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Abstract: This study aims to explore the changes in professional identity among early childhood
education preservice teachers (PSTs) before and after their educational internships. Data were col-
lected using questionnaires and analyses with paired sample t-test and repeated measures ANOVA.
The results showed significant differences in the professional identity of early childhood education
PSTs before and after the internship. After the internship, students' overall professional identity
improved significantly, particularly in terms of professional emotions and values. During the in-
ternship, undergraduates with high self-evaluation experienced a significant improvement in their
professional identity, particularly in their professional values. The study indicated that educational
internships play a positive role in enhancing the professional identity of early childhood education
PSTs, helping them to experience better professional emotions and develop sound professional val-
ues. It is recommended to strengthen the internship practice in early childhood education program-
mers to cultivate students’ professional emotions and values and to focus on students with high self-
evaluation during internships to promote the formation and development of their professional iden-

tity.
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1. Introduction

Professional identity is defined as an individual's positive evaluation and satisfaction
with the value of a particular profession. Numerous studies have demonstrated the close
relationship between professional identity and individual career development [1]. It in-
fluences career selection and development, job stability, and personal job satisfaction. Nu-
merous studies have demonstrated the level of professional identity within specific
groups. For example, both job crafting and professional identity have independent and
mediating roles between psychological contracts and teacher competency [2]. In the field
of early childhood education, teachers' professional identity is particularly important in
early childhood education because it directly affects their enthusiasm for work and teach-
ing quality. The formation of teachers' professional identities depends not only on theo-
retical knowledge but also on the accumulation of practical teaching experience [3]. Re-
search on influencing factors in professional identity also identifies significant factors
through extensive quantitative analysis. For example, the learning environment and stu-
dents' academic ability beliefs were proven to influence early childhood education PSTs'
professional identity [4]. Key factors influence and adjust this long process of professional
identity formation [5].

Educ. Insights, Vol. 2 No. 4 (2025)

1 https://soapubs.com/index.php/EI


https://soapubs.com/index.php/EI
https://soapubs.com/index.php/EI
https://soapubs.com/

Educ. Insights, Vol. 2 No. 4 (2025)

As an important practical component of early childhood education programmers,
educational internships subtly impact students' professional identity by allowing them to
experience teaching work firsthand, effectively promoting the enhancement of profes-
sional identity [6]. Some studies have applied the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model
to examine the effects of teaching internships on pre-service teachers, confirming that self-
efficacy mediates the relationship between job resources and professional identity [7].
However, there is still a lack of research clearly comparing the professional identity of
PSTs before and after educational internships, as well as among different self-evaluation
groups. Therefore, this study aims to compare the changes in professional identity among
early childhood education PSTs before and after educational internships.

2. Research Design and Implementation
2.1. Research Design

This study, drawing from a comprehensive literature on professional identity,
examines the circumstances leading up to and following an early childhood education
PST educational internship. Additionally, it incorporates trainee self-evaluation factors, as
measured by the mature "Professional Identity Scale" questionnaire [8]. The independent
variable includes the basic information about the research subjects and the trainees' self-
evaluation level. The dependent variable is the total score of Professional Identity (PI),
with dimensions such as Professional Awareness (PA), Professional Emotions (PE), Pro-
fessional Commitment (PC), Professional Values (PV), and Professional Preparation (PP).
The questionnaire contains 30 items using a 5-point Likert scale, with scores ranging from
"strongly disagree" to "strongly agree." The overall reliability of the questionnaire is 0.969,
and the validity of the KMO is 0.947, indicating good reliability and validity. Data were
organized and analyzed to confirm the impact of educational internships on the profes-
sional identity of early childhood education PSTs.

2.2. Research Sample

The study targeted undergraduate students majoring in early childhood education
at a certain university. Questionnaires were distributed to 212 students before the intern-
ship and 211 students after the internship. Due to some dropouts of research subjects, 188
valid questionnaires were finally included for statistical comparison. Before the survey,
all participants were informed that their personal information would be anonymous and
they had the right to refuse participation. It took approximately 10 minutes for partici-
pants to complete the scales in a quiet classroom. Data were collected from April 2023 to
June 2023.

2.3. Data Analysis

Questionnaires were administered to students before and after the educational in-
ternship, and 188 valid questionnaires were collected. Data were statistically analyzed us-
ing SPSS 26.0, including descriptive statistics and paired sample ttests. To determine the
overall and dimension-specific levels of professional identity before and after the intern-
ship, descriptive statistics of the average values of professional identity levels for 188 early
childhood education PSTs were conducted. To determine whether the improvements in
professional identity dimensions before and after the internship were significant, paired
sample t-tests were conducted.

3. Results
3.1. Average Values of Professional Identity Dimensions Before and After the Internship

The average overall professional identity score increased from 3.84 before the intern-
ship to 3.94 after (Table 1). Regardless of whether before or after the internship, all dimen-
sions of professional identity exceeded the theoretical median of 3 points, indicating a

Educ. Insights, Vol. 2 No. 4 (2025)

2 https://soapubs.com/index.php/EI


https://soapubs.com/index.php/EI

Educ. Insights, Vol. 2 No. 4 (2025)

moderate to high level of professional identity among early childhood education PSTs.
The order of dimensions remained consistent, with professional preparation being the
highest, followed by professional cognition, professional values, professional emotions,
and professional willpower. Each dimension's level increased after the internship, indi-
cating the positive impact of the internship on professional identity.

Table 1. Average values of various dimensions of professional identity before and after internship.

PA PE PW PV PP PI
Before 4.01 3.82 3.31 3.84 4.09 3.84
After 4.05 3.96 3.41 4.04 4.14 3.94

3.2. Differences in Professional Identity Dimensions Before and After the Internship

The overall professional identity score after the internship was significantly higher
than before (f =-2.647, p =0.009 < 0.05), indicating a highly significant difference (Table 2).
In particular, the dimensions of professional emotions (t = -3.049, p = 0.003 < 0.05) and
professional values (t =-4.660, p=0.000 <0.05) demonstrated highly significant differences.
However, the differences in the dimensions of cognition (f = -0.877, p = 0.382), willpower
(t=-1.692, p =0.092), and professional preparation (f =-1.400, p = 0.163) were not significant.

Table 2. Paired sample t-test results of various dimensions of professional identity before and after
internship.

Professional Identity Compari-

son Project M 5D t f P
PA (before) — PA (after) -0.036 0.561 -0.877 187 0.382
PE (before) — PE (after) -0.138 0.622 -3.049 187 0.003
PW (before) — PW (after) -0.100 0.810 -1.692 187 0.092
PV (before) — PV (after) -0.193 0.567 -4.660 187 0.000
PP (before) — PP (after) -0.054 0.527 -1.400 187 0.163
PI (before) — PI (after) -0.100 0.519 -2.647 187 0.009

The t-test results indicate that educational internships have a significant impact on
early childhood education PSTs' professional identity, particularly in terms of profes-
sional emotions and values. During the internship, students enhanced their emotional
identification with the profession and their understanding of the values of early childhood
education through practical teaching experiences. One possible explanation for the lack
of significant improvement in cognition, willpower, and professional preparation could
be the limited duration and depth of hands-on activities during the internship. Future
studies may explore this relationship through qualitative data or extended internship
models. This suggests that future internship designs should increase the duration and op-
portunities for practical experience to comprehensively enhance the professional identity
of early childhood education PSTs.

3.3. Differences in Professional Identity Before and After the Internship Among Different Self-
Evaluation Groups

For the overall professional identity score, the main effect of measurement time was
not significant: f (1185) = 1.775, p = 0.1884, partial n? = 0.010 (Figure 1). The main effect of
groups was significant, f (2185) = 8.336, p = 0.000. The interaction effect between time and
groups was significant (f (2185) = 3.275, p = 0.040, partial n2 = 0.034). On a second test of
professional identity, the group with high self-evaluation had a significantly higher score
(f(1185) = 13.183, p = 0.000, partial n? = 0.67), but there was no statistically significant dif-
ference between the moderate and high self-evaluation groups, though both scored lower
than the very high self-evaluation group.
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Figure 1. Changes in Professional Identity Scores for Groups with Moderate (3), High (4), and Very
High (5) Self-Evaluations Before (T1) and After (T2) the Internship.

Among the dimensions of professional identity, each contributes differently to the
overall score.

Differential testing of each dimension revealed significant differences in the pre- and
post-test scores of professional values across different self-evaluation groups.

For professional values, the main effect of measurement time was significant: f (1185)
=13.183, p=0.000, n2=0.067 (Figure 2). The main effect of groups was significant: f (2185)
=8.905, p=0.000, n?=0.088. The interaction effect between time and groups was significant
(f (2185) =5.427, p = 0.005, n? = 0.055). Further simple effect analysis revealed that the pro-
fessional values scores of the higher self-evaluation group significantly increased after the
internship (f (1185) =22.263, p = 0.000, %2 = 0.108), whereas the differences in the other two
groups were not significant.

Trainee self-
evaluation

425 —3

-4

—5

professional values average

T T2

time

Figure 2. Changes in Professional Values Scores for Groups with Moderate (3), High (4), and Very
High (5) Self-Evaluations Before (T1) and After (T2) the Internship.

4. Discussion

The results indicate that educational internships have a positive impact on the pro-
fessional identity of early childhood education PSTs, especially in the dimensions of pro-
fessional emotions and values. The significant improvement in the overall professional
identity and specific dimensions suggests that internships provide students with valuable
practical experiences that enhance their professional recognition and emotional connec-
tion to their future careers. The findings also highlight the importance of self-evaluation
during internships, as students with higher self-evaluation showed greater improvements
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in professional identity and values. These results underscore the need to strengthen in-
ternship practices in early childhood education programmers and provide targeted sup-
port to students based on their self-evaluation levels to further enhance their professional
development [9].

Educational internships have a significant impact on early childhood education PSTs'
professional identity, particularly the cultivation of professional emotions and the estab-
lishment of professional values. The design of educational internship courses should place
greater emphasis on these two aspects. During their undergraduate education, students
are generally well-prepared in terms of professional preparation and cognition, but theo-
retical learning does not significantly impact emotions and values. Educational intern-
ships serve as the primary channel for educational practice, building community relation-
ships, and interacting with professional knowledge learning in schools [10]. Education
internship courses can focus on cultivating professional emotions and establishing pro-
fessional values. A review of research on the way universities train pre-service teachers
concludes that interns' independent learning, teacher education institution guidelines,
curriculum, assessment, and funding are all critical to universities ensuring the quality of
internships [11]. In the design of educational internship courses, emphasizing the educa-
tion of teacher ethics and morality and increasing the proportion of tasks and assignments
related to professional emotions and values can contribute to the overall development of
interns' professional values.

In the levels of professional identity before and after the internship, the dimension of
professional willpower is the lowest among all dimensions, indicating that the current
design of educational internship courses has not significantly improved the professional
willpower of early childhood education PSTs. Professional willpower is important in de-
termining whether practitioners can persevere in their work when encountering profes-
sional difficulties, and limited professional willpower levels may affect practitioners' well-
being [12]. Identity threats to belonging, balancing life and work time, and teaching attri-
tion are important factors influencing the retention of teachers [13]. Additionally, research
on teacher attrition suggests that positive psychological capital is one of the factors influ-
encing teacher retention [14], and professional willpower can help promote teacher reten-
tion. Research on the potential factors influencing professional willpower is necessary, as
educational internships have not yet demonstrated a significant impact on enhancing it.
For example, research has confirmed that feeling more creative has a positive effect on
enhancing willpower [15]. Perhaps providing undergraduates with creative work during
educational internships could improve this. In any case, suitable methods to enhance un-
dergraduates' professional willpower still need to be discovered to reduce the attrition of
early childhood education teachers.

In the absence of a unified standard for internship evaluation, self-evaluation is an
important part of internship evaluation. The research results confirm that interns with
high self-evaluation show more significant improvement in professional identity after the
internship, particularly in the enhancement of professional values. Therefore, the super-
vising teachers at schools and internship bases should pay attention to the cultivation of
these students. The overall improvement in professional values and identity implies a
higher willingness to pursue a career in the field. Supervisors at schools and internship
bases should prioritize their professional growth path, both during and after the intern-
ship, by assigning challenging tasks and fostering the development of various skills nec-
essary for their professional growth. Through personalized guidance and support, their
professional growth can be further enhanced.

5. Recommendations

Based on this current study, it is suggested that when developing a curriculum de-
sign, the factors of PI, PA, PE, PW, PV, and PP, should be focused and integrated. Because
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these factors will foster students’ professional development and growth. Therefore, sys-
temic guidance on the internship process based on the factors concerned should be care-
fully implemented. From one of the key findings from this study, high self-evaluation is
a significant factor which improved and cultivated students’ professional development,
hence, people involved should consider fostering intern students with a particular focus
on this issue and practical and evaluation scale. Therefore, it is highly recommended that
apart from an appropriate curriculum design, the proper training on the use of evaluation
scale which covers PI, PA, PE, PW, PV, and PP, is beneficial for students’ professional
development and growth.

6. Conclusion

From the study, it is concluded that educational internships play a crucial role in
fostering the professional identity of early childhood education PSTs. The positive
changes observed in professional emotions and values after the internship emphasise the
importance of practical experiences in teacher training programmes. Self-evaluation dur-
ing the internships is also a very significant factor that can foster and promote students’
development of their professional identity. Thus, the development of curriculum design
which covers the following main factors; PI, PA, PE, PW, PV, and PP, is an essential path-
way to the career success for students.
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