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Who I am shapes how I learn: A mixed methods study exploring the role of work identity
and psychological needs in learning engagement
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Abstract: This study explores the role of teachers’ professional identity (TPI) on employee learning engagement
(LE), with mediation by basic needs satisfaction (BNS). Participants were 255 Chinese pre-service teachers (191
females = 74.9%, 16 freshmen = 6.2%, 135 sophomores = 52.9%, 35 juniors = 12.5%, 72 seniors = 28.2%). They
completed surveys on the “QuestionStar” online survey platform and 12 of the teachers completed interviews for sharing
their personal insights. The results of Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) indicated that teachers’ professional identity
significantly predicted both learning engagement and basic needs satisfaction, with basic needs satisfaction partially
mediating the relationship between teachers’ professional identity and learning engagement. A strong professional identity
fosters engagement directly and indirectly by satisfying psychological needs—autonomy, competence, and relatedness.
Qualitative data revealed that alignment between professional identity and learning experiences enhances motivation,
persistence, and reflection, while identity confusion or unmet psychological needs lead to disengagement. These findings
highlight the critical role of fostering professional identity development within teacher training curricula to enhance
motivational outcomes, learning engagement, and reflective teaching practices in nurturing educational settings.
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Introduction
Learning engagement has been widely acknowledged as a
key factor in work orientation and identity (Keijzer et al.,
2022). Professional identity here is about how employees
view work roles (Butakor et al., 2021; Zhang & Wang,
2022). Employees with a strong sense of professional
identity are more likely to take pride in their work,
exhibit intrinsic motivation, and engage more deeply in
learning, ultimately contributing to improved professional
performance (Fathi et al., 2024; Li et al., 2025). A strong
professional identity not only enhances work engagement
and performance but also fosters the perception that one’s
basic psychological needs are fulfilled. This relationship
aligns with identity-based motivation theory, which sug-
gests that individuals with a well-defined professional
self-concept are more likely to interpret their experiences
in ways that reinforce their identity, including seeing their
environment as need-supportive (Oyserman et al., 2021).
Self-determination theory further supports this dynamic
process, as professional identity clarity facilitates inter-
nalized motivation, making individuals more proactive in
seeking experiences that satisfy their psychological needs
(Ryan & Deci, 2017). While the relationships between
professional identity, psychological need satisfaction, and
learning engagement have been established in various
educational contexts (Fathi et al., 2024; Li et al., 2025),
these interrelated processes remain understudied among
pre-service teachers in developing countries, particularly
in China, where rapid educational reforms and sociocul-
tural factors create unique professional identity challenges
(Yang, 2021). This study addresses this gap by examining

these mechanisms in Chinese pre-service English teachers,
whose dual roles as language learners and future educators
create a critical yet unexplored intersection of identity
development and professional preparation.

Professional identity and learning engagement
Learning engagement refers to students’ psychologi-
cal state of active involvement during learning tasks,
encompassing affective activation, behavioral effort, and
cognitive absorption (Wong & Liem, 2021; Keijzer et al.,
2022). Among pre-service teachers, their professional
identity is in development (Weiß et al., 2023).

Pre-service teachers who exhibit a clearer, more pos-
itive professional identity tend to engage more actively
and meaningfully in their learning processes. Overall,
existing research underscores a robust and positive corre-
lation between teachers’ professional identity and learning
engagement, applicable to both in-service and pre-service
cohorts (Peng & Zhang, 2024; Li et al., 2025).

Learning engagement is typically conceptualized as
consisting of three core dimensions: behavioral engage-
ment, cognitive engagement and emotional engagement,
which correspond to distinct aspects of the learning
experience—action, thought, and feeling, respectively.
Participation in educational activities is a key aspect of
behavioral engagement, which includes both classroom
and extracurricular involvement. Emotional engagement,
on the other hand, pertains to the emotional reactions of
students toward their educators, classmates, and the insti-
tution itself. Cognitive engagement then, encompasses the
dedication students show in grasping intricate academic
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material and their endeavors to sharpen their critical
thinking and problem-solving abilities (Fredricks et al.,
2004; Reeve, 2012). Then, Reeve suggested the fourth
dimension: agentic engagement, which is defined as stu-
dents’ constructive contributions to the flow of instruction
(Reeve & Tseng, 2011). Teachers’ learning engagement
parallels this framework but adapts it to professional con-
texts (Chan et al., 2023). This multidimensional framework
demonstrates that both student and teacher engagement
are fundamentally influenced by the fulfillment of basic
psychological needs and environmental factors. These
elements collectively shape learning experiences and pro-
fessional growth trajectories (Ryan & Deci, 2017).

Thus, for pre-service English teachers, a strong profes-
sional identity can lead to deeper engagement in learning
activities, as these are perceived as directly relevant to their
anticipated professional roles. This perceived relevance
fosters fulfillment of their psychological needs, thereby
facilitating sustained learning engagement (Fathi et al.,
2024; Li et al., 2025).

Basic needs satisfaction mediation
Basic needs satisfaction is a core construct derived
from self-determination theory, which posits that human
motivation and well-being depend on the fulfillment of
three fundamental psychological needs. According to self-
determination theory, autonomy refers to the experience of
volition and self-endorsement in one’s actions, competence
involves feeling effective in mastering challenges, and
relatedness entails establishing meaningful interpersonal
connections (Ryan & Deci, 2017). In teacher education,
basic needs satisfaction serves as a critical mechanism
linking contextual support to professional engagement and
development. Empirical studies demonstrate that when
pre-service teachers perceive autonomy-supportive men-
toring, competence-building feedback, and collaborative
relationships, they exhibit higher intrinsic motivation,
deeper reflection, and sustained commitment to teaching
(Xu et al., 2024; Chan et al., 2023). Notably, basic needs
satisfaction not only directly enhances engagement but
also mediates the effects of teacher support and profes-
sional identity on learning outcomes, as shown in studies
of Chinese higher vocational students and English as a
foreign language (EFL) pre-service teachers (Xu et al.,
2024; Peng & Zhang, 2024). These findings align with self-
determination theory’s proposition that need-supportive
environments foster internalization of professional prac-
tices (Weiß et al., 2023).

Basic needs satisfaction and learning engagement
Motivation has been extensively studied in educational
psychology, leading to the development of several
influential theories, such as social cognitive theory,
expectancy-value theory, and self-determination theory
(Eccles, 2005; Ryan & Deci, 2017). Motivation serves
as the driving force behind behavior, influencing both its
intensity and persistence (Reeve, 2012). It encompasses
both intrinsic and extrinsic forms, with self-determination
theory placing a central emphasis on the former. Intrinsic
motivation refers to engagement in activities driven by
personal interest and satisfaction, rather than external

incentives such as rewards or punishments (Chiu, 2023).
According to self-determination theory, intrinsic motiva-
tion is characterized by self-directed behavior fueled by
internal values and curiosity (Schweder et al., 2025).

For instance, a study of pre-service teacher profiles
revealed that teachers with strong intrinsic motivation
demonstrated greater cognitive engagement and per-
sistence in instructional tasks compared to their less
motivated peers (Zhou et al., 2025). This aligns with
the proposition of self-determination theory that when
learners’ basic needs are satisfied, they exhibit deeper
cognitive engagement and persistence (Chiu, 2022). The
mediating role of need satisfaction is further evidenced
in vocational education. Xu et al. (2024) found that Chi-
nese higher vocational students who perceived teacher
support for autonomy developed stronger learning drives,
subsequently demonstrating higher behavioral engagement
in practice-oriented tasks. These findings demonstrate
how need-supportive environments transform external
knowledge into valued competencies through intrinsic
motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2017).

For pre-service teachers, fulfilling fundamental psy-
chological needs affects both their current learning
involvement and their ongoing professional growth, moti-
vational persistence, and psychological health. Given the
importance of basic needs satisfaction in fostering sus-
tained engagement, it is essential to examine how these
needs influence learning engagement specifically among
pre-service English teachers, who face unique pedagogical
and identity-related challenges during their training (Chan
et al., 2023).

Theoretical basis
Identity-based motivation (IBM) theory offers a valuable
framework for understanding how professional identity
can influence basic needs satisfaction and learning engage-
ment. According to identity-based motivation theory,
individuals are motivated to act in ways that are con-
gruent with their current and envisioned social identities
(Oyserman et al., 2021). A strong identification with
the teaching profession increases the likelihood that pre-
service teachers will set and pursue goals aligned with their
future teaching roles. Importantly, identity does not merely
correlate with need satisfaction but actively shapes how
individuals interpret and seek out need-supportive expe-
riences (Weiß et al., 2023). A coherent identity structure
can guide need-fulfilling behaviors, thereby enhancing per-
ceptions of autonomy, competence, and relatedness—the
three core psychological needs emphasized in self-
determination theory (Weiß et al., 2023; Knittle et al.,
2023).

The Chinese teaching profession context
China’s teacher education system places unique demands
on pre-service English teachers, who must navigate the
dual challenges of mastering pedagogical skills while
developing a professional identity aligned with both
global language teaching standards and local educational
expectations. However, studies show that while Chi-
nese pre-service EFL teachers demonstrate strong content
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Figure 1. Simple mediation model. Note. TPI, teachers’ pro-
fessional identity; BNS, basic needs satisfaction; LE, learning
engagement.

knowledge, they often lack confidence in classroom man-
agement and adaptive teaching strategies (Sang, 2023).
This gap highlights the critical role of professional iden-
tity formation during teacher preparation, as those with
clearer professional self-concepts show greater resilience
and engagement in skill development (Peng & Zhang,
2024). Studies on teacher motivation suggest that sat-
isfying basic needs satisfaction plays a crucial role in
sustaining engagement during teacher preparation (Chan
et al., 2023). However, research specifically examining
how professional identity interacts with these psychologi-
cal needs in Chinese EFL contexts remains limited (Yang,
2021). This study addresses this gap by examining how
professional identity and basic needs satisfaction jointly
shape learning engagement, offering insights for designing
more holistic EFL teacher preparation in China’s evolving
educational landscape.

Goal of the Study
Guided by self-determination theory, this study examines
how teachers’ professional identity influences learning
engagement among pre-service English teachers, with
basic needs satisfaction as a potential mediator. Based
on the conceptual model (Figure 1), we propose the
following hypotheses:

H1: Pre-service teachers’ professional identity is asso-
ciated with higher learning engagement.

H2: Pre-service English teachers’ professional identity
is associated with higher basic needs satisfaction.

H3: Pre-service English teachers’ basic needs satisfac-
tion is associated with higher learning engagement.

H4: The relationship between pre-service English
teachers’ professional identity and learning engagement is
mediated by basic needs satisfaction.

To comprehend the interplay among teachers’ pro-
fessional identity (TPI), basic needs satisfaction (BNS),
and learning engagement (LE) among pre-service English
educators, the current research introduces a model for
investigation (see Figure 1). There are four routes to
examine the relationship among the three variables. Route
1 (TPI→BNS) indicates that pre-service English teach-
ers’ professional identity can positively impact their basic
needs satisfaction. Route 2 (BNS→LE) illustrates the
positive link between pre-service English teachers’ basic
needs satisfaction and their learning engagement. Route
3 (TPI→LE) indicates that pre-service English teachers’
professional identity has an important impact on their
learning engagement. Route 4 (TPI→BNS→LE) implies
that basic needs satisfaction mediates the relationship

between pre-service English teachers’ professional iden-
tity and learning engagement.

Method

Research design
This study used a sequential explanatory mixed-methods
design. First, we collected quantitative data through a
revised questionnaire; then we conducted semi-structured
interviews based on the quantitative results, followed
by thematic analysis. Interviews provided specific exam-
ples of pre-service English teachers’ learning situations,
aiming to offer a clearer picture of the professional
identity’s relationship with basic needs satisfaction and
learning engagement.

Participants and setting
A total of 255 pre-service English teachers participated.
Participants included 191 females (74.9%) and 64 males
(25.1%). In terms of grades, there were 16 freshmen
(6.2%), 135 sophomores (52.9%), 35 juniors (12.5%), and
72 seniors (28.2%).

Measures
The scales were adapted from established scales with high
reliability and validity. The measures were rated on a 5-
point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly
agree). Semi-structured interviews were included to com-
plement and clarify the quantitative results.

Pre-service english teachers’ professional identity
For pre-service English teachers’ professional identity,
this study adapted Hanna et al.’s (2020) scale for the
pre-service English context so that the questionnaire has
the characteristics of the English discipline. The 21-item
scale was divided into four sections reflecting teachers’
professional identity dimensions: motivation, self-image,
self-efficacy, and task perception. In this sample, Cron-
bach’s alpha was 0.91.

Basic needs satisfaction
The 11 items of basic needs satisfaction were adapted
from Chen et al.’s (2015) scale, which include three parts:
autonomy, competence, and relatedness. The scale has
undergone rigorous testing to establish its reliability and
validity (α = 0.93).

Learning engagement
Based on a new sub-dimension of engagement proposed
by Reeve, this study adopted the scale compiled by Reeve
according to the new definition (Reeve, 2013). The 16-
item scale (α = 0.95) includes four sub-dimensions:
behavioral engagement (α = 0.86), cognitive engagement
(α = 0.86), emotional engagement (α = 0.89), and agentic
engagement (α = 0.90).

Interviews
In the qualitative research stage, twelve participants from
different academic levels were selected purposively: 4
sophomores, 3 juniors, and 5 seniors. Participants were
asked a series of seven key questions that centered on pre-
service English teachers’ professional identity, basic needs
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Table 1. CR and AVE of each research variables

TPI BNS LE

Mo Si Se TP A C R BE AE CE EE

CR 0.85 0.88 0.86 0.81 0.87 0.90 0.83 0.85 0.82 0.85 0.90
AVE 0.58 0.55 0.60 0.40 0.63 0.68 0.61 0.66 0.48 0.65 0.65

Note. TPI, teachers’ professional identity; BNS, basic needs satisfaction; LE, learning
engagement; Mo, motivation; Si, self-image; Se, self-efficacy; TP, task perception; A,
autonomy; C, competence; R, relatedness; BE, behavioral engagement; AE, agentic
engagement; CE, cognitive engagement; EE, emotional engagement.

Table 2. Fit indices for the present model

χ ²/df RMSEA IFI TLI CFI

Standard fit <3 <0.1 >0.90 >0.90 >0.90
The present model 2.785 0.084 0.970 0.958 0.970

satisfaction, and learning engagement. An extra interview
was conducted six months later with 2 interviewees who
had become full-time teachers.

Procedure
The committee of Zhejiang Normal University approved
the study. Participants consented to the study. Before
participation, all participants assured of their voluntary
participation, including the option to withdraw at any
time without consequence. Once participants provided
informed consent, the research team distributed the ques-
tionnaire via the “QuestionStar” online survey platform.

Data analysis
Quantitative data analysis involved descriptive analysis,
Pearson’s correlation, and path analysis using SPSS 27.0
and PROCESS V3.3. To assess the fit of each mea-
sure, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed.
Composite reliability (CR) and average variance extracted
(AVE) values were calculated to further assess construct
validity. Data preprocessing and descriptive statistics were
first conducted using SPSS 27.0.

A series of analyses were undertaken to explore the
study’s findings. Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) with
maximum likelihood estimation was applied to each scale
(see Table 1). The initial CFA results for digital teacher
support (DTS) (X2/df = 2.01, p < 0.05; RMSEA = 0.06,
CFI = 0.94, IFI = 0.94, TLI = 0.93), basic needs satisfac-
tion (X2/df = 2.15, p < 0.05; RMSEA = 0.07, CFI = 0.97,
IFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.97), and SE (X2/df = 1.91, p < 0.05;
RMSEA = 0.06, CFI = 0.97, IFI = 0.97, TLI = 0.96) were
all acceptable. The CFA demonstrated robust composite
reliability for all latent variables, with CR values ranging
from 0.81 to 0.90 (CR > 0.8). Although most AVEs
exceeded the recommended 0.5 threshold, two constructs
showed marginally lower values (0.48 and 0.40). Consid-
ering the satisfactory composite reliability (CR > 0.7) and
adequate factor loadings (>0.5), these slightly reduced
AVE values remain acceptable according to established
criteria (Fornell & Larcker, 1981).

Next, a structural equation model was developed
employing the maximum likelihood estimation method to

assess the significance of the path coefficients. Addition-
ally, the mediating effects were tested using the bootstrap
method (n = 5000) with 95% confidence intervals. As
shown in Table 2 and Figure 2, the fitness of the
model with this survey data has been tested by using
fit indices: chi-square divided by degrees of freedom
(χ2/df < 3), the root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA < 0.1) (MacCallum et al., 1996), incremental
fit index (IFI > 0.95), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI > 0.95),
and comparative fit index (CFI > 0.95). The analysis
revealed no significant moderating effects for either gen-
der (β = −0.13, p > 0.05, 95% CI [−0.32, 0.58]) or
grade level (β = −0.03, p > 0.05, 95% CI [−0.08,
0.13]) as covariates. This suggests that the observed
TPI—LE relationships are not attributable to gender com-
position differences.

The qualitative data were analyzed using NVivo 14.0.
Based on the six-phase framework, the analysis of the
collected data in this paper consists of six steps: (1) becom-
ing intimately acquainted with the dataset, (2) devising
preliminary codes, (3) identifying overarching themes, (4)
reevaluating these themes for coherence, (5) categorizing
and titling the themes, and (6) compiling the findings into
a comprehensive report (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

Results

Descriptive analysis
Table 3 presents the descriptive statistics and mean scores
for all variables measured. The data indicate that the
teachers’ professional identity among pre-service English
teachers is notably high, with a composite mean score of
3.73 and a standard deviation of 0.98. The sub-dimension
encompassed all show high levels, including motivation
(M = 3.71, SD = 1.02), self-image (M = 4.37, SD = 1.01),
self-efficacy (M = 3.44, SD = 0.90), and task percep-
tion (M = 4.00, SD = 0.91). Furthermore, pre-service
English teachers reported a high level of satisfaction
with their basic psychological needs, with a mean score
of 3.74 (SD = 0.88). This dimension comprised auton-
omy (M = 3.72, SD = 0.92), competence (M = 3.76,
SD = 0.90), and relatedness (M = 3.73, SD = 0.90).
Regarding learning engagement, the mean score was 3.92



LEARN WHAT I CAN 837

Figure 2. The SEM Model (standardized). Note. TPI, teachers’ professional identity; BNS, basic needs satisfaction; SLE, students’
learning engagement.

Table 3. Mean scores and cronbach’s alpha coefficients

Variable Mean SD Reliability

Teacher’ professional identity 3.74 0.98 0.91
Motivation 3.71 1.02 0.88
Self-image 4.37 1.01 0.89
Self-efficacy 3.44 0.90 0.84
Task perception 4.00 0.91 0.70
Basic needs satisfaction 3.74 0.88 0.93
Autonomy 3.72 0.92 0.87
Competence 3.76 0.90 0.91
Relatedness 3.73 0.90 0.82
Learning engagement 3.92 0.84 0.95
Behavioral engagement 4.01 0.75 0.86
Agentic engagement 3.70 0.89 0.86
Cognitive engagement 4.10 0.75 0.89
Emotional engagement 3.96 0.84 0.90

(SD = 0.84). Learning engagement encompassed students’
behavioral engagement (M = 4.01, SD = 0.75), agentic
engagement (M = 3.70, SD = 0.89), cognitive engage-
ment (M = 4.10, SD = 0.75), and emotional engagement
(M = 3.96, SD = 0.84), which show a high level of mean.

Correlation analysis
This study used a Pearson multiple correlation analysis to
scrutinize the interrelations among teachers’ professional
identity, basic needs satisfaction, and learning engage-
ment. Teachers’ professional identity and basic needs
satisfaction exhibited a positive correlation (r = 0.77,
p < 0.01). Furthermore, a robust positive association
was identified between teachers’ professional identity and
learning engagement (r = 0.79, p < 0.01). On top
of that, a positive correlation surfaced between basic
needs satisfaction and learning engagement (r = 0.85,
p < 0.01). Subsidiary analyses revealed that the sub-scales,
encompassing motivation, self-image, self-efficacy, task
perception, autonomy, competence, relatedness, behavioral
engagement, agentic engagement, cognitive engagement,
and emotional engagement, were all positively and signif-
icantly correlated, with coefficients ranging from 0.48 to
0.79 (See Table 4).

Professional identity and learning engagement
The Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) analysis was
conducted using AMOS 26.0 software to examine the
hypothesized path relationships. The results, shown in
Figure 2, indicate that the standardized path coefficients
for hypotheses H1, H2, and H3 were 0.28, 0.91, and
0.68, respectively. All p-values were below 0.05, providing
support for hypotheses H1, H2, and H3.

Basic psychological process mediation
Table 5 and Figure 2 present the evidence on basic needs
satisfaction as a mediating variable, and the statistical sig-
nificance of the path from teachers’ professional identity
to learning engagement was evident (p < 0.01), indicating
that teachers’ professional identity has a positive impact on
learning engagement. In addition, TPI→LE had statistical
significance (p < 0.01), SE value = 0.04 (SE > 0), and
CR value = 2.11 (CR > 2). The bias-corrected confi-
dence intervals 95% CI (0.77, 0.93) do not contain zero
[β = 0.85, t = 20.42]. Upon inclusion of the mediat-
ing variable basic needs satisfaction a positive impact of
teachers’ professional identity on basic needs satisfaction
emerged, with the TPI→BNS path also demonstrating
statistical significance, SE value was 0.05 (SE > 0), CR
value was 10.93 (CR > 2), and zero was not included in
the 95% CI (0.82, 1.01) [β = 0.92, p < 0.01]. Similarly,
in the BNS→LE path, β = 0.54, t = 12.35 (p < 0.01), SE
value = 0.04 (SE > 0), CR value = 4.96 (CR > 2), where
zero is not included in CI (0.43, 0.65). That means it’s also
statistically significant. The table shows that the indirect
effect of TPI→BNS→LE is β = 0.49, [p < 0.01, 95%
CI (0.40, 0.50)], the direct effect is β = 0.36, [p < 0.05,
95% CI (0.26, 0.46)], affirming the significant mediating
role of basic needs satisfaction in the relationship between
teachers’ professional identity and learning engagement.
Consequently, basic needs satisfaction is proved to be
a partial mediator in this context. Thus, hypothesis H4
was supported.

Qualitative results
To complement the findings from the quantitative analysis,
this investigation also used semi-structured interviews for
qualitative research. After coding the qualitative responses,
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Table 4. Correlations of teachers’ professional identity, basic needs satisfaction and learning engagement

Sub-scale MO Si Se TP A C R BE AE CE EE

Motivation 1
Self-image 0.77** 1
Self-efficacy 0.61** 0.65** 1
Task perception 0.50** 0.55** 0.54** 1
Autonomy 0.56** 0.54** 0.60** 0.57** 1
Competence 0.59** 0.63** 0.67** 0.56** 0.70** 1
Relatedness 0.55** 0.54** 0.62** 0.59** 0.66** 0.78** 1
Behavioral engagement 0.48** 0.59** 0.51** 0.57** 0.55** 0.67** 0.70** 1
Agentic engagement 0.58** 0.65** 0.65** 0.58** 0.68** 0.71** 0.74** 0.71** 1
Cognitive engagement 0.55** 0.59** 0.59** 0.64** 0.60** 0.70** 0.68** 0.70** 0.77** 1
Emotional engagement 0.60** 0.63** 0.62** 0.64** 0.68** 0.75** 0.79** 0.77** 0.77** 0.78** 1

Note. Mo, motivation; Si, self-image; Se, self-efficacy; TP, task perception; A, autonomy; C, competence; R,
relatedness; BE, behavioral engagement; AE, agentic engagement; CE, cognitive engagement; EE, emotional
engagement. **p < 0.01.

Table 5. The partial mediation model

Effect p-value BootLLCI BootULCI Result

Total effect (without the mediation variable)
TPI→LE 0.85 0.00 0.77 0.93 Significant

Direct effect
TPI→LE 0.36 0.03 0.26 0.46 Significant
TPI→BNS 0.92 0.00 0.45 0.82 Significant
BNS→LE 0.54 0.00 0.43 0.65 Significant

Indirect effect
TPI→BNS→LE 0.49 0.00 0.40 0.50 Significant

Note. TPI, teachers’ professional identity; BNS, basic needs satisfaction; LE,
learning engagement.

we found that the relationship between teachers’ pro-
fessional identity, basic needs satisfaction, and learning
engagement was consistent with the outcomes of the quan-
titative analysis. This study thematically analyzed three
key themes that are pertinent to the hypotheses: 1) the
passion for teaching and students’ sincerity fortify the
convictions; 2) responsibility and interest drive diligence;
3) autonomy and collaboration stimulate aspiration.

Students’ authentic enthusiasm for teaching reinforces
the convictions
Most interviewees expressed a desire to become English
teachers, influenced by both personal passion and external
factors. Interviewees in lower-grade years were primarily
motivated by a passion for education or inspiring teachers
they had encountered. In contrast, those with teaching
internship experience were more affected by the sincerity
of their students, with the teacher-student bond reinforc-
ing their commitment. Notably, in follow-up interviews
with interviewees who had become full-time teachers six
months later, they shared more about their experiences
with students and indicated that these interactions were the
driving force behind their commitment to excel in their
teaching roles. In contrast, in the interviews conducted six
months earlier, they focused on expressing their passion
for English and the influence of their former teachers. This
highlights that teachers’ professional identity is dynamic,

shaped by experiences and ongoing professional devel-
opment. Interviewees acknowledged the need to improve
their professional knowledge and skills, noting that they
did not yet fully consider themselves part of the teaching
community. As interviewees stated:

During my internship, my students also gave me
high recognition and affirmation. For instance, they
would write letters or express that they believe I have
the potential to become a great teacher in the future,
which has significantly boosted my self-confidence.
(Participant 11, Interview, December 7, 2024)

At present, I feel that it is a long way to go to
be qualified for the role of teacher, but I still have
some confidence in myself. (Participant 3, Interview,
March 13, 2024)

However, the satisfaction gained from teachers’ pro-
fessional identity is not always sustained. Interviewees
noted that the competencies developed through university
courses often fail to translate into effective teaching due
to challenges in adapting to classroom realities. This dis-
connect reduces the sense of competency fulfillment and
disrupts the continuity of learning engagement.

The entire practice and the theories we learned back
then faced certain challenges in implementation...
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During the practical process, my biggest concern
was that students wouldn’t grasp the issues I was
teaching. (Participant 11, Interview, December 7,
2024)

The requirements for the college entrance exam
certainly weren’t as rigorous as those for special-
ized English programs like ours. And when external
demands weren’t as stringent, I sometimes found
myself relaxing my own standards. (Participant 11,
Interview, December 7, 2024)

Students’ sense of responsibility and internal interest
drive diligence
In interviews, most participants highlighted their active
classroom engagement. They attentively listened to
lessons, participated in group discussions, and priori-
tized continued learning beyond class. Many mentioned
reviewing class material to deepen their understanding
and broaden their knowledge, improving their professional
skills. Some pre-service teachers prepared thoroughly for
topics of personal interest, such as class presentations
or role-playing activities; some even volunteered to ask
teachers to arrange activities that interested them. Respon-
dents emphasized that their teachers’ professional identity
positively influences their learning, noting that a strong
belief in their future teaching role fosters responsibility,
motivates effort in studies, and promotes active participa-
tion. This engagement, they argued, lays a solid foundation
for effectively imparting knowledge to students in the
future:

Certainly, when it comes to presentations, we nat-
urally choose topics that interest us, which also
drives us autonomously... My classmates also take
the initiative to perform in role plays because they
are genuinely interested and request to take the
stage for these activities. (Participant 11, Interview,
December 7, 2024)

The fact that I want to become a teacher will
definitely affect my personal allocation of energy and
time, therefore I will gain more knowledge in this
area. (Participant 8, Interview, March 13, 2024)

Students’ autonomy and collaboration stimulate
aspiration
Interviewees highlighted autonomy and relatedness as key
facilitators of engagement. They reported that instructor-
provided explanations and practical skill demonstrations
strengthened professional competence. Teachers also gave
students autonomy to choose topics of interest, both in-
class and for extended learning, such as presentations
and book reports. This supportive learning environment
helped meet their needs and encouraged active learning.
Additionally, due to the numerous group activities in this
course, students frequently mentioned the value of group
activities, as they fostered collaboration, camaraderie, and
collective learning.

I feel that both during my freshman and sophomore
years, the comprehensive English courses were quite
warm and friendly. We had group assignments where

everyone was quite united and able to work together
on tasks. The teachers were also very patient in
answering questions we had, and if we had any
suggestions to offer, they would actively consider
adopting them. (Participant 12, Interview, December
7, 2024)

While most pre-service teachers believe the integrated
English curriculum offers autonomy, some interviewees
indicated that this autonomy is largely limited, constrained
by teacher evaluation priorities or curriculum require-
ments. This imbalance may weaken the mediating role of
basic needs satisfaction. Under such circumstances, pre-
service teachers’ engagement is more significantly affected
by the absence of teachers’ professional identity.

In the presentation of the classroom or the choice
of the topic, we cannot be completely left to our
own will, but we need to choose according to what
the teacher has laid down. (Participant 1, Interview,
March 13, 2024)

I encountered two teachers, both of whom are
truly remarkable individuals. Firstly, I believe that by
paying close attention to their lectures, I can uncover
the underlying logic of their teaching methods—
some of which may be worth adopting myself.
Secondly, there are inevitably certain concepts in
the classroom that are difficult to grasp fully. It
is essential to absorb and digest these concepts,
transforming them into my own knowledge base. This
will ultimately enable me to teach students more
effectively in the future. (Participant 1, Interview,
December 7, 2024)

Discussion
With respect to learning engagement, participants demon-
strated overall high engagement, particularly in the
cognitive dimension, followed by lower levels in agen-
tic engagement. The elevated cognitive engagement may
reflect pre-service teachers’ proactive efforts to bridge
theoretical knowledge and classroom practice (Fredricks
et al., 2004). In contrast, the relatively lower agen-
tic engagement indicates limitations in current teacher
education programs, which may not fully support the
development of autonomy and proactive learning behav-
iors (Chan et al., 2023).

Teachers’ professional identity positively predicts
learning engagement, a finding consistent with previous
studies demonstrating that a strong professional iden-
tity enhances learning involvement and reinforces the
value of specialized pedagogical knowledge (Fathi et al.,
2024; Li et al., 2025). However, this result contrasts with
the findings of Butakor et al. (2021), who reported no
direct relationship between teachers’ professional iden-
tity and in-service teachers’ work engagement. One
possible explanation lies in the distinct developmental
contexts: pre-service teachers are actively shaping their
professional selves and tend to exhibit higher levels of
motivation and investment in learning. In contrast, in-
service teachers may experience reduced engagement due
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to the repetitive nature of daily teaching tasks. Quali-
tative interview data further support this interpretation,
revealing that pre-service teachers’ engagement is closely
tied to identity-relevant experiences, particularly when
pedagogical tasks align with their evolving self-concepts
(Hanna et al., 2020). Among the sub-dimensions, high
competence indicated participants’ growing confidence
in their academic performance and professional prepara-
tion. This aligns with previous findings that competence
enhances intrinsic motivation and learning engagement
(Chiu, 2022). In contrast, autonomy registered the low-
est mean score. Prior research reported higher autonomy
satisfaction in other learning contexts (Chiu, 2022), sug-
gesting that the traditional teacher-centered instructional
environment may inhibit students’ sense of agency. In
such settings, shaped by hierarchical teacher authority and
passive learning norms, students are more accustomed
to receiving rather than actively constructing knowledge.
Qualitative interviews further illuminated these dynamics.
Several participants noted limitations in selecting courses
or influencing instructional content, although many still
appreciated opportunities to choose topics of personal
interest. These findings underscore the importance of con-
textualizing self-determination theory based interventions,
particularly in relation to cultural norms and disciplinary
practices that mediate how autonomy is experienced
and expressed.

Importantly, the mediation model indicated that pre-
service teachers actively leverage their identity clarity to
construct need-supportive learning conditions. Rather than
passively receiving motivation from external structures,
these learners demonstrated a proactive approach, articu-
lating learning goals, communicating needs to instructors,
and selecting materials aligned with their future teaching
roles. This atmosphere of self-directed engagement may
foster greater classroom participation and investment in
learning. While prior research has largely conceptualized
basic needs satisfaction as shaped by environmental sup-
port (Deci & Ryan, 2017), the present findings suggest
that professional identity can be a driver of need satisfac-
tion. This reconceptualization highlights the bidirectional
relationship between identity and motivation and invites
further exploration of how identity-based interventions
can be used to support engagement and development in
teacher education.

Pre-service teachers with high levels of need sat-
isfaction reported greater willingness to participate in
class discussions when situated in supportive and cohesive
classroom environments. Such findings underscore the
moderating role of basic needs satisfaction in shaping
both engagement and learning-related behaviors among
pre-service English teachers (Chan et al., 2023). Beyond
validating the applicability of self-determination theory
within teacher education, these results also illuminate the
unique motivational dynamics of professional learning in
the pre-service context (Wong & Liu, 2024).

Teachers’ professional identity significantly predicts
basic needs satisfaction, which in turn enhances learn-
ing engagement. This finding aligns with Identity-based
motivation theory, which posits that identity influences the
perceived value and relevance of tasks (Oyserman et al.,

2021). Second, competence affirmation emerges through
successful teaching-related experiences. For instance, Par-
ticipant 11 reported that receiving positive feedback from
students during an internship significantly boosted their
self-confidence. Third, the development of a future-self
bridge was evident when participants described how
present learning efforts were framed as investments in their
future teaching selves. As one participant noted, they were
motivated to pursue additional domain-specific knowledge
to align with their professional goals (Participant 8).

Implications for research and practice
Adopting a sequential explanatory mixed-methods design,
this study demonstrates how teachers’ professional iden-
tity functions as a psychological framework through
which pre-service English teachers interpret and pursue
opportunities for basic needs satisfaction. Grounded in
self-determination theory and Identity-based motivation
theory, the findings reveal that basic needs satisfac-
tion partially mediates the relationship between teachers’
professional identity and learning engagement. This
dual-theoretical perspective offers a more nuanced under-
standing of why pre-service teachers with a strong sense of
professional identity report higher levels of need satisfac-
tion, even under less supportive contextual conditions.

Theoretically, this study extends self-determination
theory’s traditional emphasis on environmental affor-
dances by foregrounding the role of identity-driven agency.
Rather than viewing need satisfaction solely as a prod-
uct of external structures, the findings highlight how
a well-developed professional identity enables learners
to actively construct need-supportive experiences. From
a practical perspective, the results suggest that foster-
ing autonomy-supportive environments through graduated
responsibility would enhance both basic needs satisfaction
and agentic engagement. Moreover, the integration of
identity-reflective practices throughout the teacher prepa-
ration process can consolidate professional identity and
promote sustained engagement.

Limitations and future directions
While this study advances current understanding, it has
several limitations that suggest important directions for
future research. First, the sample teachers are from eastern
and southwestern China, and findings may not generalize
to the international community. Second, the cross-sectional
and static framework may obscure reciprocal or dynamic
interactions across time. To address these limitations,
future research should adopt longitudinal designs and
employ more advanced techniques, such as cross-lagged
panel models or dynamic SEM, to capture the evolving and
bidirectional nature of these relationships.

Conclusion
These findings suggest that teachers’ professional iden-
tity both directly enhances engagement and indirectly
maintains it by satisfying autonomy, competence, and
relatedness needs, which suggests a need for teacher
education programs to fulfill basic needs satisfaction and
engagement by gradually cultivating identity. Pre-service



LEARN WHAT I CAN 841

English teachers should reflect on their identity and teach-
ing roles to strengthen their professional identity, while
teacher educators should prioritize real-world teaching
experiences to promote self-reflection and engagement.
The study findings are in line with self-determination
theory framework, which emphasizes that intrinsic moti-
vation, driven by internal goals and personal relevance,
is critical to sustained and meaningful learning (Ryan &
Deci, 2017). Participants reported high levels of satis-
faction across all three psychological needs: competence,
autonomy, and relatedness. This suggests that for pre-
service English teachers, a robust professional identity can
directly fulfill basic needs through processes of goal inter-
nalization.
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