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Background and Objectives: Background and Objectives: Contemporary
educational systems, particularly at the upper secondary level, face tensions
between the requirements of deep learning and expectations arising from
assessment-oriented approaches and high-stakes examinations. This conflict
may affect teachers’ professional roles and identities. The present study
aimed to explore upper secondary school teachers’ perceptions of the conflict
between instructional and examination-oriented roles and its influence on the
formation of their professional identities. Methods: This qualitative study
employed a descriptive phenomenological approach. The participants were
19 upper secondary school teachers in Minab, selected through purposive
sampling with maximum variation. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews and analyzed using thematic analysis. The credibility
of the findings was ensured using Lincoln and Guba’s four criteria: member
checking, rich description, documentation, and bracketing. Findings: The
findings revealed three main themes: the nature and dimensions of role
conflict, manifestations of conflict in professional practice, and the
reconfiguration of professional identity and motivation. Examination-
oriented pressures led to prioritizing rapid content coverage over conceptual
learning, changes in teaching practices, the reduction of the teacher’s role to
that of an examination facilitator, and decreased teachers’ sense of efficacy
and professional motivation. Conclusion: The dominance of an
examination-oriented approach, by restricting teachers’ pedagogical agency,
creates conditions for professional tension and burnout. Revising assessment
policies and teacher education programs, along with strengthening
institutional support, can contribute to preserving teachers’ professional
identity and pedagogical effectiveness.
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Extended Abstract (between 700 and 1200 words. Line spacing for the text is single)
Introduction

Contemporary educational systems, particularly at the upper secondary level,
face a persistent tension between pedagogical requirements emphasizing deep
learning, conceptual understanding, creativity, and students’ individual
differences, and the demands of assessment-oriented systems and high-stakes
examinations. In such contexts, teachers are expected to pursue broad
educational goals while simultaneously responding to institutional pressures
for measurable academic outcomes. This tension may restrict teachers’
pedagogical agency, alter instructional practices, and influence their
professional identities. Professional identity is a dynamic and context-
dependent construct that develops through the interaction of teachers’ lived
experiences, institutional contexts, professional beliefs, and dominant
educational discourses.

In examination-oriented environments, professional success may gradually
become associated with measurable examination outcomes rather than
meaningful learning. Such conditions can create conflicts between teachers’
pedagogical values and institutional expectations and require them to
continuously negotiate their professional roles. Previous research has shown
that accountability-oriented assessment systems can constrain teachers’
autonomy and influence their professional identity and sense of efficacy
(Putwain et al., 2018; Symeonidis et al., 2020). However, less attention has
been paid to how teachers experience and interpret these conflicts and how
such experiences contribute to the reconstruction of professional identity.
Therefore, this study explored upper secondary school teachers’ lived
experiences of the conflict between instructional and examination-oriented
roles and examined its implications for professional practice, motivation, and
professional identity.

Literature Review

Teacher professional identity is a multidimensional and continuously
developing construct shaped by professional knowledge, pedagogical beliefs,
workplace experiences, school culture, and educational policies (Xing, 2022;
Tan et al., 2022). It is continuously reconstructed throughout teachers’
professional careers in response to changing institutional and social
expectations (Xing et al., 2024). Role conflict emerges when teachers
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encounter incompatible expectations regarding their professional
responsibilities. In accountability-oriented systems, student achievement and
examination performance may become dominant indicators of teacher
effectiveness, encouraging teachers to adapt their instructional practices to
measurable outcomes (Putwain et al., 2018; Symeonidis et al., 2020).

Such pressures can reduce professional autonomy, increase standardization,
and limit pedagogical diversity (Levatino et al.,, 2023). They may also
contribute to occupational anxiety, reduced professional flexibility, and
diminished professional self-efficacy (Supramaniam et al.,, 2020).
Nevertheless, teachers are not merely passive recipients of structural
pressures. Through pedagogical agency and identity work, they may interpret,
negotiate, and reconstruct their professional roles in response to institutional
constraints (Katsuno, 2012; Estaji, 2024). Despite extensive research on
teacher identity and educational assessment, the lived processes through
which teachers negotiate tensions between pedagogical values and
examination-oriented demands remain insufficiently understood. This study
addresses this gap by focusing on teachers’ lived experiences and the
reconstruction of professional identity under assessment pressure.

Methodology

This qualitative study was conducted using a descriptive
phenomenological approach within an interpretive paradigm to explore the
lived experiences of upper-secondary school teachers regarding the tension
between pedagogical and assessment-oriented roles. The participants were 19
teachers (11 women and 8 men) working in public and private upper-
secondary schools in Minab County during the 2024-2025 academic year.
Participants were selected through purposive maximum-variation sampling
based on gender, teaching experience, and subject area. Inclusion criteria
included at least five years of teaching experience at the upper-secondary
level, experience with both regular classroom instruction and preparation for
high-stakes examinations, and the ability and willingness to articulate their
experiences reflectively. Data were collected through interactive, semi-
structured written interviews, supplemented by brief telephone interviews
when clarification was required. Data collection continued until initial
saturation was reached after 17 interviews, followed by two additional
interviews to ensure data adequacy. The data were analyzed concurrently with
data collection using open, axial, and selective coding and constant
comparison. To enhance trustworthiness, Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) criteria
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were applied through member checking, rich description, an audit trail,
researcher reflexivity, bracketing of preconceptions, and independent review
of the coding structure by two researchers.

Results

The analysis identified three overarching themes. The first concerned the
nature and dimensions of role conflict. Participants described a structural gap
between deep, conceptual learning and the demands of examination success.
This conflict was manifested in discrepancies between curriculum objectives
and examination requirements, pressure for accountability and ranking, time
limitations, and the dominance of measurable academic outcomes. Teachers
consequently experienced a persistent dilemma between meaningful learning
and rapid examination-oriented content coverage.

The second theme concerned the reflection of role conflict in professional
practice. Examination pressures were associated with a shift from conceptual
explanation toward accelerated and test-oriented instruction. Participants
reported increased emphasis on test-taking techniques, rapid content
coverage, and examination strategies, accompanied by reduced opportunities
for discussion, inquiry, conceptual exploration, and interactive learning. The
classroom was increasingly transformed into a space for examination
preparation, while the teacher’s role was gradually reduced to that of an
instructional technician. Some participants also reported greater attention to
students perceived as more likely to achieve high examination scores,
indicating changes in teacher—student interaction.

The third theme involved the reconfiguration of professional identity and
motivation. Participants reported declining intrinsic motivation, reduced
professional satisfaction, weakening of the perceived meaning of teaching,
and professional fatigue. Some experienced a shift from viewing themselves
as educators and mentors toward examination instructors or providers of test-
oriented services. At the same time, forms of identity resistance were evident.
Some teachers attempted to preserve their idealized professional identity by
maintaining emotional relationships with students, emphasizing ethical
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responsibilities, and protecting meaningful dimensions of teaching despite
institutional pressures.

Discussion

The findings indicate that examination-oriented pressure extends beyond
instructional practices and constitutes a structural tension affecting teachers’
professional identities and pedagogical agency. The conflict between deep
learning and examination performance changes the criteria through which
professional success is understood. When measurable examination outcomes
become dominant indicators of effectiveness, teachers may modify their
practices in accordance with external expectations, reducing opportunities for
conceptual and interactive learning.

These findings are consistent with previous research indicating that
accountability-oriented assessment can constrain teachers’ professional
autonomy and affect professional identity (Putwain et al., 2018; Katsuno,
2012). They also support evidence linking sustained institutional pressures to
occupational anxiety and reduced professional efficacy (Supramaniam et al.,
2020). However, the present study extends this literature by emphasizing the
lived and meaning-making dimensions of role conflict. Teachers were not
merely passive recipients of institutional pressures; rather, they negotiated
competing demands through adaptive strategies and attempts to preserve the
ethical, relational, and educational dimensions of teaching. Thus, professional
identity appeared as an actively negotiated construct shaped by the continuous
interaction between institutional structures and teachers’ pedagogical values.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that the tension between pedagogical goals and high-
stakes assessment has become a persistent feature of upper-secondary
teachers’ professional lives. This tension limits pedagogical agency, shifts
teaching toward test-oriented practices, and contributes to the erosion of
professional identity, intrinsic motivation, and job satisfaction. Nevertheless,
teachers attempt to preserve their educational values through adaptive
strategies and maintaining meaningful relationships with students. The
findings highlight the need to reform assessment policies, strengthen
teachers’ professional agency, and provide institutional support to sustain
teachers’ professional identity and the quality of learning.
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