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ABSTRACT
The paper presents the key findings of a recent study which looks in depths at the work and life of 
‘exemplary teachers’ from Poland and explores the factors that were decisive in attaining professional 
successes by these teachers. The study was guided by the following research question: What factors have  
an impact on achieving professional success by teachers? In order to find out what conditions have 
influence on attaining professional successes by teachers, both ‘internal’ and ‘external’ factors were taken 
into consideration. The former ones are connected with personal factors influencing achieving successes 
(professional beliefs and theories on teaching, job perception, motivation, personal qualities,  personal 
and professional values). Whereas the latter ones are linked with a broadly understood environment in 
which a teacher works, with all extra-personal, cultural, organizational and material factors having a 
bearing on the quality, course and effects of teacher's work (context: classroom, school, educational 
system, society). In conducting this research I referred to the collective case study. Studying a few cases 
simultaneously, I aimed at examining the conditions of teachers' professional successes. In the research 
conducted, the following sources of information were used: teachers' documents, participating 
observation in the classroom and semi-structure interviews.

1. WHY DOES A FOCUS ON CONDITIONS OF TEACHERS' SUCCESSES MATTER?

There is no doubt that how the phenomenon of teachers’ work is characterised is important. If we focus 
on the issues of failure we are in danger of adopting a deficit model of teachers’ professional practice in 
which the research attempt is to identify what is missing and find ways to replace it. Research on schools 
should not be aimed at the pathological phenomena that take place in them, but it should create a situation 
in which teachers working with greatest excellence, and who are  able to stimulate the development of 
their professional environment, can be singled out. Excellence in teaching deserves recognition. The 
position the author shall be taking is that there is a need to adopt a more positive orientation to the 
teaching profession and its practice. A focus on teachers’ success is one way of doing this. 

The research into the issue of the nature of teachers’ professional success seems necessary, as it is 
worth expanding our knowledge about the factors favourable for achieving teachers’ professional success, 
as well as the ones that hamper this process. For this reason, one should endeavour to answer a few 



questions. First of all, what in particular characterises the group of teachers achieving success? Do these 
teachers form a specific group and, if so, in what respect? How do the researched teachers achieve 
professional success? What kinds of behaviour and actions enable teachers achieve their professional 
success? What do teachers attribute their success to? What is the role of a school, as a teacher's 
workplace, in achieving professional success? Does a school stimulate and support teachers in achieving 
success and to what extent? Are there any institutional schemes supporting teachers’ professional success 
which are being introduced? If so, what are they? 

These are examples of the questions that should find their answers in  search of the fundamental 
question about the factors influencing teachers’ professional success. The findings of this research may 
contribute to promoting behaviours, forms and types of activity characteristic of those who are recognised 
as the best ones in the teacher's profession, who are perceived as exceptional due to their outstanding 
teaching and educational work. The issues undertaken in this paper seems to be especially significant in 
supporting teachers’ ambitions and aspirations, and in instigating elitist attitudes among them.

2. TOWARDS AN UNDERSTANDING OF TEACHERS’ SUCCESS AND ITS CONDITONS. 
THEORETICAL BACKROUND

Before we begin considerations of the teacher’s professional success and emerging controversies 
connected with it, it is worth paying closer attention to a few characteristics of the concept of success. 
Firstly, the word success generally means a positive result of a certain undertaking, a triumph, the 
achievement of an intended goal. The opposite is commonly thought to be a situation in which, for some 
reasons, the goal has not been achieved, which is called a failure. Usually success is connected with a 
person, the fortune of their life, and is connected with their subjective perception of the extent to which 
this person has managed to carry out their plans in view of the needs as well as with their feeling of 
contentment and self-acceptance. This way of describing success leads to identifying it with desired and 
expected results of a certain person’s actions (Michalak 2005, p. 96).

Taking that into account, success is measured by the degree to which a planned goal has been 
achieved by an individual, which is done by means of comparison between the existing state and the 
desired one, that is by the assessment of the existing discrepancy between the real and desired 
achievements (results of the actions). Therefore, the analysed concept can be defined by the assessment of 
the effects of the individual's actions. This approach to success shows, that first of all it is a subjective 
phenomena – the same achievements can be differently measured depending on the people assessing 
them. The concept of success understood in such a way can be appraised by means of using objective 
measures of an individual success, for example, the extent to which individual’s life goals has been 
achieved.

The way society thinks about  the word ‘success’ is a second feature. Society’s thinking is shaped 
both by the character of a social system in many of its dimensions, as well as by the place that individuals 
occupy in the social structure. The ideas about what  success is have changed in the course of 
development of societies in history as well as in the course of the economic and political transformations 
of states and they have been influenced by material and cultural measures of people’s living standards, 
their aspirations, ambitions, preferences concerning fulfilment of certain needs, and the hierarchies of 



values accepted by them. In societies where the market system based on free market dominates, success is 
generally accepted as a measure of the competition between people, and the market success, which 
significantly influences the assessment of the individual’s social position and prestige, is the main 
ingredient of the individual’s success in life (see Gmerek 2003, Grzeszczyk 2003).

Even this general look at the way in which the term success is understood (as a category of the 
assessment of individual’s achievements) indicates, that this term is linked both with the individual’s 
system of values, which become its significant measures, and with a society’s general system of values. 
That is why two dimensions must be taken into consideration when analysing success:

- A subjective dimension by which we can determine subjective assessments of individual’s 
achievements, therefore we can discover the connections between success and individual systems of 
values.
-  An objective dimension by which we have a possibility to search for objective criteria of success 
on the basis of the identification of a common idea of success, which functions in a society. For 
example, in order to learn about the model of the success in life, which is dominant in a certain 
society, the needs, ambitions, goals and aspirations, as well as systems of values and models of life 
careers of the members of the society are investigated. The researcher can endeavour to introduce 
the comparatively objective criteria of success on the basis of discovering what the common idea of 
success looks like.

To sum up, it must be stressed that conducting research on achievements only in relation to subjective 
feelings, individual ways of perceiving and experiencing successes can lead to limiting the analysed 
concept. That is why while conducting research analysis it is worth paying attention to the environment in 
which an individual or an institution functions and to the expectations concerning success resulting from 
this environment.

Posing a thesis about social and personal dimensions of a professional success, in our case of a 
teachers’ professional success means that it is necessary to perceive its dichotomous nature. On the one 
hand,  teachers’ professional success, which can be understood as a teacher’s achievement or a fact 
making him/her stand out among his/her colleagues, is a social phenomenon. Thus while discussing a 
teacher’s professional success, both his/her measurable achievements as well as people’s social images of 
teachers’ work and the successes linked to it must be referred to. These images constitute a source of 
certain educational orientations, and these, in turn, reshape social assessment criteria leading to new, 
different views of  teachers’ success. On the other hand, while writing about a teacher’s professional 
success, a personal dimension must be taken into account, attention must be paid to personal factors, 
which may have a decisive role in achieving successes by teachers. 

While conducting research analyses of the determinants that shape professional success,  Polish 
scholar Lukaszewicz (1979) claims, that results of people's professional actions and their successes can 
be, but need not be, connected by cause-effect relationship (if an appropriate result of a professional 
action appears, then the success must follow as its result: if X then later Y) or by co-occurrence (if an 
appropriate result of a professional action appears, then at the same time success takes place: if X then 
simultaneously Y). Concurrently this relationship can be of substitutive nature, which means that success 
can be the result of reasons other than the effects of teacher's work (for example power, connections, 
taking a certain place in a social hierarchy and other similar reasons: if Z then Y). While maintaining this 
distinction, it is worth accepting Lukaszewicz's assumption that in research analyses one should focus on 



cause-effect relation and co-occurrence, and that it should be assumed that success cannot result from 
every set of results, but only from excellent work. Thus a difficulty arises, which in the case of teachers’ 
work is of exceptionally important nature, because a definition  of excellent teachers’ work, and 
consequently of teachers’ success does not exist. This concept will be expanded on in the next part of this 
chapter. However, here I would like to draw the reader's attention to a possible way of thinking about and 
defining  teacher's professional success 

For the sake of further discussion, I propose the following definition of teacher’ s success: When  
a teacher gains a symbol-prize in  recognition of their excellent results at work, they have achieved  
success. By symbol-prize we can understand many objects that constitute an award in a teacher's view. 
By defining professional success in such a way, I would like to pay special attention to the relationship 
that exists between excellent results of teachers' work and their successes. 

The definition posed here highlights the fact that if others only recognised excellent results of 
teacher's work, but it isn’t expressed in the form of a symbol-prize, then it is true that a teacher has 
excellent results at work, but does not achieve success. On the other hand, the acknowledgment of 
excellent results by awarding a symbol-prize is not enough to achieve success. Only when a teacher 
accepts that this second form of acknowledgment of his excellent results represents an award for him, 
then this recognition becomes a sine-qua-non condition of achieving success. In such a situation, it is 
understandable that sometimes symbols-prizes expressed by others are not recognised by some teachers 
as acknowledgement of their success.

As far as the conditions of teachers’ professional success is concerned,, it can be assumed that 
various factors are decisive in achieving professional success by teachers. They are connected both with 
teachers themselves and with environment in which teachers function. Therefore, for the sake of further 
analytical needs, the conditions of teachers' pedagogical actions should be divided into two groups: 
subjective (internal) ones and objective (external) ones.

Subjective (internal) conditions include all personal factors which can be treated as the reasons 
why teachers achieve their professional success. The most important among them are: reasons for taking 
up a career in teaching; willingness to continue this career (motivation for work); attitude towards the role 
performed (duties); personality traits of the  teachers participating in the research; values that they hold 
dear; meanings they attach to certain matters, actions and events they participated in; experiences 
connected with their situation at work and the meanings they attribute to them; critical events; significant 
others. All these factors fit together into a uniform whole and they make up an internal environment of 
successful teachers' pedagogical actions.

Objective (external) conditions refer to teachers' external environments in which they work. This 
is a collection of non-personal factors that influence initiation, content, course and effects of teachers' 
work. External conditions of achieving success by teachers directs the researcher's attention towards the 
nature of teachers' working environment and the surroundings in which teachers work. The review of the 
existing literature on this subject allows for distinguishing two basic groups of external conditions which 
have impact on achieving professional success by teachers:

• socio-cultural conditions. The following macro-social factors seem to influence teachers' work 
and achievements: ownership of educational system and its socio-cultural surroundings; state 
educational policy; internal state law; internal cultural diversity; history; values; economy; 



various internal problems of the country; working conditions in teaching profession; professional 
requirements; expectations for the teacher's role (coming from various social groups), all 
informal requirements posed by teachers' partners such as pupils, parents, superiors, as well as 
their own and other teams of teachers, local environments and global society.

• institutional conditions. At the school level there exist a lot of factors which influence teachers' 
work and the results of their work. As multiple research material showed, school culture, which 
can be defined as an element of school organisation dependent on other school organisational 
factors or on the actions of a principal and school leaders aiming at establishing the culture of 
success at school, has a major impact on achieving success by teachers. School culture is created 
mainly at school. As various research shows, on the one hand, a school as an organisation crates a 
specific working environment for teachers which can condition teachers' work and influence their 
motivation to achieve success through, for example, the management style practised at school, 
power dependencies and the manner of their execution, teachers' qualities and relationships 
among them, requirements imposed on teachers and pupils' qualities and needs. On the other 
hand, every community, every region possesses, for example, their own specific demographic 
structure, their own cultural values, their own history and various internal problems, which can 
have impact on work done by the teachers for the good of the community in which their school 
functions.

Socio-cultural and institutional conditions related with each other; they are not collections of accidental 
factors, but a system. Thus these factors do not function in isolation, on the contrary, they are related and 
they create a certain organised whole, a hierarchical structure in which lower level elements constitute 
parts of higher level elements. Altogether these conditions make up teachers' external working 
environment (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Factors influencing teacher's professional success.
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Source: author's

Personal and environmental conditions constantly and mutually influence each other, that is why teacher's 
professional success is achieved as a result of a specific game of powers, and at the same time it is not a 
simple sum of actions of separate factors, which is illustrated by Figure 1. The way in which teachers 
work and their achievements do not depend only on the requirements imposed on them, but also on what 
they are skilled to do and on what they want or like to do, as well as on what external conditions allow 
them to do. The context (especially values, behaviours and attitudes for which teachers are praised and 
rewarded) is what influences the manner in which teachers fulfil their professional roles.

To conclude this part of considerations, it must be stressed that using the contrast between a 
teacher and environment or between internal and external conditions serves only analytical purposes. It 
can be useful in many situations; however, writing about the course of life and showing a biography as 
the result of overlapping internal and external dimensions do not reflect the reality. If it was assumed that 
there exist, for example, external and internal conditions affecting changes in teachers' behaviour, one 
would simultaneously have to assume that external influences are possible without activating internal 
mechanisms of receiving and processing information and that there exists an internal source of changes 
functioning without previous external impact.

The findings presented here constitute the basis for conducting research on the conditions of 
teacher's professional success. Apart from the differentiation between personal and environmental 
conditions of achieving professional success by teachers, there is an exceptionally significant assumption 
connected with accepted understanding of a social role, according to which a social role constitutes a 
boundary between the individuality of a person and a social organisation. The set of normative 
requirements imposed on a teacher requires taking his/her individual stance and working out his/her own 
repertoire of various types of behaviour. It can be noticed that in majority of research studies devoted to 
the subject of teacher's role, the mechanisms of accepting the role are simplified by ascribing them the 
finite, static character in accordance with structuralist theories, and at the same time the creation of the 
role, i.e. a creative aspect of individual's personal experience, is not mentioned. R.H. Turner indicated this 
creative aspect of the role and introduced the concept of role-making. By doing that he emphasised that 
social roles are not accepted in a finite, final form, but they are created and modified during the processes 
of interaction with others, who also perform various and changing roles. The fact that the interaction 
between an individual and a role has a two-way character, which was demonstrated earlier, influences the 
possible ways in which the assumed role is created: an individual is not only shaped by the role, but 
he/she can shape this role, which makes him/her take his/her own stance on the performed role. Thus in 



this study it is assumed that the teacher's role is heuristic in character, which means that it involves 
resolving new problems, seeking effective ways of acting in a complex and very frequently internally 
contradictory educational reality.

3. RESEARCH FRAMEWORK

3.1. THE RESEARCH GOAL AND THE NEED FOR THE RESEARCH

The research mainly aims at enriching the knowledge about conditions that have an impact on achieving 
professional success by teachers, especially by those who are recognised as the best ones, as the masters 
in their  profession.  Contrary to  sociology,  psychology and management,  the question of professional 
success  was  not  examined widely  and  in  detail  in  the  Polish  pedagogical  academic  circles.  Barbara 

echowska's work “Teacher's Professional Success And Its Conditions” (1978) is an exception. In thisŻ  
book, she reviews the issues connected with teacher's professional success and she describes her research 
that was meant to demonstrate the conditions influencing teacher's professional success. Other works only 
touch upon the problems connected with teacher's professional success.

The  value  of  echowska's  work  mainly  lies  in  its  weight  and  topicality,  as  well  as  inŻ  
demonstrating the complexity of the problem. The author proved that the good results of teachers' work 
depend  not  only  on  teachers  themselves  and  the  ways  in  which  they  teach,  but  also  on  the  factors 
independent of teachers, such as school working conditions. The weaknesses of B. echowska's analysesŻ  
can be noticed in her understanding of school working conditions which she restricts only to material 
ones.  Such  a  limited  treatment  of  school  working  conditions  arises  a  lot  of  doubts  and  cannot  be 
satisfactory. If we assume that a school is a certain social and organisational system, then in order to gain 
better  understanding of  the  conditions  of  teacher's  professional  success  one should  aim at  becoming 
acquainted  with  internal  relations  between  the  elements  of  school  social  system  and  with  various 
categories of links that a school maintains with its environment, the educational system and the social 
system. In other words, if we want to identify the conditions of teacher's professional success, we should 
focus on the impact of the broadly-understood external surrounding on shaping teachers' attitude to work 
and on their ways of working.

It  is  supported  by  the  latest  research  results  concerning  the  issues  of  conditions  of  teachers' 
professional success. In the light of these findings, it can be seen that apart from such personal factors as 
motivation and morale (Troman, Woods 2000), passion and involvement (Hochschild 1983, Little 2000, 
Day 2004), experience, expertise, competence (Dreyfus, Dreyfus 1986, Sternberg, Horvath 1995), age, a 
phase  of  teacher's  professional  development  (Huberman  1993,  Fessler  1995),  teacher's  professional 
development (Guskey, Huberman 1995, Day 1999) and satisfaction with the level of pupils' learning and 
educational results, as well as their achievements (Nias 1989, Nias 1996, Tschannen-Moran, Hoy, Hoy 
1998), a very important role in achieving professional success is played by external factors such as a 
school culture, educational leadership (Little 1982, Rosenholtz 1989, Leithwood 1990, McLaughlin 1993, 
Hargreaves 1994), environment in which a school functions and cultural changes, that can be observed in 
modern societies (Ford 1992, Hutchings et all 2000) and finally following the doctrine of adaptation in 
education, i.e. ability to change (Fullan, Hargreaves 1992). In other words, if we want to recognise the 



conditions  of  teachers'  professional  success,  we  must  focus  on  the  impact  of  a  broadly  understood 
external surrounding on the shaping of teachers' attitude to work and on their ways of work. The research 
demonstrate that analysing teachers' work involves taking into account, for example, social determinants, 
organisational and material conditions, as well as political situation (Hopkins, Stern, 1996) or cultural 
factors, identifying of which offers greater chances of understanding teachers' work, as it is helpful in 
reviewing  assumptions  and  beliefs  we  have  about  teaching  a  certain  subject  and  learning  it  in  a 
classroom. This, in turn, may appear indispensable in searching for the roots of educational values.

It must be stressed that Barbara elechowska's studies come from the end of the 1970s, i.e. fromŻ  
the times in which the conditions in Poland were different. This meant a centralised system of education, 
governed externally by the monopolistic country which accepted and maintained its adaptational model. 
This model was supposed to support the preservation of the existing social order, help to adapt to life in 
“socialistic social reality”. Both adaptational philosophy of education and the educational practice were 
based on the Marxist philosophy and the scientific educational paradigm which dominated at that time. 
Such education craved for the knowledge that was solid and useful in practice. The tradition of scientific 
(“academic”) questions about a teacher concentrated on giving such answers that reduced uncertainty and 
controversiality to a minimal degree. Such solid knowledge was supposed to be effectively used in 
steering (or manipulating) a teacher in the professional and ideological areas. The boundaries of the 
scientific knowledge about a teacher were outlined by general questions about personal, social and 
instrumental determinants of the teacher's role, which is exemplified by the following question: “What 
kind of a teacher should serve whom and in what way?” ( echowska, 1997, p. 46) The scientificŻ  
questions following the scientistic convention often articulated the theses that a teacher “should do” 
something, and even “must” do it, as an object steered (manipulated) by “the science which knows better”. 
Posing such questions was aimed at obtaining conclusive answers or at least “closing” a certain area about 
which so far there had been no knowledge (p. 47-48). Undoubtedly, scientific questions about a teacher 
that corresponded with the adaptational philosophy of education broadened the knowledge about teachers 
and produced many valuable findings. However, they were not able to maintain the status of “stability”, 
because neither the nature of educational processes, nor teachers themselves could be locked in the 
unchanging patterns, and because of the “transformation” occurring in the scientific thinking that resulted 
in “new intellectual tradition”.

The model for qualitative research of teachers has been gaining recognition since the 1960s 
(Peterson, 1964; Ball, Goodson, 1985; Sikes, Measor, Woods, 1985; Clandinin, 1986; Huberman, 1989; 
Klechtermans, Schrantz, Vanderberghe, 1994), but so far it has occurred very rarely in Polish 
pedeutology. In recent years the awareness of the changes that are undergoing in understanding and 
practising science (its “paradigms”) and the reaction to them is visible in methodological reflection of 
Polish pedagogy. Therefore, there are attempts to pose questions about the possibilities of using multiple 
epistemological approaches for exploring the complex pedagogical reality. The shift in the way of 
formulating questions consists in going away from the questions that require explicit answers to the open 
questions posed in broad multiple contexts, very often dealing with the “boundaries” of the disciplines. 
Such questions mark the change in thinking about education and about teachers. So in the area of 
reflections on teachers, the characteristic movement from the question like “How to research the teacher?” 
to the one like “How to reach the teacher cognitively?” reflects both the shift in scientific interests from 
the level of methodological reflections on a priori and empirical ways of doing research on teachers to 



the level of epistemological considerations about cognitive possibilities of reaching the teacher in various 
cognitive perspectives, as well as the change in perceiving the teachers' role in educational research. If in 
the empirical quantitative research, the attention of researchers is concentrated on selected qualities of 
educational situation and teachers are treated as research objects, than in qualitative studies, teachers 
“speak their own voice”.

3.2. THE SUBJECT AND THE ISSUES OF THE RESEARCH

My research deals with both internal and external conditions of teacher's professional success. The former 
ones  are  connected  with  personal  factors  exerting  influence  on  achieving  success  –  I  am especially 
interested  in  personal  traits  of  the  researched  teachers,  values  preferred  by  them,  reasons  for  their 
embarking on teaching careers, willingness to continue this line of work (motivation for work), attitude 
towards  the  professional  role  performed  (duties).  The  latter  ones  are  connected  with  the  broadly-
understood teacher's working environment, with all extrapersonal, material, cultural and organisational 
factors  influencing  the  quality  of  teacher's  work,  its  course  and  results.  The  external  conditions  of 
achieving success by teachers direct our attention to the nature of teachers' working environments, the 
surroundings in which teachers function (classroom, school, educational system and society).

In order to find an answer to the core question about the determinants of teachers' professional 
success, I decided to choose teachers' professional development as the research subject assuming that the 
researched teachers'  professional  development  can  be  learnt  about  by  means of  reconstructing their 
professional biographies, and that these professional biographies can be perceived as the reflection of the 
history of their learning and of their shaping in the area of tensions appearing between an individual 
situation and its social conditions.

Focusing my attention on professional development, I attempted to answer a range of questions 
among which there were questions concerning the paths of professional development of the researched 
teachers. Why were they these paths and not some other ones, therefore what are the determinants of 
teachers' professional developments, what is their social, cultural and biographical context? What are the 
conditions  of  teachers'  professional  developments?  How  do  teachers  cope  with  difficulties?  What 
constitutes their landmarks? What makes their actions coherent for example in the situation of permanent 
interaction  of  many  contradictory  stimuli?  While  reconstructing  the  biographies  of  the  researched 
teachers I discovered “the hidden/the silent”, these things that in a hidden way made/makes them the 
teachers they are, at the same time I discovered the factors having an impact on teachers' success.

3.3. PARTICIPANTS AND  DATA COLLECTION

The empirical study was based on semi-structured interviews with 11 Polish teachers in pre-school, 
primary, lower secondary and upper secondary schools and on observations in the classroom. The 
teachers were selected from the group of teachers who were nominated by National Advisory Council to 
receive national award – National Excellence in Teaching Awards in the year 2002, 2003, 2004 (from the 
group of nominated teacher one teacher is chosen and named as the Polish Teacher of the Year). National 
Advisory Council does its work on the basis of the teachers’ nominations to National Excellence in 
Teaching Awards by the community, parents, students, teachers and focuses on the teacher's 



accomplishments: outstanding contributions to the school or education; the teacher's achievements as an 
educator,  the teacher’s contribution to the development of the school or wider local community, 
command of his/her subject field; the ability to inspire and help students; the development of character in 
students; the esteem and respect in which the teacher is held by students, parents and other members of 
the school; encouragement and support of school and student involvement in the local community, or any 
other accomplishment that goes beyond the normal duties of a teacher. Nominated Teacher by National 
Advisory Council represent excellence within their profession through their contribution to the 
advancement of education at a local, state or system level, are honoured in different programmes – 
achieve a lot of successes. These remarkable teachers are not only excellent teachers but also leaders 
within their local communities. These teachers are asked to complete and submit ‘Teacher’s Self-Portrait 
Form’ highlighting aspects of their teaching background, experience, accomplishments and successes. 
National awards provide the community with the opportunity to encourage, recognise honour and reward 
the work of excellent, dedicated, talented and innovative and inspiring teachers. These teachers’ effort 
often go unrecognised, but in this honours program, it’s the teachers who go to the top of the class.

These selected teachers were observed teaching during  one school day and interviewed for about 
3, 4 hours about their views on teaching and their professional development – conditions of their 
successes. Purpose of the observations was to describe the competences the teachers practised in the 
classroom especially in their way of relating to the two basic aspects of teaching: student and content. The 
observer was non-participating and the method of observation was inspired by the ethnographic approach 
to classroom observation trying to answer the research question: What is the competence behind the 
successes that these teachers had achieved? The interviews were semi-structured and they were taped and 
transcribed. Observations and interviews took place in 2004 and 2005.

It is of course crucial for the validity of this study that the 11 teachers really have achieved the 
outstanding professional successes. It is not possible to obtain an objective measure of the successful. 
Therefore, selection by recognition and reputation seems to be the only possibility although not much is 
known about the validity of recognition and reputation. In order to enhance the validity the methods were 
triangulated by using both observations and interviews, documents. The analyses of the teachers’ 
conceptions were tested with them during the interview. 

4. FINDINGS

4.1. MOTIVES OF EMBARKING TEACHING CAREER

One of the themes which appeared most often in my talks with the researched teachers was the theme of 
career choice. On the basis of the analysis of their statements, one can indicate that, as A. Wilkomirska 
put it (2002), both internal and external motives appeared, to put it more exactly they were personal, 
pedagogical, structural, ideological and accidental motives. Love for work is the motive that deserves 
special attention, as many as 8 of my interlocutors, while talking about their paths to the teacher's career, 
indicated their strong interest in the teacher's profession, their strong internal need to work with children 
or teenagers, as well as realizing their childhood dreams about becoming a teacher. This motive decidedly 
occupies the first place in my research, as well as in many others concerning the issues of the choice of 
teaching careers.



As far as the reasons why the teaching careers were chosen, it must be stressed that these were 
autonomous  and  conscious  decisions,  although  many  inspirations  and  influences  coming  from  the 
environments in which the researched teachers grew up could be observed. They often mention teacher's 
traditions in the family, the teachers who were their masters, who were the role-models for them, which I 
talk more about in a further part of this analysis. The second group, not so numerous – 3 people, became 
teachers due to external factors. The reasons were various; however, most often they said that their choice 
of teacher's occupation resulted from different situations in their lives, that made their choices of teaching 
careers a question of necessity.

Most of my interlocutors stressed a very positive attitude towards their occupation, which can be 
interpreted as primal to the act of choosing the profession (Rotkiewicz 1991, p. 11) or as a successful 
result of developing in the profession. This process often begins with the first experiences the researched 
have in educational institutions. In the childhood and adolescent memories that the researched teachers 
referred  to,  they  often  talked  about  the  teachers  who taught  and  educated  them when they  attended 
kindergartens,  primary  schools  and  secondary  schools,  or  the  teachers  whom they  met  during  their 
studies. These teachers, who functioned in the environment as role-models, played an important role in 
choosing the educational path and the profession by the researched teachers. Thanks to their profession 
and to the traits they possessed, one can agree with Halina Rotkiewicz (1991, p. 14) that they became 
role-models for acting and for deciphering a social role, the exemplification of a certain model of life. 
This situation can result from the lack of alternative social and professional roles; it can appear especially 
there  where  young people  do  not  have any contact  with alternative  offers,  where,  as  H.  Rotkiewicz 
argues, “there are few other offers competing with this one” (ibid.), which may lead to the early interest in 
the teacher's occupation, to taking up its first imitations already in childhood. This, as it would seem, 
convincing explanation needs a deeper analysis. It should be mentioned that it is not important how many 
offers there exist, but how convincing they are and how attractive to a particular person. An individual, 
who is  affected by various actions on the part  of  other people (the character  of  which can often be 
accidental and sporadic), accepts or rejects these influences. It can be supposed that it is not the lack of 
alternative images of social and professional roles that may decide about the choice of occupation, but the 
strength of their impact. At least this is how we can understand the roots of the choices of professions 
made  by  the  teachers  researched  by  me,  who  to  a  great  extent  were  driven  by  the  respect  for  the 
knowledge and actions of the teachers that became their personal role-models.

There is a widespread belief that the motives that governed the choice of the teacher's profession 
have impact on the quality of the teacher's work. This conviction, as it is stressed by Anna Wi komirskał  
(2002, p. 52) has never been confirmed by valid research; however, everyday observations show that the 
feeling of teacher's vocation does not necessarily means achieving a lot of professional success. It is 
difficult to discover the relation between various motives of a career choice and the quality of teacher's 
work due to the imperfection of existing research procedures and due to the complexity of teaching-
learning process. While analysing the data obtained in this research, one can argue that the motives for 
the  choice  of  the  teacher's  profession  may have  an impact  on  achieving success  by  a  teacher  if  we 
perceive them in connection with other factors that have an influence on his work and his professional 
achievements.  Therefore  we  should  aim  at  understanding  the  essence  of  each  element  of  teacher's 
professional reality and discovering the relations in which they are, and we should look at teacher's work 
in a broader context. The view on teacher's professional success from such a perspective can allows for 



the statement that the concept of personal planning of teacher's work by every teacher becomes the right 
reference point for the search for conditions of teachers' professional success.

4.2. PERSONAL FACTORS
While attempting to understand individual cases and at the same time making a comparative 

analysis of the researched cases, the question of similarities and differences between the researched 
teachers occupied a central position. During the first three interviews in the pilot studies I was intrigued 
by a certain issue, which during the main studies made me more and more interested and eventually it 
became a central one in my research. While conducting the research I realised that there are a lot of 
teachers who have vast knowledge of the subject they teach, are open to the world, have a lot of 
experience, are capable of flexible thinking, possess great intelligence and specific talents, but 
unfortunately only a few of them achieve professional success. Thus in the analysis of the researched 
cases, the following question became the most crucial one: What decides that although they share 
common personal features, some teachers achieve professional success, while others do not? Therefore, I 
concentrated my attention to the relation between the researched teachers' personal features and the 
chances of achieving success. In the course of my analyses, I noticed that motivation in general, and in 
particular such of its aspects as aiming at and exceeding standards of perfection (trying to achieve 
mastery) and confidence in one's own skills and abilities, was an important factor allowing teachers to 
achieve professional success. Motivation comprises the motives that make people embark on a teaching 
career and then continue it or give it up. Reaching deep into the content of the accounts given by the 
research participants, which describe the courses of their careers, permitted me to identify and isolate a 
few themes that were repetitive in these stories. Behind these accounts the whole world of the researched 
teacher's values, the goals they aim at and the ways to realise them is hidden.

Aiming at achieving mastery
During the talks with the researched teachers I was most puzzled by the fact, that almost all of them were 
surprised that they are treated as extremely successful teachers, they were very reluctant to talk about 
particular instances of the success they achieved, which made me more focussed on this issue. While 
studying the literature I discovered a certain analogy between the teachers that participated in my research 
described here and the people of success who were interviewed by Ryszard ukaszewicz (1979, 1985).Ł  
The teachers interviewed are people for whom realisation of tasks at the highest possible level, the love of 
perfection at work is more important that the professional success itself. Examining the professional 
career paths of my interlocutors demonstrated that one of the rules they share is aiming at doing 
everything that is connected with their pedagogical work in the best way possible. My interviewees 
emphasised that they feel satisfied with their work only when they know that they have done everything 
that has been possible in a particular matter and they have done their best to finalise it. In their accounts 
the following statements can be found:

Gregory: I just do what I love and therefore if I do something, I do my best to finalize it.

Waldemar: My headmaster wants our school to be the best high school in the country, so we have no  
other option than to become it. And this is connected with my work, I try to do as much as possible.  



Although this is not only the principal's influence, I cannot work in a different way, I always do my best  
in order not to blame myself later.

Bogusia: I've always wanted to teach my pupils as much as possible, I've done a lot for them, I've always  
done my best, I wouldn't be able to work differently.

Dorota: I always put maximum effort in my work, I try to be prepared with my kiddies in the best possible  
way, I know that they always wait for me, they wonder what new I prepare for them.

Eve: As far as my work is concerned I've never done anything special, I've only done my job in a very  
diligent, solid way, an because I demand so much from myself, I have been able to demand much from my  
students. I'm not saying that it's been easy, but I wouldn't be able to work in a different way, I've always  
aimed to do my best in the matter I've dealt with.

Jola: I start every school year with a resolution that I will do as much as it is possible to convey  
knowledge to my pupils, so that they will have no problems at the secondary school final exam, but I also  
think that I have to identify new talents so that they can continue their predecessors' job. This is a current  
aim and the task that I try to realise at my work.

Lidia: Since the beginning I have devoted myself to my work. I've never counted hours; if there was  
something to be done, I stayed at school after classes. It's well-known that when a teacher has no classes  
he or she must prepare themselves for his job on the next day, prepare teaching aids, frequently I had a  
lot to prepare, but I wanted to do it, I did it spontaneously and in the best possible way I could. I knew  
that only from such work my pupils can benefit.

Maria: I've always wanted to do my best for the sake of my pupils, I've taken care of good relationships  
with the children, for our work to be as fruitful as possible.

Natalia: Since the very beginning I've put emphasis on diligence and fulfilling my duties in the best  
possible way. I think that a teacher works by means of one's own example, that is why I was so careful  
about good work.

Theresa: I've always work at the highest pace, I've tried to help my students as much as it has been  
possible. I struggled for my pupils to be able to find their place in life.

Wanda: I've always wanted to work in the best possible way and now with the benefit of hindsight I think  
that I've been successful.

The feature observed in the researched teachers can be described as determination to fulfil 
professional tasks in the best possible way. Referring to the literature of the subject one can agree with R. 
Lukaszewicz (1979) that characteristic possessed by the people of success, in our case by the researched 
teachers, is “game with the task”. It manifests in a specific attitude of the interviewees to the tasks they try 



to carry out, which are treated more like the subject of the game. Its goal is “high score, and the standard 
of performance is the criterion of achieving it” (Lukaszewicz 1979, p. 217). The passion to achieve and 
exceed the standards of perfection that characterises the researched teachers and their unchanging 
aspiration to achieve the goal of the highest quality work indicate a very high level of motivation of my 
interlocutors. A.J. Elliot and M. Church (1997) prove that a very high level of motivation for 
achievements can be observed among people aiming at perfection, at gaining professional mastery.

Personal intentions concerning teaching 
All the teachers in the study fundamentally experienced it as a very important and meaningful job to be a 
teacher. Teaching was an active choice for these successful professionals. Their most popular reason for 
entering teaching was ‘always having wanted to teach’ and they frequently spoke of the role of 
commitment to their job, motivation to teach with enthusiasm. They said that their commitment to the 
teaching profession had increased over the course of their career and that their motivation remained the 
same. For some of them motivation has increased over the past 10 years (better conditions of teaching for 
Polish teachers).

These teachers often stressed that their personal values guide their decision-making, and used 
phrases like, “it’s a calling” or “I have a responsibility to the children”. The important quality was that the 
intentions concerning their teaching were  not just the headmasters’ intention or the aims of the official 
curriculum – they were the teachers’ own. As one interviewee said: “I felt that my work at school 
requires that I intend something and  what I do … I constantly take up that challenge”. Thus, not only it is 
important for these teachers to have a personal desire or intention to teach but experience is another key 
factor which facilitates the teachers’ effectiveness and their professional successes. The teachers said that 
experience should not be limited to doing the same thing year after year, it is essential to seek new 
challenges.

All the teachers attach a great importance to have very good subject matter knowledge and to feel 
enthusiastic about it. They stressed that a teacher will not inspire students, if she/he inspires 
herself/himself. One of them said: In order to ignite others, you yourself must be on fire... During the 
observations of the teachers’ work at the classrooms I noted that every teacher were energetic, 
enthusiastic, created a positive and work-oriented atmosphere in the classroom. They embodied the 
fundamental message to students: teaching and learning are  worthwhile activities. All the observed 
teachers demonstrated their interest in the content of their teaching and they pointed out that selected 
subject matter had a kind of personal meaning to them. On the other hand, they paid a lot of attention to 
the students’ suggestions on the content of teaching. They said that they didn’t blame the children for not 
learning (if it is happen) but tried to make a deliberate attempt to help them improve.  

A great degree of identification with teacher's profession
They would not be able to resign from working in the teacher's profession. Some of the researched stated 
that they could change the place of work, but not the occupation. They are strongly attached to their work. 
Professional work for them constitutes something more than only a means of material security. The 
majority of respondents emphasized that the work they do is reasonable for them, because they confirm 
their value there. In the respondents answers the value of usefulness of their work appears: “without 



working as a teacher I wouldn't have achieved anything, an I have a lot. I have a feeling that I did 
something for somebody, that sometimes I help them find another path of life. As a mathematician, I 
teach my pupils accurateness, the basics of scientific thinking and I can see that to some degree I'm 
successful.” The examined teachers are convinced that the role and tasks they planned to follow are the 
right choice. Work at school is the way of life for them, and it is due to it that they can undertake the 
burden of self-improvement.

Personal-professional development 
Generally, we can state that among the researched there exists a strong drive to self-improvement and 
usefulness. Self-improvement is an important motive, and at the same time aim for teachers. Teacher's 
psychic and moral maturity is its ultimate goal. Many of the interviewees recognized that much of their 
professional development comes from sharing and interaction with others. Successful teacher seek 
opportunities to learn, often through conversations with others, and are willing to search until they find 
those opportunities in either formal or informal settings. Some of them were lucky to be work in schools 
with other like-minded teachers; others were not able to find professional development and support 
within the school, that is why they sought creative alternatives to fuel their needs for knowledge that 
would expand their thinking. They reported sharing knowledge over the Internet or by telephone, and 
occasional meetings. Every of the successful teacher stated that high level of his/her professional 
competences is a result of development and that mainly the teacher herself is responsible for the personal-
professional development. Therefore, they pointed out that the ability to take care of one’s own personal 
and professional development is an important aspect of their job.  

Individual personal characteristics
It is a very interesting feature that what teachers do is so full of their personality. Each of these teachers 
has some distinct characteristics of their personality which make them stand out among others, ; 
frequently it is a particular talent in a particular field or a particular ability  or hobby. These teachers use 
these characteristics at work, and through that they “make use of” themselves, thus they are authentic, 
interesting and engaged. During the observations I noted about every of the teacher that they view 
students as fellow human beings, not as ‘material’ for the teaching process. They respect the attitudes and 
intentions of students.  And they do not try to manipulate the students, instead of that they convince 
students by giving reasons for their proposals. Successful teachers do not distance themselves from the 
students by hiding themselves behind a detached and impersonal teacher role. 

Creating circumstances that are favorable to teaching
They do not make the successes they achieve dependent on such work conditions as earnings or school 
equipment. These factors are important; however, the teachers ascribe a much greater role in achieving 
successes to good relationships between teachers and a school management, as well as between teachers 
themselves. The excessive burden of work as a result of increasing external demands, longer working 
hours, increasing numbers of duties at school, making use of technical criteria and tests for the 
assessment of pupils' work, reduction of time planned for relaxation during work, all these factors 
influence teachers work. However, the examined teachers stated that they work out various ways of 
coping with the worsening working conditions. They do not passively accept the conditions of their work. 
They try to behave in a creative and pro-active way. They treat difficulties as some kind of a challenge 
and despite the fact that from time to time they have to face disappointment, they believe that successes 



are dependent on how active they are, which in turn depends on their perseverance and consequence in 
achieving the planned goals. Playing the role of teacher is, in case of the respondents, accompanied by the 
need of successes, which is closely linked with the assessment of their own potential and with their goals. 
Motivation, observed among the interviewed teachers, i based on their own convictions and systems of 
values, maybe because teachers are not influenced by their environment, and their activities are of a more 
permanent nature.

4.3. SCHOOL AND SYSTEM RELATED FACTORS

The changes in the Polish educational policy introduced on the basis of economic rationality usually have 
a common goal and aim at achieving the greatest possible effectiveness and efficiency of schools and 
head teachers’ actions, which are supposed to give evidence about its ‘value’. The ‘school’s value’, which 
is the equivalent of money in the economic debate, is assessed in two ways, either through referring to the 
results attained by pupils in the standardised tests or through the rate of pupils admitted to the institutions 
of higher education. On the basis of such criteria ranking lists of schools are created which take only end 
value into account and say nothing about added value of ‘educational product’, defined as the increase of 
children’s knowledge and the development of their skills and abilities that took place during their 
schooling. Referring only to the end value in assessing the school quality consequently leads to school’s 
attaching a lot of attention to the competition aimed at getting enrolments While competing for a pupil, 
schools use marketing policies with the goal, to a great extent, of attracting good pupils who constitute 
the value of the ‘end material’. What a school is really  like more and more often depends on what 
environment it functions in, what pupils are admitted, to what extent it is supported by educational 
authorities and by their own environment. Some schools face especially difficult challenges taking into 
consideration their social and physical location and a kind of transmission of cultural equipment that is in 
possession of pupils coming from varied environments, as well as the concern about high quality of 
education.

The system context is the only one that was overwhelmingly identified as having the most factors 
which have the negative effect on achieving the professional success by teacher, these factors contribute 
to the diminishment of levels of commitment. Among them are: the transfer system (not being consulted 
on decisions that affect mainly teachers, and then students); mandates and accountability such as 
curriculum and/or priority programmes, high stakes testing, performance management; bureaucracy 
(especially excessive paper work, the increase in intermediatory bodies and new approaches such as 
whole-of government); budget cuts; `teacher shortages; and, teaching as a low-ceiling career.

One of the most commonly mentioned factors by the teachers was the current pace of change. 
One of the teacher said, “the changes are so fast and confusing that sometimes I would like to give in 
because there are too much bureaucracy, too many things to pilling up”. One of the other widely 
discussed factors was the poor funding and resourcing. However, there were some factors which were 
identified by teachers as sustaining their commitment within the context of school. Since the 
transformation of Polish system in 1989, the teachers have had more autonomy, they freedom in 
professional practice has increased. 



The school context is significant in that it provides the daily environment where teachers perform. 
The factors that are being reported to have negative impact on achieving the professional successes by 
teachers  tend to focus on:

– lack of support from colleagues,  parents, principal and administration (individual support was 
seen as very important factors as it is connected with providing moral support, showing 
appreciation for the work of individual staff and taking account of their opinions); 

– lack of the sense of trust and value from principals: the principals didn’t give a perception of 
teacher autonomy within a structure of support;

– lack of the collaboration, and success in collaboration (whether planning, monitoring, or sharing 
ideas, classroom experience and expertise);

– lack of the culture of success within school (the lack of high performance expectations: having 
high expectations for students and for teachers to be effective and innovative; the lack of an 
atmosphere of caring and trust among staff, the lack of demonstration a willingness to change 
practices in the light of new understandings). 

At the school level the influence on teachers success include: competition; long working hours; emphasis 
on administration rather than leadership.

5. CONCLUDING REMARKS

This paper suggests a certain way in which the notion of teacher's professional success can be 
understood and presents possible ways of thinking about the conditions of teachers’ work, which forms a 
basis for the considerations on the essence of teachers’ success. From a theoretical perspective, this study 
demonstrates that in order to investigate the issues of teachers’ professional success in depth, a researcher 
should take both ‘internal’ and ‘external’ conditions of attaining success into account. The former ones are 
linked with the personal factors influencing the attainment of successes (knowledge, intellectual abilities, 
motivation: popular driving forces and the ones typical of the profession, personal motives, personality 
characteristics, values, professional and social status). The latter, however, are connected with a widely 
understood teachers’ working environment, with all material, cultural, organisational and technical factors 
influencing the quality of teachers’ work, its course and results.

A few reasons made me undertake more detailed studies on the conditions of teachers' 
professional success. A noticeable lack of cohesive theoretical works and in-depth empirical research 
dealing with the theme of teachers' professional success and its conditions poses a serious challenge to the 
researcher. In view of an inadequate state of knowledge about the conditions in which teachers achieve 
success, the need to prepare and publish thorough analyses concerning this issue seems very significant. 
Thus, the problems raised in this paper may contribute to increasing our knowledge about the teacher's 
profession, to be more precise, about favourable conditions for achieving professional success by 
teachers.

My conviction that good teachers' work calls for special attention was also a strong motivation to 
launch my scientific research on the conditions of teachers' professional success. My attention was drawn 
to teachers who stand out due to their outstanding teaching and educational work, who frequently have 
multiple achievements reflecting, and not infrequently exceeding, the potential of their pupils and the 
environments in which their schools function, and thus enjoy respect and are held in high regard. Since I 
had become interested in these teachers' work, I decided to search for the reasons for the successes 



achieved by them. I chose the following course of action: for the purpose of this research I selected a 
group of teachers who not only achieved a single, spectacular success, but first of all are held in high 
regard by the members of their working environment thanks to their pupils' educational results produced 
over a period of a few last years, and then I attempted to find an answer to the following question: What 
factors played a decisive role in their success? This approach is not very common, and tends to be 
avoided, because it is difficult to determine a criterion for selecting a research sample. The teachers that 
were interviewed in this research were chosen for the highest quality of their work, which was held in 
high esteem by others and which brought them a lot of professional success.

The findings reported here upheld the value of internal and external factors for teacher success. The 
study confirmed that teachers can achieve the highest quality work by taking deliberate steps. By 
developing core values and using them to guide how they think about their work lives, including their 
professional development needs, teachers build resilience to support themselves in their work. This work 
often requires laborious and methodical efforts and first of all the ability to postpone results. Teachers’ 
attempts at highest quality work are a worthy goal, which brings them the feeling of satisfaction from the 
positive results attained by them and from the work in which they can show their full engagement in what 
they do. The research offered a rich source of data. Interpreting the findings is complex. The purpose of 
the paper was to inform the subsequent developments within the project on  “Personal and social 
conditions of achieving professional success by teachers”  rather to be an end in itself.
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