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TEACHER EDUCATION & DEVELOPMENT | RESEARCH ARTICLE

Emotions and social reflection in being and 
developing as a university teacher
Virve Pekkarinen1*, Laura Hirsto2 and Anne Nevgi3,4

Abstract:  The purpose of this case study was to understand what kinds of emotions 
university teachers experience in teaching, how these emotions influence the way 
the teachers experience their pedagogical competency and being and developing as 
a teacher, and how they reflect on their teaching and teaching-related emotions. 
Data were collected via semi-structured interviews with nine university teachers 
participating in an educational development project. Our results show that the 
teachers experienced positive, negative, and mixed teaching-related emotions and 
that these emotions influenced their experience of themselves as teachers and of 
their pedagogical competency. All teachers reflected on their teaching experiences, 
and most also shared and reflected on their teaching-related emotions with others. 
Social reflection can be a powerful tool in developing as a teacher, as it enables 
a personal evaluation and interpretation of teaching-related emotions and experi-
ences. Higher education institutions should offer supportive environments for aca-
demic personnel, encouraging social reflection and providing opportunities for 
sharing teaching-related emotions. We found that an educational development 
project, in addition to more traditional staff training programs, can be a fruitful 
context for teachers’ pedagogical development, since it can provide opportunities 
for joint discussions on the application and development of pedagogical 
perspectives.

Subjects: Higher Education; Study of Higher Education; Teachers & Teacher Education; 
Continuing Professional Development 
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1. Introduction
Research focused on teacher development has often been directed toward so-called “rational 
factors” such as teacher knowledge, skills, and competencies (Chen, 2016; Duţă, G. Pânişoară, and 
I. O. Pânişoară 2014; Pekkarinen & Hirsto, 2017; Su et al., 2012). However, over the last decade, the 
importance of emotions in developing as a university teacher and in relation to teachers’ interest 
in developing their teaching practice and pedagogical competency has attracted increasing inter-
est among researchers (e.g., Isopahkala-Bouret, 2008; Pekkarinen et al., 2020; Quinlan, 2016; 
Stupnisky et al., 2016; Thies & Kordts-Freudinger, 2019a, 2019b). Research conducted on emotional 
experiences in teaching at the secondary education level has revealed that these experiences 
influence teacher development (Jakhelln, 2011). However, in the higher education (HE) context, 
research on emotions in teaching and, in particular, the influence of emotions on being and 
developing as a teacher is still scarce (e.g., Hagenauer & Volet, 2014). In addition to emotions, it 
has been recognized that social relations and significant networks with peers and colleagues 
influence how teachers create and maintain their understanding of teaching and learning 
(Pyörälä et al., 2015, 2021; Roxå & Mårtensson, 2009) as well as how they contribute to the 
development of university teachers’ pedagogical competency (Pekkarinen & Hirsto, 2017; 
Pekkarinen et al., 2020).

In this case study, we aim to understand what kinds of emotions university teachers experience 
in teaching and how these emotions influence the way the teachers experience their pedagogical 
competency and their being and developing as a teacher. We use the concept of pedagogical 
competency in this study to refer to “university teachers’ conceptions, reflections, evaluations, and 
experienced confidence as teachers” (cf., Pekkarinen & Hirsto, 2017, 739; Pekkarinen et al., 2020, 
15). As can be seen from the definition, experience and interpretation are at the core of pedago-
gical competency. Emotions, in turn, play a central role in the emergence and interpretation of an 
experience, and thus emotions can also influence how one’s own pedagogical competency is 
experienced. This definition of pedagogical competency is based on the interpretative research 
tradition that also considers the social aspect. The interpretative tradition approaches competency 
as a social construction that results from the interaction between the individual and the environ-
ment in certain contexts, thereby suggesting that skills and competencies are based on, and 
formed in relation to, a person’s perceptions and understanding of their work (Pekkarinen et al., 
2020; cf., also Sandberg, 2000). Furthermore, pedagogical competency is one aspect of university 
teachers’ expertise, which is recognized as an experiential phenomenon (Pekkarinen et al., 2020).

As social relations and significant networks have been found to be important in being and 
developing as a teacher, we are also interested in exploring how university teachers reflect on 
their teaching and teaching-related emotions. Research in the HE teaching context has mainly 
approached emotions from psychological perspectives in which emotions are seen as private and 
internal to individuals, and need to be self-regulated (e.g., Postareff & Lindblom-Ylänne, 2011; 
Quinlan, 2016). Some researchers argue that individual emotions can also be group-based, mean-
ing that emotions arise in situations which are perceived by the individual to be relevant to a group 
based on their membership in that group (Kessler & Hollbach, 2005; Smith & Mackie, 2016; Smith 
et al., 2007). In addition to individual emotions, it is argued that there are collective and shared 
emotions, i.e., emotions that emerge from emotional dynamics among individuals who have 
gathered as a group and are responding to the same situation (Salmela, 2012). Although the 
social aspect is central in this study, emotions are not approached as collective, shared, or group- 
based emotions, but rather as individually experienced emotions and feelings related to teaching 
and developing as a teacher. However, we do consider that individual emotions can be discussed 
and shared with others. In this study, we pose the following research questions:
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RQ1. What kinds of emotions do university teachers experience in teaching?

RQ2. How do the teaching-related emotions influence the way the teachers experience their 
pedagogical competency and their being and developing as a teacher?

RQ3. How do university teachers reflect on their teaching and teaching-related emotions?

2. Theoretical background

2.1. Emotions in university teaching
The affective dimension and emotions in university teaching and learning have garnered increased 
interest during recent years. Studies in the higher education context have focused on, for example, 
emotions in university teaching (Hagenauer & Volet, 2014; Löfström & Nevgi, 2014; Trigwell, 2012), 
teachers’ and university academics’ emotions (Frenzel, 2014; Frenzel et al., 2016; Thies & Kordts- 
Freudinger, 2019b), emotion regulations strategies (Kordts-Freudinger, 2017), the role of emotions 
in experiencing confidence in university teaching and as a teacher and in developing as a teacher 
(e.g., Day & Leitch, 2001; Postareff & Lindblom-Ylänne, 2011), new higher education faculty 
members’ emotions (Stupnisky et al., 2016), academic staffs’ positive emotions through work 
domains (Thies & Kordts-Freudinger, 2019a), and emotions related to assessment practices 
among teachers (Myyry et al., 2019) and students (Peterson et al., 2015).

Many of the studies regarding emotions in the higher education context follow either the 
Appraisal Theory (e.g., Frenzel, 2014; Frenzel et al., 2016; Moors et al., 2013) or the Control-Value 
Theory of achievement emotions (CVT; e.g., Kordts-Freudinger, 2017; Löfström & Nevgi, 2014; 
Myyry et al., 2019; Peterson et al., 2015; Stupnisky et al., 2016; Thies & Kordts-Freudinger, 2019a, 
2019b). In Appraisal Theory, emotions are interpreted as individuals’ subjective cognitive judge-
ments or appraisals of various situations and events and are not seen caused by the situations and 
events per se (Moors et al., 2013). The CVT, on the other hand, combines principles from expec-
tancy-value, attributional, and control approaches to achievement emotions, and defines achieve-
ment emotions as emotions related to achievement activities or their outcomes (Pekrun, 2006; 
Pekrun et al., 2007, 2017). Achievement can be defined as the quality of activities or their out-
comes, as evaluated in relation to some standard of succeeding. For example, in educational 
settings, achievement activities can refer to tests and assignments, and achievement outcomes to 
achieved grades and scores (Myyry et al., 2019; Pekrun et al., 2007).

The CVT (Pekrun, 2006; see also, Pekrun et al., 2007, 2017) is a three-dimensional model differ-
entiating emotions according to object focus (whether the focus is on activity or on outcome), valence 
(positive vs. negative, pleasant vs. unpleasant) and to the degree of activation implied (activating vs. 
deactivating). The basic assumption in CVT is that appraisals of control and value are central to the 
arousal of the achievement emotions, meaning that the appraised controllability and the valuation of 
the activity as positive or negative influence the kinds of emotions experienced. According to Pekrun 
and colleagues (Pekrun et al., 2007; see also 2017), positive emotions, such as enjoyment, joy, hope, 
pride, and gratitude, are considered activating, apart from those experienced after achieving one’s 
goals—such as relaxation, contentment, and relief—which are considered deactivating. Negative 
emotions, such as anger, frustration, anxiety, and shame, are considered activating, that is, they are 
likely to increase the effort to improve, whereas emotions such as boredom, sadness, disappoint-
ment, and hopelessness are considered deactivating—i.e., they are likely to decrease the effort to 
improve. Furthermore, if the controllability of the activity is high and it is positively valued, enjoyment 
will follow, whereas, when the controllability is high, but the activity is negatively valued, negative 
emotions such as anger are experienced. In contrast, if the activity is valued, but the controllability is 
low, negative emotions such as frustration can emerge.

In this study, we use the CVT as a starting point to explore emotions in teaching. As teaching is 
a goal-oriented activity, the teachers may experience varying emotions depending on how they 
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perceive their success in teaching. The CVT offers versatile views on emotions, and it has also been 
applied successfully in studies in the higher education context (e.g., Kordts-Freudinger, 2017; 
Löfström & Nevgi, 2014; Myyry et al., 2019). In his commentary article, Pekrun (2019) reviewed 
several studies applying the CVT in exploring emotions in teaching in the higher education context. 
Based on the findings, he suggests that the CVT may be a useful and well-applicable tool in 
explaining both students’ and academics’ emotions. However, Pekrun (2019) also points out that 
the CVT has often been used based on self-report measures in correlational between-person 
designs and should be complemented, for example, with experimental research that better con-
siders the broader institutional and socio-cultural context of emotions. In this study, we explore 
the emotions in teaching and also consider the social aspect.

2.2. Reflection and social reflection in developing as a teacher
In general, reflection is conceptualized as a cognitive human function associated with meta- 
cognition. Reflection thus refers to an individual’s knowledge of their own mental functions and 
their ability to observe and evaluate their own thoughts and actions (e.g., Mälkki, 2011). Reflection 
has been recognized as a prerequisite for developing as an expert and as a teacher by many 
researchers (e.g., Brookfield, 1995; Hatton & Smith, 1995; McAlpine et al., 1999; Schön, 1983; 
Tynjälä et al., 2016). However, reflection is not a self-evident tool that automatically creates 
changes in teachers’ actions and promotes teacher development (Hatton & Smith, 1995; Mälkki 
& Lindblom-Ylänne, 2012). To turn reflection into action, it is necessary to understand the concept 
and practice of reflection (Pekkarinen & Hirsto, 2017). Furthermore, there is evidence of individual 
differences and preferences in using various reflective tools (Pekkarinen et al., 2020; Russell, 2005). 
Recent research has shown that the awareness of reflection on one’s actions as a teacher 
increases in accordance with the pedagogical studies completed during a long-term pedagogical 
development program (Nevgi & Löfström, 2015; Pekkarinen & Hirsto, 2017).

Reflection is not, however, only a cognitive activity, but it is more so an activity that is strongly 
related to social relationships. Mezirow (2000) has argued that reflective discourse with others 
helps the individual to share experiences, evaluate and interpret these experiences, and use the 
experiences of others to evaluate their own. This sharing with others enhances reflection to 
become a powerful tool for teacher development (e.g., Brookfield, 1995; Mälkki, 2011; Pekkarinen 
et al., 2020; Pyörälä et al., 2015, 2021; Roxå & Mårtensson, 2009; Uitto et al., 2015). Social 
relationships among university teachers, especially with peers and colleagues, are central to how 
teachers construe, experience, and develop their pedagogical competency (e.g., Hagenauer & 
Volet, 2014). This is based on the interpretation of academic identity and experience as contextual 
and socially created (Boyd & Harris, 2010; Garavan & McGuire, 2001; Isopahkala-Bouret, 2008; 
Olsson & Roxå, 2013; Pekkarinen et al., 2020; Sandberg, 2000; Uitto et al., 2015; Weller, 2016). 
Informed pedagogical discussions support university teachers to acquire theoretical and persona-
lized knowledge about teaching and learning, to share their knowledge and skills, and to learn 
from others (Boyd & Harris, 2010; Olsson and Roxå 2013). Social relations and peer support can 
emerge in significant networks of teachers that can be found, for example, within the teacher’s 
department and institution, or via participating in pedagogical training programs (Pyörälä et al., 
2015, 2021; Roxå & Mårtensson, 2009). In addition, peer support can be obtained within educa-
tional development projects, in which the teachers can also form multidisciplinary peer groups 
(Hirsto & Löytönen, 2011; Pekkarinen et al., 2020). In this study, we use the concept of social 
reflection to refer to teachers’ joint reflection with significant others. Social reflection can be, for 
example, a discussion of teaching experiences with colleagues or other meaningful discussion 
partners.

There is also an emotional aspect to reflection. According to Boud et al. (1985), emotions can be 
considered as elements of the reflective process in which individuals reconsider, think about, and 
evaluate their experience. Tynjälä and colleagues (Tynjälä et al., 2016) also combine social and 
emotional aspects by suggesting that the ability to recognize and deal with emotions is an 
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important aspect of social competence, i.e., the skills needed for social interaction with others, 
such as the ability to listen to others or to look at a situation from others’ perspectives.

3. Methods

3.1. The context of this study
The context of the study is a one-year-long, research-based educational development project on 
flipped learning in a multidisciplinary Finnish university. The aim of the project was to support 
university teachers to utilize the flipped classroom approach in their teaching and to develop the 
university’s teaching toward a student-centered approach. The flipped classroom approach 
reverses the traditional way of teaching as a teacher-led activity and encourages teachers to 
prepare digital and online learning materials for students to study before class, leaving more time 
for interacting with the students and for processing the knowledge with them (Bishop & Verleger, 
2013; Critz & Knight, 2013; Goodwin & Miller, 2013; Lee et al., 2017; Milman, 2014). In previous 
research, the development of pedagogical skills and the competency of a university teacher has 
often been often studied in the context of university pedagogical training courses (e.g., Clavert & 
Nevgi, 2011; Ödalen et al., 2018; Pekkarinen & Hirsto, 2017; Postareff et al., 2007). However, it is 
also possible to develop pedagogical skills and competency via participating in different kinds of 
educational development projects (e.g., Hirsto & Löytönen, 2011; Pekkarinen et al., 2020).

University teachers who were interested in developing their teaching through the flipped class-
room approach were recruited, and a total of 43 university teachers were accepted to participate 
in the project. The educators and mentors of the project provided pedagogical support to the 
participants in designing and implementing the flipped classroom approach in their classes, 
technical support on utilizing e-learning tools, and peer support in the form of peer groups, mentor 
meetings, a shared e-learning platform, and the virtual discussion group in Yammer (see Figure 1; 
cf., Hyypiä et al., 2019; Väisänen & Hirsto, 2020). The peer groups were either campus- or depart-
ment-based, and most of the peer groups formed during the project were multidisciplinary, 
meaning that the participants of the groups came from different disciplinary backgrounds. The 
multidisciplinarity of the peer groups was encouraged, as it has been shown that multidisciplinarity 
can be of particular benefit from the perspective of more diverse debates, for example, (cf., 
Sandholtz, 2000). In addition, the teachers participated in three joint seminar meetings, and 
they studied the literature on the flipped classroom approach and teaching development during 
the project.

3.2. Participants in the study
The participants in the study were nine university teachers from the group of 43 teachers who 
participated in the educational development project and accepted the invitation to participate in 

Figure 1. Context of this study: 
flipped learning educational 
development project.
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the interviews. The interviewees represented different disciplinary backgrounds (e.g., health 
science and medicine, bio and environmental sciences, science, and other university units) and 
had teaching experience of 4–10 years (five out of nine) or 10–25 years (four out of nine) in 
teaching undergraduate students in a university context. Eight out of nine of the interviewed 
teachers had 25–60 ECTS, and one interviewed teacher had less than 25 ECTS credits of pedago-
gical studies completed. To protect the anonymity of the interviewed teachers, their gender and 
position in the university are not revealed, and in the interview quotes, they are referred to by 
codes (from T1 to T9).

3.3. Data collection and analysis
The data were collected through semi-structured interviews in the middle of the project (see, 
Figure 1). Semi-structured interviews have been found to be well-suited to capture teachers’ 
reflections on their past emotional experiences (Chen, 2016). Two pilot interviews were conducted 
to test and finalize the question themes and guiding questions used in the research interviews 
(Galletta & Cross, 2013). The length of the interviews varied from 35 minutes to 95 minutes, and 
they were transcribed verbatim. The transcriptions consisted of a total of 58 pages (A4, Times New 
Roman 12 pt., 1.5 spacing). The teachers were asked open-ended guiding questions according to 
the themes chosen for the interview based on the research literature (Galletta & Cross, 2013). 
Guiding questions were related to the teacher’s experience as a university teacher, their reflection 
on teaching, the role of peers and colleagues in teaching, developing their teaching and as 
a teacher, the kinds of emotions the teacher has related to teaching and developing as 
a teacher, and how these emotions are dealt with in the teacher’s teaching community.

We analyzed the data by qualitative content analysis using Atlas.ti 8.0 software. The analysis 
was conducted by the first author, and the second author confirmed the analysis. The third author 
participated by commenting on the interpretations of the categories. We used open coding in the 
analysis, and the analysis unit was a conceptual theme that was identified in the data to vary from 
a few words to several sentences. The analysis began with several rounds of reading and coding of 
the data and continued by integrating a data-driven inductive approach with a concept-driven 
deductive approach, moving back and forth between both sources (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Gibbs, 
2007). This approach closely relates to theory-guided qualitative content analysis that is based on 
both inductive and deductive procedures (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Creswell, 1994; Gibbs, 2007; 
Merriam, 2009; Miles et al., 2014). In practice, we compared, for example, the preliminarily 
identified categories of positive and negative emotions with those of the previous studies on 
emotions, e.g., those identified in the CVT by Pekrun (2006; see also, Pekrun et al. 2007), but the 
analysis was not limited to them. After coding the data, we continued the analysis by grouping the 
data into different themes, categories, and sub-categories. We evaluated the reliability of separate 
individual categorizations of the first and second authors by conducting an intercoder reliability 
test, also referred to as the intercoder agreement (Cho, 2008; Gibbs, 2007; Miles et al., 2014; 
Neuendorf, 2002). The authors reached 91.5% intercoder agreement and continued discussing the 
coding and categories until a full shared understanding was reached.

4. Results
The results of this study are presented in the following sections and include quoted material 
depicting teachers’ emotions and their reflections on these emotions. The quotes have been 
translated from Finnish to English by the two first authors.

4.1. University teachers’ emotions experienced in teaching
The first research question focused on what kinds of emotions university teachers experience in 
teaching. All nine university teachers participating in this study expressed that they had experi-
enced various positive, negative, and mixed emotions in teaching (see, Table 1). A total of 50 text 
segments expressing teaching-related emotions were identified, of which 28 expressed positive 
emotions; 20, negative emotions; and 2, mixed emotions.
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Positive emotions experienced in teaching described by the interviewees were joy, satisfaction, 
enthusiasm, enjoyment, excitement, and pride. All of the interviewed teachers reported experien-
cing one or more positive emotions. Of the positive emotions, joy, satisfaction, and enthusiasm 
were mentioned most often. In particular, these emotions as well as pride were experienced when 
teachers felt successful in their teaching and when they saw their students learning.

“Sometimes there is this great feeling of joy when I see that this works.” (T3) 

“They are more like feelings of satisfaction, as I notice how students develop.” (T8) 

“I always experience this kind of enthusiasm whenever I give a good lecture, facilitate 
a discussion, or pull through another [teaching] situation . . . ” (T2) 

“I don’t know whether I can call it pride or what, but anyway it is feeling good about 
succeeding in this [teaching] . . . ” (T6) 

Enjoyment was experienced when the teachers received positive feedback from their teaching.

“I have enjoyed reading [the reflective student essays at the end of the course, including 
feedback] very much and I felt successful in every respect. Yeah, flipping teaching works. 
I made it and it also brings added value to student learning.” (T3) 

In addition, teachers described teaching as an enjoyable and positive part of their academic work, 
and that teaching provided them feelings of excitement and enthusiasm to carry on teaching 
activities.

Table 1. Positive, negative, and mixed emotions by the number of university teachers experi-
encing the emotion in teaching and the total number of mentions of the emotion
Emotions Number of university 

teachers experiencing the 
emotion in teaching

Total number of mentions of 
the emotion in teaching in 

the data
Positive
Joy 6 11

Satisfaction 5 6

Enthusiasm 4 5

Enjoyment 2 3

Excitement 1 1

Pride 1 2

Negative emotions
Frustration 3 4

Inadequacy 3 4

Disappointment 3 4

Fear 2 3

Anxiety 2 2

Nervousness 1 1

Annoyance 1 2

Mixed emotions
Enjoying teaching but disappointed 
with the salary

1 1

Teaching is satisfying but also very 
time-consuming

1 1
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“ . . . when I have the feeling that I like this and I really enjoy teaching, it helps me to carry 
on in my work.” (T1) 

“[Teaching] causes me to feel excitement but also enthusiasm, and I really rarely feel that 
feeling of, oh no, I have to go and teach. I think that being able to teach is kind of the extra 
spice in my job.” (T5) 

The negative emotions experienced in teaching described by the interviewees were frustration, 
inadequacy, disappointment, fear, anxiety, nervousness, and annoyance. All of the interviewed 
teachers reported experiencing one or more of the negative emotions. Of the negative emotions, 
inadequacy, anxiety, and frustration were mentioned most often.

Inadequacy, anxiety, and frustration were especially experienced by the teachers in situations 
where they felt they could not prepare to teach as well in advance as they would have liked—for 
example, when they did not have enough time or had to wait for someone else’s contribution first.

“I think that the most prevalent feeling is inadequacy. And I think that is caused by the fact 
that I know that I could do things better, but I don’t have the time . . . it sometimes also 
causes anxiety when things are left to be done in the last minute. I don’t like at all. I like to 
prepare all in advance . . . And, of course, sometimes there is frustration when I know that 
I need to do something, but someone else needs to do something before I can do my thing, 
and the whole thing waits.” (T6) 

Frustration and disappointment were experienced as being triggered by student behavior—for 
example, when a teacher felt that students did not try their best in their studies. Students’ 
behavior could also trigger annoyance in teachers—for example, when the students complained 
or asked too many questions that the teachers considered irrelevant.

“ . . . I am frustrated [when students don’t do their best in their studies], but I have tried to 
coach myself that it is not my job to take care of the student’s life.” (T8) 

“Sometimes I feel disappointed when everything does not go the way I wanted, especially 
when I feel that I have put a lot of effort in teaching and the student does not put in the 
same effort.” (T5) 

“ . . . I am so annoyed by all the small things and questions the students ask from me, like ‘do 
I have to participate in teaching’ or ‘can I be absent from this class’, I think these are also 
kind of childish conversations in university teaching.” (T2) 

Fear and nervousness were also experienced when teachers were unsure about their competency 
—for example, when starting to teach as a novice teacher, when trying something new for the first 
time, or when starting to teach a new group of students.

“ . . . I was afraid of trying out flipped learning . . . and that I can’t get the same contact to my 
students that I get when teaching in the classroom that they like so much.” (T4) 

“I feel always so nervous when I go in front of a new student group; I feel that I have 
butterflies in my stomach.” (T3) 

Two of the interviewed teachers expressed that they had experienced both positive and negative 
emotions—i.e., mixed emotions—in teaching. For example, they reflected on how they enjoyed 
teaching, but were disappointed with the monetary compensation they received; or, they found 
teaching to be satisfying, but, at the same time, time-consuming, which meant that they had to 
work overtime.
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“I like being with students very much, and I really enjoy teaching. The only thing here is that 
the monetary compensation is really low . . . ” (T1) 

“[I have] very mixed emotions [related to teaching]. On the other hand, teaching is very 
satisfying, especially when I notice that the students have learned. But then again, teaching 
is very time-consuming, and I work overtime a lot.” (T8) 

The influence of teaching-related emotions on university teachers’ experienced pedagogical 
competency and being and developing as a teacher

The second research question focused on how the teaching-related emotions influence the way 
the teachers experience their pedagogical competency and their being and developing as 
a teacher. Analyses of teachers’ teaching-related emotions revealed that both positive and nega-
tive emotions influence how they experience themselves as teachers and their pedagogical 
competency, and how they develop as teachers (see, Figure 2). Reflecting on teaching made the 
teachers more aware of their teaching-related emotions and how these emotions changed when 
they gained more teaching experience and developed as teachers and in their pedagogical 
competency.

“All emotions are . . . like self-knowledge, the way you experience yourself and the kinds of 
emotions you have influence how you teach.” (T1) 

“ . . . this has been a kind of development process, that is, recognizing my own emotions, and 
being able to express them. . . . I wish that I would remember to look back and realize how 
long a journey I have had as a teacher, how I have developed and that the emotions are 
totally different now, e.g., experiencing joy when succeeding in teaching versus what they 
were at the beginning, e.g., inadequacy. This has developed my professional identity sig-
nificantly.” (T3) 

Positive teaching-related emotions were found to strengthen the positive experience of one’s 
pedagogical competency and of being and developing as a teacher.

Figure 2. University teachers’ 
teaching-related emotions and 
how these emotions influence 
the way the teachers experi-
ence their pedagogical compe-
tency and their being and 
developing as a teacher.
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“Succeeding in teaching, of course, strengthens myself as being a teacher. I feel that things 
went really well, and it feels good.” (T6) 

“Of course, the positive experiences and emotions strengthen it [pedagogical competency] 
and creates a good feeling.” (T7) 

Negative emotions, on the other hand, were not experienced as discouraging. Teachers reflected 
that the negative emotions they experienced while teaching reminded them of how they could 
improve themselves as teachers as well as their teaching. Thus, the negative emotions were 
experienced as encouraging the teachers to develop further as teachers and to improve their 
teaching.

“When I feel inadequate or something falls through, I realize that I need more information, 
and I need to develop my teaching.” (T5) 

“Well, failing in teaching kind of reminds me of the humanity in also being a teacher, I do 
not lose my professional self-confidence because of it. Maybe it just points out certain 
development points that I need to consider more in the future. And of course, in my other 
teaching as well. I see it as an opportunity to pay more attention to those things in the 
future and as an opportunity to also learn as a teacher.” (T6)  

4.2. Social reflection of teaching and teaching-related emotions
The third research question focused on how and with whom the university teachers reflect on their 
teaching and teaching-related emotions. All of the interviewed teachers reported that they reflected 
on their teaching and being a teacher by themselves. Most teachers also reflected with their peers and 
colleagues of their own unit or with peers and friends outside their own unit (see, Figure 3).

The teachers mentioned many reasons for wanting to socially reflect, such as learning from 
others and developing as a teacher, not having to teach and plan teaching alone, sharing teaching 
experiences and materials openly and reciprocally, and dealing with emotions related to teaching 
and being a teacher.

“[I reflect on my teaching] both by myself and with my colleagues. Quite often, when I have 
an idea on how to develop my teaching, even if it would be a bad one, I go to a colleague 
and reflect on how it would work, how it could be tested in teaching . . . It is so fruitful to be 
able to ponder and take on new ideas to be tried out in teaching . . . In addition, there are 
flops every now and then. It is very important to have peer support to reflect on and 
understand that it was not such a big failure.” (T4) 

Figure 3. Reflection about 
teaching, being a teacher, and 
pedagogical competency.

Pekkarinen et al., Cogent Education (2023), 10: 2169435                                                                                                                                                
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2023.2169435

Page 10 of 18



“Peers have quite a significant role, especially among [my teaching community] teachers, we 
have had a really good collaboration going on for several years, exchanging ideas and 
materials. If someone has a good idea, they will send it to the others, and the others can try 
out the idea.” (T7) 

There were also opposite experiences about social reflection and collegial collaboration in teach-
ing. The reason why social reflection with peers and colleagues in teaching was not pursued was 
that there was no habitual practice of discussing or collaborating with peers regarding teaching, as 
teaching was considered to be a private and independent activity.

“[I reflect on my teaching] quite a lot by myself. In my department, research and being 
a researcher is a fundamental thing for everyone. We have courses that we teach together, 
and we discuss how everybody is doing. But the courses that I am responsible for, they really 
are my responsibility, and my colleagues do not take part in those courses that much.” (T9) 

The interviewed teachers reported that they found social reflection partners and peer support, for 
example, within their own unit or department. Analysis of teachers’ social reflection habits 
revealed, however, that the atmosphere for socially reflecting on teaching-related experiences 
and emotions in the teachers’ teaching communities varied. Three different organizational atmo-
spheres toward social reflection on teaching-related emotions could be identified: (1) open and 
supportive, (2) neutral, and (3) absent. The open and supportive atmosphere was experienced as 
enabling a teacher to discuss their emotions related to teaching. Most of the university teachers 
reported that they could freely discuss their experiences and emotions related to teaching with 
their peers in their teaching community.

“We can very well air our feelings and emotions, and I have not experienced that no one 
would feel upset or bad afterwards. We have a very open culture.” (T2) 

“Our coffee room is a place where we share both the experiences of succeeding in teaching 
and the not-so-successful experiences. It is quite a permissive environment to share these 
experiences as we celebrate the success, laugh about the failures, and wonder what went 
wrong together. I see our working community as very supportive, including on those occa-
sions when you start to think that there are more failures than successes in teaching.” (T6) 

The neutral atmosphere was not experienced as particularly encouraging for a teacher to discuss 
their emotions related to teaching, but not particularly discouraging either. In this realm, the 
teachers felt that they were able to have discussions with their colleagues and to express their 
emotions when so desired.

“ . . . I have not received negative feedback about showing emotions in teaching” (T4) 

“ . . . everyone knows that they can talk to anyone and have a discussion without preplanning 
it.” (T8) 

The third category, the absent atmosphere, was experienced as not discouraging discussion on 
emotions as such, but there was a lack of practice or tradition in discussing or sharing teaching- 
related emotions.

“ . . . these emotions related to teaching are not the main point . . . we don’t have an 
established practice concerning expressing emotions.” (T9) 

In addition to discussing and reflecting teaching and teaching-related emotions within their own 
unit, the teachers mentioned that they have also found peer support outside their own unit—for 
example, from the multidisciplinary peer groups formed during the educational development 
project. The experienced meaning of the multidisciplinarity of peer group for the teachers in this 
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study, however, varied, as multidisciplinarity could be identified either as a promoting or inhibiting 
factor regarding social reflection, peer support, collaboration, and learning from others. When 
considered as a promoting factor, the teachers experienced it as being meaningful to engage in 
social reflection with peers as well as to share and discuss their teaching-related emotions. When 
considered as an inhibiting factor, social reflection with peer group members with different 
disciplinary backgrounds was not experienced as meaningful, because the teachers experienced 
that they were unable to make full use of what they learned from other teachers in their teaching.

“In the flipped learning peer group, we had the possibility to go through our courses with 
people from different disciplinary fields and got good tips. . . . It has been fun, in our peer 
group, to try to explain one’s course to someone who knows less about the course theme 
than the students in the course, and that is why one has to make a good effort in spelling 
out what is important in the course and why . . . and then we started to notice that we could 
perhaps use the same methods in our own course . . . regardless of the subject, sometimes 
the methods can be the same.” (T4) 

“With the [flipped learning] peer group, we had the challenge that we were from different 
disciplinary fields, and that’s why it was not always possible to apply and utilize the methods 
used in some other course in my own course. We did not meet with the peer group that 
often.” (T6) 

Furthermore, the social relations, peer support, and meaningful social reflection partners could 
also be found in other significant social relationships—for example, via friends or hobbies.

“Since graduation, I have pondered and reflected on this with the same friend [about 
teaching] during our free time.” (T1)  

5. Discussion
This study aimed at understanding what kinds of emotions university teachers experience in 
teaching, and how these emotions influence the way the teachers experience their pedagogical 
competency and their being and developing as a teacher. We found that university teachers 
experience both positive and negative emotions related to teaching. All of the interviewed uni-
versity teachers reported having experienced both positive (joy, enthusiasm, enjoyment, excite-
ment, satisfaction, and pride) and negative (frustration, anxiety, disappointment, fear, inadequacy, 
annoyance, and nervousness) emotions. Some of the positive and negative emotions were the 
same as identified in Pekrun’s CVT (Pekrun, 2006; Pekrun et al., 2007) as well as by several other 
researchers, namely joy and pride (e.g., Kordts-Freudinger, 2017; Myyry et al., 2019), enjoyment 
and anxiety (e.g., Kordts-Freudinger, 2017; Löfström & Nevgi, 2014; Peterson et al., 2015; Stupnisky 
et al., 2016; Thies & Kordts-Freudinger, 2019b), and frustration (e.g., Kordts-Freudinger, 2017; 
Peterson et al., 2015; Stupnisky et al., 2016). In addition to the emotions included in the CVT, 
there were emotions that have been identified also in other studies, namely enthusiasm (e.g., 
Postareff & Lindblom-Ylänne, 2011), annoyance (e.g., Peterson et al., 2015; Trigwell, 2012), and 
excitement and disappointment (e.g., Stupnisky et al., 2016).

The interviewed teachers reported that they also experience mixed emotions, which include both 
positive and negative emotions. In previous studies, mixed emotions have been reported less fre-
quently than positive and negative emotions. In their study regarding emotions in university teaching, 
Löfström and Nevgi (2014) analyzed academics’ drawings of themselves as university teachers and 
identified positive, negative, neutral, and mixed emotions related to teaching. They interpreted the 
drawings that included no visible emotions as illustrating neutral emotions in teaching. Mixed emo-
tions were described to include both positive and negative emotions, similar to this study.

Our research revealed that the teaching-related emotions influence the way the teachers 
experience their pedagogical competency, themselves as a teacher, and their developing as 
a university teacher. This is in line with previous research findings suggesting that there is an 
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emotional dimension to the experience of expertise as an academic and a teacher, meaning that 
the way in which teachers experience themselves as teachers also influences how they are as 
teachers (Day & Leitch, 2001; Isopahkala-Bouret, 2008; Pekkarinen et al., 2020; Postareff & 
Lindblom-Ylänne, 2011; Weller, 2016). Our results show that the teachers experienced positive 
emotions to strengthen the positive experience about their pedagogical competency and profes-
sional identity and encourage them to develop their teaching and as a teacher. On the other hand, 
in this study, negative emotions were not experienced as discouraging, but instead, they also were 
reported to encourage a teacher to develop themselves and their teaching further. This is in 
accordance with the CVT (Pekrun et al., 2007), which argues that, when one experiences being 
capable of dealing with some issue and the control is high, positive emotions such as enjoyment 
may emerge. These positive activating emotions are assumed to increase and strengthen motiva-
tion. When there is controllability, but the activity is negatively valued, negative emotions such as 
anger can be experienced. Furthermore, if the activity is highly valued but not controllable, 
emotions such as frustration can be experienced. Negative activating emotions are assumed to 
be more ambivalent in their effects on motivation and cognitive processing. A teacher may be able 
to use the motivational energy implied by teaching-related anxiety to increase their efforts 
towards it, and their performance can be enhanced instead of being impaired. (Pekrun et al., 
2007.) Thus, negative emotions do not always lead to low motivation and discouragement, but 
rather the motivation caused by the negative emotion can be harnessed for actions in developing 
as a teacher, as the findings of our study reveal. The participants of this study were also participat-
ing in an ongoing educational development project, which provided continuous support and also 
concrete tools for teachers to develop their teaching and courses, and this may have affected the 
clear result that the negative emotions were experienced as activating. Examining such 
a perspective would require a more-detailed investigation, with possible quasi-experimental 
research design, in the future.

In addition to emotions, we found that peers and social networks appear to play an important 
role in how the university teachers experience themselves as teachers and how they deal with 
teaching-related emotions (see, also Hagenauer & Volet, 2014). All of the interviewed university 
teachers reflected on their teaching by themselves, and most of them also reflected with their 
colleagues and peers. Discussions and reflections with peers and colleagues aimed at sharing 
ideas openly and reciprocally, learning from each other and sharing teaching-related emotions. 
Social reflection with others seemed to help teachers to assess and interpret these emotions and 
experiences, and to draw on others’ emotions and experiences in their developing as a teacher 
(see also, Mezirow, 2000). With regard to socially sharing experiences and emotions in this study, 
we do not mean collective or group-based emotions (Kessler & Hollbach, 2005; Salmela, 2012; 
Smith & Mackie, 2016; Smith et al., 2007), but rather sharing individually experienced emotions in 
social reflection with significant others as to how to be and develop as a teacher. Previous studies 
have also found social reflection and peer support to be powerful tools in developing as a teacher 
(e.g., Boyd & Harris, 2010; Mezirow, 2000; Olsson and Roxå 2013; Pekkarinen et al., 2020; Pyörälä 
et al., 2015, 2021; Roxå & Mårtensson, 2009; Uitto et al., 2015).

Many of the interviewed teachers experienced that they were able to socially reflect and 
discuss their teaching-related emotions in their teaching communities, and that in general, 
their teaching communities were positive and open about sharing teaching-related experiences 
and emotions. Some of the teachers experienced their teaching communities to be quite neutral 
in discussing and sharing one’s teaching-related experiences and emotions, as it was neither 
forbidden nor encouraged. There were also contrasting views on social reflection and social 
sharing of emotions, as some teachers experienced that discussions or social reflection on 
emotions with their peers or colleagues were absent in their teaching communities. We found 
that, in addition to the teacher’s immediate teaching community, meaningful social networks 
and reflection partners could also be found outside such communities—for example, via parti-
cipation in an educational development project as well as among friends and in hobby-related 
activities. Similar results have been reported by Pyörälä and colleagues (Pyörälä et al., 2015). In 
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their study, significant networks were found among (1) colleagues and other teachers, (2) peers 
in pedagogical courses and pedagogical experts, (3) students, and (4) family members and 
friends. Furthermore, Roxå and Mårtensson (2009) reported in their study that conversational 
partners were found (1) within the teacher’s own discipline, (2) within their department, (3) 
within their institution, or (4) elsewhere.

Most of the peer groups in our study were multidisciplinary, as the participants in the groups 
came from different disciplinary backgrounds. In our earlier study (Pekkarinen & Hirsto, 2017) that 
was carried out in the university pedagogical training context, there also were multidisciplinary 
peer groups of teachers. The participants in that study were able to share their experiences and 
emotions with each other, learn from each other, formulate new ideas for their teaching by 
learning from others’ experiences, and receive support in constructing their teacher identity and 
teachership from peers and colleagues in the same situation, regardless of their different disci-
plinary backgrounds. What is different in our study, however, is that the experienced meaning of 
the multidisciplinary peer group for the teachers varied, as multidisciplinarity could be identified 
either as a promoting or inhibiting factor regarding peer support, social reflection, collaboration, 
and learning from others.

Limitations of this study. First, we acknowledge that the number of interviewed teachers was 
only nine. However, for qualitative research, there is no common rule concerning how many people 
should be interviewed, as the proper number of interviewees always depends on the research 
design and the purpose of research (Baker et al., 2012). In addition, the quantity of the results is 
not decisive, as even a single experience can be relevant, not only the ones that are experienced by 
many (Hänninen, 2016). Second, the participants of the study represent pedagogically aware 
university teachers, as they have completed varying amounts of pedagogical studies. Thus, the 
results of our study may not be generalizable to all university teachers. However, this study can 
offer valuable insights for higher education institutions in building their teaching development 
actions.

Conclusions and practical implications. Our results show that university teachers experience 
positive, negative, and mixed emotions related to teaching, and that these emotions influence 
the way they experience both themselves as teachers as well as their pedagogical competency. In 
addition, social reflection, along with the sharing of teaching-related experiences and emotions, 
can be a powerful tool in developing as a university teacher. It is important to recognize this when 
planning development activities for university teachers. Higher education institutions should create 
such environments, where social reflection and discussion are encouraged, and where opportu-
nities to share emotions related to teaching and being a teacher are offered. Being able to reflect 
on emotions, whether positive or negative, can lead to development as a teacher. Previous studies 
(e.g., Clavert & Nevgi, 2011; Nevgi & Löfström, 2015; Ödalen et al., 2018; Pekkarinen & Hirsto, 2017; 
Postareff et al., 2007) have shown that pedagogical courses and training programs can, in fact, be 
these environments. However, not all university teachers want to participate in pedagogical 
courses and are able to benefit from them (Pekkarinen et al., 2020). Our study shows that an 
educational development project, which considers the formation and support of peer groups of 
teachers offering possibilities for multidisciplinary collaboration, can also form a fertile context for 
developing as a university teacher, as it enables collaborative discussions in applying and devel-
oping pedagogical perspectives into the varying practices of different faculties (see also, Hirsto & 
Löytönen, 2011; Pekkarinen et al., 2020; Sandholtz, 2000). Pedagogical courses and educational 
development projects may appeal to different types of teachers, and, therefore, versatile contexts 
and methods should be used in facilitating the development of university teachers. In future 
research, it would be interesting to examine more closely the key factors in multidisciplinary 
peer groups regarding the support offered and received for teacher learning and professional 
development, as well as how these peer groups function in the long run after the development 
project is over.
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