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ABSTRACT
Objectives: to identify the aspects related to professional training and autonomy of 
undergraduate nursing teachers of a public institution in Brasília, Federal District, in order to 
contribute to the course management and qualification. Methods: mixed method study 
conducted with 77 teachers. A semi-structured questionnaire was applied, where quantitative 
items were evaluated through the Student’s T and ANOVA (p<0.05%) parametric tests. 
The qualitative part underwent content analysis with use of the IRAMUTEQ software and 
descending hierarchical classification. Results: the training of professionals was focused mostly 
(67.5%) on their initial area of expertise, and their mean values in autonomy-related factors were 
low and moderate. Two categories emerged in the qualitative analysis: “Identifying teacher 
autonomy” and “Applying teacher autonomy”. Conclusions: understanding the meaning and 
degree of autonomy perceived by teachers can foster the reflection on the praxis and enhance 
their performance.
Descriptors: Professional Autonomy; Faculty, Nursing; Education, Professional; Education, 
Nursing, Baccalaureate; Nursing.

RESUMO
Objetivos: identificar aspectos relativos à formação profissional e à autonomia dos docentes 
de graduação em Enfermagem de uma instituição pública de Brasília, Distrito Federal, de 
forma a contribuir na gestão e na qualificação do curso. Métodos: estudo misto, realizado 
com 77 docentes. Aplicou-se questionário semiestruturado, onde os itens quantitativos 
foram avaliados por testes paramétricos: Teste t-student e ANOVA (p<0,05%). A parte 
qualitativa passou por análise de conteúdo com subsídio do software IRAMUTEQ, e foi 
empregada a Classificação Hierárquica Descendente. Resultados: com formação voltada 
majoritariamente (67,5%) à sua área de atuação inicial, os profissionais expressaram médias 
baixas e moderadas nos fatores relacionados à autonomia. Na análise qualitativa emergiram 
duas categorias: “Identificando a autonomia docente” e “Aplicando a autonomia docente”. 
Conclusões: entender o significado e o grau de autonomia percebido pelo docente pode 
fomentar a reflexão da práxis e potencializar sua atuação.
Descritores: Autonomia Profissional; Docentes de Enfermagem; Educação Superior; Educação 
em Enfermagem; Enfermagem.

RESUMEN
Objetivos: identificar aspectos relacionados con la formación profesional y la autonomía 
de los docentes universitarios de enfermería de una institución pública en Brasilia, Distrito 
Federal, para contribuir a la gestión y calificación del curso. Métodos: investigación de método 
mixto realizada con 77 docentes. Se aplicó un cuestionario semiestructurado, donde los ítems 
cuantitativos se evaluaron mediante las pruebas paramétricas T de Student y ANOVA (p<0.05%). 
La parte cualitativa se sometió a análisis de contenido con el uso del software IRAMUTEQ y 
clasificación jerárquica descendente. Resultados: con la formación enfocada principalmente 
(67.5%) en su área inicial de experiencia, los profesionales expresaron promedios bajos y 
moderados en factores relacionados con la autonomía. En el análisis cualitativo surgieron 
dos categorías: “Identificar la autonomía del docente” y “Aplicar la autonomía del docente”. 
Conclusiones: comprender el significado y el grado de autonomía percibido por los docentes 
puede fomentar la reflexión de la praxis y mejorar su desempeño.
Descriptores: Autonomía Profesional; Docentes de Enfermería; Educación Superior; Educación 
en Enfermería; Enfermería.
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INTRODUCTION

The role of nursing teachers and their education has been the 
target of research(1-2) and is directly related to nurses’ competence 
profile and their ability to provide comprehensive care to the popula-
tion, including technical and ethical aspects, prevention, promotion 
and recovery of health. In higher education, teachers usually hold an 
undergraduate degree and often lack proper pedagogical prepara-
tion for teaching(3-5). The education legislation states that teachers 
should prepare for higher education through postgraduate courses 
to minimize this gap, and at least one third of the faculty must have 
stricto sensu training (master’s or PhD)(1,6). However, postgraduate 
education has traditionally trained experts and researchers rather 
than teachers, which hinders professionals’ identity process(6).

The construction of nursing teacher’s professional identity is 
a socialization process(2) based on continuous construction and 
gathering together the professional’s technical experience and 
the exercise of the teaching role(7). According to studies, teacher 
autonomy can be a motivating element for better professional 
performance in nursing teaching(2,6).

Teachers’ professional autonomy is a complex discussion, and 
its understanding is influenced by several points of view(8). One 
of the interpretations brings the idea of freedom, independence 
or individualism(9), and according to this conception, autonomy 
is concentrated in the classroom and requires that teachers are 
free from external influences(9). Thus, teachers are considered 
experts, have their practice depoliticized and are more concerned 
with the effective and efficient mastery of techniques that aim to 
achieve previous goals without evaluating other social sectors(8).

When conceiving teacher autonomy without considering the 
sectors that influence teaching and seeing it as noncompliance with 
norms, professionals give it a simplistic and misleading meaning. 
This solipsistic view of teacher autonomy places teachers islanded 
in the classroom, and devalues the commitment to the community 
and the moral obligation of the profession, which are linked to the 
emotional dimension of teaching and learning process agents(8). 
This isolation weakens the collective dimension of the profession 
and undermines the class achievements beyond the classroom. 
It also denies actors’ possibility of acting with interdependent col-
laboration by fear of interference with their autonomy(9-10).

Teacher autonomy is not an innate capacity of professionals, 
but a constant exercise in the performance of their personal and 
professional life(8). Teaching activities are separated into two axes: 
the decision level and the decision content(11). The decision level 
encompasses policies, rules and methods for its implementation, 
while the decision content concerns pedagogical, administra-
tive and organizational issues. Pedagogical and organizational 
principles must be considered in teacher autonomy(11).

Such multidimensionality promotes the idea of different degrees 
of autonomous professional in certain dimensions and refutes 
the thought of an unlimited exercise of teacher autonomy(9,11-13). 
Teacher autonomy should be reflexive and given its historical-
social construction, it bears an intimate relationship with historical, 
cultural and social changes suffered over time(8-9). Contrary to the 
solipsist conception, the contemporary view of teacher autonomy 
reveals a negotiated construction between teachers’ conscious 
and reflective desires and institutional and social norms and 

rules(14-15), because autonomy is based on experience, decisions 
and conflicts lived collectively(8,16).

Given the above, in this study, teacher autonomy was conceived 
as an ability to act before the reflection on the praxis that consid-
ers its interfering factors and mediates the relationships between 
subjects thereby promoting conscious and responsible decision 
making. Knowing the meaning of autonomy for the nursing faculty 
and how they refer exercising it can contribute for the improvement 
of work processes. Therefore, this investigation provides support 
for studies on a little explored subject in the nursing literature 
and improves the quality of teaching professionals’ performance, 
because it stimulates the reflection on the teaching practice and 
contributes to the appreciation of nurses’ training.

The guiding questions of this study were: What does autonomy 
mean for nursing teachers? To what extent do nursing teachers 
feel autonomous in the exercise of teaching?

OBJECTIVES

To identify the aspects related to professional training and 
the autonomy of undergraduate nursing teachers of a public 
institution located in Brasilia, Federal District (FD), in order to 
contribute to the management and qualification of the course.

METHODS

Ethical aspects

This study complied with national and international standards 
of ethics in research involving human beings and was approved 
by the Research Ethics Committee of the Health Sciences Teaching 
and Research Foundation of the Federal District.

Type, period and location of study

Descriptive, cross-sectional, mixed method study. The mixed 
method design involves two steps, namely the quantitative and 
qualitative. Quantitative and qualitative data were collected con-
currently and compared to determine convergences, differences 
and combinations between the following parts: the quantitative 
(QUAN), first and priority; and the qualitative (QUAL), second and 
lower weighted. These two approaches were interconnected by 
data triangulation. Analysis of data collected in the “QUAN” step 
guided the data collection of the “QUAL” step(17). Data were col-
lected from October to November 2017.

The location chosen for the study was a public Higher Education 
Institution (HEI), Undergraduate Nursing Course, in Brasília, FD. This 
course was created in 2008 and uses Active Teaching and Learning 
Methodologies in two Educational Programs: (1) Problem Based 
Learning (PBL) in Tutorial Dynamics (TD) from 1st to 3rd year; (2) Prob-
lematization Methodology (PM), applied from 1st to 3rd year in the 
Nursing Professional Skills Program and in the Compulsory Curricular 
Internship Program that finalizes the course curricula in the 4th year(18).

In the beginning of the study, the contact number/email of 
teachers and managers of the Higher Education Institution was 
asked to the course coordinator. Later, the study objectives were 
presented to them.
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Population: inclusion and exclusion criteria

The selection of participants was performed intentionally. The 
sample consisted of 77 teachers, who performed the functions 
of class management and teaching. In order to avoid bias, the 
total sample was calculated by decreasing the participation of a 
teacher who is the author of this study. The sampling calculation 
was performed through EPI INFOTM VERSION 7.2.0.1 software, 
available online at the following address: <http://www.cdc.gov/
epiinfo/index.html>. In order to reach the 99.9% confidence 
level, the sample had an expected frequency of 50%, margin of 
error of 5% and the result was an expected sample of 81 teach-
ers. As some teachers were on leave of absence during the data 
collection period, 77 teachers participated in the study, which 
represented a 99% confidence level.

Inclusion criteria were being a teacher of the nursing course 
at the Higher Education Institution for at least six months. Absent 
teachers during the data collection period (vacation or on leave) 
or those working in the institution for less than six months were 
excluded.

Study protocol

Data were collected through a semi-structured instrument 
divided into three parts: the characterization of professional 
training and performance, the Teacher Professional Autonomy 
Scale (Portuguese acronym: EAPP) and the individual interview. 
This last part (interview) included a Job Satisfaction Question-
naire for Teachers, which will be presented later.

The first part, “QUAN”, characterized the technical and peda-
gogical training of professionals and the following variables: type 
of graduation, time since graduation, highest postgraduate level 
and area, courses in the area of education and teacher training. 
In this part, was also identified the participant performance 
in teaching: teaching experience, time of work in the HEI and 
performance in the nursing course, considering management 
or teaching functions.

In the second part, following the “QUAN” stage, participants 
answered objective questions measured by the EAPP, which is a 
scale with dimensions related to teacher autonomy(19). The use of 
the scale in the present study was authorized in writing by one of 
the authors. It is a Likert scale with six levels of measurement and 
enough data to achieve the objective proposed; 1 represents no 
autonomy and 6 total autonomy. The domains are: Autonomy in 
the formation of classes; Autonomy in subject teaching; Autonomy 
in professional training; Autonomy in teaching and assessment 
of school performance; and Autonomy in curriculum change 
and development.

In addition to measuring teacher autonomy, it was necessary 
to understand its meaning for participants. Thus, in the third 
part of the instrument, teachers were asked an open question so 
they could express their opinion “For you, what is the meaning 
of autonomy in the exercise of teaching?”. Each record was tran-
scribed, and participants were assigned the letter T (teacher) and 
a sequential number from 1 to 77 to guarantee their anonymity.

Answers to the open questions were read several times in 
order to complement all data provided. After the transcription, 

additional information from the field diary was included in pa-
rentheses. For data categorization, was chosen the IRAMUTEC 
software (Interface de R pour les Analyses Multidimensionnelles 
de Textes et de Questionnaires) version 0.7 alpha 2. For this study, 
the peculiarities of nursing teaching were used as pre-categories. 
The coding was performed by two researchers separately for 
greater reliability.

Analysis of results and statistics

In the “QUAN” part, the Statistical Package for the Social Sci-
ences (SPSS) version 21.0 was used for descriptive analysis of data. 
For inferential analyzes, were applied parametric tests. Firstly, 
the normality of data was checked by the Kolmogorov-Smirnov 
test. The Student’s T test was used to compare the mean of two 
groups in two-category variables (sex, type of degree, type of 
specialization, experience in HEI, work unit and function per-
formed). The one-way ANOVA was used to compare the means 
between three groups in three-category variables (total experi-
ence and age range). All analyzes were performed considering 
a significance level of 5%.

Data of the “QUAL” step were categorized with use of the 
software. Then, came the analysis of information using the 
content analysis technique according to Bardin(20) and the steps 
of pre-analysis, material exploration or coding and treatment 
of results - inference and interpretation. The Descending Hier-
archical Classification (DHC) was used, in which “text segments 
are classified according to their respective vocabularies”(21) and 
subsequently, are established categories and classes. Fifty text 
segments were observed in the corpus, with occurrence of 1829 
words in 474 different forms and word usage of 84.75% (n=1,550).

At the end, results were triangulated and were performed 
“QUAN” and “QUAL” analyzes of the data set.

RESULTS

Characterization of training and professional performance

The study included 77 teachers with ages ranging from 27 to 
59 years old, average of 41.5 years old (SD=8.6 years). All teachers 
had postgraduate degrees; 52 (67.5%) had postgraduate stud-
ies related to their initial training area and 25 teachers (32.5%) 
reported having postgraduate courses focused on education, 
of which 23 (92%) were specialization courses and two (8%) 
were master’s in education. As specific training for pedagogical 
practice, 29 teachers (37.6%) reported having a pedagogy de-
gree and two (2.6%) completed short-term courses in the area 
of education. In addition, upon joining the HEI, all teachers took 
a short-term teaching course in active teaching and learning 
methodologies (Table 1).

Teachers had a mean experience of eight years in higher 
education (SD=6.2 years). The working time in the HEI varied 
between one and 10 years, with an average of 4.6 years (SD=2.5 
years). Sixty-eight teachers (88.3%) worked directly in teaching, 
while nine (11.7%) worked in the management of the Nursing 
Undergraduate Course. Teachers have a weekly workload of 40 
hours, out of which 20 hours dedicated to teaching (according to 
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the rules of the HEI) and the other 20 hours dedicated to clinical 
care in the National Health System of DF. However, seven teachers 
(9.09%) worked full time at the HEI, and of these, six professionals 
(85.7%) performed managerial duties and one (14.3%) worked in 
teaching. Sixty-nine teachers (89.6%) reported feeling adapted to 
the use of active methodologies and to the teaching and learning 
methods adopted by the institution (PM and PBL), three (3.9%) 
did not feel adapted to these methods and five (6.5%) did not 
answer this question.

According to Table 2, teachers expressed moderate and low 
mean values regarding autonomy. The factor “Formation of classes” 
presented the lowest average (1.95; SD=0.76), while “Professional 
training” had the highest mean value (3.59; SD=1.40).

Teacher Professional Autonomy Scale

In the second stage “QUAN”, in the factor “Autonomy in the 
formation of classes”, the item with the highest mean value (2.52; 
SD=1.64) was “I have autonomy to decide on the definition of 
class formation criteria (heterogeneous or homogeneous classes)”. 
Within the “Autonomy in subject teaching” factor, the items that 
stood out with the highest mean values were “I am free to choose 
enriching themes for my students drawn from existing official 
programs” (3.93; SD=1.46) and “I have the freedom to choose 
enriching themes for my students drawn from programs designed 
by the school itself” (3.92; SD=1.51).

Regarding the factor “Autonomy in professional training”, 
teachers had higher mean values in the items “I can choose the 
location of my professional training” (2.80; SD=1.71) and “I can 
choose the time when I want to do my professional training” (3.72; 
SD=1.70). The items “I have the power to set limits on students’ 
behavior” and “I have autonomy regarding the work to be done 
in the classroom” stood out in the factor “Autonomy in teaching 
and assessment of school performance” with mean values of 
4.16 (SD=1.33) and 3.77 (SD=1.38), respectively. The last factor 
of the EAPP addresses “Autonomy in curriculum change and 
development” and higher mean values were found in items “I 
have autonomy to define curriculum objectives” (2.74; SD=1.49) 
and “I have autonomy to eliminate or add themes to the official 
curriculum” (2.29; SD=1.39).

Parametric statistical tests were performed to check the 
relationship between EAPP factors and some variables such as 
teachers’ age, sex, postgraduate degree, teaching time, among 
others presented in Table 3.

Qualitative analysis: descending hierarchical classification 
and content analysis

The secondary “QUAL” part, in the 1st partition, according to 
the descending hierarchical classification, the corpus was divided 

into two categories (Figure 1). 
The first was “Identifying teacher 
autonomy”, represented by Class 3 
(subcategory “Definition of auton-
omy”) and corresponded to 33.3% 
of Elementary Context Units (ECU). 
During the 2nd partition, the sec-
ond category, called “Applying 
teacher autonomy”, was divided 
into two subcategories that gave 
rise to Class 1 (subcategory “Au-
tonomy in work processes”) and 
Class 2 (subcategory “Autonomy in 
strategies”) which corresponded 
to 24.2% and 42.4% of the ECU, 
respectively.

Table 1 - Sociodemographic, educational and professional data of Nurs-
ing undergraduate teachers (n=77), Brasília, Federal District, Brazil, 2017

Variables N %

Sex
Male 17 22.1
Female 60 77.9

Age range†

< 35 16 20.8
35 – 44 27 35.1
> 45 25 32.5
Not available 9 11.7

Training area
Nursing 75 97.4
Psychology 1 1.3
Physiotherapy 1 1.3

Postgraduate studies
Master’s/PhD (Lato sensu) 37 48.1
Specialization (Stricto sensu) 40 51.9

Total time of teaching experience†

Up to 3 21 27.3
4 - 9 27 35.1
< 10 28 36.4
Not available 1 1.3

Time of experience†

Up to 4 39 50.6
> 5 38 49.4

Educational Program where teacher works
TD 21 27.3
NPS and CCI 43 55.8
Not available 13 16.9

Role performed
Teacher 68 88.3
Management 9 11.7

Total 77 100.0

Note: † years; TD – Tutorial Dynamics; NPS – Nursing Professional Skills Program; CCI - Compulsory 
Curricular Internship Program.

Table 2 - Factors related to the professional autonomy of nursing teachers (n=77), according to the Teacher 
Professional Autonomy Scale (EAPP), Brasília, Federal District, Brazil, 2017

Factors n Mean Median Standard 
deviation Minimum Maximum p value*

Autonomy in the formation of 
classes 77 1.95 1.80 0.76 1.00 4.20 0.121

Autonomy in subject teaching 76 3.44 3.50 1.19 1.00 6.00 0.062

Autonomy in professional 
training 76 3.59 3.60 1.40 1.00 6.00 0.092

Autonomy in teaching 
and assessment of school 
performance

77 3.03 3.00 0.96 1.13 5.13 0.088

Autonomy in curriculum change 
and development 77 2.19 2.00 1.07 1.00 5.00 0.135

Note: * p-value of the Kolmogorov Smirnov normality test.
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The presentation of words with strong associative forces 
was confirmed by results of the chi-square test (X2) as shown in 
Figure 1. The category “Identifying teacher autonomy” brought 
the subcategory “Definition of autonomy”, where professionals 
used words as rule, mine, own, way and others in order to pres-
ent a concept of autonomy, as the following excerpts point out:

[Autonomy] is the freedom to work in teaching without or with 
the least interference of coordination in the work developed with 
the student. (T21)

To be able to perform the teaching activity without interference 
from other components. (T23)

Autonomy is the ability to develop what has been proposed by 
the school in consistency with my principles and educational 
objectives, that is, an own way of teaching, by giving space for 
the student with responsibility. (T40)

Being free to act as a teacher by respecting the procedural rules. (T61)

Autonomy: being able to act in a context that is not intensely 
standardized and monitored. (T67)

The subcategories “Autonomy in work processes” and “Autonomy 
in strategies” are closely related and part of the “Applying teacher 
autonomy” category because their content is linked to the forms of 

expressing teacher autonomy. The words ‘pedagogical’, ‘possibility’ 
and ‘process’ appeared as central elements of the “Autonomy in 
work processes” subcategory, thereby demonstrating the rela-
tionship made by teachers between the meaning of autonomy 
and their pedagogical work process, as follows:

Table 3 - Relationship between mean values of Teacher Professional Autonomy Scale factors and variables, Brasília, Federal District, Brazil, 2017

Variables

Factors of Teacher Professional Autonomy Scale

Formation of classes Subject teaching Professional 
training

Teaching and 
assessment of 

school performance

Curriculum 
change and 

development
M p value M p value M p value M p value M p value

Sex
Male 2.28 0.037* 3.47 0.917* 3.52 0.818* 3.27 0.258* 2.15 0.848*

Female 1.85 3.43 3.61 2.97 2.20
Age†

< 35 1.84
0.057**

3.38
0.813**

3.96
0.321**

3.05
0.618**

2.61
0.184**35 – 44 1.79 3.36 3.67 2.85 2.00

> 45 2.26 3.57 3.30 3.10 2.10
Training area

Nursing 1.95 0.932* 3.46 0.469* 3.61 0.482* 3.04 0.960* 2.21 0.359*

Othe 1.90 2.83 2.90 3.00 1.50
Postgraduate studies

Master’s/PhD (Lato Sensu) 1.77 0.047* 3.22 0.123* 3.51 0.622* 2.95 0.466* 2.07 0.333*

Specialization(Stricto Sensu) 2.11 3.64 3.67 3.11 2.31
Time of teaching experience†

Up to 3 1.75
0.047**

3.29
0.790**

3.47
0.745**

3.02
0.873**

2.33
0.439**4 – 9 1.77 3.40 3.51 2.94 1.96

> 10 2.19 3.53 3.75 3.07 2.25
Time of experience in HEI†

< 5 1.74 0.015* 3.43 0.921* 3.68 0.606* 3.15 0.304* 2.28 0.490*

> 5 2.16 3.46 3.51 2.92 2.11
Role performed

Teaching 1.80 <0.001* 3.27 <0.001* 3.47 0.041* 2.91 0.002* 2.10 0.030*

Management 3.07 4.70 4.49 3.94 2.92
Educational Program where teacher works

TD 2.03 0.035* 3.33 0.898* 3.91 0.041* 2.90 0.063* 2.19 0.692*

NPS or CCI 1.67 3.29 3.23 2.96 2.08

Note: † years; * p-value of Student’s T test; ** p-value of F test; DT – Tutorial Dynamics; NPS - Nursing Professional Skills Program; CCI - Compulsory Curricular Internship Program.

The meaning of autonomy for undergraduate nursing teachers

Class 1 (24.2 %) 
Autonomy in work 

processes

Word 	 X²	 %

Pedagogical 	 18.42	 100
Possibility	 13.94	 83.33
Process	 4.04	 45.45

Class 2 (42.4 %) 
Autonomy in 

strategies

Word 	 X²	 %

Learning 	 8.78	 87.5
Activity	 8.37	 71.43
Assessment	 6.82	 85.71
Methodology	 6.18	 100
Competency	 6.18	 100
Decision	 4.59	 75
Planning	 4.48	 100
Class	 4.48	 100
Teacher	 3.86	 58.82
In	 3.97	 54.55

Class 3 (33.3 %) 
Definition of 
autonomy

Word 	 X²	 %

Rule 	 9.1	 100
Mine	 9.1	 100
Own	 6.6	 100
Way	 6.6	 100
Together	 6.6	 100
Form	 6.19	 66.67
Develop	 5.8	 71.43
Norm	 5.77	 80
Exert	 5.77	 80
Without	 5.77	 80
Power	 4.59	 60

Figure 1 – The meaning of autonomy for teachers: dendrogram of classes 
provided by the IRAMUTEQ software, Brasília, Federal District, Brazil, 2017
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Autonomy is the freedom to make necessary modifications for 
improvement of the teaching-learning process. (T17)

Autonomy is the possibility of having freedom to build or rebuild 
the organization of their work process in teaching. (T64)

The premise of using innovation and changes in the teaching-
learning process. (T49)

The subcategory “Autonomy in strategies” accounted for 42.4% 
of ECUs and was linked to the strategies used by teachers during 
pedagogical activities. Words such as learning, activity, meth-
odology, assessment, decision, planning and others appeared 
as central elements, as illustrated by the following fragments:

Autonomy means freedom to innovate in the methodology 
implementation and credibility in the decisions regarding the 
conduction of modules and assessments of students. (T46)

Autonomy in teaching is having space for speech and dialogue 
about daily teaching situations, it is creating new teaching and 
assessment strategies, it is performing activity planning in parallel 
with collective planning (including teaching topics). (T50)

It is the right to innovate, be creative and have independence to 
propose and execute a didactic activity with students and be re-
spected by the faculty and students. Making rational decisions with 
freedom in teaching activities, preparation of tests and etc. (T74)

DISCUSSION

In this study, were identified aspects related to professional 
training that showed a predominance of female teachers. This 
is in agreement with a previous study(22) and represents the 
phenomenon that happens in nursing as a whole. Another 
information in agreement with that same study(22) was that 
teachers’ median value indicative of a more experienced popu-
lation, and the teaching experience is a divergence in relation 
to previous findings(22).

The titling of teachers in the present study exceeded the 
legal determination(1,6), since all were postgraduates, and 51.9% 
(n=40) had a master’s degree or PhD. The studied group reinforces 
the tendency of teachers’ interest in postgraduate courses in 
their areas of formation to the detriment of education, which 
corroborates with other studied authors(1,4,23). Despite this fact, 
they are concerned about teacher training, since 37.6% (n=29) 
had an undergraduate degree focused on teaching and 32.5% 
(n=25) had postgraduate studies in the area of education. This 
strengthens the idea that teaching requires specific knowledge 
not commonly addressed in regular undergraduate courses(1,3-5).

Autonomy in teaching is not discussed as an isolation or unre-
stricted freedom, but as construction and collaboration among 
the agents involved in the teaching and learning process(8-9). 
However, teachers’ speeches demonstrated those who concep-
tualize teacher autonomy as independence and performance of 
parallel actions or without influence of the collective.

From teachers’ statements, the meaning of autonomy is clearly 
more linked to individual autonomy(12), because they reported 
an individualistic interpretation of autonomy and more related 

to the application of teaching methods and strategies, with few 
references to the collective dimension of this construct.

Although most respondents expressed an individualistic con-
ception of autonomy, some see it is a conscious and singularized 
capacity to act that mediates the relationship between institutional 
norms and the needs arising from the teaching and learning 
process. This posture strengthens the collective perspective and 
the construction of autonomy(8,12-13,15) that occurs in everyday life 
through a critical-reflexive praxis mediated by dialogue with all 
agents involved in education processes(8,23).

Based on most teachers’ reports and on their moderate and 
low mean values in the EAPP (Table 2), it can be said that they 
consider their autonomy limited. Such a view is influenced by the 
appreciation of the individual autonomy dimension and requires 
consideration by the faculty, because individual autonomy is not 
opposed to institutional norms and teaching regulations(12), but 
should lead professionals to reflect on their praxis and identify 
challenges in the relationships of actors in the institution, since 
autonomy is a process of construction(8,23).

Another important aspect considered from teachers’ speech 
and the mean values obtained in the EAPP was that although 
teachers work in a HEI where the Pedagogical Project adopts 
active methodologies, they do not value collegiate autonomy. In 
institutions that require teachers’ collective work, individual au-
tonomy loses its strength and teachers need to develop collegiate 
autonomy, that is, each teacher has an individual position and 
exerts influence on decision-making that is a collective process(12).

By identifying aspects related to the autonomy of undergradu-
ate nursing teachers, this study related the EAPP factors with 
some variables (Table 3) and there was no statistically significant 
difference regarding teachers’ age. In relation to teachers’ initial 
education, although nursing teachers had higher mean values than 
teachers who are not nurses, no statistically significant difference 
was found. Regarding sex, statistical significance was found only 
in the factor “Formation of classes”, where men reported having 
greater autonomy than women, and their mean values were 2.28 
and 1.85, respectively (p-value = 0.037).

In the study sample, there was a significant difference in the 
“Formation of classes” factor when comparing the mean values 
of teachers who have a master’s degree or PhD to those who 
have a specialization degree. In the referred factor, specialists 
obtained an average of 1.77 while those with a master’s or PhD 
presented an average of 2.11 (p-value = 0.047).

Concerning professionals’ experience in teaching, those with 
more experience had higher mean values in four factors of the 
EAPP, except in “Autonomy in curriculum change and develop-
ment”. However, there was a statistically significant difference 
only in the factor “Autonomy in the formation of classes” (p-value 
= 0.047). This factor also presented a statistically significant 
difference when relating the self-reported autonomy with the 
working time in the HEI, which revealed a mean value of 1.74 
among teachers working for less than five years, while teachers 
with a time equal to or above five years obtained a mean of 2.16 
(p-value = 0.015). The literature on teacher identity issues in higher 
education indicates that professional experience contributes to 
higher security, improves teachers’ identification with the profes-
sion and fosters their autonomy(2).
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When analyzing the relationship between the type of methodol-
ogy adopted by teachers in this study and the degree of autonomy, 
in general, teachers working in the TD Educational Program using 
PBL reported greater autonomy in most factors of the EAPP (except 
for the factor “Autonomy in teaching and assessment of school per-
formance”) compared to those working in the Nursing Professional 
Skills Program or the Compulsory Internship Program, where the 
problematization methodology is employed. However, there was 
statistical significance only in factors “Autonomy in the formation 
of classes” and “Autonomy in professional training”. In the literature, 
were found no similar studies in undergraduate nursing courses.

Teachers’ role in the course was the variable with the highest sta-
tistical relevance in all factors of the EAPP. Those with management 
roles obtained higher mean values than those with teaching roles. 
This reflects a natural and expected distinction due to the nature of 
positions(22), since educational institutions in Brazil maintain a culture 
of control of work processes by managers. However, the invest-
ment of all actors in the teaching and learning process for teacher 
autonomy contributes greatly to the collaboration of the faculty(9).

Study limitations

In the literature, there is a gap regarding the autonomy of 
nursing teachers. Studies with the theme of autonomy in nursing 
education revolve around student autonomy. When professional 
autonomy is addressed, studies bring the role of nurses in care and 
healthcare. For this reason, the analyzes in this study were based 
on teaching studies in general, which represented a limitation.

The scarce literature on the subject addressed here makes any 
comparison with other nursing courses impossible. However, 
the institution selected met the criteria, because its teachers 
exercised working hours in teaching and care activities, which 
allowed the evaluation of the objectives proposed in the study.

Contributions to the area of nursing, health or public policy

Reflections on teacher training and performance allow es-
tablishing strategies to enhance the practice of nursing teachers 
and increase the influence of these professionals on the training 
of new nurses.

CONCLUSIONS

This study highlighted the identification of aspects related to 
professional training and the autonomy of nursing teachers in 
a public HEI of the Federal District. The sociodemographic and 
labor characterization of teachers was identified, as well as the 
degree of professional autonomy perceived by these profession-
als in their daily work.

Despite the lack of studies on nursing teachers’ autonomy in the 
literature, this discussion is important for adopting management 
strategies in HEIs and new teachers’ training. The construction of 
autonomy demands dialogical action of teachers with all actors 
in the teaching and learning process. In this sense, investments in 
nursing teachers’ professional training corroborate the strengthening 
of professional identity and the development of teacher autonomy.
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