroom teachers, Heads of Department, 
Education Officers, members of the School Management Team (SMT), College 
Principals, as well as others who have roles of responsibility within the Directorates 
and other educational authorities, including Service Managers, Assistant Directors, 
Directors and Directors General. 

After gaining the necessary permissions from the Faculty of Education Research 
Committee (FREC) and the University of Malta Research Committee (UREC), the 
researchers collaborated with the Ministry for Education and Employment (MEDE) to 
send a circular to all schools and sections informing potential participants of the 
online survey. Social media was also used to promote this survey and the researchers 
posted the relevant information on a number of local teachers’ pages which potential 
participants use regularly. 

  



THE SURVEY 

The survey was uploaded on Survey Monkey® and the participants could access it 
through an online link. The questionnaire had a number of straightforward questions 
requiring ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ answers, some questions with answers through a multiple 
choice and others offering options across a Likert Scale. In other questions, the 
respondents also had the opportunity to write short answers if the option they 
wanted was not provided in the list of possible answers. There were also open-ended 
questions that delved into reasons, such as asking participants to provide their 
motivations for going into teaching. The survey took around 5 to 10 minutes to 
complete and on accessing it, the participants could read all the information related 
to the survey including the aims of this research, where it was clearly declared that 
the focus is to understand teachers’ career choices and career progression, including 
the reasons which have led them to enter the profession and to take on other roles 
further on in their career.  Although the respondents’ identity was never revealed, 
the researchers could still gather important demographic details of the respondents 
including age, gender and current sector of employment (state or non-state). 

 

THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Within the current situation of local institutions struggling to find enough teachers 
and with less people being attracted to take up the profession, we immersed 
ourselves in investigating how in-service teachers were experiencing this 
phenomenon. We were specifically interested in understanding whether the current 
state of affairs had a direct or indirect impact on the teaching profession as 
experienced by practitioners in local schools. In addition, we also investigated how 
and why other educators (whom we refer to as administrators – assistant heads of 
school, heads of school, principals, education officers and other education officials 
including policymakers) had pursued a different path venturing into a role that took 
them outside the classroom. 

Two research questions guided our study: 

 
 
 
  

1. What are the factors influencing people to become teachers in 
Malta? 

2. How and why do teachers select specific routes throughout their 
professional life and career? 
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PRELIMINARY PRESENTATIONS LOCALLY 
 
THE KSU RESEARCH DAYS 

In the KSU poster exhibition, held in March 2017, we presented preliminary results 
based on replies of 403 respondents, of which 301 were teachers (see Figure 1). 

 

THE JUNIOR COLLEGE CONFERENCE 

The same data, received from 403 respondents, 
were then again presented in a multi-disciplinary 
conference organised by the Junior College 
between the 18th and 20th September 2017.  

During this conference, with the title “Connections” 
and focusing on research, practice and 
collaboration, we presented data and 
problematised issues raised by teachers’ on their 
current working conditions, professional status and 
opportunities for continuing professional 
development. 

FIGURE 1: POSTER PRESENTED IN KSU RESEARCH EXHIBITION 



 

Students are our future and investing in our 

children means investing in our beloved 

nation… I wanted to be part of this. Every child 

has the potential to learn if pushed to their 

limits. I was considered a low achiever, and I 

carried this label until I finished compulsory 

schooling. Yet, I have a Master’s degree and 

will continue with my studies. I try my best 

every single day to motivate my students to 

reach high and to follow their dreams, as a 

life without dreams is not worth living. 

Teacher 

A good teacher can ispire hope, ignite the imagination, and instill 
a love for learning. 

Brad Henry 
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KEY FINDINGS 
 
DEMOGRAPHICS OF THE PARTICIPANTS 

The graphs below and Table 1 show data about the 1,019 participants in this study. 

SECTOR GENDER 

TEACHING EXPERIENCE QUALIFICATION LEVEL 

 
TABLE 1: PARTICIPANTS’ PROFESSIONAL ROLES IN EDUCATION 

Teacher within a classroom 671 

Teacher supporting a school/s 90 

Head of department/INCO 63 

Assistant head 67 

Head of school 40 

Education officer 33 

Assistant director/Service manager 15 

Director/College principal 9 

Other (e.g.: LSA, administrator, lecturer) 31 



FEELINGS ABOUT THEIR JOB 

Participants were asked to rank the following statements from highest to lowest: 

• I am satisfied with my job 
• My expertise and competence is valued within my place of work 
• I feel supported in my place of work 
• I am satisfied with my working conditions 
• My salary reflects my workload and level of competence 

Data were divided into two categories, teachers (755) and administrators (214), and 
analysed accordingly as shown in Table 2 below. 

TABLE 2: VIEWS OF TEACHERS AND ADMINISTRATORS ABOUT THEIR ROLES 

 Teachers Administrators 

Level of job satisfaction 62% 75% 

Expertise being valued at place of work 63% 72% 

Feeling supported at place of work 53% 59% 

Level of satisfaction with working conditions 29% 39% 

Salary reflecting workload & level of competence 6% 13% 

Level of prestige in society 16% 38% 

Teachers, as with all other workers, have the desire for self-fulfillment. They need 
recognition from their employers, their students, parents and community members; 
they need to have their aspirations met and to have opportunities for growth. When 
teachers do not feel that their status and self-esteem needs are being met through 
the job, their morale can be very low. 

The low social standing of teachers is not a new phenomenon, contrary to what many 
may believe. As Waller writes in 1965 when speaking about the sociology of 
teaching, the teacher in our culture has always been among the persons of little 
importance, and there is no indication that the social standing of the profession has 
been elevated along the years. The social standing of teachers is influenced, among 
other factors, by society’s dissatisfaction with education in general, and with the 
quality of teachers in particular. Similar to the findings of Bezzina and Portelli (2006), 
who explored teacher motivation and job satisfaction, the teachers in this research 
study are aware of this low standing in the community, as can be attested by 16% of 
teachers and 38% of the administrators who opted for this statement. The social 
standing of any profession is an accurate mirror of its economic standing, and thus, 
the low financial rewards of teaching may sufficiently contribute to it being 
considered as a less attractive option for a career pursuit (Waller, 1965).  
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CAREER OPPORTUNITIES 

Participants were asked the following question: 

 

 

Data were again divided into two categories, teachers (755) and administrators (214), 
and analysed accordingly as shown in Table 3. 

TABLE 3: TAKING A CAREER OPPORTUNITY ARISING TODAY 

 Teachers Administrators 

Yes 39% 57% 

No 18% 14% 

Not sure 43% 29% 

On analysing the way respondents answered this question it is essential to highlight 
the kind of career opportunities teachers have, and the implications of their 
progression on the eventual work they would be required to do and on their 
professional identity. Compared with most other kinds of careers, teaching is 
relatively ‘career-less’ (Lortie, 1975). There is less opportunity for upward movement 
and to significant gains in income as one moves up the hierarchy. For teachers to 
gain more income and higher career stages, they need to sacrifice their occupational 
identity on promotion. For teachers to become heads of schools, education officers 
or administrators with the education authorities, their identity as a teacher is blurred 
and it often means an abrupt discontinuity in tasks. Teachers may make lateral moves 
to another school within the same system and this may offer advantages in terms of 
location (shorter distance between school and home or being employed in the same 
school in which their children attend).  

Teachers can make lateral moves to another school within the same system and this 
may offer advantages in terms of location (shorter distance between school and 
home or being employed in the same school in which their children attend). 
However, in Malta, the opportunities for teachers to increase their earnings 
significantly by moving across schools are very few, as most school systems are 
bound by similar agreements in terms of working conditions and pay packages. 
Seniority may bring certain informal benefits (rather than monetary ones) in terms of 
more options in student cohorts and lower risk of redundancy from said school. 
Nevertheless, in contrast to the larger pay package, prestige and power usually 
found in other careers, the classroom teacher makes a gentle incline rather than a 
steep ascent (Lortie, 1975). 

If a career opportunity arises today, would you take it? 



  

With today’s students’ challenging behaviour, 

the co-education system, mixed abilities and 

no legal support, it is quite a difficult task for 

a teacher to remain in the classroom. 

Teacher 

I would take any job that motivates me, 

challenges me, enables me to develop 

professionally, makes me feel respected, 

provides autonomy, enables me to put my skills 

into practice, is performance-based and 

matches my qualifications. 

SMT Member 

A degree in teaching does not allow much 

possibility for change, and it is unfair that 

everyone with a degree that has nothing to do 

with education can enrol as a supply teacher. 

Teacher 

I seek a position and a job in which I am 

trusted to take control over what I do. 

Somewhere where I am truly considered a 

professional. 

SMT Member 
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TEACHERS 
The data reported in this section relate exclusively to teachers. 

TAKING ON A CAREER OPPORTUNITY TODAY 

Those replying ‘No’ 

134 out of 755 teachers replied in the negative. Hence, 18% of the teachers in this 
survey would not take a career opportunity and prefer to remain in the classroom. 
Teachers were asked to select multiple responses as reasons for staying into 
teaching: 

 

 

Based on all reasons mentioned from those provided:  

• contact with students selected by approximately half the respondents (49%); 
• working hours selected by approximately one-quarter of the teachers (24%); 
• school environment selected by one out of every five teachers (20%).  

Those choosing to include another reason (remaining 7%) mostly specified intrinsic 
reasons related to love for the subject they teach; qualifications, training and ability 
to teach; enjoyment, love and personal satisfaction through teaching; and providing 
support to parents, LSAs and other teachers. 

The data in this study hence indicate that the major source of job satisfaction for 
these respondents is the act of teaching itself, and also the level of recognition and 
support from their administrators for their hard work and accomplishments. This kind 
of recognition is necessary for the establishment and maintenance of self-esteem. 
Teachers need to have their work evaluated positively by their superiors and 
colleagues, in order to maintain their professional self-respect. This is especially so 
because their classroom accomplishments appear to receive little recognition from 
society at large – as evidenced in other data this study yielded (e.g: Table 7). 

  

What attracts you to remain teaching? 

I am embarrassed everytime I look a teacher in the eye, because 
we ask them to do so much for so little. 

Phil McGraw 



Table 4 illustrates how these 134 teachers responded to the question: 

 

 

TABLE 4: TEACHERS’ PERCEIVED FUTURE ROLES 

TEACHERS NOT CONSIDERING A CAREER OPPORTUNITY 
Still teaching 89% 

Doing a job outside the classroom 11% 

Of those 11% seeing themselves doing a job outside the classroom, 7% see 
themselves in a higher position in education and the remaining 4% see themselves 
doing a job outside education. 

 
 

What do you see yourself doing in five years’ time? 

I am doing what I am passionate about, and 

even if very demanding, I still find my work 

very engaging and inspiring. The spark is still 

very strong. 

Teacher 
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TAKING ON A CAREER OPPORTUNITY TODAY 

Those replying ‘Yes’ 

Out of the 291 respondents, 74 would consider it if it is related to the teaching 
profession, 39 if it is not related to the teaching profession, and 178 both if related 
or not related to the teaching profession (see Figure 2). 

 

CHOOSING A JOB ‘RELATED TO TEACHING’ 

When provided with a choice of possible career opportunities: 

• 19 of the 74 respondents (26%) selected a career where they would keep a 
teaching load – a teacher librarian (3), a guidance teacher (2), a university 
lecturer (2) or a head of department (12); 

• 15 (21%) chose a career where they still maintained classroom contact but not 
a teaching load – inclusion coordinator (2), complementary teacher (8) and 
peripatetic/support/specialist teacher (5). 

• The remaining 38 respondents (53%) chose positions that would take them 
out of the class and hold a managerial or leadership position – assistant head 
(19), head of school (2), education officer (5), and leadership positions within 
the education directorates (12). 

  

FIGURE 2: PARTICIPANTS READY TO TAKE A CAREER OPPORTUNITY TODAY 



Table 5 shows how these 74 teachers responded to the question: 

 

 

TABLE 5: TEACHERS’ PERCEIVED FUTURE ROLES 

TEACHERS CONSIDERING A CAREER OPPORTUNITY 
Still teaching 26% 

Doing a job outside the classroom 74% 

Of those 74% seeing themselves doing a job outside the classroom, 69% see 
themselves in a higher position in education and the remaining 5% see themselves 
doing a job outside education. 

 

What do you see yourself doing in five years’ time? 

I am happy in my role and before moving onto 

policymaking areas, I would like to gain more 

experiences in schools as part of the SMT. 

SMT Member 
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CHOOSING A JOB ‘NOT RELATED TO TEACHING’ OR ‘EITHER RELATED OR NOT’ 
The same question was asked to those respondents who would either choose a 
career not related to teaching, or any career, that is, one which is both related to 
teaching and not. 

The 217 open-ended responses were coded and classified (see Table 6). 

TABLE 6: TEACHERS’ PERCEIVED FUTURE ROLES 

TEACHERS CONSIDERING A CAREER OPPORTUNITY 
Related to a career in education 6.5% 

Both a career related to teaching and not 26.0% 

Not related to teaching 67.5% 

6.5% of the teachers responded that they would choose a career that was exclusively 
related to teaching or in education. Typical comments found were: ‘A higher position 
related to education’, ‘Some other job where I can educate children’, and ‘Lecturing 
career at University level’. 

26.0% of the respondents preferred a career that was either related to teaching or 
not. Their responses hence contained both options. Typical comments provided 
were as follows: ‘Human resources management or higher education’, ‘I would 
consider taking the role of a head of department in education or something related 
to office work on a laptop like a personal assistant or events manager’, and 
‘Marketing, school management, advisor to schools related to literacy, devising 
curriculum programmes using visual literacy and media tools’. 

The remaining 67.5%, who would choose a career not related to teaching, were the 
most telling in terms of the reasons given to finding a new job. Respondents were 
asked to mention the type of career that would be suitable for them. Additionally, 
45% of the respondents provided reasons with 80% of these justifying their choice 
based on aspects that appear missing in teaching today. In these cases, teachers did 
not just mention a job but also provided justifications related to aspects that they 
consider to be missing within the teaching career today. We coded teachers’ reasons 
and came up with five prominent categories (see Table 7). 

 

 

  



TABLE 7: TEACHERS’ REASONS FOR NOT CHOOSING A CAREER NOT RELATED TO TEACHING  

CATEGORY CODE TYPICAL RESPONSE 
A less stressful job With students’ challenging behaviour, co-ed system, mixed 

abilities in same classroom and no legal support, it is a very 
difficult and stressful task to teach. 
Teaching is very stressful at times, especially with a class of 
students who want to do nothing except fool around... at 
times I go out of class feeling that I failed in doing what I 
had so carefully planned. 

A better pay Anything which has better pay and is not as time consuming 
after work hours. 
I would not consider a career opportunity in teaching since 
the salaries are ridiculously low when compared to the level 
of responsibility. 

Prestige, autonomy and 
agency 

A position in which I am trusted to take control over what I 
do. Somewhere where I am truly considered a professional. 
Anything which receives more respect and dignity, where I 
am considered as a professional and get adequate pay 
which reflects professionalism, something which is lacking 
big time in my teaching career. 

Better working 
conditions 

A job which offers job satisfaction, good working hours, 
good salary and a work life balance. Anything apart from 
teaching under current conditions. 

Anything but not 
teaching 

Anything I am competent in besides teaching. Anything 
away from the school. 
Am open to opportunities providing me with a change. 

Analysing the emotions of teachers is important in the quest to understand the 
processes of identity and self in becoming and being a teacher.  Although ‘emotions’ 
are not the focus of this research study, we can note that they are highly significant 
casualties (Corbin, 2010) in a context whereby teachers are demotivated, or at least 
consequences of particular reforms or policy innovations. These emotions do not just 
concern the impact of externally driven changes though, but also the fact that 
schooling is compulsory and that not all pupils are keen about learning. Hence, 
although many teachers may experience a compassion for learners and a passion for 
teaching, there is also fear, anger and stress which is inherent in teaching itself, as 
evidenced by many open-ended responses referring to the changing nature of 
student population and behaviour. 

Having a positive feeling about the work setting one is in is likely to influence one’s 
work attitudes. If teachers feel that their personal values are compatible with the 
school values, they are more likely to remain in the same work environment, and to 
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identify with the school and its community. This identification can result in a strong 
attachment to the school and the profession, leading to more expected time in the 
profession. Contrastingly, if teachers do not feel good about their work setting, they 
are less likely to search for and use opportunities within the school to engage and 
perform effectively. 

In trying to understand teachers’ levels of job satisfaction we must also keep in mind 
that the process of becoming a teacher entails learning how to deal with the 
challenges faced in the classroom, the school and the socio-economic context 
beyond. As this research study shows us, there are many factors related to teacher 
job satisfaction including working with children, social status, working conditions, 
parent support, teacher compensation, collegial relationships and opportunities for 
career growth or promotion.  School leadership is often identified as one of the main 
reasons why teachers decide to remain in a school or to leave. The positive effects 
of promotion opportunity and participation in school policies are also not to be 
undermined. Although the choice to switch profession or end a career is made by 
the individual, factors in the school context are identified as causing stress, 
dissatisfaction or frustration, which in turn may lead to motivation to leave.  

A local study conducted by Bezzina (2006) finds that beginning teachers experienced 
a range of challenges (coping with mixed-ability groups, class discipline, curriculum 
implementation and physical exhaustion) and requested support in the form of 
collaboration with and from colleagues. For those teachers who remain in teaching 
it certainly does not mean that they are not experiencing these challenges. One of 
the possible explanations for this is that they learn how to deal with the initial upset 
and also develop personal classroom practices and a growing confidence in what 
they do. Becoming more ‘relaxed’, ‘resilient’ and ‘confident’ signifies that one knows 
how to deal with the practical and emotional aspects of the problems of teaching, 
rather than pretending they do not exist. It is also important to mention that the 
quality of support offered by some colleagues, family, friends and peers is crucial 
and can highly contribute to one’s commitment to teaching. This support, often 
found through personal relations teachers forge with their colleagues in the 
workplace, is more than the vague notion of friendliness and includes informal 
learning and mutual trust. 

Organisational commitment includes an individual’s psychological bond to the 
organisation. This can be evidenced in the sense of job involvement, loyalty and a 
belief in the school’s values which teachers may show. High commitment is beneficial 
for both employers and employees as it offers a sense of identity, satisfaction and 
security to the employees, and a low turnover and more stable workforce to the 
employers. However, one needs to keep in mind that today’s workers are not 
expected to remain within a single organisation for the duration of their careers and 
teacher attrition should also be studied within an understanding of this phenomenon. 

 



Table 8 shows how these 217 teachers replied to the question: 

 

 

TABLE 8: TEACHERS’ PERCEIVED FUTURE ROLES 

TEACHERS CONSIDERING A CAREER OPPORTUNITY 
Still teaching 35% 

Doing a job outside the classroom 65% 

As already pointed out, job satisfaction and professional morale can be influenced 
by the public’s attitudes towards schools, student attitudes toward learning and the 
declining status of teachers – all factors which Maltese teachers are currently 
experiencing. In Malta, teachers also have little opportunity for advancement and 
vertical mobility in their chosen profession, and many of them (94% of the teachers 
participating in this study) do not feel they earn an adequate income (compared to 
their workload and level of competence) while their prestige is damaged by the sense 
(or perceived sense) of lack of respect which is often directed at teachers. 

  

What do you see yourself doing in five years’ time? 

Everyone who remembers his own education remembers teachers, 
not methods or techniques. The teachers is the heart of the 
education system 

Sidney Hook 
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I am open to many opportunities. Anything 

which receives more respect and dignity, where 

I am considered as a professional and get 

adequate pay which reflects our professional 

status… something which is lacking big time in 

my teaching career. 

Teacher 

While I enjoy teaching, it is tiring and not 

really worth the time compared to the salary 

others receive when they can just go home and 

stop thinking about work. We cannot do that. 

Teacher 



TAKING ON A CAREER OPPORTUNITY TODAY 

Those replying ‘Not sure’ 

326 out of 755 teachers, that is, 43% of the teachers replied ‘not sure’ to whether 
they would take a career opportunity. Figure 3 shows the reasons identified. 

 
Those who chose ‘other’ specified various reasons, in particular: working hours, more 
challenging students, lack of opportunities to progress and family commitments. 

Table 9 illustrates how these 326 teachers replied to the question 

 

 

 
TABLE 9: TEACHERS’ PERCEIVED FUTURE ROLES 

TEACHERS NOT SURE WHETHER TO TAKE A CAREER OPPORTUNITY 
Still teaching 69% 

Doing a job outside the classroom 31% 

Of those 31% seeing themselves outside the classroom, 25% see themselves in a 
higher position in education and the remaining 6% see themselves having a job 
outside education. 

  

What do you see yourself doing in five years’ time? 

FIGURE 3: PARTICIPANTS UNSURE WHETHER TO TAKE A CAREER OPPORTUNITY TODAY 
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It is here clear that for teachers to make major status gains in their careers, they need 
to leave the classroom for full-time administration. This kind of career system subtly 
depreciates classroom teaching (Lortie, 1975). Seniority and higher qualifications do 
not render any significant gains either. The new sectoral agreement signed in 
December 2017 does reward teachers to accelerate their salary scale progression 
through self-sought CPD, but the real gain in class allowance is channelled to those 
teachers with more than 20 years of experience. Moreover, the incentive system in 
the local education system is not organised to respond to variations in effort or talent 
among classroom teachers. Indeed, historically one witnesses a career system which 
favours recruitment rather than retention, considering the small gaps in pay and 
allowances between early career teachers and those with longer experience. It also 
favours low rather than high involvement, considering the lack of incentives for those 
who dedicate more efforts to teaching.  

Although happy, I cannot imagine myself 

coping any longer at my age. The pay is 

nothing considering the amount of work I take 

home and the challenges I face in class. 

Teacher 



  

I have a passion for learning, seeing others 

learn, teaching my subject and leaving a 

positive impact on students’ lives. 

Teacher 

My view of teaching involves creating learning 

experiences and opportunities for the students 

under my care. I strive to present an 

environment that is accessible, engaging, 

supportive, motivating and welcoming for my 

students. 

Teacher 
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ADMINISTRATORS 
 
When asked whether participants would consider a career opportunity today, Figure 
4 shows how administrators (214) responded: 

 

RESPONDING ‘YES’ TO A CAREER OPPORTUNITY 
42% of those who said ‘Yes’, that they would take the opportunity, still saw 
themselves working in the same institution. They provided the following reasons (see 
Figure 5) as motivations for moving to a new role outside the classroom: 

FIGURE 4: ADMINISTRATORS’ VIEWS REGARDING CAREER OPPORTUNITIES TODAY 

FIGURE 5: ADMINISTRATORS’ REASONS FOR TAKING UP A CAREER OPPORTUNITY TODAY 



 
RESPONDING ‘NO’ TO A CAREER OPPORTUNITY 

Those who said ‘No’ were attracted to remain in their current role for the reasons 
provided in Figure 6. Responses related to ‘other’ included ‘job satisfaction’, 
‘approaching retirement’ and ‘appointed recently in a new role to consider change’. 

 

RESPONDING ‘NOT SURE’ TO A CAREER OPPORTUNITY 
Figure 7 illustrates the reasons of those who were ‘Not sure’ about whether to take 
a career opportunity or not. 

FIGURE 6: ADMINISTRATORS' REASONS FOR NOT TAKING UP A CAREER OPPORTUNITY 

FIGURE 7: ADMINISTRATORS' REASONS FOR BEING UNSURE ABOUT TAKING A CAREER OPPORTUNITY 
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The ‘other’ reasons provided were that ‘the state sector is not encouraging enough 
to consider changes for the better’, ‘feeling a sense of belonging’ towards their 
institution and ‘personal factors’. 

 

FUTURE CAREER PROSPECTS 
214 administrators responded to the following question: 

 

 

TABLE 10: ADMINISTRATORS’ PERCEIVED FUTURE ROLES 

Working in the same institution (school or department) 51% 

Working in a different institution 19% 

Other (please specify) 30% 

Of the 30% responding to others in Table 10, most of them mentioned ‘venturing 
into self-employment’, ‘pursuing studies’ and ‘approaching retirement’ as the main 
future prospects. 

 
 
  

What do you see yourself doing in five years’ time? 

Policymakers fire all sort of changes with 

little support provided. Why should I opt to 

assume further responsibilities when they keep 

dumping things on teachers and the SMT? 

Assistant Head of School 

I am happy in my role and would like to gain 

more experience leading a school before 

considering a move into policymaking. 

Head of School 



CPD OPPORTUNITIES 
 
Survey participants were also asked whether they are currently following a course of 
study or a learning experience for their own professional development. 
 

 
Those answering in the affirmative were asked to identify the type of course 
undertaken. Responses were coded and categorised as shown in Figure 8 below: 
 
FIGURE 8: TYPE OF LEARNING EXPERIENCE UNDERTAKEN BY THOSE PURSUING A CPD COURSE 

Like students, teachers grow best when they are modestly 
challenged. Waiting until conditions are ideal or until you are sure 
of yourself yields lethargy, not growth. 

Carol Ann Tomlinson 
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In our role as teacher educators, it is of concern to see that the majority of the 
respondents (67%) are not currently partaking in some form of professional learning. 
We believe that the way schools organise and manage teacher professional learning, 
support new teachers and enable informal learning to take place can be highly 
influential in a teacher’s attempt to engage in professional development 
experiences. The workplace context, including its pedagogical and social 
atmosphere, as well as the school as a community, can be seen as being experienced 
by the respondents both as a supporting and as a restricting work factor. Moreover, 
the school as an institution and that which it represents, namely the curriculum, the 
textbooks and the different kinds of teaching materials are guiding factors in their 
work. This leads to the understanding that school contexts can impact on the quality 
of outcomes of teacher professional learning. 

The low preference to and/or occurrence of collaborative practices is also seen as 
problematic. The data strongly suggest that the schools, as entities, do not show any 
strong commitment to foster a professional learning community with structures to 
support and empower teachers. The culture of the school is important in the 
successful implementation of professional learning and all the key players have a 
shared responsibility to create and allow space for dialogue and exchange of ideas, 
and make effective use of development days in schools. 

Furthermore, a coherent approach to schools’ CPD programmes and INSET provided 
by the education authorities (and attended by 29.5% of 340 respondents claiming to 
be following a professional development course or experience), linked to the 
schools’ development plans will encourage collective decision-making. In this way, 
teachers will be involved in CPD which promotes school development and improves 
student learning. We also suggest that on-site support and other opportunities for 
professional learning (like action research, mentoring, having a critical friend, teacher 
inquiry) is made more feasible in Maltese schools to help teachers plan and 
implement projects that build upon and extend innovative teaching projects.  

Where’s the motivation for engaging in CPD? 

For what? For the same wage? No thanks.  

Assistant Head of School 

If we create a culture where every teacher believes they need to 
improve, not because they are not good enough, but because they 
can be even better, there is no limit to what we can achieve. 

Jacob, A., Vidyarthi, E., & Carroll, K. (2012) 



If school leaders provide teachers with support, then the school is likely to be on the 
pathway to becoming a ‘learning school’. Teachers, at all stages in their careers, need 
opportunities to learn in a supportive environment promoting time for collaboration, 
reflection, and a gradual acculturation into the profession of teaching. Those who 
were not following a professional development course, during the time of the study, 
were asked to specify a reason why. Table 11 provides a set of category codes with 
typical responses provided for each.  

TABLE 11: REASONS FOR CURRENTLY NOT IN A POSITION TO PURSUE CPD 

CATEGORY CODE TYPICAL RESPONSE 
Family responsibilities Have to take care of and raise my children on my own, and 

time is hard to manage. 
Family commitments and personal reasons. 

No time I do not have time after school hours when you consider 
lesson preparation. 
Too busy with life and budgetary constraints. 

Need a break from 
studies 

Just finishes a CPD course and in need of a break from 
doing courses. 
Will be starting in the next scholastic year. 

Pointless pursuing 
further studies 

PD sessions are nearly never related to our real situation. 
There are no courses which interest me and no incentives. 
These programmes lack relevance and applicability. 

Effective professional development must meet the individual needs of teachers. 
Through government-funded projects teachers, across different schools, can use 
these grants for action-based research to improve their teaching. Teachers may 
develop professional autonomy and professional self-confidence through these 
programmes, allowing them to nurture their priorities and feel they are in control of 
their own professional development. There is also the need to find new ways of 
conceptualising and providing expertise and support. Online CPD initiatives can be 
one feasible option, with the additional potential to overcome some of the financial 
limitations of providing individual school-based CPD support. 

  
Being in a headship position takes too much of 

my time. Thus, I find it difficult to take up 

further studies although I do wish to.  

Head of School 
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I always thought of teaching as my career from 

a very young age. When I grew up, I had 

teachers who influenced me with the way they 

were passionate about their subject. They loved 

teaching and the sound relationship they built 

with us as their students was what inspired me 

to look up to them as my role models and to 

eventually take up teaching. 

Teacher 

I am overloaded with work in my current role 

and dedicate the little time left to my family.  

Head of Department 



SOME FINAL REFLECTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Having established that a teacher’s career is not staged and that those with longer 
experience earn relatively little more than beginning teachers, one then asks – what 
keeps teachers teaching? Extra effort does not bring any rewards, indeed, those who 
do extra effort are likely to feel under-rewarded. Teachers who work long hours and 
are more committed to their work will realise that others who give less get similar 
rewards. The teaching profession is not providing people with the financial and 
psychological support they need to sustain them in their work (Webb, 1985). As a 
result, teachers are leaving the field, or at least, the classroom to higher ranks with 
better prestige and more rewards. This research study has given us the opportunity 
to reflect at length on the career system in Malta and on how this may be impacting 
on the level of teacher attraction into the profession and classroom retention levels. 

We are here putting forward a number of recommendations to this effect: 

o Collaboration and teamwork at school level entails many benefits. These 
include greater efficiency, better results, enhanced motivation and worker 
retention. In particular, we recommend that teachers develop ‘collaborative 
professionalism’ (Hargreaves and O’Connor, 2017). This involves more than 
partaking in meetings, networks or clusters in pursuit of a goal which belongs 
to someone else. On the contrary, it is developed through collective 
autonomy which values teachers’ professional judgement.  It is important that 
teachers are given or take authority without constant monitoring or 
interference. It is also important that teachers and administrators, within 
schools, believe that together they can have a greater impact on all students. 

o Teachers fare well with proper administrative support. If teachers are 
supported adequately, they are less likely to resign, and structurally initiated 
initiatives may motivate teachers. Financial interventions are needed in the 
form of teacher assistants and more clerical staff to help teachers cope with 
the workload. Mentoring programmes could also be introduced to help 
teachers deal with disappointed expectations and negative experiences. 

  

I enjoy teaching my subject. Besides, job roles 

and requirements are well defined and do not 

change unexpectedly. 

Teacher 
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o Teachers perceive imposed change and innovations by top down approaches 
as a threat. They get the impression that their teaching skills are insufficient 
and also feel treated as technical skilled workers instead of autonomous, 
emancipated and qualified professionals. High turnover rates can be 
prevented if teachers do not experience top-down reforms and frequent 
interventions and if there is more investment in social capital and 
collaborative professionalism. When teachers are trained in skills like 
teamwork and they are supported by their leaders, they are more likely to be 
resilient and persist. 

o We also recommend that any reforms or policies introduced respect the 
culture in which they are meant to evolve. For new frameworks to be 
effective, the cultural and contextual factors that frame the learning that takes 
place need to be kept in mind.   

o It is difficult for education systems to be effective when schools have a high 
turnover and school leaders keep changing. Teachers cannot collaborate with 
each other when they are continuously facing new colleagues, and this may 
lead to them behaving as self-centred individuals with a sink-or-swim attitude.  
In such a scenario, it is easier for them to feel defeated and leave the 
profession as well.   

o Good and exceptional teachers need to have their interests protected.  
Although teachers’ unions are often at the forefront for better working 
conditions and pay, there is no real distinction in efforts to retain good, 
effective teachers, and teachers who put little or no effort in teaching. This is 
understandable, because a union’s role is to protect the jobs of all its 
members. Yet, the price of such policies diminishes the profession. Education 
authorities and school leaders need to create school cultures that attract the 
best teachers, and improve working conditions and management practices 
to retain these good and exceptional teachers. We do not see teachers 
responsible for the crisis of low teacher shortage and low teacher retention.  
It is not a teacher’s responsibility to remain at a school that fails to value great 
teaching. It is time to adopt a new strategy on teacher retention and it is the 
responsibility of education authorities to solve this crisis. 

o The latest sectoral agreement (December 2017) signed between the 
Government and the MUT signifies an increase in class allowances for 
teachers, however, the increase can only be said to be significant for those 
teachers and educators with over 20 years of experience. Attracting new 
teachers to the profession and retaining the exceptional ones will also require 
a tangible raise in current pay and allowances, adequate working conditions 
and an assurance that what they are required to do in class is met with 
support structures, both within the school and beyond, that encourage these 
teachers to keep doing what they like best: teaching. 



o In a context where being a teacher is not necessarily a mark of high social 
esteem, authorities will have a challenge to recruit high-quality teachers.  It is 
hence important that the government provides a career path with clearly laid 
down criteria for promotion which will impact positively on teacher job 
satisfaction. Without job satisfaction, the best teachers will continue to leave 
teaching, compromising quality education. 

o The nature of professional learning opportunities, and their access to all 
teachers, need to improve. This research suggests that personal reasons and 
constraints linked to one’s life situation prevent some teachers from seeking 
further learning, hence it is important that a variety of courses, addressing 
different needs, are provided, are flexible, and build in follow-up work at 
school. Time for further learning must not become a structural issue that 
inhibits professional learning and school reform. 

  

With four schemes of work I spend most of my 

time compiling notes, handouts, tests and 

correcting homework. I also have a part-time 

job as the pay is not enough. Investing in my 

professional development is not a priority. 

Teacher 

Teaching is what I was trained to do. What 

would I do if I had to leave this profession? 

Teacher 

I am happiest in the classroom. Yet, the endless 

bureaucracy, half-hearted changes done for 

the sake of the person in charge, and decisions 

taken by non-teachers are getting to me. 

Teacher 



 
37 Teachers’ professional lives and careers 

 

REFERENCES 
Bezzina, C. (2006). Views from the trenches: Beginning teachers’ perceptions about 

their professional development. Journal of In-service Education, 32(4), 411-430. 

Bezzina, C. & Portelli, V. (2006). The Teacher 2000 Project in Malta: Exploring teacher 
motivation, satisfaction and health in the secondary sector. Malta: Salesian 
Press. 

Corbin, B. (2010). Feeling professional: New teachers and induction. In J. McNally & 
A. Blake (Eds.), Improving learning in a professional context: A research 
perspective on the new teacher in school (pp. 41-61). London: Routledge. 

Hargreaves, A. & M. T. O’Connor (2017). Collaborative professionalism. Qatar: WISE. 

Jacob, A., Vidyarthi, E., & Carroll, K. (2012). The Irreplaceables: Understanding the 
real retention crisis in America's urban schools. TNTP. 

Lortie, D. (1975). Schoolteacher: A sociological study. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press. 

Ministry for Education and Employment (2017). Agreement between the 
Government of Malta and the Malta Union of Teachers. Floriana: Ministry for 
Education and Employment. 

Waller, W. (1965). The sociology of teaching. USA: Russell & Russell. 

Webb, R.B. (1985). Teacher status panic: Moving up the down escalator. In S. J. 
Ball & I. F. Goodson (Eds.), Teachers’ lives and careers (pp. 78-88). London, 
Falmer Press. 

 



SPECIAL THANKS 
We would like to express a word of gratitude to a number of people: 

o First and foremost, we feel deeply indebted to the 1,019 participants who 
took the online questionnaire and helped us understand their professional 
experiences; 

o The organisers of the ‘KSU Research Days’ and those of the ‘JC 
Conference’ for the opp ortunity provided to share our initial research 
results and for the feedback provided which helped stimulate our thinking 
towards further improvements in the presentation of the study; 

o Professor Sandro Caruana, Dean of the Faculty of Education at the 
University of Malta, for endorsing this research project and providing the 
financial support needed to organise the seminar; 

o Professor Christopher Bezzina, Head of Department (Leadership for 
Learning and Innovation) and Deputy Dean of the Faculty of Education at 
the University of Malta, for his encouragement to organise the seminar to 
disseminate our findings and for providing his valuable input with 
comments and constructive feedback on this report; 

o Mr Stephen Buhagiar, Head of Department at St. Nicholas College, for 
taking the photos illustrated in this report, together with students and staff 
for their permission.  

o Mr Gaetano Bugeja, Director Learning and Assessment Programmes 
(MEDE), for funding the printing of this report. 

  



 
39 Teachers’ professional lives and careers 

 

MICHELLE ATTARD TONNA is an academic member of 
staff at the Faculty of Education, University of Malta, 
coordinating school-based mentoring on a national level. 
This role oversees the mentoring of student-teachers 
during field placement and whereby teachers based in 
schools are trained to be mentors. Before occupying this 
role, she has been engaged by the Ministry for Education 
and Employment as Head of Project in the Learning 
Outcomes Framework, which saw the coordination of a 
national project on the introduction of learning outcomes 
in the curriculum. Michelle has also represented the Ministry in a number of working 
groups, both on a local level and internationally. Her primary research interests 
include the professional development of teachers and comparative studies of the 
way teachers learn. She has contributed to various European-wide studies in the area 
of teacher learning and also participated in various conferences and European 
networks in which she has presented her research. Michelle has published her work 
in a number of educational journals and books, mostly focusing on teachers, their 
perceptions, their professional growth and their role as leaders in schools. She 
completed a PhD with the University of Aberdeen, UK, basing her research on 
teacher professional learning in Malta. 
 
 
 
 
JAMES CALLEJA is an academic member of staff at the 
Faculty of Education, University of Malta, developing and 
coordinating continuing professional development (CPD) 
programmes for educators. In his work with schools, he 
currently supports teachers in engaging and leading 
collaborative lesson research studies. James has also 
orgainsed events and provided a number of professional 
development workshops for teachers. He is also one of the 
leading University team members in the MaSDiV 
(supporting Mathematics and Science teachers in 
addressing Diversity and promoting fundamental Values) project run between 2017-
2020 and intended to offer professional learning opportunities for teachers and CPD 
leaders. James is currently doing his doctoral research with the University of 
Nottingham, UK, focusing on the design of a CPD programme for teachers and on 
teacher enactment of inquiry-based learning (IBL) practices in the mathematics class. 
He participated and presented his research in a number of conferences both locally 
and internationally. His main research interests are the design of professional 
development programmes for educators, mathematics education, teacher learning, 
IBL and lesson study. 



Acknowledging and understanding the complexity of the teaching profession today is an important 
endeavour as this leads to informed reflection and action which can be beneficial to all learners, as 
well as for the profession to attain the respect it deserves. The study by Michelle Attard Tonna and 
James Calleja provides a clear overview related to the manner in which educators view their 
profession, on the basis of their own insights and prospects. Such a study provides valuable 
background on which one may base future decisions related to the profession in a knowledgeable 
manner, thereby leading to measures which can have a significant long-term effect. In some 
instances, the results attained in this study provide positive indications, in others less so. 
Nevertheless, there is evidence that several professionals are truly experts in their field and that they 
are an inspiration to learners. They are to be given the recognition they merit, as besides personifying 
quality education, they are also a source of inspiration to those who aspire to join the profession. 
 

SANDRO CARUANA 
Dean of the Faculty of Education, University of Malta 
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