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Abstract

‘Making a Difference’: What it Means for Early Career Teachers
Working in Designated Disadvantaged Schools

Given the mcreasing influence of overly rationalistic and technicist views of
teaching, 1t 1s even more difficult to mmagmne education as a transformative praxis
(Apple, 2005, 2011, Lingard & Keddie, 2013) By viewing themselves as public
mtellectuals and cultural workers, teachers can ‘make a difference’ in terms of social
justice Focusing specifically on Irish primary teachers mn disadvantaged schools, this
study explores early career teachers’ understandings of ‘making a difference’ and what
shape this takes m their day-to-day practice This study defines ‘early career teachers’ as
those with a mimimum of three and a maximum of nine years teaching experience

The literature mdicates that while the expenences of teachers in the early stages of
their professional lives has become a topic of interest for Irish researchers, much of 1t
has been concerned with teachers 1n the first five years of their careers No previously
published research has provided critical socio-cultural analysis of the life-worlds of Irish
early career teachers

In order to explore and shine light on the professional lived experiences of early
career teachers, a narrative life history methodology grounded in phenomenology was
adopted Semu-structured, life-history interviews were conducted with 18 participants
drawn from three urban designated disadvantaged schools The factors and processes
that shape the professional 1dentities, felt responsibilities and practices of early career
teachers were mvestigated and explored through their stories of becoming and being
teacher

The study’s empirical findings are integrated with concepts drawn from critical
educator and sociology discourses, equality perspectives, and teacher 1dentity literatures
There were two distinct and contradictory views of ‘making a difference’ articulated in
participants’ understandings of ‘making a difference’. The first view was concerned
with working towards sameness 1 the name of equality and making a difference In
response to academic and policy demands, this view of ‘making a difference’ was
characterised by pedagogies of sameness and understandings of equality as sameness
The second view was underpinned by a caring ethic that characterised their educational
relationships, and was 1n tension with these pedagogies and practices of sameness

This research concludes that the concept of ‘making a difference’ 1s complex, and the
variation 1n situations i which 1t 1s produced and articulated means that 1t 1s best
understood as a context, career-stage and habitus specific 1dea It 1s also a fluid and
relational concept that 1s capable of evolution and change, with positive and negative
mmplications for teaching and learning The study concludes that 1t 1s through
engagement with the political, as well as the moral, ethical and emotional dimensions of
teaching that teachers can continue to make a significant difference to students’ lives
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Introduction

Focusing specifically on teachers m disadvantaged schools, this thesis explores early
career teachers’ understandings of ‘making a difference’ and what shape this takes
therr day-to-day practice This study defines ‘early career teachers’ as those with a
minimum of three and a inaximum of nine years experience A high number of primary
teachers begin their careers in this setting (Morgan & O’Leary, 2004), making this
cohort of teachers an appropriate focus of the study In light of their role as educators
working i communities that are experiencing intense social challenge, the extent to
which early career teachers’ explicit and tacit understandings of ‘making a difference’

are concerned with social justice 1s deemed to be of critical mterest

The study ongmates out of my own personal concern for education as something that
1s relational m nature and transformative i potential I also hold the view that teachers
are active agents who have relative autonomy, and thus have the capacity to mediate and
miutigate systemmc constraints and effect change In equal measure, I also acknowledge
that each teacher’s professional situation and context has its own particularities and

1diosyncrasies which affect what 1s both possible and practical

While this study confines the exploration of the question of ‘making a difference’ to
the educational space, 1t also acknowledges that education 1s but one of the many
mstitutions and processes concerned with, and related to the development of the human
being Within this understanding, 1t 1s mmportant not to over state the role teachers and

the education system as a whole can play m a project of social transformation As Baker,




Lynch, Cantillon, and Walsh (2004) state: “We cannot expect equality in education
without progress towards equality m the economic, cultural, political and affective

systems in which it 1s embedded” (p 168)

This investigation 1s carried out i a context of unprecedented change and flux in the
Irsh primary education system, which has presented teachers with significant
opportunities and challenges In the past decade schools and classrooms across the
country have undergone exponential change in terms of pupil diversity (Conway &
Sloane, 2005, Irish National Teachers® Organisation [INTO], 2004, National Council for
Curriculum and Assessment [NCCA], 1999) There has also been a large increase in the
number of special educational needs children in mamstream schools (Stevens &
O’Moore, 2009, Ware et al, 2009) The ever widening gap that exists between the
privileged and marginalised sections of Irish society contmues to pose challenges for
teachers, particularly for those working m communities experiencing mntense social-

economic difficulties and the attendant social problems

Fuelled by concerns around ‘international competitiveness’, Irish teachers are also
coming under imcreasmng pressure to orient their practices towards satisfying the
exigencies of accountabihity and performativity (Conway & Murphy, 2013, O Breachdin
& O’Toole, 2013) Teachers working n designated disadvantaged schools, and
especially those at the early stages of their careers, are particularly affected by pressures
emanating from the ngorous testing regime that operates in these schools (Kitching,

2010a)




In response to this new environment, the majority of research on teachers’ work in
disadvantaged schools has been traditional quantitative research based on test results
and measuring student achievement While there has been little recent research into
teacher effectiveness m Ireland, internationally this field of research has also sought to
frame the teaching experience in terms of ‘what works’ Consequently, the voices and
the lived experiences of teachers have received little attention from researchers and
policymakers, and are under threat of being ‘washed out’ by the performance, efficiency
and standards discourse This study attempts to address this research gap by giving full
legitimacy to the lived experiences of teachers as human beings By shining a light on
their 1dentity, on the ‘core’ of their being, and the moral purposes of the teacher, the
study acts as a counter narrative to the prevailing discourse of efficiency that seeks to
position and evaluate teachers exclusively m terms of their technical knowledge and

proficiency (Kelchtermans, 2011)

The life worlds of teachers i the early stages of their careers have become a topic of
mnterest to Irish researchers in recent times This research has focused exclusively on
teachers m the first five years of teachers” professional lives (Kitching, 2009, Kitching,
Morgan, & O’Leary, 2009; Morgan, 2011, Morgan & Kitching, 2007, Morgan &
O’Leary, 2004, Morgan, Ludlow, Kitching, O’Leary, & Clarke, 2010) Early career
teachers’ job satisfaction, motivation, restlience and self-efficacy have been the concern
of these psychologically framed studies Within this research context, this study
attempts to address the gap in our understandings of Irish early career teachers’ life

worlds by looking specifically at teachers with between three and nmine years teaching




experience The critical socio-cultural perspective adopted mn this study allows for the
development of new understandings around the role teachers’ personal histories play n
teacher 1dentity formation at a stage 1n their professional lives during which significant

identity growth and change has been found to occur (Day et al , 2006, Huberman, 1989)

In order to understand and interpret the meanings of ‘making a difference’, I draw on
the works of critical educators, critical pedagogy and sociology, equality perspectives,
and the policy discourse on educational disadvantage A general criticism of some
elements of the critical pedagogy and sociology discourse has been the over emphasis 1t
can place on the discursive (Apple, 2011) Apple’s call for critical pedagogy to return to
its roots and ground 1ts work in the “gritty materalities of daily life” (p 41) resonated
with me as both a teacher and researcher Rather than explore the phenomenon from a
theoretical or conceptual perspective, the study adopts a phenomenological approach
which focuses on the tangible, in terms of teachers’ daily practice and praxis In this
way, both researcher and researched are afforded an opportunity to make sense of the
phenomenon directly and immediately It 1s from this position of shared understanding
and meaning making, that the ‘why’ of these practices can be explored through teachers’
stonies of becoming and being teacher Rather than uncritically describe teachers’
subjective experiences of ‘making a difference’, the expressed aim of the research 1s to
critically analyse their stories of teaching n relation to the discourse on social justice
and transformation 1n education, and the role teachers can play m this project In this
way, new understandings and meanings can be generated that can further inform this

discussion



In Chapter One, an analysis of the policy on educational disadvantage 1s provided
Particular consideration 1s given to the prevailing deficit and equality of opportunity
understandings of educational inequality that underpmn policy n this area, and their
implications for teachers’ practice In order to unpack the political and power relations
that are at work 1n policy making 1n the Irish context, the role the ‘partnership’ policy
model has played in perpetuating a consensual view of the social order 1s discussed
Within this context, the chapter explores how the unchecked influence of essentialist
and mentocratic 1deals, and regimes of performativity and efficiency have contributed to
the narrow focus of educational reform 1n designated disadvantaged school The chapter
concludes with an examination of the role that the continuum of teacher education plays

n preparing teachers to commence their careers i designated disadvantaged schools

In the second chapter, the wntings of major cntical educators are discussed In
particular, the Neo-Marxist perspective espoused by Freiwre and Gramsct 1s considered m
terms of its ability to uncover some of the subtle considerations that need to be
identified 1f a shared vision of social justice 1s to be generated and promoted 1n schools
serving marginahised commumties The chapter discusses the propensity for a culture of
undisputed consensualism to create a static vision of reality, and to ‘depoliticise’
teachers’ pedagogies and practices Ways in which the classroom context can be
repohticised are investigated, with particular consideration given to the role a dialogic,
caring moral praxis can play 1n this process Key school factors that support early career
teachers’ development and implementation of a praxis for social justice are also

considered



The literature on teacher 1dentity and critical sociology 1s explored in Chapter Three
This chapter focuses on the role of critical sociology in driving teachers’ practice, and
the importance of exploring teacher 1dentity particularly in the early stages of teachers’
careers The influence liberal theory, and 1ideologies of control, efficiency and
performativity have on teachers’ identity development 1s examined Particular
consideration 1s given to the impact these 1deological influences are having on teachers’
understandings of ‘making a difference’ The chapter 1s also concerned with 1dentifying
ways 1 which teacher identity could be explored 1n the fullest way Bourdieu’s (1972)
concept of habitus, and the articulation of the stories that teachers live by, are 1dentified
as msightful ways of exploring the influence that culture exerts on teachers’ personal
and professional 1dentity formation The capability of teachers to construct an identity
that can be agentic and that can confront the demands of transformative change 1s also
discussed It 1s argued that the socially dependent nature of 1dentity development, and 1ts
capability to be reconstructed (Flores & Day, 2006) offer exciting possibilities n this

regard

The research approach and methodology are outlined and discussed m Chapter Four
The design of the research 1s explamned m-depth Chapter Four includes a discussion of
the appropriateness of the phenomenological approach and the narrative life history
methodology adopted for the research In the process a rationale 1s provided for the
study’s concern with giving voice to the lived experiences of early career teachers
working 1n designated disadvantaged schools The pilot study and the selection of the

participant and school sample are outlmed The reasons for drawing participants from




the two bands of designated disadvantaged schools are discussed mn the context of the
study’s interest in giving a clear picture of contextual influences on teachers’ practice
and meaning making The methods of analysis for the life history interview data are

descrnibed and ethical considerations are discussed

Chapters Five, Six, Seven and Eight present the research findings Chapter Five 1s
descriptive of the pre-service experiences of participants and 1s concerned with
identifying the various factors that influence the development of a teaching 1dentity that
1s concerned with ‘making a difference’ n relation to issues of social justice The
various pathways that participants travelled on their journey to becoming qualified
primary school teachers are outlined in-depth In order to generate understandmgs
around the development of teachers’ embryonic and idealised teacher identities,
participants’ general socialisation n the home, school, and local community 1s
examined Close scrutiny 1s paid to the mfluence of social class and background m this
analysis The factors influencing their decision to commence their teaching careers n
DEIS schools are also discussed The level of engagement that participants had with
working class commumties m theirr youth, and during the course of imtial teacher
education (ITE), 1s 1dentified as a central factor mediating attitudes towards working

marginalised communities

The following chapter, Chapter Six 1s descriptive of participants’ understandings of
‘making a difference’ and what shape this takes in therr day-to-day practice In

particular, participants’ commitment to a justice praxis 1s explored. Four dimensions to




this holistic praxis were identified from the data liberating pedagogies that are
‘connected” with students’ life experiences, a devolved, power sharing approach to
classroom management, an ethic of care, and working with and valuing diversity The
level and nature of participants’ engagement with each of these individual dimensions
are examined, prior to a discussion on what these cumulative findings mean 1n terms of

participants’ understandings of ‘making a difference’

Chapter Seven examnes the underlying ideologies that influence the pedagogies and
practices of participants, and assesses their mipact on the way participants interpret and
define their professional role In this regard, participants’ perceptions of ‘ability and
intelligence’, and their level of engagement with, and responsiveness to discourses and
1deologies of control and performativity are examined The interaction between the
named 1deological mmfluences and the cultural forces at play in the three school sites 1s of
particular imnterest here The chapter also investigates the role mstitutionally and
personally circumscribed understandings of the teaching role have on participants’

practices 1n relation to the themes of diversity and care

The level of 1deological (dis)harmony between participants’ pedagogical approach,
and the nature of their professional engagement with parents 1s a central concern of
Chapter Eight In the teachers’ narratives their attitudes towards parents 1s viewed as a
signifier of theirr willingness and capacity to mcorporate a vision of social justice mto
their understanding of ‘making a difference’ Considered a prerequisite for the growth of

transformative teacher agency i this area of practice, teacher awareness of the power




dynamics that influence the teacher-parent relationship 1s fore grounded The level of
connectivity between this awareness and their motivation to democratise and radicalise

this relationship dynamic 1s investigated

In Chapter Nine, the study’s empirical findings are integrated with concepts drawn
from critical educator and sociology discourses, equality perspectives, and teacher
identity literatures Two distinct and contradictory views of ‘making a difference’
articulated 1n participants’ understandings of the term are outlined and discussed The
first view was concerned with working towards sameness m the name of equality and
making a difference In response to academic and policy demands, this view of ‘making
a difference’ was characterised by pedagogies of sameness and understandings of
equality as sameness The second view was underpinned by a caring ethic that
characterised their educational relationships, and was m tension with these pedagogies

and practices of sameness

Conclusions are drawn in Chapter Nine Drawing together the discourses from the
cntical educators, critical pedagogy and sociology, equality perspectives, and the
findings of the research, in this chapter I conclude that as a concept ‘making a
difference’ 1s complex, and that variation in situations m which 1t 1s produced and
articulated means that 1t 1s best understood as a context, career-stage and habitus specific
idea Like the guiding narratives that teachers live by, these 1diosyncratic and 1n many
cases contradictory articulations are developed over time, and 1n that sense are flmid and

relational Sigmificantly, they are also capable of evolution and change Through the




development and accumulation of social, political and intellectual capitals, those
participants with greater life and professional experience were empowered to plot a less
certain, alternative pedagogical trajectory to the one followed by their less expenenced

counterparts

Findings also suggest that teachers’ understandings of ‘making a difference’ are also
capable of solidifying over time, with positive and negative implications for the students
they teach In order for teachers to mediate the macro and meso (institutional) level
discourses of performativity and efficiency that are found to be ‘pulling’ many of the
them towards more mstrumental types of practices, and (re)engage m more liberating
forms of praxis, 1t 1s concluded that teachers both individually and collectively need to
re-connect with the notion of education as a political rather than a neutral construct as 1t
1s commonly portrayed by the dominant neo-hiberal 1deology By re-imaging policy as
problem, rather than policy as constraint, strategies of resistance to those aspects of
policy that are 1n conflict with teachers’ ‘core educational mission’ can begin to be
mdividually and collectively discussed and considered Looking towards the future the
role of ITE in developing and enhancing teachers’ social and political criticality 1s
considered The study concludes that 1t 1s through engagement with the political, as well
as the moral, ethical and emotional dimensions of teaching that teachers can continue to

make a significant difference to students’ lives
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Chapter One

Policy, Practice and Educational Inequality

1.1 Introduction

In order to provide a contextual backdrop for the educational landscape that early
career primary teachers working m a designated disadvantaged setting must navigate, a
consideration of the policy terrain 1s necessary This chapter focuses exclusively on Irish
primary education, and places a sharp focus on the language used m policy, and on the
discussion and debate that emanate from these sources The primary objective of this
policy interrogation 1s to uncover the political and power relations that are at play This
will help to identify the constramnts and catalysts within policy that influence early
career teachers’ perceptions of ‘making a difference’ Drawing on the work of Ball
(1993b, 1994), a discursive, agentic approach to policy analysis 1s adopted It 1s one
which assumes that policy 1s typified by multiple meanings reflecting the complex
engagement by various actors at various levels of the system and considers the position

of early career teachers 1n relation to ‘disadvantaged” policy and discourse

The chapter 1s m four parts and concentrates exclusively on Irish pnmary education
First, a consideration of the language and terminology surrounding the policy trajectory
of educational disadvantage will help to illuminate the power of a consensual
perspective that dominates educational policy formation and 1ts articulation In part two,

the ‘partnership’ approach that has driven Insh educational policy development is
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criiqued The mfluence these policies, and the technologies of accountability that
surround them, have on teaching and learning 1s the focus of discussion in part three In
part four, the role the teacher education contmuum plays n preparing teachers for the

challenge of working n designated disadvantaged schools 1s examined

1.2 Trajectory and Language of Policy Addressing Educational Inequality

This section critiques the history of policy development n Irish primary education
with a particular emphasis on the language and terminology surrounding the policy
trajectory of ‘educational disadvantage’ and on the lack of critique and broad consensual
adoption of this approach to educational mequality This policy excavation will also
provide a backdrop for Chapter Two which focuses on the mfluence of consensualism

on early career teachers’ practices

An appropnate place to start this analysis 1s with the term ‘educational disadvantage’
itself Derman-Sparks (2002) behieves that the dictionary 1s the logical place to
commence this process
It tells us that disadvantage 1s a lack of advantage, that as a verb 1t means to
place at a disadvantage or to affect unfavourably, and that there are people, the
disadvantaged, who are placed at a disadvantage, particularly with regard to
social opportunities (p 59)

This definition suggests a look at the meaning of advantage It means “Superior position

— the position, state, or circumstance of being ahead of another or of having the better of
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him or her” (Derman-Sparks, 2002, p 59) Advantage comes from the French word
‘avant’, meaning before. Therefore the implication 1s that ‘disadvantage’ 1s the result of

the preceding ‘advantage’.

The process of classification 1s essentially a political act (Stone, 2002), giving
advantage to some and disadvantaging the remamder The political origins of the term
make 1t impossible to analyse social class mequality in terms of structurally determined
disadvantage (Drudy & Lynch, 1993) which has the effect of preventmg a more
enlightened analysis that has a transformative focus If one internalises the dictionary
definitions and percerves “disadvantages are the leftovers from the table of the
advantaging society” (Derman-Sparks, 2002, p 60), then the ability of educators to see
people from ‘disadvantaged’ communities as equal partners in the educational process 1s

severely compromised

Agamst a backdrop of persistent and deep nequalities, the 1dea of equality provides
the scope and the flexibility to generate an agenda of change (Baker et al, 2004, p
246) From this perspective, and where possible, this study will use the term
‘educational inequality’ instead of ‘educational disadvantage’ in general discourse The
term ‘educational disadvantage’ will be reserved solely to quote 1ts usage n legislation,
policy documents and relevant literature, or to reference the study’s participants direct

usage of the term

13




1.2.1 Consensualism — Creating a Sense of Inevitability in Relation to Inequality

In order to examine the mfluence a consensual view of the social order 1s exerting on
educational policy formation and articulation, this section traces the development of
policy aimed at addressing educational mequality over the past four decades However,
as the focus 1s on the language of policy and 1ts (hndden) meaning, 1t 1s first necessary to

discuss the origins and meaning of the term ‘consensualism’

When we suggest that policymakers have adopted a consensual view of the social
order, what does this mean? The hberal political assumptions which frame the contexts
of access, participation and measurable outcomes structure the Irish education system as
a culturally and sociologically undifferentiated whole Within this understanding, there
1s widespread agreement within all sections of society on what 1s 1n the ‘public interest’
or ‘collective interest’ (Drudy & Lynch, 1993, p 50) Issues of social class, gender, race
and ethnicity are sidelined within this paradigm and even when they are raised they are
not analysed as generative forces of action Drudy and Lynch (1993) claim that the
predominance of the consensus model of society among Irish educationalists “is partly a
by-product of theoretical blindness” (p 66) This ambivalence to paradigmatic debate
has allowed essentialist and meritocratic 1deals to remain largely unchallenged (Baker et
al, 2004, Tormey, 2010) Both essentiahism (defining the person 1n terms of fixed or
mnate talents, defined exclusively m purely intellectual terms) and mertocratic
individualism (1.e ‘IQ and effort = ment, see Young, 1961) imply that failure or success

at school 1s a function of what the individual 1s or does, and 1s the essential mechanism

14




\

by which our society accepts the principles of differential rewards (Tovey & Share,

2000)

In defining the overall system as a unmified and homogenous whole, the only possible
way to structure the understanding of educational nequality 1s 1 terms of a model of
deficit Through the representation of the individual in abstract terms, rather than as a
structurally located relational being, consensual thinking encourages one to look for
educational solutions through changing individuals rather than challenging mequalities
that are rooted m the social structures of society (Drudy & Lynch, 1993) Consensualism
and the liberal egalitarian principles on which 1t 1s based, assumes that major
mequalities are mevitable and that the task of society 1s to make them fair (Baker et al ,

2004, p 33)

It 1s also an 1deology which presents itself as value free but which 1s m fact
mherently political (Tormey, 1999, 2010) By closely examining the ambivalent and
deliberately vague language and terminology employed 1n Irish educational policy over
the past four decades, a light can be shone on the role consensualism plays n preserving
the dominance of a politically conservative understanding of educational mequality
(Tormey, 2010) How this understanding has become spirited mto the practical

processes of 1dentifying who, and who 1s not, ‘educationally disadvantaged’ is also of

critical mterest
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1.2.2 The Policy Hiatus of the 80s and its Relevance to Today’s Ireland

In order to explore the mfluence of consensualism and 1ts role 1n stifling debate and
preventmg democratic contestation, 1t 1s appropriate that an analysis of policy aimed at
addressing educational mequality should commence in the 1980s An economic
depression similar to the one we are currently experiencing ushered m a pertod of policy
stagnation 1n the 1980s It took over a quarter of a century to progress from the modest
goal of ‘equality of access’ as articulated in the Investment in Education report
(Government of Ireland, 1965), to the ‘equality of participation’ 1deology espoused in
the Green Paper on Education (Government of Ireland, 1992) This policy hiatus
prevented concerted debate on educational mequality and contributed to the
consolidation of a consensual view of the social order The paucity of policy
development 1n this period 1s indicative of the tendency for less attention to be devoted
to the margimalised 1n society m times of economc freefall resulting in the widening of

the poverty gap

1.2.3 Imprecision of Language in Legislation and Policy Documents of the 1990s

The Green Paper on Education, Education for a Changing World (Government of
Ireland, 1992) and the White Paper on Education, Charting our Educational Future
(Government of Ireland, 1995) were the policy documents that laid the foundation for
the mtroduction of the Education Act (Government of Ireland, 1998), the first real
attempt at mplementing a legislative framework 1n Irish education The imprecise use
of language m these policy documents has contributed to the fatalistic perception that

educational mequality will always be with us
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A consideration of some of the terminology used in the policy documents highhights
the difficulty one has interpreting the primary aims of these documents The use of two

analytically distinct 1deas such as ‘equity’ and ‘equality’ interchangeably n the Green

and Whte Papers (Government of Ireland, 1992, 1995) 1s a clear example of the
mexactness of the language used m these policies ‘Equity’ was the guiding principle in
the Green Paper, a principle that 1s extremely difficult to define In the Green Paper
‘equity’ was used primarily 1n relation to the concept of the aforementioned ‘equality of
participation’ It should be noted that while this did represent a considerable positive
shift toward making educational equality a prionty (Drudy & Lynch, 1993), the
influence of consensual thinking 1s apparent Inherent m such an amm 1s the
understanding that the overall system 1s an undifferentiated whole, and within such an
understanding theories of difference, deficit, and discontinmty dominate (Zappone,

2007,p 10)

The White Paper (Government of Ireland, 1995) that followed did overtly state that
equality was to the forefront of policy debate It also contained proposals to mstigate
measures that would be directed specifically towards communities suffering intense
social challenge However, as Zappone (2002) asserts, the suspicion remained that 1ts
intention was “to avoid increasing the equality gap, rather than an explicit attempt to
reduce the gap” (p 10) Although the ability of policy to influence teachers® daily
practice 1s open to conjecture (Ball, 1993b, Stone, 2002), the perception that inequality

1s something that should be controlled rather than eliminated has obvious consequences
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for early career teachers’ ability to imagine a better future for the children under their

carc

The Education Act’s (Government of Ireland, 1998) aim of delivering ‘equality of
participation’ with the addition of necessary supports was presented as the primary
means of addressing educational mequality Although the importance of pluralism,
partnership and equality were stressed n the Education Act, the exact nature of this
equality framework was not explicitly articulated Despite envisaging a differentiated
delivery of education, the absence of a clear rationale as to how this aspiration was to be
mmplemented weakened the Education Act’s ability to embrace an equality focus This
level of imprecision 1s further evidence of the mfluence of consensualism acting as an
analytical barrier in government policy Drudy and Lynch (1993) sum up this view up
when they state that essentialism “merely provides an ideological fagade behind which
policy-makers and even practitioners can hide when they wish to avoid public

accountability” (p 60)

1.2.4 The Silent Politics of Policy Measurement and Target Setting

In the early 2000s the emphasis swung towards ‘equality of benefit or achievement’
as a consideration of policymakers This 1s reflected in the direct reference to 1t m the
National Development Plan (Government of Ireland, 1999a), the Programme for
Prosperity and Fairness (Government of Ireland, 2000b), and the Action Plan of the
National Forum Primary Education Ending Disadvantage, 2002 (Gilligan, 2002)
Despite general recognition of the influence of cultural factors and socio-economic

factors mn the perpetuation of the cycle of disadvantage, the lack of specificity and
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influences 1n society which determine which demands for policy change are valid
matters for political consideration, act as a regulatory force (Earley, 1999) It 1s these
“gatekeepers” (Earley, 1999, p 141) (trade unions, employer organisations, senior civil
servants, politicians) that decide which demands will progress to the pomnt where they
become 1ssues for policy resolution Thus, what seems inclusive 1 theory actually
excludes margmalised and powerless groups, and does little more than allow vested

interests to pursue their own agendas and interests (Sugrue, 2004)

The tendency of sectional interests to focus on short-term goals has also been
detrimental to the creation of a shared vision for the future of Inish education Archer’s
(2007) critique of the public consultation process that occurred during the course of the
Youth Education System (YES) provides an example of this dynamic at play The YES
was a process of public consultation on the future of education 1mtiated by the then
Minster for Education, Mr Noel Dempsey and a series of public meetings took place
during the course of 2004-2005 A final report on the YES process (Kellaghan &
McGee, 2005) documented that 1t proved “difficult, both at meetings and m written
submussion, to get mdividuals to shift their perspective from immediate concerns to a
longer-term view of the development of the education system” (p 21) Secondly, the
deliberate attempts to hear the voices of those not often heard in debates about education
was somewhat undermined by the fact that some of the established interest groups used
the public meetmgs to highlight particular sectional interest that they were pursuing with

government at that time (Archer, 2007) The tendency of key stakeholders to attach their

? Archer (2007) 1s an unpubhshed paper Elements of its discussion on the role of ‘partnership’ and
consensus seeking in policy making in Ireland 1s drawn from Archer (2003)
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preferred “meanings” to the latest initiative can often result in minimal “buy in” (Sugrue
& Glesson, 2004, p 287) Such tinkering 1s further evidence of consensualism at work
and results m the consohdation of the status quo In light of their position of strength mn
the curricular field, 1t 1s mcumbent upon teachers to imtiate a more encompassing
reform discourse that 1s not constrained by sectional, hegemonic mterests (Sugrue &

Glesson, 2004)

1.3.2 The Need for a New Understanding of Partnership

Extendmg the policy consultation process 1s necessary to prevent these hegemomc
constraints narrowing policy focus Responsibility for education rests on everyone’s
shoulders, not just with policy elites (Sugrue, 2004) Both students and parents who
participate 1n a school that is ‘designated disadvantaged’ need to hear how the system as
a whole speaks of their school (Downes & Gilligan, 2007) A consideration of the
conflicting views held by the parents and teachers in relation to the major causal factor
m the creation of educational mequality reveals the need for greater dialogue In a major
survey conducted by the National Forum on Educational Disadvantage (Gilligan, 2002)
parents overwhelmingly identified ‘relations of mutual respect’ between children,
teachers and parents as a central condition for the child’s performance or completion of
learning In contrast, the vast majority of professionals viewed the ‘home environment
and parental mvolvement’ as the prime condition for the optimum educational
performance by children These contrasting views can prove divisive 1f not addressed

There 1s a need for greater dialogue between all the sigmficant educational partners m
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order to shift the emphasis from the preoccupation with naming ‘disadvantage’ to a new

approach that focuses on finding solutions

Giving children an opportunity to not only to participate 1 progressive pedagogies,
but to act as decision makers 1n their own classrooms 1s a true sign of a democratic and
mmclusive education Traditional concepts of children’s rights and schooling 1n Ireland
have focused on the rights to education rather than the rights to have a voice within the
school system (Devine, 2003) There has been a slow but gradual recognition that
students and children can play an important role 1n all areas of public policy (Archer,
2003, 2007, Walshe, 1999) and 1s articulated clearly in the National Children’s Strategy
(Government of Ireland, 2000a) However, despite the rhetoric of student consultation,
student participation mn policymaking remains often aspirational (Devine, 2004, Walshe,
1999) Travers et al (2010) also note that while children were not mcluded as one of the
partners 1n the consultation process for either the Education Act (Government of Ireland,
1998) or the Primary Curriculum (Government of Ireland, 1999b), there 1s evidence m
these documents of the importance of including children’s voices in matters affecting

them g

There 1s a wealth of Irish research that mghlights the valuable mnsights children can
give mto the life of a school for children with diverse needs (Travers et al , 2010, p 53)
Studies mcluding children and young people from a range of special educational needs
(National Council for Curriculum and Assessment [NCCA], 2004, 2006; O’Donnell,

2003, Rose & Shevlin, 2004) and from minorty ethnic and minority language groups
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(Devine, Kelly, & McNeela, 2004, McDaid, 2009, McGorman & Sugrue, 2007)
demonstrate their capacity to mnform policy and practice in matters affecting their lives
Through consulting children and placing value on their views, an important message 1s
communicated The abilities to embrace responsibility and participate m a democratic
environment are invaluable life skills that are demonstrated through this process
(Zappone, 2007) This message 1s echoed in Dunne’s (2002) call for children to learn the
habits of ‘responsible citizens’ This epitome of equality involves conversing across
difference, debating with respect and forming judgements in the interest of society as
well as the self This discourse will nurture 1 students a vision of themselves as agents
of change, thus “renforcing the essential foundation of pluralistic and participatory

democracy” (Howard, 1999, p 81)

1.4 DEIS and its Role in Addressing Educational Inequality

Prior to an examination of the influence the DEIS (DES, 2005) programme 1s having
on teaching and learning n designated disadvantaged schools, the programme’s

structures and aims will be detailed

As mentioned earlier, DEIS (DES, 2005) co-ordmnates the services, supports and
resources that are deployed to target educational nequality in Irish education Upon 1ts
launch 1n 2005, 1t went about integrating the then existing eight programmes under a
new programme called the School Support Programme According to DEIS, schools are

identified for participation m the School Support Programme through a process of
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survey using a number of socio-economic variables 3 Participating schools m DEIS are
classified into two bands Where the level of mequality 1s greatest, urban/town primary
schools are classified as participating in Band 1 of DEIS, and the remaming
participating urban/town schools are classified as participating 1 Band 2 of DEIS
Primary schools serving rural communities, mcluding towns with populations below
1,500 are mcluded 1n the rural strand of DEIS All participating schools receive a range
of additional resources mcluding additional staffing, funding, access to literacy and
numeracy programmes, and assistance with activities such as school planning These

schools also have access to the Home School Community Liaison Scheme (HSCLS)

The primary focus of DEIS 1s on raising literacy and numeracy standards and
retention rates in designated disadvantaged schools The focus on literacy and numeracy
1s largely m response to persistent concerns over the low levels of achievement m
literacy and numeracy, for pupils experiencmg inequality (Ewvers, Shiel, Perkins, &
Cosgrove, 2005, Ewvers, Shiel, & Shortt, 2005, Werr, Milis, & Ryan, 2002) Recent
evaluation reports on the DEIS programme highlight significant improvements i the
area of literacy, and to a lesser extent m mathematics, as measured 1n test scores
(Inspectorate of DES, 2011, Werr & Denner, 2013) Promoted by the poorer than usual
performance of Irish 15-year-olds m the Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) (Orgamusation for Economic Co-operation and Development
[OECD], 2009b), the National Strategy to Improve Literacy and Numeracy among

Children and Young People 2011-2020 (DES, 2011) was published Literacy and

® The socio-economic variables employed are unemployment, the percentage of local authority
accommodation, lone parenthood, Travellers, large families (five or more children), and pupils eligible for
free books (DES, 2005)
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numeracy 1n schools participating in DEIS 1s given significant attention in the Strategy
Since 1its mtroduction, the emphasis on literacy and numeracy attanment has intensified

m designated disadvantaged schools

1.4.1 Narrow Focus on Literacy and Numeracy

Reflecting the legislative and policy framework and 1ts embeddedness 1n a thesis of
consensualism and deficit, DEIS 1s exclusively concerned with changing the student and
the school, rather than challenging unequal economic and power relations m society
The belief that given enough concerted support to adapt and change, the student
experiencing educational mequality can avail of the opportunities that the system offers
reflects this deficit ornientated thinking (Archer & Leathwood, 2003) Ewidence of a
priortisation of economic outcomes 1s also strikingly evident in DEIS Its basic
prmciples are drawn from the knowledge economy, national social partnership
agreements and NAPS, which as discussed earlier, unproblematically equates social
progression with economic progression (Kitching, 2010a) Consequently, the
mtervention programmes that have been put i place m schools have a narrow focus on
the raising of test scores or achievement levels The HSCLS 1s the only exception to this
pattern, where there 1s a focus on the improvement of relationships between parent and

child and parent and school
The approaches taken to literacy development require deconstruction While

promoting literacy and numeracy 1s an important aim of Insh educational policy, there 1s

mncreasing concern that 1t 1s occurring at the expense of the holistic and constructivist
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ideals for which the Irish primary curriculum 1s lauded for (Coolahan, 2011, Downes,
2003) The emphasis that these approaches place on verbal mathematical intelligences
has the capacity to erode the perception of the inherent value of diverse forms of
mntelligences (Gardner, 1983, Sternberg, 1995) and the curricular areas that attend to
theirr development The contradictory sentiment regarding narrowing of curriculum
evident 1n the National Literacy and Numeracy Strategy (DES, 2011) does little to allay
these concerns The propensity for the Strategy to communicate ‘mixed messages’ 1s
evident m the followmng example described by O Breacham and O’ Toole (2013)
While the National Literacy and Numeracy Strategy maintains that ‘placing a
strong focus 1n schools on the development and monitoring of students’ literacy
and numeracy skills 1s not incompatible with a broad and balanced curriculum’
(DES, 2011, p 44), 1t emphasises the need ‘to re-prioritise spending away from
desirable but ultimately less important activities’ (DES, 2011, p 15, emphasis
added) It also indicates that the curriculum cannot mnclude everything that might
be desirable (p 401)
The way the teaching of literacy 1s conceptualised n DEIS (DES, 2005) and the
National Literacy and Numeracy Strategy 1s also problematic Kitching (2010a, p 222)
argues that DEIS relies heavily on depoliticised, cognitive psychological approaches to
literacy which largely fail to acknowledge, or indeed address socio-cultural practice An
ambiguous and at times narrow understanding of the term ‘literacy’ 1s also evident in the
National Literacy and Numeracy Strategy While the Strategy purports to present a
broad, non-utilitarian definition of ‘literacy’, the replacement of ‘Iiteracy’ with the word

‘reading’ m 1ts aims mdicates 1ts concern with performance on national and iternational
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standardised tests (O Breacham & O’Toole, 2013) Such narrowly defined
conceptualisations of literacy and numeracy further undermines the holistic nature of the
primary curriculum, and represent a negative development for the Irish educational

system and Irish children

1.4.2 Testing and Performativity

In Ireland, as elsewhere, the scope, intensity and intent of accountability and
performativty have increased significantly m recent years (Conway & Murphy, 2013)
This section will examine the origins of this performance and audit culture, and assess

the impact 1t has on teaching and learning in DEIS schools

Neo-liberalism and 1ts pervasive influence on the expansion and design of
accountability systems worldwide (Apple, 2004, Singh, Kenway, & Apple, 2005) has
ganed an mcreasmng foot-hold 1n the Irish context* The attamment of results, high
stakes consequences and the related role of market competition are characteristic of this
neo-liberal worldview (Cochran-Smith, Piazza, & Power, 2013) The recent economic
downturn, the ‘bad news’ from the PISA results, and the strategic leadership 1n terms of
a reforning Mimster (Looney, 2012) provided the conditions for what Conway and
Murphy (2013) term ‘the rising tide’ of new accountabilities m teaching and teacher
education m Ireland Mirroring the characteristics of the global systems, these new
accountabilities are defined by their emphasis on standardisation, a narrow focus on

literacy and numeracy and higher stakes accountability (Conway & Murphy, 2013)

* See Chapter 3 for a more detailed analysis of the mfluence of neo-liberalism on teacher identity and
practice
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The exact level at which the stakes have been set are not fully clear, and the impact
these new accountabilities will have on teaching and learning 1n the primary system as a
whole (Conway & Murphy, 2013) However, 1t 1s reasonable to suggest that they will
heighten attentiveness towards the processes of testing 1 Irish primary schools In
relation to DEIS schools, new policies and discourses of performativity and
accountability only add to the already rigorous testing regime that the DEIS programme
obliges participating schools to mmplement Indeed, as Kitching (2010a) notes, such
rigorous testing 1s not required 1n other ‘advantaged’ schools, and claims that this high
level of ‘surveillance’ echoes the US-based ‘“No Child Left Untested’ policies (p 222)
Diamond and Spillane’s (2004) US-based research found that designated disadvantaged
schools are likely to interpret mandated reporting of students’ test scores as particularly
high stakes The current economic climate and the constant threat of cuts that hang over
DEIS schools raises the stakes further Mac Ruairc (2009, p 48) also reports that the
recent link between standardised testing and the allocation of additional supports for
special educational provision has added to the currency of testing throughout the system
(DES, 2000) The capacity for the testing process to be self-defeating 1n terms of 1its aim
of raising standards 1s alluded to by Travers et al (2010) who reports that some schools
report a lack of certainty as to how their DEIS status will be reassessed if their test

scores show evidence of improvement

In terms of teaching and learning, there are many potential negative outcomes of a

focus on standardised testmg According to Mac Ruamc (2009) these negative

consequences include a ‘teach to test” culture in schools (Anagnostopoulos, 2005, Lam
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& Bordignon, 2001, McNeil, 2000), the proliferation of mnadequate pedagogy (McNeil,
2000) and the avoidance of nsk taking and mnovative practice (Wilhams & Ryan,
2000) Considering the wealth of Irish research that pomts to the greater tendency of
teachers 1n designated disadvantaged schools to orient their practices towards teaching
to the ‘basics’ with less mnovative and cognitively challenging approaches (Devine
2011, Devine, Fahie, & McGillycuddy, 2013, Lynch & Lodge, 2002, Smyth, 1999,
Smyth & Calvert, 2011), 1t 1s reasonable to assume that the focus on testing will only
exacerbate these problems Instead, there 1s a need to refocus attention on the broad
scope of assessment embedded m the Primary Curriculum (Government of Ireland,
1999b) and the NCCA (2005a) guidelines on assessment, and its emphasis on ensuring a
balance of practice i schools between assessment of learning and assessment for
learning Signmificantly, in light of the previous discussion m Section 124 on the
significant bias aganst working class and ethnic mmority students present in
standardised tests, such a broad and holistic approach to assessment has the capacity to
support and assess the learning of all students urespective of gender, race, ethnicity or

class (Mac Ruairc, 2009, p 48)
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1.5 Countering Consensual Policy through Practice

This concluding section considers the need for pre-service and early career teachers
to reflect upon their own guiding assumptions on educational mequality The role of ITE

in developing and enhancing teachers’ social and political criticality 1s considered

1.5.1 The Importance of Broad Critical Reflection

The effectiveness of pre-service teacher education as a means of preparing student
teachers for the classroom has received much critical attention both nationally and
mternationally (Cochran-Smuth & Zeichner, 2005, Government of Ireland, 2002b,
Wideen, Mayer-Smith, & Moon, 1998) A distinctly common feature of such inquiries 1s
the meffectiveness of ITE due to the evaluated incongruity between the pre-service
experience and theirr experiences of teaching as a newly qualified teacher (NQT)
(Wideen et al, 1998) In particular, the traditional ‘theory-to-practice’ approach which
was often exemplified by teacher education has received much criticism 1n the literature
(Clandinin, 1995, Cochran-Smiuth & Zeichner, 2005, Korthagen, 2012, Wideen et al ,
1998, Zeichner & Tabachmich, 1981) The tendency for the theories presented to
teachers during ITE to be ‘washed out’ as soon as they start teaching (Zeichner &
Tabachnich, 1981), has particular relevance to the Insh context where a number of
reports have foregrounded a skills based orientation to the development of NQTs’
professional competence (Inspectorate of DES, 2005a, Killeavy & Murphy, 2006) The

tendency of NQTs to view their college-based and school-based experiences as being

34




distinct and separate learming experiences (Churchill & Walkington, 2002) poses

significant challenges for teacher education

The debate that preceded the recent reconceptualisation of Irish teacher education
placed these concerns to the forefront of its deliberations (see Waldron, Smuth,
Fitzpatrick, & Dooley, 2012) In order to bridge the gap between theory and practice, an
increased focus on the critically reflective practitioner has emerged m the newly
expanded primary teacher education programmes This orientation also speaks to Irish
and mternational research which points to the mmportance of early career teachers
engaging 1n critically reflective practice (Earley & Kinder, 1994, Inspectorate of DES,
2005a, Villani, 2002) While the importance of teacher reflection 1s indisputable, the

nature of the reflection requires critical examination

The development of ‘knowledge for practice’ (Cochran-Smmth & Lytle, 1999) has
been of significant mfluence n terms of how teacher reflection 1s conceptualised m the
Irish context (NCCA, 2005a) This approach has been found to be particularly effective
mn terms of helpng student teachers develop a solid knowledge base and mastery of a
broad range of teaching skills (Korthagen, 2001) In the context of this study, and its
focus on early career teachers’ capacity to make a difference 1n social justice terms, 1t 1s
somewhat limiting The need to broaden and deepen the content of teacher reflection
beyond the technical and instrumental concerns that most often dominate has become an
increasing concern (Hargreaves, 1995, Kelchtermans, 2009, 2011, Korthagen, 2004,

2012) While the recent increased focus on developing student teachers’ reflexivity 1s a
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positive step, there 1s a need for ITE to devote further time and resources to the
development of student teachers’ appreciation of the moral, political, social and
emotional dimensions to teaching and teacher reflection (Hargreaves, 1995,
Kelchtermans, 2009, 2011, O’Brien, 2012) Such a broad approach also has the capacity
to help Irish student teachers to probe their idealised identities, which continue to
partially reflect traditional constructions of teacher identity (Furlong, 2012, Sugrue,

1996) °

1.5.2 Preparing Teachers for the Challenge of Working in DELS Schools

Irish research has pointed to the need for a greater emphasis to be placed on
preparing teachers for the challenge of teaching in designated disadvantaged schools
(Inspectorate of DES, 2005b) A number of studies have clearly indicated that NQTs
feel 1ll prepared to commence theiwr careers 1 a designated disadvantaged school
(Inspectorate of DES, 2005a, Tormey, Ryan, & Dooley, 2003) Tormey et al ’s (2003)
study mto the views of graduates of the B Ed course in Mary Immaculate College,
Limertck 1s particularly msightful m terms of identifying the specific areas of ITE that
they felt contributed to their feeling of unpreparedness The need for greater ‘discussion
and debate surrounding problems of disadvantage’, ‘description of the range of
educational disadvantage mitiatives available’ and ‘questioning of your assumptions and
expectations regarding disadvantage’ were identified by graduates as requirmg greater

levels of treatment in ITE

? For a more comprehensive treatment of this topic see Chapter 3, Section 3 52
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This concern 1s also reflected n the 1dentification by the working group on primary
pre-service teacher education (Government of Ireland, 2002b) and the Educational
Disadvantage Commuttee (EDC, 2004) of the need for all teacher education programmes
to offer modules dealing explicitly with the 1ssue of teaching m disadvantaged settings
While these bodies provide little detail as to how ITE should engage with such a project
of change, the EDC (2004) did recommend that student teachers have the opportunity of
conducting at least one practicum n the ‘disadvantaged’ setting (p 13) The
homogenous middle class population of pre-service primary teachers (Drudy, Martin,
Woods, & O’Flynn, 2005) and the lack of pre-service engagement they have with
working class and ethmcally diverse populations (Leavy, 2005), heightens the need for
pre-service teachers to gam experience of working and engagmg with people living and
working 1n areas experiencing intense social challenge The recent reconceptualisation
of the school placement expenence offers excitmg opportunities in this regard Not only
does 1t allow for student teachers to better integrate theory and practice through
collaborative professional practice and enquiry-based learning, 1t also encourages them
to participate actively m school life, mcluding supported engagement with parents and
other professionals working 1 the commumnty (Ni Amgléls, Murphy, & Ruane, 2012,
Teaching Council of Ireland, 2013) However, a significant weakness of the new school
placement programme 1s 1ts faillure to make school placements m margmalised

communities an integral and mandatory part of the process
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1.5.3 Progression to a Continuum of Support Model

It has been a long stated aim of government policy that the ‘3I’s’ of policy — mitial,
induction and in-service education should underpin a teaching career (Coolahan, 2003)
The current National Induction Programme for Teachers (NIPT), operating at both
primary and post-primary level, 1s a very welcome departure and 1s the first concerted
attempt to provide necessary support to NQTs The role of the m-school mentor 1s
mtegral to the mduction experience An evaluation of the pilot phase of the project
revealed that teachers who had experienced induction were more commuitted to the
profession and more capable of moving beyond imitial concerns with classroom
management problems to dealing with mstructional and curnicular 1ssues (Killeavy &
Murphy, 2006) It should also be noted that this evaluation focused on general findings
and did not make specific reference to participating NQTs and mentors m designated
disadvantaged schools ¢ Thus adds further credence to the argument that the experiences
of new teachers working 1n d1sa&vantaged schools 1s a neglected research topic in the
Irish context While 1t has been established that certamn kinds of supports including
affording new teachers greater autonomy, providing admunistrative supports and
mentoring have beneficial outcomes n terms of teacher retention (Smuth & Ingersoll,
2004), a consideration of the factors that motivate NQTs to act as agents of social

change, could potentially enhance efforts to retain motivated socially agentive teachers

Smmular to the concerted calls to ntroduce a national induction programme, the need

for greater provision of professional development for teachers working m disadvantaged

§ An n-depth exploration of the role of the mentor m a designated disadvantaged school 1s provided in
Chapter 2, Section 2 6 1
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schools has also been continuously highlighted (EDC, 2004, Inspectorate of DES
2005b) The introduction of a sabbatical year for teachers designed to encourage more of
these teachers to engage 1 post graduate studies have been recommended by the EDC
(2004) The need t;) not only up skill teachers working 1n such demanding roles but also
to provide space for them to reflect and engage 1 a self renewal process will reap the

rewards over the course of their careers
1.6 Conclusion

Thus chapter has 1llumnated the propensity of a consensual view of the social order,
and the partnership mnodel that reinforces 1t, to limit debate in the mterests of avoiding
conflict over basic values around mmequality and education A culture of silence has
suppressed debate on the politically conservative understanding of educational
mequality that domuinates the policy discourse This has resulted in many legislative acts
designed to address educational mequality falling dramatically short of their promises
The political ongin of all educational reform 1s agreed by p;ohcy analysts (Earley, 1999,
Stone, 2002, Tyack & Cuban, 1995) Stone (2002) argues that secrecy 1s an mntegral part
of the political world and policies about revelation and withholding are a common
object of struggle However, the consensual veil allows the market onentated forces to
continue to domunate social and education policy and to intensify societal mequalities
predominantly based along lmes of class division It is therefore apparent that the
existing power relations and the rhetoric of consultative decision-making needs to be

challenged 1f the structural causes of educational mequality are to be eradicated
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In the current economuc, social and policy context, the challenge for early career
teachers to play an agentic role 1 a project of social transformation 1s a considerable,
but not msurmountable one As discussed in the chapter that follows, central to this
process 1s the need for educators to re-image education as a political process, and n this
way shatter ‘the phoney silence’ of consensualism that threatens to ‘depohticise’ (Freire,

1996, Shor & Freire, 1987) and neutralise more transformative visions of education
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Chapter Two

Critical Perspectives on Teaching and Learning

2.1 Introduction

“If you want to understand 1deology at work 1n schools, look as much at the concrete
day to day curricular and pedagogic life” (Apple, 1982a , p 249) Ideologies are not
only global sets of interests mmposed on one group by another, they are embodied by our
commonsense meanings and practices (Williams, 1977) These meanings and practices
provide us with an mnsight into the way liberal theory acts as a smoke screen, hiding the
unjust realities that exist i our educational system The previous chapter highlighted the
propensity of a consensual view of the social order to limit debate 1n the policy sphere
Drawing on the works of Paulo Freire, Antomio Gramsci and critical educational studies
n general, this chapter critically examines the influence consensualism 1s exerting on
teaching and learning In the process, some of the factors that are making 1t even more
difficult to imagme education as a transformative praxis will be illuminated and

critiqued

One of the appealing aspects of both Freire and Gramsci’s work 1s that they offer
alternatives to teachers (Q1, 1997) Merely grumbling over what one considers an unjust
system 1s not sufficient There 1s a need to empower teachers and students to fight the
glaring mequalities that persist in the educational system These alternative mandates

have a dual focus “to demystify the old system of values; and in the process propose a

41




new system of values” (Kearney, 1994, p 175) This process mnvolves 1dentifying not
only ways of negating an authoritarian ideology that has pervaded the system, but also
analyse ways of creating liberating alternatives Central to this process 1s the need to
‘repoliticise’ education The increased influence of market forces has weakened the
concept of democracy as a political concept (Apple, 2005) This market driven 1deology
has helped to create a climate of subordmation to the meritocratic 1deals 1 education
that unjustly discrimunate agamst lower socio-economuc groups (Apple, 2005) 7 This
dialogical process can be made more productive 1if people’s life histories and cultural
heritage are used as starting pownts for discussion An appreciation of the dialectical
relationship between human beings and their concrete historical and cultural reality 1s a
central tenet running through this chapter Critical reflection by teachers and students on
this dialectical relationship can foster not only action, but also active intervention into

reality (Freire, 1972)

The chapter 1s m five parts Furst, the factors inhibiting the realisation of a liberating
praxis will be explored Second, teachers’ role m the perpetuation of this static vision of
reality 1s exammned The capacity of didactic teaching methods to al%enate and
‘depoliticise’ students 1s 1lluminated In part three, the writings of the critical educators
are discussed In particular, the Neo-Marxist perspective espoused by Frewre and
Gramsci 1s considered 1n terms of 1its ability to uncover some of the subtle considerations

that need to be 1dentified 1f a shared vision of social justice 1s to be generated and

7 Merttocracy 1s based on the belief that people with superior talents and abilities deserve greater
privileges and power than ordnary people - a view that finds expression throughout society, and 1s
particularly prevalent in the Irish educational system (Baker et al , 2004) See Section 2 2 3 for a full
deconstruction of the term and 1ts effects on schooling
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promoted m schools serving marginalised communities The role an ethic of care can
play 1n the development of a dialogical classroom 1s outlined mn part four Finally, in part
five, the school factors that can support and encourage early career teachers to engage m

more liberating kinds of pedagogies are highlighted

2.2 A Static Vision of Reality and its Role in the Depoliticisation Process

Thus section explores the central role the formal corpus of school knowledge plays in
the creation and recreation of hegemonic control by the dommant classes The pre-
eminence given to a narrow definition of intelligence 1s critically exammed m terms of
its effect on what 1s taught and valued in schools It 1s argued that there 1s a need to
challenge the consensual thinking swrrounding the defimtion of knowledge and

mtelligence, and the static vision of reality that 1t portrays

2.2.1 ‘Legitimate’/ ‘High Status’ Knowledge

The perception of knowledge as a neutral, psychological ‘artifact’ (Apple, 1979,
p 16) has contributed to the depoliticisation of the culture that schools produce An
mterrogation of the influence this restrictive interpretation of knowledge has on teaching
practices 1s required In order to uncover the casual factors of this constramng
mnfluence, the defimtion of ‘legitimate’ knowledge needs to be problematised The
discussion needs to be broadened from one that views it as an analytical or
psychological problem to one that views it as an 1deological one, connected to the larger

distnbution of goods and services 1 a society (Apple, 1979) This section will explore
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how the formal corpus of school knowledge 1s central to the creation and recreation of
hegemomic control by the dominant classes (Gramsci, 1971) Particular attention 1s
given to understanding why and how particular aspects of the collective culture are

presented 1n schools as objective, factual knowledge (Apple, 1979)

I will start this process by looking at the sources of knowledge production
Knowledge 1s now produced at some distance from the classroom context (Shor &
Frewre, 1987) The increased specialisation of research, mvariably conducted by a
‘scientist’/’theorist’, has resulted 1n a deeper knowledge of the component of the system
under research However, 1t 1s arguable how much this specialisation of research can
teach us about the totality of the educational experience A static conception of
knowledge nhibits students’ ability to pose and solve problems, and presents knowledge
creation and recreation as the preserve of the educationally privileged ‘experts’ In order
to challenge this intangible, abstract perception of knowledge that only serves to stifle
both teachers’ and students’ natural inquisitiveness, there needs to be a
‘democratisation’ of knowledge creation Cochran-Smuth and Lytle (1999) refer to this
type of knowledge creation as ‘knowledge for practice’ It is “what teachers come to
understand as they reflect on their practice, and 1s situated in their own classrooms It 1s
practical knowledge  1ndividual knowledge, stimulated by teachers’ own questions
about their own classrooms” (Mc Laughlin, 2002, p 96) As discussed in Chapter One,
‘knowledge for practice’ is already positively influencing assessment policy m the
primary sector (NCCA, 2005a) However, 1t 1s mmportant that this framework for

knowledge production retamns a broad and inclusive focus, and does not become
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consumed by technical, instrumental concerns (Kelchtermans, 2011) In this way, 1t can
be built upon to create a classroom culture where students and teachers join
collaboratively to ask pertinent questions about knowledge set in theirr own classroom
context Educator and student assume the mantle of ‘co-investigators’ (Freire, 1996)
This approach sees concepts as “flexible strategies which develop from one historical
tradition to another as willed human responses to the changing social environment”
(Kearney, 1994, p 181), not formal structures m a self-contamned system that are

mmpenetrable to the masses

The close connection between the economy and the structure of school knowledge
acts as a significant barrier \to the aforementioned ‘democratisation’ of knowledge The
higher status bestowed upon scientific and techmical talk m advanced industrial
countries lighlights the strength of this connection (Apple, 2005) There has been strong
resistance to make ‘low status’ knowledge (knowledge concerning the emotional and
social development of children) claims equal The increasingly influential ‘performance
culture’ that was discussed m Chapter One, and its unrelenting emphasis on the
attainment of ultimate competitiveness, has resulted 1n civic values been replaced with
economic objectives (Kell, 2005) Educational practices that are centred on the
emotional and ethical development of a child do not fit neatly mnto an mput-output
model, and as a consequence, become sidelined i this paradigm In contrast, ‘high
status’ knowledge 1s perceived to be macro-economically beneficial owing to 1ts discrete

nature and relatively stable structures (Apple, 1979, p 38)
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and create products that are of value m a given culture, thus enabling students to
demonstrate their intelhgence in practical, not just academic ways” (p 107) Gardner
(1983) and Sternberg’s (1985) work also highlights the importance of the interpersonal
mntelligences and the central role they play m facilitating our understandings of self,
others and the affective life (O’Brien, 2011a) Within these understandings, educators
can begin to challenge the way 1n which personal and other diverse forms of ntelligence

have been margmalised and made subordinate to cognition and competition

2.2.3 Continued Dominance of Meritocratic Ideals

Although the Revised Primary Curriculum (Government of Ireland, 1999b) places a
significant emphasis on experiential learming, the ever widening schism between those
constructivist 1deals and the exam driven second level education points to the continued
dommance of meritocratic 1deals encapsulated m terminal exams Meritocracy implies
competition for advantage 1s the governing cultural norm within the educational field
(Bowles & Gintis, 1976, Lynch, 1989) The ntensity of this competition has steadily
increased as qualifications play an ever increasing role in determming the life chances of
students (Baker et al , 2004, Bourdieu, 1984) This increased competition has meant that
the possession of economuc capital has assumed even greater importance n education,
as 1t can be mstitutionalised through its conversion to educationally relevant social and
cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1977) It 1s apparent that those who are best resourced
financially are best placed to succeed educationally, while those who lack these
resources will experience relative educational failure (Baker et al , 2004, Ball, 1993a)

The advent of the new emphasis on experiential, hands on learning, coupled with the
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mtroduction of alternative Leaving Certificate programmes have gone some way to
addressing this gap between the aforementioned constructivist ideals of the Revised
Primary Curriculum (Government of Ireland, 1999b) and the exams driven second level
model However, the lack of value given to these alternative programmes 1n relation to
entry to third level education highlights the continued primacy given to meritocractic

1deals embodied m academic subjects.

2.3 The Banking Approach and its Role in the Depoliticisation of Education

So what kinds of pedagogies contribute to the perpetuation of a static vision of
reality? Imposing knowledge on students 1s one of the primary ways this imiting vision
1s preserved Teachers ‘looking for their own reflection’, or only listening for what they
have already decided to be true (Kozol, 1968, p 149), are examples of practices that
stultify the educational expenience for students This imposition commumcates a
restricted vision of education where the teacher’s didactic methods stymie their
students’ ambitions and motivation This 1s primarily achieved by presenting knowledge
as a static, mtangible concept created by an intelligentsia, far removed from the
classroom context (Shor & Frewre, 1987, p 146) Frewre (1996) comned the term
‘banking’ to describe a method of teaching that 1s didactic and propagates a vision of
reality that 1s “  motionless, static, compartmentalised, and predictable” (p.52) An
educator employing a ‘banking’ approach to teaching views her/his role as regulating:

the way the world ‘enters into’ the students The teacher’s task 1s to organise

a process which already occurs spontaneously, to ‘fill’ the students by making

48




deposits of mformation which he or she considers to constitute true knowledge

(Freire, 1996, p 57)
This linear transfer of knowledge from teacher to passive student imposes the teacher’s
own experience on the student (Shor & Freire, 1987) This failure to perceive education
as an opportunity for teachers and students to critically remvent knowledge only
succeeds m ostracising countless students, be they from advantaged or marginalised
backgrounds Teachers teaching by imitation prevents mnovation and transformation
(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977), and serves to solidify the power differentials between
teacher and students that traditionally have been taken as a given m Insh education

(Baker et al , 2004)

2.3.1 Early Career Teachers — Susceptible to Employment of Didactic Teaching
Methods

While the teaching practices of Irish early career teachers has received little attention
mn Inish research, NQTSs’ experiences of their first year teaching in primary schools has
received greater scrutiny Beginnming to Teach, a study of NQTs’ experiences of their
first year in primary teaching conducted by the Inspectorate of the DES (2005a), found
that some NQTs are particularly susceptible to the employment of didactic teaching
methods This tendency of NQTs to over rely on traditional teaching methods created
dafficulties for them m terms of implementing a differentiated approach to cater for the
variety of abilities and learning styles of children Research into the practices of teachers

working 1 designated disadvantaged schools also points to the difficulies NQTs
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experience m terms of maintaimng the interest and mvolvement of pupils in lessons

(Inspectorate of DES, 2005b)

There 15 also strong evidence to suggest that classroom discipline remains one of the
greatest challenges for NQTs, which imnhibits them 1n adopting and implementing a more
progressive teaching programme (Inspectorate of DES, 2005a, Kagan 1992, Killeavy &
Murphy, 2006, Veenman, 1984) Faced with this difficulty, and feeling they possess
madequate procedural knowledge, novice teachers can turn to a more authoritarian and
custodial approach (Kagan 1992, Veenman, 1984) The prevalence of these probleinatic
practices at the begmning of Irish prnimary teachers’ careers highlights the need to
explore the pedagogies and practices of teachers further into the early stages of their
careers A number of international based studies mto the professional Iife cycle of
teachers (Day et al, 2006, Huberman, 1989) indicate that increased professional
experience leads to mcreased experimentation and the use of more progressive teaching
methods amongst early career teachers However, 1n the absence of experimentation, 1t

18 a career phase that can be marked by mncreased self doubt (Huberman, 1989)

2.3.2 The Depoliticisation of Education

The uncontested nature of consensualism 1s reinforced through the use of repressive
teaching methodologies Rather than reminding people that history 1s of therr own
making, such an anti-intellectual approach serves to ‘depoliticise’ people by making
them submussive to the laws of history (Gramsci, 1971) Frewre (1992) argues

vehemently that any society that portrays educational practice as neutral 1s a stagnant,
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lifeless one He states that “to try to get people to believe that there 1s such a thing as
this [neutral education], and to convince or try to conceive the incautious that this 1s the
truth, 1s indisputably a political practice” (p. 77) Freiwre (1992) claims that the mability
of the silent majority to dream a better future for themselves results m an apolitical
outlook, “and the less they practice the political apprenticeship of committing
themselves to a utopia, the more open they will become to ‘pragmatic’ discourses™ (p
92) Pragmatism creates a clhimate of subordmation to the meritocratic 1deals dominant
m education The reliance on traditional teaching methods has also helped to create a
culture of mdividualism and passivity among the student body (Edwards, 1979) A
vision of society that is free of conflict and argument has propagated a suspicion and
fear of conflict and resistance Passivity, which 1s one of the hallmarks of the influence
of a banking approach to education, 1s not a natural condition of childhood or adulthood

(Shor & Freire, 1987, p 123)

2.4 Teachers’ Role in the Repoliticisation of Education

A Neo-Marxist perspective espoused by Antonio Gramsci and Paulo Freire can
actively challenge the uncontested nature of consensualism that thrives on student
passivity The ‘repoliticisation’ of education 1s a step towards breaking this culture of
silence and developing an environment in which teacher and student engage m
meamngful dialogue as equal partners In order to stimulate this repohticisation process,
Freire’s concept of ‘conscientisation’ needs to be employed ‘Conscientisation’, the

word most associated with Freire, describes the awakening or increase m consciousness
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(Freire, 1996) The process of conscientisation aims to imtiate debate on popular beliefs
and assumptions which are in the dominant classes’ iterests (Gramsci, 1971, p 165)
These beliefs and assumptions can only be tackled 1f the ensuing debate 1s focused on a
‘problematisation’ process that presents the concrete, existential situation of all
dialogical participants as a set of problems (Frewe, 1976) It must also be a jont
mitiative taking place i human beings among human beings (Freire, 1996)

This appreciation of the dialectical relationship between human beings and their
concrete historical and cultural reality mneans that people can believe n their capacity to
change therr own situation We must learn from the past and not leave our past beliefs
entirely behind us (Gramsci, 1971) This dialogue can be made more productive if
people’s life histories and cultural heritage are used as starting pomts for discussion.
This viewpoint ties i with the constructivist viewpoints of Vygotsky (1997) that have
underpinned the Revised Primary School Curniculum (Government of Ireland, 1999b)
Peoples’ previous experiences must be that starting point for new learning This means
that consciousness 1s never a mere reflection of material reality, but 1s a reflection upon
reality (Frewre, 1972, p 53) This perspective sees subjectivity and objectivity in unison
Not only can cnitical reflection foster action but 1t 1s also an active intervention into
reality (Frewe, 1972) The combination of both action and reflection achieves a more
powerful and hiberating force — ‘praxis’ (Freire, 1996), which has the ability to “prise the
historical dialectic free from mechanistic models of terpretation” (Kearney, 1994,
p 169) Action and reflection must go together m a temporal sense and cannot be

compartmentalised mto a prior stage of reflection and a subsequent stage of action
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(Freire, 1996) This indrvisible solidarity between the two 1s mirrored n Freire’s belief
that there can be no dichotomy made between humans and their world (Crotty, 2003)

Praxis 1s also fundamental to the process of theory and practice becoming one

This praxis strengthens, and 1s strengthened by, teachers taking up critical pedagogy
mn daily teaching As Freire (in Shor & Freire, 1987) states

education 1s politics' After that, when a teacher discovers that he or she 1s a
politician, too, the teacher has to\ask, what kind of politics am I doing 1n the

classroom? That 1s, in favour of whom am I being a teacher? (p 46)
A teacher embarking on a project to make the classroom a place where political debate
can flourish must have already formed her/his own views on the topic in question This
practice mirrors Freire’s belief that “reading the world” must come before “reading the
words” (Freire, 1992, p. 78) The defence of a position 1s an appropriate methodology to
provoke debate and spark students’ thinking It also scaffolds appropriate participation
mn dialogue for students and from true dialogue comes true learning Critical reflection
on behalf of the teacher also prevents classroom debate falling into “pure spontaneity”
(Shor & Freire, 1987, p 156), which results m rudderless debate and leads to an ad hoc

approach to the general organisation of learning It 1s the antithesis to effective political

advocacy whose defining feature 1s 1ts clarity of aims

This critical and reflective attitude also encourages and calls upon the ‘politicised’

teacher to speak out m varous ways, demonstrating a willingness to be a public

mtellectual (Freire, 1998) Whule thus role places exacting demands on teachers, 1t does

53




offer exciting possibilities 1n terms of strengthening the links between the personal and
the professional m the lives and practices of teachers, and the more liberating forms of
praxis this can generate Irwin (2012) 1n his discussion on the theme of the public role of
mtellectuals in Freire’s work, outlines the importance Freire (2005) places on educators
“become[ing] active problem—posers, who see their professional and personal destinies

as intertwined” (Irwin, 2012, p. 93)

Building awareness amongst teachers of their positionality within the social context
and the central role 1t plays m shaping what one sees and understands about the world
(Sensoy & D1 Angelo, 2012, p 8), appears an appropriate way of developmg social and
political teacher criticality We are all shaped by our social, cultural and historical
circumstances (Roberts, 2003) Consequently, teachers must be aware of the mfluence
of their social positiomng 1n the dominant culture and how 1t may affect their judgement
and consequently practice (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) This belief m challenging our
assumptions ties in with Frewre’s concept of themes that emerges from the life histories
of people and act as a starting point for a journey of self discovery (Frewre, 1996) These
themes are considered ‘generative’ m nature. The term ‘generative’ 1s used by Freire to
highlight the potential of these themes to unfold mto as many themes again, which n
tumn call for new tasks to be fulfilled It 1s the task of the educator to help the oppressed
uncover the ‘limit situations’ that combine to act as an inhibiting force, a force that
blocks a clear view of a living, holistic reality (Freire, 1996). Rather than ‘disown’ our
prejudices and completely shed the cloak of past experiences, we must reflect upon and

address our “learned and internalised oppressions” (Ellsworth, 1989, p. 308) 1n a process
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of ‘owning up’ to and ultimately going beyond them We must acknowledge, as Freire
repeatedly did, that our actions as teachers have consequences for the lives of others

(Roberts, 2003, p 171)

2.5 Ethic of Care Central to a Liberating Praxis

If a liberating praxis 1s to be realised by teachers then an ethic of care will be central
to this process Not only can many of society’s 1lls be traced back to the vacuum of
emotional mntelligence that has formed n contemporary society (Goleman, 1995), 1t also
has significant repercussions for teachers seeking to espouse a transformative agenda
An ethic of care promotes the development of broad rangmng relational skills and
emotional capacities allowing students to empathise and understand each other’s
viewpoints, a central component of the dialogical classroom It also engrains a sense of
responsibility and care among students that encourages them to be proactive in the
pursuit of equality Baker et al (2004) suggest that the failure of education to recognise
and consequently assert the importance of emotions in learning 1s “a demal of the
educational needs of both teachers and students as emotional beings” (p 164) This lack
of recogmtion of the importance of care practices and the associated emotional
mtelhgence required, also serves to suppress children’s development of political
consciousness Held (2006) and Tronto (1993) argue that the practice of care 1s an
excellent foundation for the development of all citizens m a pluralistic society in which
the qualities of attentiveness and responsiveness are not just confined to particular

mcidences of care, but inform our outlook as citizens
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Care practices, and the emotional mtelligence they foster, can gain increased
recognition through teachers’ engagement with a process of conscientisation It 1s
mportant at this juncture to pomnt out that conscientisation 1s not just a cogmtive
activity, 1t also an emotional expenience (Frewre, 1996) Such an acknowledgement
prevents one from over emphasising the rational dimension of the process and
undermiming the significance of the emotional engagement required The dominance of
rational thinking 1s reflected not only 1n the previously documented esteem 1 which the
academic subjects are held in Irish education, but also m 1ts influence in defimng
society’s moral norms (Farrelly, 2009) The framing of care within the limting
parameters of a rationalist paradigm has facilitated the continued primacy given to the
technical aspects of teaching and “has created a legacy m academic thought and in
education that 1s deeply antithetical to the emotional, and by mmplication to the
emotional work 1nvolved 1n caring and loving” (Baker et al 2004, p 166) An ethic of
jJustice based on Kantian philosophy contends that all moral decisions are based on
reason by disinterested, independent, autonomous actors (Rawls, 1971) The dominance
of thus rational approach to morality 1s in line with the presentation of education as a
neutral activity embedded in a culture of Iiberal individualism If both teacher and
student are to be authentically present in a dialogical process as ‘co-investigators’
(Frewre, 1996), then a distinction cannot be made between learning for the “head, heart
or mind”, and there must be an acceptance that “emotions are unintelligible without
reference to cognition and irreducible without intellectual work” (Golby, 1996, p 424)
The serious neglect of education about the emotions m general, and 1n relation to care

and love 1n particular (Baker et al, 2004), needs to be challenged by educators 1f a
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project of transformation 1s to be realised The presentation of the concrete, existential
situation of children as a set of problems 1s central to this project Such a conscience
raising process can be made more impassioned 1f both teacher and student embrace 1t as

an all encompassing cognitive and emotional experience

Integral to the development of a culture of care 1s teacher empathy (Baker et al,
2004) Children from lower socio-economic groupings require teachers that are
respectful of their cultural backgrounds and recognise the importance of therr own
commumties to them Teachers need to escape the nsularity of the profession and the
effect increased litigation has had on teacher-student relationships A language of fear
has grown up around sexual abuse and has resulted in the increased emotional
detachment of the teacher from her/his students (Gilligan, 2003) Freire (1992) warned
all educators of the danger of bemg subsumed by a culture of repression and fear He
calls for all educationalists to “discover and sense the joy that steeps 1t, that 1s part of 1t,
and that 1s ever ready to fill the hearts of all who surrender to 1t” (p 82) If the
profession becomes overly concerned with accountability, standardisation, and fear of
litigation then the joy that Freire exalts will be lost Cullen (2000) makes the pont that
young people greatly value the knowledge that parents, teachers and other adults in the
commumty are making their welfare paramount Fagan’s (1995) research into the factors
that cause early school leaving in Ireland, identified the lack of empathy between
teachers and young people from lower soci0-economic backgrounds as one of the maimn
reasons why the education system worked to eliminate these young people from the

system Teachers who are from a working class background are likely to empathise with
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students from similar backgrounds (Fagan, 1995) In recent times, and echoing earlier
calls made by the EDC (2004), the Teaching Council of Ireland (2011) has called for a
review of the entry procedures for teacher education courses 1 order to “explore ways
of facilitating entry to the profession by under-represented groups” (p 12) Considerable
attention has also been given to the deswrability of a more diverse and representative
teaching force 1n the literature (Dee 2001, Devine, 2011, King, 1993, Ladson-Billings,
1992), framed largely around the importance of children having role models from

similar backgrounds to themselves

2.6 School Level Supports for Early Career Teachers

The previous section’s analysis of the role teachers can play in the repoliticisation of
education 1s mcomplete without cognisance been taken of the situated school factors that
are so influential on their capacity to act as agents of change A particular emphasis will
be placed on the level of support early career teachers receive, and the potential for this

support to foster a culture that has inclusivity and equality at 1ts core

The level of support NQTs and early career teachers receive from the teaching
community nournishes the expectation that therr teaching will result m the holistic
development of chuldren A number of recent Irish studies mto the factors associated
with begmning and early career teachers’ job satisfaction highlight the importance of
having support structures m place for NQTs on the first day they start teaching (Morgan

& Kitching, 2007, Morgan & O’Leary, 2004) Although these supports should include
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appropriate induction that familiarises NQTs with therr new surroundings and the
children under their care, 1t should also move beyond this practical help to developmg
supports that stimulate professional development This pomnt 1s particularly relevant to
those teachers that commence their careers in designated disadvantaged schools due to
the extra demands made on their ability to cope The NIPT and the mentoring
programme that forms an mtegral part of the mitiative, has the potential to play a key
role 1n the implementation of appropriate support structures for NQTs However, recent
cuts to funding have resulted in the abolition of release tume available for NQTs to

engage 1n school based mduction activities, thus limiting this capability

2.6.1 The Role of the Mentor in Promoting Transformative Practice

The role of the mentor 1s central to the success of the NIPT (Killeavy & Murphy,
2006) So what role can mentors play in the development of transformative practice
among NQTs? Tomlmnson (1995) pomnts to the importance of mentors promoting a
culture of reflection and a spirit of openness that 1s defined as a key characteristic of an
effective induction programme (Earley & Kinder, 1994, Villani, 2002) Mentoring 1n
designated disadvantaged schools provides its own unique set of requirements (Guyton
& Hidalgo, 1995) Wang and Odell’s (2007) argue that this role 1s a demanding one,
requiring the mentor to serve as a change agent, while also being an efficacious teacher,
a collaborator, and a pedagogue with diverse cultural perspectives It 1s therefore crucial
that those that are entrusted with the responsibility of guiding NQTs through the travails
of the early stages of their careers are provided with the necessary support to carry out

such mportant duties It 1s also important that they have a genuine mterest 1n making
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educational equality a priority 1ssue, and encourage NQTs to critically reflect on their

capacity to challenge mequality

2.6.2 Authentic Leadership Building a Culture of Collaboration

These support structures need to be underpinned by a strong commtment by school
principals and senior management to a democratic style of leadership that encourages
staff collaboration A style of leadership that encapsulates Freire’s and Gramsci’s vision
of hope that schools can be agents of societal transformation 1s ‘authentic leadership’
(Bhindi & Duignan, 1997) A consideration of this style of leadership provides an
msight into the capacity of school leaders to impact not only on the school’s community,
but the commumty at large Thus style 1s merely representative of a wide array of styles
that advocate a sense of collegiality and co-operation among the school staff and
students Bhindi and Duignan (1997) argue that ‘authentic leadership’ “rejects the
ingramed culture of dominance and compliance, artifice and deception, which 1s too
frequently a part of contemporary life i organisations” (p 119) It is a move away from
the hierarchical, dependency culture in which the principal 1s perceived as the sole
arbiter (Coleman, 1997) The style of leadership that propagates this cultural mclustvity
1s based on the recogmition of the importance of dialogue and interdependency in

relationships

The amount of communication that teachers have with one another, and with

principals, has been shown to contribute positively to several teacher outcomes

mcluding the overall level of teacher satisfaction, teacher performance and
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orgamisational efficacy (Bridges & Hallinan 1978) It 1s important for principals and
mentors to note that this communication must be balanced, and not focus exclusively on
providing extrinsic mformation to NQTs m the form of performance evaluations (Lee,
Dedrick, & Smth, 1991) Commumnication and feedback must also inform early career
teachers’ intrinsic sources of information which predominantly focus on therr interaction
with students A school leader that 1s comfortable to loosen the reigns and allow other
teachers to assume key leadership positions, 1s a leader that emphasises partnership,

empowerment and an end to paternalism (Block, 1993)

Authentic leaders are also critically conscious, recognising the socially constructed
and stratified nature of society and the oppressive structures and practices which result
m differentiated outcomes for social groups depending on the social positioming (Brown,
2004a, 2004b, Shields, 2010) Crucially, 1t 1s the way m which they use this
consclousness to motivate, encourage, and support teachers m their engagement with a

justice praxis that marks them out as leaders of transformative change

2.6.3 Collaborative School Cultures

The sense of togetherness espoused by authentic leadership has a significant effect on
early career teachers, with findngs indicating that begmning teachers who work 1n
collegial professional cultures experience greater levels of professional satisfaction,
(Moore Johnson & Birkeland, 2003, Morgan & Kitching, 2007, Morgan & O’Leary,
2004) In particular, the socio-personal dmension 1s rated very highly by Irish beginning

and early career teachers, as 1s a professional culture m which teachers of all levels of
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experience shared m collegial and collaborative efforts (Morgan & Kitching, 2007,
Morgan & O’Leary, 2004) Significantly, Morgan and Kitching’s (2007) study focuses
exclusively on Irish early career teachers (1-5 years teaching experience) working n
designated disadvantaged schools, and found that a collegial and social atmosphere was
central to their job satisfaction, sense of self-efficacy and commitment to teaching
Smith and Ingersoll (2004) describe schools as organisations “where the production
process requires extensive Interaction among participants and, hence, 1s highly
dependent on continuity, cohesiveness, and coherence” (p 686) This sense of
collegiality acts as a buffer aganst the sense of 1solation that the cellular orgamsation of
schools can exacerbate m beginning teachers (Veenman, 1984) The most receptive
culture to mmnovation and change 1s one “where the culture 1s characterised by the
relentless pursuit, fascination and excitement of exploring learning and teaching issues”

(Carroll & Simco, 2001, p 17)

Although staff collaboration 1s an important characteristic of ‘moving’ schools
(Fullan, 2001) that are recogmsed for thewr ability to be mnovative and responsive to
change, the development of this culture should not impinge on teachers’ autonomy
Teachers who are given the freedom to change the conditions of the learning
environment are likely to feel more effective n teaching mclusive methodologies than
those who do not have such levels of freedom (Holdaway, 1978) A sigmficant
contextual factor that impinges on the creation of a reflective educational environment 1s
the degree of autonomy afforded to teachers i schools Kilgore, Ross, and Zbikowsk:

(1990) discovered a negative relationship between teachers’ frequency of reflectivity
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and the degree of control school leadership exercised over teachers The area of control
over one’s professional environment 1s considered crucial to positive self-efficacy (Lee
et al, 1991) As previously discussed, teacher efficacy plays a significant role m the
willingness of beginmng teachers to find better ways of teaching (Bandura, 1997,
Morgan & O’Leary, 2004), an essential quality of a teacher who desires to ‘make a

difference’

2.7 Conclusion

It would be misleading to represent a liberating praxis articulated in this chapter as a
panacea for all the ills of society As Irwin (2012) illuminates, Freire 1s particularly
conscious of the limited role education can play on its own n a project of social
transformation and asserts that “education 1s not a miraculous process capable by itself
of effecting the changes necessary to move a nation from one epoch to another” (Freire,
2005, p 36 cited in Irwin, 2012, p 94) What the dialogical approach espoused by
Gramsci and Freire can succeed in doing however, 1s contradict the logic of domination,
contradict the dichotomised curniculum, and challenges the static vision of reality which
only serves to mhibit democracy and cntical thought (Shor & Freire, 1987) The quest
for critical consciousness cannot remamn within the exclusive domam of a rarefied
privileged few (Gramsci, 1971), as to do so would run the risk of imposing an external
solution (O’Brien, 2008) For a lasting and truly transformation to be enacted, it must be

by students, with students but not for students (Freire, 1972)
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Chapter Three

Teacher Identity and Early Career Teachers

3.1 Introduction

It 1s important to explore teacher identity, particularly m the early stages of a
teacher’s career, as 1t 1s highly influential on a teacher’s belief system and practice
Teacher 1dentity reflects the deep belief structures that ultimately drive teaching practice
(Pajares, 1992), reflecting fundamental beliefs and an unconscious sense of normalcy
(Nelson, 2008) The process of becoming a competent professional 1s fundamentally
about a process of identity development (Galman, 2009) This developmental process
requires an engagement with identity so that teaching becomes “a state of being, not
merely a way of acting or behaving” (Danielewicz, 2001, p 3) In order for teachers to
embrace a social justice agenda, then an embodiment of the aforementioned ‘state of
being’ 1s required to mobilise this objective Identity provides a roadmap for teachers as
they traverse the difficult first years in the profession It 1s a story to live by, it 1s how an

mdividual might explain both self and motivation (Clandinin & Connelly, 1996)

The chapter 1s m four parts Part one examines the influence of liberal individualism
on teacher 1dentity formation The influence social class and gender have on teacher
identity formation 1s the topic of focus m part two Part three explores the various ways
mn which teacher 1dentity mfluences teachers’ understandings of ‘making a difference’

In the process, a rationale 1s provided for this study’s focus on early career teachers’ life
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histories and identity formation Finally, in part four, Bourdieu’s (1972) concept of
‘habitus’ 1s discussed 1n terms of its ability to illuminate the personal, situated, and

professional dimensions to teacher 1dentity formation and articulation

3.2 The Pervasive Influence of Liberal Theory on Teacher Identity

This section 1dentifies the factors that frequently combine to limit the capacity of
early career teachers to develop a teaching identity that 1s socially agentic It
concentrates on the guiding 1deologies at work 1n our education system, 1deologies that
have the ability to limut the development of a teacher identity that has social justice,
equality and inclusion at 1ts heart In particular, the abihity of liberal theory to conceal 1ts
central role 1n legitimising the influence of the ‘market’ on our educational system t1s
highlighted The need for pre-service and early career teachers to critically reflect on the
pervastve mfluence of liberal individualism on the formation of thewr guiding

assumptions 1s outlined

Liberal theory’s simplistic assumption that educators can treat everyone equally
needs to be challenged if a vision of equality of condition (Baker et al, 2004) 1s to be
realised ° One of the primary assumptions made by liberal theory 1s that education 1s
capable of creating and sustaming social change by redressing social mequalities
through the equalisation of educational opportumties (Baker et al, 2004, Drudy &

Lynch, 1993) Within education, liberal theory acts as a legitimising force 1n education

® “Equality of condition’ sets out a much more ambitious aim than liberal egalitartamsm Rather than
accepting that many major mequahities are inevitable as hiberal egalitanamsm does, equality of condition
seeks to eliminate major inequalities altogether (Baker et al , 2004)
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for the rampant economic reductionism that has so heavily mfluenced the Irish
educational system, particularly during the ‘Celtic Tiger’ years It achieves this by
portraymg schooling as critically affecting the level of economic growth and progress
through 1its links to technology and mdustry (Apple, 1982b, 1982c) This underlying
assumption remains unchallenged by human capital and allocation theorists who
continue to miss an important function of schooling, namely the school’s place as an
agent of production of cultural capital (Apple, 1982c, Baker et al, 2004, Bourdieu,
1997) The possibility of maxmmusing teacher agency and generating collective action
that challenges mequality 1s significantly reduced if teachers fail to recogmse the role

the school plays 1 cultural and economic reproduction (Apple, 1979)

A further challenge to liberal theory’s claim that treating everyone equally will be
transformative 1s provided by Bourdieu’s (1997) conversion theory Bourdieu (1997)
argues that economic capital 1s fundamental to all other capitals (Mills, 2008), and his
theory 1llustrates how other capitals such as social and cultural capital are transformed,
disguised forms of economic capital that “produce their most specific effects only to the
extent that they conceal” (Bourdieu, 1997, p 54) Possession of cultural capital, proven
to be central to the pursuit of the dommant classes’ narrow definition of ‘educational
success’, 1s reliant on mvestment of time The transformation of economic capital nto
cultural capital presupposes an expenditure of time that 1s made possible by possession
of economic capital (Bourdieu, 1997) Possession of economic capital 1s central to the
contmued dominance of the meritocratic educational system that acts as a cover for

mequality (Baker et al , 2004, Drudy & Lynch, 1993)
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Bourdieu’s conversion theory is often percerved as something of an allocation theory
(cultural capital being used as a sorting device to assign students, by class, to their
‘proper position’ 1n society, see Apple, 1982c) and therefore lacking dynamism and
possibilities for social transformation (see Giroux, 1983) However, his behef that the
system of teaching and the language used mn schools are the principle means of
achieving this reproduction (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) provides a vehicle for
mitiating change Engagement in critical reflection on their role m the contmued
nfluence of the dominant group’s ‘cultural arbitraries’'® presents teachers with an

opportunity to iitiate a process of real change through their practice

3.2.1 Lack of Awareness of Hegemony

The need for such reflection 1s evident 1n light of Irish based research that points to
pre-service teachers’ absence of recognition that education systems are based primarily
on the beliefs and values of the dominant nuddle class (Leavy, 2005) Indicative of the
pervasive mfluence of consensualism that has enveloped the policy context, this lack of
awareness of the hegemonic mfluence on education reflects the absence of critical
reflection and engagement with the political forces that shape our education system The
perception that schools were inherently fair institutions was a recurring theme n
Leavy’s (2005) findings and 1s confirmed by other international researchers (Cruz, 1997,
Sleeter, 1995, 2001) In order to further our understanding of the role the teacher

education continuum can play in mitiating and sustaiming a process of political and

' Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) refer to the cultural products offeréd 1n school as cultural arbitranies to
mndicate the lghly arbitrary way 1n whuch they are selected and assessed In particular, they highlight the
social class biases in what 1s taught, to whom, when and how
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social teacher criticality, there 1s a need to first assess practicing teachers’ awareness of
hegemony This study has the capacity to begin the process by exploring early career
teachers’ 1deas about fairness, as expressed through their understandings of ‘making a

difference’ and the shape 1t takes 1n their day-to-day practice

3.2.2 Difficulties in ‘Decoupling Attachments to Liberal Indwidualism’

Liberal individualism’s dual emphasis on agency and autonomy acts as a shield
against the mterrogation of one’s own capitulation and submission to its domiant
discursive practices The notion of the abstract individual needs to be challenged as 1t
“can act as an 1deological presupposition that keeps us from establishing any genuine
sense of affiliation with those who produce our comforts, thus making 1t even more
difficult to overcome the atrophication of collective commitment™ (Apple, 1979, p 10)
The unjust mequalities that persist m Inish society are hidden to some extent by the
failure of liberalism to situate the hife of the individual as an economic and social being
(Apple, 1979) In relation to teachers and how they professionally engage with one
another, the emphasis liberal individualism places on autonomy has the effect of making
collaborative action among teachers problematic in schools The claim by Edwards
(1979) that most resistances 1 schools will occur, by necessity, on an individual rather
than a collective level, pomts to the great difficulty teachers have in breaking away from
the hegemomc 1influences of liberal individualism that mould a spiit of possessive

mdividualism
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The process of attempting to enhance teacher awareness and commitment to social
action 1s demanding and potentially pamnful for teachers (De Freitas & McAuley, 2008)
There 1s a distinct need to imtiate a frank and open conversation about privilege and
oppression among student and beginming teachers and interrogate their possible
emotional mvestment i ‘mscribed habits of mattention’ (Boler, 1997) De Freitas and
McAuley (2008) speak about the difficult emotional labour mvolved in “decoupling
attachments to liberal individualism” (p 430), and consequently (student) teachers may
react with openness as well as resistance to the process Rather than perceive this
discomfort as a negative 1t can be mterpreted as a sign that a programme 1s having a
positive effect on pre-service teacher professional identity (Galman, 2009) While
student resistance to social and racial justice content i particular should not be
dismissed or 1gnored, 1f properly mediated 1t can become part of developing an identity

as an agent for change (Allard & Santoro, 2006, Chubbuck, 2004, Tatum, 1997)

3.2.3 Managerial Concerns Surrounding Technical Control and Efficiency

The mfluence of liberal theory 1s witnessed n the growth of a performativity and
accountability culture that has gamed an ever increasing influence 1n the Irish primary
education system (Conway & Murphy, 2013) An mcreased focus on managenal
concerns surrounding technical control and efficiency 1s mdicative of the growth of this
new phenomenon (Troman, 2008) These new accountabilities and therr focus on
measurable outcomes constram transformative praxis by orentmg teachers towards
more techmcal forms of practice Teachers working in designated disadvantaged

schools, and especially those at the early stages of their careers, are particularly affected

69




by pressures emanating from the rigorous testing regime that operates 1n these schools
(Katching, 2010a) This commitment to raising achievement may not have been
envisaged by teachers m past generations due to the promimence of beliefs i static

abilities (Troman, 2008)

Another development that may not have been anticipated by past generations of
teachers 1s the increasing pressure on teachers to justify their judgments and actions
(Troman, 2008) The expectation that every teacher assumes shared responsibility for
schools’ implementation of the aforementioned literacy and numeracy programmes
makes them more accountable to parents and the commumity at large It 1s mnevitable
that managerialism 1n education shifts teachers’ professional identities 1n order to make
them more responsive to client demand and external judgment (Apple, 2004) Singh et
al (2005) point to the dismissal of any claims to ‘truth’ based on the expertise of
educators and believes that there 1s an over reliance on “speculative marketing data,
heavily massaged financial reports, and corporate managerial techniques of image
management” (p 15) Thus shaft appears to bring with 1t reduced professional power and

status, as performance management strategies serve to limit teacher agency

The increasing concern that new entrants to the primary profession express m
relation to discipline and mamntenance of control (Inspectorate of DES, 2005a, Killeavy
& Murphy, 2006) 1s symptomatic of this repressive managerial culture Inexperienced
teachers often consider 1t a personal failure if they perceive that their students cannot be

properly controlled (Sugrue, 1996, p 165) These concems are reflected m Irish
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beginning teachers’ calls for more emphasis to be placed on the practicalities of teaching
(Inspectorate of DES, 2005a, Killeavy & Murphy, 2006), a finding that 1s confirmed n
US-based literature (Garrahy, Cothran, & Kulinna, 2005, Schempp, Sparkes, &
Templin, 1993) In light of the increasing concerns about school discipline, particularly
m schools serving marginalised commumties (EDC, 2004), there 1s a danger of concepts
such as ‘control’ becoming part of the package of being a ‘good’ teacher and the
mevitable sense of guilt and burnout that results when students cease to be as comphant
as previous generations (Hargreaves, 1994 cited mn Sugrue, 1996) If the dominant
aspects of school culture such as ‘control’ and the ‘transmission of knowledge’ are not
reflected upon and critiqued by student teachers and beginning teachers, there 1s a

danger that they leave themselves open to being consumed by them

3.3 Constraming Structural Factors and the Situated Context

‘Structural factors’ refer to the patterned social arrangements which form the society
as a whole, and which determine, to varymng degrees, the actions of imdividuals
socialised nto that structure (Abercrombie, Hill, & Turner, 2000) This section explores
the mfluence structural factors such as social class and gender have on teacher identity

formation
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3.3.1 The Influence of Teachers’ Social Class on Professional Identity Formation and
Practice

The influence of teachers’ class identity and position can inhibit their ability to
occupy an agentive space 1n their profession The influence of teachers’ social class 1s
explored 1in Galman’s (2009) study into pre-service teachers’ experience of social
dissonance as a catalyst for development As part of therr middle class ‘habitus’,' the
participants 1n Galman’s (2009) study were less willing to put up with feelings of
discomfort and dissonance around 1ssues of social justice This 1s attributed to the way
m which their socio-economic position afforded them more opportunities to consider
options outside of teaching and act out these ‘side bets’ (Dworkin, 1987) This dismissal
of cultural dissonance 1s sigmficant as dissonance 1s something that 1s widely
acknowledged as a prerequusite for engagement with 1ssues of social justice (Boler &
Zembylas, 2003) This failure to use dissonance as a catalyst for development affords
such individuals an opportumity to create an identity as a person who was failed by
teacher preparation and teaching n general (Galman, 2009) Consequently, 1t can be
assumed that such an unwillingness to confront feelings of discomfort around 1ssues of
social justice suppresses teachers’ ability to act as agents for social transformation The
need to explore the possible effects of such dissonance on Insh primary teachers
working in urban, working class commumnities 1s intensified considering the tendency of

teachers to have lower expectations and deficit perspectives of students from working

'" “Habitus’ refers to the structurally patterned matrix of preferences and dispositions that are developed
across social classes (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) It 1s a term that encapsulates the beliefs, values,
conduct, speech, dress, manners that characterises the recurring patterns of social class outlook (Malls,
2008) See Section 3 51 for a detailed treatment of the concept
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class and mmority ethmc backgrounds** (Boaler, 2000, Hoadley & Ensor, 2009, Lynch
& Lodge, 2002, Lyons, Lynch, Close, Sheerin, & Boland, 2003) While the muddle class
onigmns of the majority of the teaching population may have mmplications for the way n
which teachers engage with working class students (Drudy & Lynch, 1993), 1t 1s
sigmficant that Kennedy (1995 cited in Travers et al , 2010) found that teachers had low
expectations for pupils despite the fact that they themselves came fromn a similar

working class background

Discourses of cultural deficit are also found to negatively influence the way both
early career and veteran teachers perceive working class parents (Bakker, Denessen, &
Brus-Laeven, 2007) These negative cultural assumptions are nvarnably fuelled by
teachers’ criticism of some parents for their lack of involvement in their children’s
education (Travers et al , 2010) According to Drudy and Lynch (1993), teachers often
point to parents’ lack of attendance at parent teacher meetings as evidence of their lack
of commitment Research by O’Brien (2007, 2009) nto the lives of Irish working class
mothers found that working class parents care deeply about their children’s education
However, 1 the face of persistent and economic insecurity and cultural exclusion
because of their social class or ethnicity, and despite expending enormous amounts of
emotional labour, O’Brien reports that some working class mothers are often not 1n a
position to participate more actively in their children’s education due to a depletion in

their emotional resources which would otherwise allow them to act on that care

" The term ‘minority ethnic’ 1s defined in Section 3 3 2
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Owing to their mexperience, and their cultural background, early career teachers
have little experience with, or knowledge of, the challenges working class and/or
minority parents face when attempting to participate m their children’s education
(Ratchffe & Hunt, 2009) Ths deficit of experience, allied with concerns about being
il-prepared to engage with parents (Killeavy & Murphy, 2006), can lead to early career
teachers constructing bounded and guarded relationships with parents This development
can have serious consequences for working class students’ experiences of education, as
much 1s written about the significant educational, social and behavioural benefits that
accrue to children as a result of an open and effective partnership between teachers and
parents (Henderson & Berla, 1994, Mac Giolla Phadraig, 2005, OECD, 1997) These
culturally conceived views about working class students and parents held by some
teachers, and the limiting practices they can engender, highlight the need to further our
understandings of the genesis of these problematic assumptions by exploring teachers’

life histories

3.3.2 Problematic Teacher Identity Positioning in Relation to Diversity

Ireland has become home to a significantly large number of very diverse populations
of immugrants since the 1990s (Central Statistics Office, 2008) Schools, particularly
those located m marginalised communities, have witnessed an unprecedented increase mn
ethnic diversity amongst their student numbers (Smyth, Darmody, McGinnity, & Byrne,
2009) These changes present teachers with sigmificant opportunities and challenges
Within this context, the attitudes and actions of teachers towards students from diverse

backgrounds assume critical importance Prior to an examination of the policies and
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practices of interculturalism m Irish schools and their influence on students’ experiences
of schooling, 1t 1s first necessary to define some of the terms that will be used 1n this

discussion and throughout the thesis as a whole

This study uses the terms ‘minority ethnic’ and ‘minority language’ student B As
outlined by Travers et al , (2010), the term ‘munority ethnic’ refers to a student from an
ethnic background other than the dominant whate ethmic group m Insh schools The term
‘mority language’ 1s used m reference to a student who does not speak either English
or Irish as a first language 1n the Irish education system As Travers et al, (2010) state,
“the term ‘mmority’ 1s used in advance of ‘language’ or ‘ethnicity’ to denote the status
position of the language or ethmicity within Irish society, as opposed to the dominant
position of the ‘majority language’, English or the majority ethnicity” (p 5) While
acknowledging that the term ‘diversity’ can carry broader meanings (e g see
Government of Ireland, 2006)"*, for the purposes of this study the term ‘diversity’ 1s

used 1n reference to students’ ethnicity, unless otherwise stated

Prior to a discussion on early career teachers and their engagement with the theme of
mterculturalism, there 1s first a need to locate this discussion within the national policy

context At the local level of the school, interculturalism 1s predominantly mformed by

" Travers et al, (2010) use the terms “mmority ethme” and “minornity language” student following
problems 1dentified by the English Language Support Teachers’ Association with words previously used,
mcluding non-nationals, foreign nationals, new Irish and non-Insh nationals (McDaid, 2009 cited 1n
Travers et al , 2010, p 5)

'* The National Childcare Strategy 2006-2010 (Government of Ireland, 2006) defines diversity m 1ts
broadest sense m terms of social class, gender, famly status, returned Insh emgrants, people with a
disability, the Traveller commumty, refugees, asylum seekers, black Irish, children with gay or lesbian
parents  the list 1s not exhaustive
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broader state discourses and policies which privilege national economic nterests over
social justice concerns (Bryan 2010, Kitching, 2010a) Murroring the educational
mequality policy discourse, a liberal model of mterculturalism 1s promulgated by the
Irish state (Kitching, 2010a) Fuelled by the Celtic Tiger and concerns about economic
expansion, Bryan (2010) argues that the national social policy context has been onented
around a ‘corporate-style multiculturahsm’ “that formulates the contribution of migrants
almost exclusively m terms of their labour, and the resultmg economic benefits they
offer the nation” (p 254) The influence of corporate multiculturalism and eco-
individualism 1s evident i the state’s approach to language support for minority
language students Nowlan (2008) argues that the focus of this approach 1s focused on
‘fixing” minority populations, and as a consequence any future achievement 1ssues can
only emerge in deficit, mertocratic terms By solely offering language support as the
state’s primary means of working towards inclusion, policy prevents discusston on the

role racialisation or mentocracy plays m school achievement (Kitching, 2010a, p 221)

This market driven 1deology also has a profound effect on how schools and teachers
engage with the considerable task of tackling prejudice and racism The prevalence of
racism m the lives of minority ethmc students 1s well documented in the literature
(Devine, 2011, Devme & Kelly, 2006, Devme et al , 2004, Smyth et al , 2009) 15 Similar
to the influence of consensualism on the educational mequality context, the state’s
approach to tackling prejudice and racism 1s concerned with changing individuals

While the rhetoric of mterculturalism gives the impression that the state 1s respondmg to

** McGorman and Sugrue’s (2007) study mto intercultural education 1 Dublin 15 schools found only
limuted experience of racism mn the schools surveyed
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racism (Bryan, 2010), its underlying logic, as reflected in the Intercultural Guidelmes
for primary schools (NCCA, 2005b), 1s one that locates “mstitutional racism entirely
within the walls of the school” (Kitching, 20102, p 221) In this way, education policy
fails to recognise the emergence of racism through structural racism, the conditions of
the famuly, and other factors (Kitching & Curtm, 2012) This approach has largely
relegated racism to teachers’ prejudicial attitudes and dispositions within individual
schools, rather than being conceptualised as a system of power and privilege (Kitching,
2010a, Bryan, 2012 cited m Kavanagh, 2013) These policy discourses have placed
significant demands on teachers, which 1 some cases have led to problematic practices

For example, a number of studies have reported on teachers’ downplaying or denying
racist mcidents, or attributing them to clashes of personality or cultural
misunderstandings (Devine, 2005, Smyth et al, 2009) The influence of ‘corporate
multiculturahsm’ 1s also reflected 1n the way “‘doing well” has become co-opted as the
tacit discourse of ‘good’ migrants’ ‘Good mugrants’ are thus positioned as providing
an example to the ‘bad’ (indigenous) working class” (Kitching, 2010a, p 224) Teacher
discourses that have developed around these understandings can serve to deny minority
ethnic students’ own sense of agency and positioning, and 1s premised on the condition

that they do not become ‘bad’ migrants (Devine, 2005, 2009, Kitching, 2010a, 2010b)

The underlymg logic of the aforementioned government rhetoric around
mnterculturalism 1s articulated 1n 1deas around celebrating, embracing and respecting
diversity (Bryan, 2010), and these 1deas are embedded in the Intercultural Guidelines for

primary schools (NCCA, 2005b) The prevalence of celebratory events and activities m
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many Irish schools 1s well documented m the Inish research (Devine, 2011, Bryan, 2009,
Bryan & Bracken, 2011) While well intentioned, and reflective of best practice (NCCA,
2005b), these activities can often be superficial and tokemstic events that have the
capacity to misrepresent minority groups’ cultures and cultural identities, and reinforce
negative stereotypes (Bryan, 2008, 2009) By investing m a celebratory approach,
teachers can unconsciously further the hierarchical position between the advantaged and
culturally dommant group by drawing a distinction between those who do the

celebrating and those who are celebrated or valued (Bryan, 2008, 2009)

3.3.2.1 Early Career Teachers and Diversity

While no Inish studies have looked specifically at the experiences of Irish early career
teachers m relation to teaching for diversity, Leavy (2005) reported a high level of
discomfort with the topic among Insh pre-service teachers The mmmal level of
exposure that pre-service primary teachers have to cultural and ethnic diversity prior to
the commencement of their ITE 1s 1dentified as a source of this discomfort Leavy
(2005) reports that 59% of pre-service teachers surveyed had practically no exposure to
a member of the travelling commumty, 65% had Limited exposure (one or less
conversation) to people of different nationalities, while 65% of the sample reported an
absence of contact with members of this community These findings correlate with
mternational studies of pre-service teachers’ beliefs which show that pre-service
teachers have little contact with people from munonty populations and cultures

(Zimpher, 1989) and bring little cross-cultural knowledge, background and experience
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with them on entry to college (Barry & Lechner, 1995, Larke, 1990, Law & Lane, 1987,

Valli, 1995)

Limited contact with people from diverse backgrounds has the knock on effect of
making early career teachers vulnerable to school cultures that may be at best
ambivalent to diversity and difference (Gilligan, 2007) The adoption of such a position
ultimately serves to perpetuate and further solidify existing mequalities (De Freitas &
McAuley, 2008) Research on teacher identity indicates the tendency of schools to
assimilate children from diverse backgrounds into the existing local culture (De Freitas
& McAuley, 2008, Lingard & Keddie, 2013, McDaid, 2009) There 1s a need to
challenge this process on two fronts The first 1s the failure of the school to recognise the
lived experience of ‘difference’ (Gilligan, 2007) Secondly, assimilation could also be
mterpreted as a strategy for avoiding the political and historical context of schooling In
light of Leavy’s (2005) Insh based findings and the proliferation of mternational studies
that conclude that pre-service teachers prefer to teach children who are from similar
class backgrounds to them (Delpit, 1988, Mahan & Boyle, 1981, Zimpher, 1989), the
temptation for mexperienced teachers to adopt a comforting and safe position i1s
considerable Assimilation serves to deny local and global histories of oppression which

ultimately serves to perpetuate existmg inequalities (Apple, 1979, 2004)

Dilemmas have been created for teachers who feel unprepared through their ITE and

mn-service education to work effectively with mmonty ethnic and minonty language

students (McDaid, 2009, McGorman & Sugrue, 2007) There 1s a clear need to mvite
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teachers to “interrogate the forces, both internal and external, that shape their identity
options” (Reeves, 2009, p 40) to allow them implement more transformative
conceptualisations of intercultural education This process needs to be continued mto
teachers’ early professional development in order to situate their new experience of

encountering students from diverse backgrounds 1n a context of 1dentity consciousness

3.3.3 Gender and Teacher Identity

Teacher 1dentity formation 1s also strongly mnfluenced by societal expectations that
have developed around 1ssues of gender An analysis of research by Drudy et al (2005)
mto the reasons why there 1s such an under representation of the male population 1n
primary teaching 1n Ireland mdicates a number of potential barmers that must be
addressed before they can perform a transformative role 1 schools The perception that
primary teaching 1s ‘a woman’s job’ (Oyler, Jennings, & Lozada, 2001) was the most
frequently offered explanation by a cohort of school leavers and student teachers for the
low proportion of male entrants to primary teaching Other reasons given include low
pay, the attraction of other careers, and the perception that pnmary teaching was
“unattractive, boring, hassle, stressful or requiring too much patience” (Drudy et al,
2005, p 107) These latter two reasons are corroborated by Dworkin’s (1987) study
which indicates that males are often construed as having automatic ‘side bets’ Thewr
habitus as men 1n a patniarchal society can provide them with a sense of entitlement that
mulitates agamnst men feeling compelled to embark on an uncomfortable or unwanted

career trajectory (Galman, 2009) These findings raise questions about the capacity for
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some male teachers to fully commut to teaching, particularly in the early stages of their

carecr

The pervasiveness of the belief that women have a particular biological aptitude for
the work of ‘caring’ for children (Galman, 2009), coupled with the continued influence
of a dominant discourse that legitumises a narrow, archaic femunine ideal (Forrester,
2005, Meiners, 2002), presents a serious challenge for female teachers wishing to
engage 1n transformative practice As discussed i Chapter Two (see Section 2 5), the
false dichotomy that has been created between the rational and emotional intelligences
mn education has led to the margimalisation of education about the emotions 1n general
and 1n relation to care and love n particular (Baker et al , 2004) Dialogue 1s at the heart
of a liberating praxis and an ethic of care promotes the development of emotional
capacities allowing students to empathise and appreciate each other’s views The
marginalisation of care practices traditionally associated with women and the
subordmation of emotion in favour of the development of cogmitive capabilities are
closely linked (Baker et al, 2004, O’Brien, 2008) In order to address this highly
problematic linkage, there must be an emphasis placed on defining a caring teacher as
someone who 1s committed to teaching and to professional relationships with pupils
(Farrelly, 2009) Such an affirmation allows one to value this very important aspect of
teaching without perpetuating a patriarchal discourse which links caring invariably to
femmnmity (Vogt, 2002) A professional commitment underpinned by an ethic of care
and moral responsibility 1s central to teachers’ professional identities (Farrelly, 2009,

Furlong & O’Brien, 2009) It 1s also imperative that care 1s a central component of
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children’s educational experience As O’Brien (2008) states “if 1t [an ethic of care]
occupies a token or marginal position, then a rationalistic, technicist model will continue

to narrow students’ learning and impact on their well-bemng” (p 177)

3.4 Varied Understandings of ‘Making a Difference’

Having 1dentified and assessed the influence of liberal ideology and structural
1identity factors on teachers’ personal, situated, and professional identity formation, 1t 1s
important at this juncture to explore how teacher identity influences teachers’
understandings of ‘making a difference’ Particular attention will be given to the ways in
which a ‘new’ global, 1deological alliance (that 1s beginning to subsume liberal theory)
1s impacting on teachers’ 1deas of ‘making a difference’ This 1n turn will help to bring
clanty to a debate that 1s ongoing 1n relation to the changing 1dentity positions that are
so influential on teachers’ practice (Nelson, 2008) In light of gaps identified in the
literature, the section concludes with a look at the role thus study can play n increasing

our understandings of the concept of ‘making a difference’

Recent research mnto teacher identity has demonstrated a shift in 1mmtial teacher
motivation for entering the profession Increased job opportumties, coupled with the
creation of differentiated roles and opportumiles to advance n the profession have
changed teachers’ expectations (Troman, 2008) Moore Johnson (2004) argues that the

previous generation of American teachers made the decision to enter teaching m an era

when career opportunities were severely curtalled In contrast, the present generation of
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teachers have higher career expectations and want teaching to provide them with the
chance to occupy differentiated roles and the opportunity to gain promotion (Moore

Johnson, 2004)

So what effect have these mcreased opportumities had on early career teachers’
professional 1dentities? Troman (1996, 2008) pomnts to the mcreased investment in the
self among the generation of the ‘new professionals’ and argues that this softer, late
modern and ambiguous narrative of ‘making a difference’ has replaced the ‘grand
narratives’ that previous generations of new teachers alluded to In a study into primary
teacher 1dentity in performative school cultures, Troman (2008) highlights the contrast
between the younger female teachers mn the study who tended to stress ‘mnterpersonal’
values and had developed teacher and mothering identities invested in love and care
often involving their own children, with older teachers who tended to stress their imtial
vocational commitment and strong service ethic While some of the younger female
teachers expressed the ‘service’ theme in the form of wanting ‘to make a difference’,
they also stressed the importance of time compatibility for family-friendly work and
child care Although any shift to a more ambiguous narrative of ‘making a difference’
could be interpreted as symptomatic of decreasmng investment m public hife, this
protection of the personal need not necessarily be interpreted as evidence of the
influence of possessive individualism and ‘instrumentality’ (Troman, 2008) Instead, 1t
highlights the ability of teachers mn the contemporary setting to construct and continually
develop parallel commitments and 1dentities, and as a result become adept at juggling

therr personal and professional hives (Kelchtermans, 1996) However, Hargreaves’s
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(2005) study nto teachers’ emotional responses to educational change claims that there
1s no sign of the emergence of what Hargreaves (2005) describes as “the more cynical,
calculative 1dentities” (p 974) among early career teachers that Troman (1996)
identified Instead, Hargreaves pomts to the passion and principled commitment of the

new generation of teachers

3.4.1 ‘Odd’ Effects of a Performatvity Culture

As discussed m Chapter One, the scope, intensity and mntent of accountability and

&

performativity m Irish education has increased exponentially m recent years (Conway &
Murphy, 2013) The heightened attentiveness towards testing and measurable outcomes
that these new accountabilities promote among teachers was also outlned While the
specific focus of Chapter One was on the national policy context, this section will
explore the mcreasing influence the globalisation movement 1s having on teacher
identity and understandings of ‘making a difference’ Singh et al (2005) claun that a
‘new’ alliance linking diverse agendas, namely ‘conservattve modernization’,
‘neoliberal post-modernization’, and ‘mnstrumental technocracy’ with ‘authoritarian
populism’ has emerged from the globalisation project This odd mismatch of seemingly
conflicting 1deas has joned forces to integrate education policies, pedagogies, and
pohitics mto a contradictory amalgam of 1deological commitments Significantly, their
educational objectives are m kilter with their economuc, social, and cultural goals which
are linked the expansion of the unfettered market Singh et al (2005) state

The seemingly contradictory 1deas of state-sponsored competition, regulation by

market forces and a life supposedly made good by consumenism, on the one
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hand, and the equally tension-ridden notions of doing much, much more with
much, much less, worker accountability, performance standardization, state
testing, and nationalized curriculum have been used m odd ways to remnforce
each other (p 14)
The influence of this odd combination of forces 1s seen mn the contradictory and
conflicting attitudes that participant teachers in Troman’s (2008) English based study
had towards state testing Troman’s findings highlight the boost i morale that teachers
received when their students achieved good Standard Assessment Tasks results,
especially 1n schools serving marginalised commumties Despite feeling self-affirmed
by the positive results, the educational legitimacy and usefulness of the tests were
umversally questioned by the study’s participants The impact on teacher identity 1s
significant as the teachers in Troman’s (2008) study perceived themselves as competent
implementers of mstrumental policies, while at the same time feeling their professional
judgment was being undermined by them (Jeffrey & Woods, 1998) This contradictory
attitude to state testing 1s symbolic of the ‘odd’ effects the driving i1deology of the ‘new’

alliance 1s having on teachers’ beliefs, pedagogies and politics

3.4.2 Imagining a Better Future

Despute the impact this new 1deological alliance 1s having on teachers, the knowledge
that they are making a difference n the lives of therr students and are engaged m
meaningful relationships 1s still perceived by teachers as the ultimate reward for those
who make a commitment to teaching in margmalised communities (Williams, 2003)

Day et al’s (2006) evaluation of English teachers’ initial motivation for entering
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teaching pomnts conclusively to the intrinsic nature of the factors that attracted them to
the profession When the 1143 respondents were asked to identify thewr imtial
motivation for deciding to become a teacher, 51% cited ‘working with children’ and a
further 17% referred to ‘wanting to make a difference’ Teachers who persevered mn
schools 1n margmalised communities 1dentified the importance of occupying an agentive
space, respectmg the students they work with, and imagiming better futures for thewr
students as the primary factors that sustamed theirr commitment levels (Day et al , 2006),
and 1s a finding that 1s confirmed in US-based research (Cochran Smth, 2004, Nieto,

2003)

A research philosophy that explores the factors and processes that sustain teachers’
passion and commitment to ‘making a difference’ challenges the dominant ‘teacher
effectiveness’ research paradigm and its focus on 1dentifying ways of ‘fixing’ of ‘filling’
teachers up with best practices (Nieto, 2003, p 7) In the Insh research context, there
has been a proliferation of state commussioned studies into teacher performance n
designated disadvantaged schools (Eivers, Shiel, & Shortt, 2005, Inspectorate of DES,
2005b, 2011, Werr & Denner, 2013) These quantitative studies have framed the
difference teachers are making exclusively n terms of test scores and achuevement of
measurable objectives and standards In this narrow understanding of ‘making a

difference’, the voices of teachers and students are marginalised

Recently, a series of Irish studies have focused on the Iife worlds of teachers m the

early stages of their careers and have offered a counter narrative to the teacher
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effectiveness discourse These psychologically framed studies have focused on
identifymng the factors and processes that increase and sustain early career teachers’ job
satisfaction, motivation, resilience and self-efficacy (Kitching et al, 2009, Morgan,
2011, Morgan & Kitching, 2007, Morgan & O’Leary, 2004, Morgan et al, 2010)
Cumulatively, these studies have called for more emphasis to be placed on the positive,
daily events that sustain begmning teachers’ commitment to their teaching roles, and
identify student engagement and student achievement as the major factors in incidents
triggerig regular positive feelings More recently, Devine et al ’s (2013) study into Irish
teachers’ beliefs and practices has also sought to address the gap in our understandings
of ‘why teachers teach the way they do’ (p 83) This mixed methods study 1dentified the
mmportance of passion, reflection, planning, love of children and the social and moral
dimension to Irish teachers’ constructs of good teaching (Devine et al, 2013) This
thests, and 1ts focus on the question of ‘making a difference’ and what shape 1t takes 1n
the daily practices of early career teachers working in designated disadvantaged schools,
can add to our understandings of the factors and processes the sustain teacher
commitment and agency In particular, the primacy it affords to the voices and lived
experiences of teachers and the critical socio-cultural focus to 1ts analysis, offers a fresh

perspective that can complement the work already completed in the Irish research

context
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3.5 Ways of Exploring Early Career Teachers’ Vision of ‘Making a Difference’

In order to effectively explore the role cultural factors and processes play 1 shaping
early career teachers’ professional identities and their understandings of ‘making a
difference’, 1t 1s important that careful attention 1s paid to the possible ways that this
highly complex and sensitive process may be initiated and developed The following

excavation of the relevant literature 1dentifies models that will drive this exploration

3.5.1 ‘Habitus’ - Providing a Lens through which the World is Ordered

Bourdieu’s (1972) concept of ‘habitus’ 1s extremely useful when examining teacher
identity formation as 1t provides a lens through which the world 1s ordered Habitus 1s a
term that “characterises the recurring patterns of social class outlook — the beliefs,
values, conduct, speech, dress and manners — that are inculcated by everyday
experiences within the family, the peer group and the school” (Mills, 2008, p 80) In the
context of this study’s focus on early career teachers’ practice, habitus enables an

mtelligible and necessary relation to be established between practices and a situation

In order to deconstruct this key relation between teachers’ practice and the contexts
they work m, Bourdieu’s (1984) definition of ‘taste’ 1s insightful Bourdieu (1984)
outlines how social class tends to determine a person’s likes and interests, and how
distinctions based on social class get reinforced i daily life “Taste classifies, and 1t
classifies the classifier” (p 6) If taste functions as a story of social orientation guiding

occupants of a given place 1n social space towards the social positions adjusted to their
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given position 1 social space, then 1t also engenders a dislike towards other behaviours
that are not part of one’s ‘sense of one’s place’ (Bourdieu, 1984, p 466) These aesthetic
dispositions which depict one’s status, also serve to distance oneself from lower socio-
economic groups It 1s the dominant classes that define aesthetic concepts As a
consequence the subordinate classes are left with forced choices or “choices of destiny”
(Bourdieu, 1984, p 178) which reaffirm the principle of conformuty to the dominant
classes’ explicit norm of popular taste This critique of ‘taste’ as a classification system
helps to explain why teachers from middle class backgrounds can find 1t difficult to
empathise and understand children from lower socto-economic groups (Fagan, 1995) It
also emphasises the need to challenge the climate of conformity and consensualism 1n
our educational system that has consistently failed to recogmse the legitimacy of

working class culture

The capability of ‘habitus’ and ‘taste’ to account for distinctions in practice that
reflect the structuring of the psyche, will mform this study’s research methodology
Principally, 1t will help to lead respondents through the continuum of 1dentity formation
from their temporal stories of early socialisation and ‘becoming teacher’ to their current
stories of ‘being teacher’ Used as a lens through which the study’s participants’ lived
experiences of ‘making a difference’ are explored, habitus provides an msight mnto the
often mtangible or unconscious belief structures that are encapsulated 1n statements such
as ‘this 1s how things are done here’ and ‘because that’s just the way 1t 1s°, belief

structures that determine teachers’ practice
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3.5.2 ‘Habitus’ - Limuting or Liberating?

In order to highlight the potential of habitus to uncover the language, beliefs,
relationships, and values that interact and combine to create early career teachers’
identities, the debate that surrounds the transformative potential of habitus will be
provide a good contextual backdrop for such an exposé Habitus 1s a concept that sets
boundaries Although commentators have often labelled Bourdieu as a structuralist,
Harker and May (1993) claim that he 1s simply trying to account for agency mn a world
fettered by constraints These boundaries allow ‘free’ agency to mdividuals to adopt
strategic practices that have the potential to be transformative (Calhoun, 1993, Muills,
2008) It 1s the complex amalgam of the past and present (Mulls, 2008) that contrives to
make the habitus an arena available to be contested The durable, transportable
dispositions (capacities, tendencies, propensities or inclinations) of mind and body that
constifute 1t are acquired through a gradual process of mnculcation Bourdieu (1996)
argues that a class habitus tends to reproduce the conditions of its own reproduction
‘unconsciously’ through the creation and consolidation of forms of cultural capital that

can be employed to consolidate one’s status in the relevant fields of power (Apple,

2004)

Although Bourdieu’s (1996) exposition does provide a navigational path through the
comfortable journey that the middle classes make with market 1deology (Ball, 2003), 1t
does appear to be lacking a transformative dynamc (Apple, 1979) The socio-cultural
homogeneity of entrants to primary teaching (predominantly white, female and middle

class) (Drudy et al, 2005) could be viewed as a product of middle class entrants’
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acquiescence to the leanings of their socio-cultural habitus that directs them towards an
occupation “which 1s entirely ‘them’” (Bourdieu, 1984, p 223) The hmiting influence
student teachers’ habitus can have on teacher identity formation 1s illuminated n
Furlong’s (2012) recent study nto the influence of life histories and apprenticeships of
observation on the formation of Irish student teachers’ idealised identities Furlong
(2012) found that a traditional, socially constructed view of teacher identity 1s still
exerting an influence on student teachers’ idealised identities While a progressive view
of teaching was found to be dominant, the persistence of more traditional constructions
of teacher i1dentity echo the findings of Sugrue’s (1996) research into Irish student
primary teachers’ lay theories of teaching Sugrue (1996) found that there was a
significant investment on the part of the student teachers in personal identification with
teaching, an identification which 1s remforced by family and commumity Their
apprenticeships of observation and general socialisation which supported their
identification with teaching, implicitly suggested that they were ‘born’ teachers Sugrue
(1996) suggests that this social mteraction results i a consensus on what particular kind
of personality 1s 1deally suited to primary teaching The durability of this perception that
there are ‘born’ teachers predisposes pre-service teachers “to the view that they have
lttle to learn from teacher education” (Sugrue, 1996, p 163) The tenacity and pervasive
power of student teachers’ lay theories of teaching and pre-service teachers constructed
identities (Holt-Reynolds, 1992), and the problematic socially constructed 1deas about
teaching they articulate (Furlong, 2012, Sugrue, 1996), hastens the need to probe and
challenge pre-service and early career teachers’ assumptions about teaching and learning

that are formed m their familial and socio-cultural habitus However, if we accept
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Bourdieu’s assertion that the schemes of the habitus function “beyond the reach of
mntrospective scrutiny or control by the will” (Bourdieu, 1984, p 466) and that our
“ultimate values are never anything other than the primary, primitive dispositions,
‘visceral’ tastes and distastes, in which the group’s most vital interests are embedded”

(p 474), then 1ts ability to act as a transformative force appears seriously compromsed

In light of the study’s concern with social justice, it 1s incumbent upon this study to
highlight the commonsense ‘rules’ which serve to protect the social status quo and
habitus will be central to this process Paradoxically, the gentle gradient of one’s
transcend into one’s allotted social class can be perceived as being simultaneously
limiting and hberating Liberating in the sense that habitus 1s ‘generative’ (of
perceptions and practice) and simultaneously structuring (tmposing limts upon what 1s
concelvable as perception and practice) (Codd 1990, p 139) Although limited, there 1s
room for choice m the habitus (Reay 1995) It 1s a means of providing mdividuals with a
sense of how to act and respond in the course of their daily lives “without consciously
obeying rules explicitly posed as such” (Bourdieu 1990, p 76) In the context of this
study, the concept of ‘habitus’ will help to facilitate an exploration of early career

teachers’ level of operation below this level of inculcation

3.5.3 The Transformative Potential of Identity ‘Reconstruction’
Traditionally, teacher 1dentity was viewed as an mternal, fixed, and coherent entity
(Reeves, 2009) Recent educational research has challenged this perception by providing

“rich demonstrations of identity as a relational, socially negotiated process” (Reeves,
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2009, p 34, see also Goldstemn, 2003, Harklau, 2000, Johnson, 2006, Toohey, 2000,
Watson, 2006) This social negotiation of identity 1s complemented by the power of
individual agency (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006, Bucholtz & Hall, 2005, Lasky, 2005,
Marsh, 2002) The dialectic relationship between self and others, between mternal and

external, lies at the heart of 1dentity work (Reeves, 2009)

The recognition that identity formation 1s both socially constructed, and not entirely
“passive vis-a-vis the reproduction of dommant class mnterests” (B Morgan, 2004, p
173), 1s key mn determming the capability of teachers to construct a teacher identity that
can extricate itself from the prevailling dommant mfluences and mitiate change The
mmportance of the context in which teachers find themselves working has considerable
mfluence on their identity development (Connelly & Clandimin, 1999), and as a
consequence on their capacity to become agents of change A Portuguese study (Flores
& Day, 2006) highlhighted the way a group of teachers went through a process of
‘reconstructing’ their mmitial identity as teachers in light of the discrepancies they
experienced between their assumptions about teaching and the reality of teaching This
discrepancy 1s a common theme found among beginning teachers, particularly among
those who commence their careers in marginalised communities Although many of the
participants’ 1dentities were destabilised by perceived negative school contexts and
cultures, alternatively teachers who worked 1 supportive, collaborative schools
developed and demonstrated more positive attitudes towards learning Not only do these

findings highlight the transformative potential of identity ‘reconstruction’, they also
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pomt to the mmportance of school cultures that encourage begmmng teachers to

interrogate their assumptions around 1ssues of educational equality

3.5.3.1 The Fluid and Dynamic Nature of Teachers’ ‘Stories’

This capacity for identity ‘construction’ or ‘reconstruction’ is reflected in the
‘stories’ that teachers live by For the purposes of this study, a story 1s defined as one’s
narrative of who one 1s and what one’s life has been (Galman, 2009) These guiding
narratives reflect the influence of the developmental journey that people have travelled
They are composed over time and 1 that sense are fluid and dynamic (Connelly &
Clandinin, 1999) Although they are capable of solidifying over time and becomimng ngid
and unwavenng, alternatively they may continue to evolve and reflect the influential
nature of the continually changing personal, professional and situational contexts we all
experience (Connelly & Clandinin, 1999) Rather than being static, these stories are “not
only about the past, but 1s [are] busily about the present as well” (Bruner, 1991, p 7) In
this way they marror the dynamucs of Bourdieu’s concept of habitus '® The previously
discussed Galman (2009) study 1lluminates the ability of teachers from lower socto-
economc backgrounds to smooth out the rough edges of dissonance they experienced m
ITE and construct a ‘better story’ that was acceptable for themselves This finding points
to the capacity of early career teachers to alter their stories and possibly incorporate a
vision of social harmony n therr new stories Dewey’s (1938) understanding of
experience as ‘a moving force’ grounded in the context and the mnteraction that takes

place around the sitwation, 1s useful i complementing the msight into identity

'® ‘Habitus’ 1s a complex amalgam of the past and present (Mills, 2008) as the dispositions that constitute
the habitus are acquired through a gradual process of inculcation
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development provided by Bourdieu The connection these experiences have with the
entire unity of one’s life (Kyriacou & Kunc, 2007) explams the sigmificant mfluence
teachers’ ‘stories’ have on their practice Experience cannot be separated from the
context, highlighting the unportance of exploring the prevailing cultural mores that these

experiences are grounded

3.5.3.2 The Dynamic Potental of the Concept of ‘Field’

Particular practices should not be seen, then, as simply the product of the habitus, but
as “the product of the relations between the habitus, on the one hand, and the specific
social contexts or ‘fields’ within which individuals act, on the other” (Thompson 1991,
p 13-14) The conception of ‘field’ that Bourdieu uses 1s therefore not to be considered
as a field with a fence around 1t, but rather as a ‘field of forces’ that 1s dynamic and n

which various potentialities exist (Mahar, Harker, & Wilkes, 1990)

A field 1s also an arena of struggle, the site of a more or less openly declared struggle
for power and influence between the dominant and dominated who are unequally
endowed 1 the objects and the weapons of struggle capital (Bourdieu & Wacquant
1992) Agents, therefore, are not ‘particles’ that are “mechanically pushed and pulled
about by external forces” (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, p 108-9) Rather, they are
bearers of capital, and as Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992) state

and depending on their trajectory and on the position they occupy i the field

by virtue of therr endowment (volume and structure) m caprtal, they [agents]
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have a propensity to orient themselves actively either toward the preservation of

the distribution of capital or toward the subversion of this distribution (p 108-9)
This capacity to resist the forces of the field (Bourdieu, 1984) which may be
constraining early career teachers’ desire to be socially agentive in thewr practice
illuminates the transformative potential of this malleable vision of the educational field
Similar to the complexities of the concept of habitus, this interpretation of the dynamics
of the field offers clear choices for teachers working within the constrants of the
situated context and the system as a whole However, the only partial articulation of the
rules or regularities of the field (Grenfell & James, 1998, p 20) acts as a barrier against
agentive practice m schools where the orthodox way of thuinking and acting 1s

communicated 1n an implicit and tacit manner

3.5.3.3 The Interaction between Teachers’ Personal, Situated and Professional
Identities

The ‘regularities of the field” (Grenfell & James, 1998) are made problematic when
one considers the relational nature of identity which implies that any interaction is
shaped by not only the demands of the context but also by the participants’ goals The
result of this contextually dependent interaction 1s the possibility that multiple (and at
times conflicting) 1dentities are mfluencing a single discourse event (De Fina, Bamberg,
& Schrniffin, 2006) Day et al (2006) previously referenced large scale study on teacher
effectiveness elaborates on this theme and 1identified the personal, situated and
professional interactions as the core components of teacher identity The personal

dimension concentrates on life outside school and 1s linked to family and social roles
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The situated dimension 1s located 1n a specific school context and 1s affected by local
conditions (1e pupil behaviour, level of ‘disadvantage’, and support and feedback),
while professional 1dentity reflects social and policy expectations of what a good teacher
1s and the educational 1deals of the teacher (Day et al , 2006) This finding highlights the
complexity and breath of one’s identity and the significant challenge 1t presents to
researchers The distinct points of interaction between these personal, situated and
professional dimensions to teacher identity provide a dynamic framework for the

exploration of early career teachers’ identity formation and its influence on practice

3.6 Conclusion

The pervasive mfluence of liberal theory on teacher identity mamfested in the growth
of managenal concerns surrounding technical control and efficiency (Troman, 2008) has
not only contributed to the growing complexity of teacher identity, but 1t has also stifled
socially agentive action by educators While teachers are constrained at times by the
coercive power relations within their school and the education system at large, they do
have some degree of freedom 1n determining the social and educational goals they want
therr students to achieve (Reeves, 2009) This chapter argues that these choices present
early career teachers with the opportunity to align these social and educational goals
with that of a social justice agenda The recogmtion that 1dentity 1s a relational, socially
negotiated process offers excitmg possibilities for pre-service and early career teachers
to construct an 1dentity that can liberate itself from the prevailing dominant influences

and make an agentive commitment to social justice and action It should be
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acknowledged that this process of attempting to enhance teacher awareness and
commitment to transformative practice 1s demanding and potentially panful for
teachers However the goal of identity development should not be to transcend
discomfort, but rather to embrace 1t as part of the ongoing emotional labour of
confronting one’s privilege (De Freitas & McAuley, 2008) Frustration with the
reproductive tendencies that they observe m the habitus 1s necessary to engender more

transformative dispositions among early career teachers (Mills, 2008)
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Chapter Four

Research Approach and Design

4.1 Introduction

This chapter provides an n-depth description of the research design and 1ts
subsequent implementation It provides a rationale for the use of a phenomenological
approach in order to shine light on the professional lived expenences of early career
teachers The role the critical pedagogy and sociology discourses, equality perspectives,
and teacher identity literatures played in shaping the research questions 1s outlined The
choice and appropriateness of a narrative life history approach to exploring early career
teachers’ understandings of ‘making a difference’ 1s discussed The chapter outlines the
socio educational context for the study and the manner m which participants were
selected for the research A description of the nterview sample along with the interview
schedule 1s presented The role the pilot mterviews played in the development of the
mterview schedule 1s also outlmed The dual process of data collection and analysis are
presented 1n tandem with the measures employed to ensure their trustworthiness The
chapter concludes by affording due attention to a range of ethical concerns that the

research design and implementation presented
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4.2 Theoretical Perspective

“Epistemology 1s concerned with providing a philosophical grounding for deciding
what kinds of knowledge are possible and how we can ensure that they are both
adequate and legitimate” (Maynard, 1994, p 10) Hence the importance of identifying,
explaining and justifying the epistemological stance that mforms this research The
research 1s positioned within a social constructionism epistemology As outlined in the
earher chapters, the genesis of this research lies in the writings of critical educators such
as Michael Apple and Jonathon Kozol, and most particularly m the works of the founder
of critical pedagogy - Paulo Freire Freire’s unwavering behef that knowledge 1s socially
constructed mforms the approach taken here, and thus methods that would facilitate
dialogue and the generation of new understandings were utilised The social
constructiomism we are talking about here 1s not concerned with creating meaning per
say but rather 1t 1s concerned with constructing meaning from what already exists m the
world It 1s an epistemology that assumes that “we have something to work with What
we have to work with 1s the world and objects in the world” (Crotty, 2003, p 44-5) In
these words we discern the philosophical underpinnings of Freire’s pedagogy In
Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Frere, 1996), he outlines how true dialogue cannot exist
without critical thinking, which he defines as a “thinking that discerns an indivisible
solidanty between the world and men” (p 64-5) This belief 1n cntical thinking as
process and transformation, rather than a static reality nforms the theoretical

perspective taken 1 this study
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4.2.1 Adopting a Phenomenological Approach

Phenomenological research presumes “that there are ‘things themselves’ to visit 1n
our experience, that 1s, objects to which our understandings relate” (Crotty, 2003, p 79)
This notion of mtentionality of consciousness is at the root of phenomenology
(Holloway, 1997) The previous chapters have outlined what critical sociology, equality
theory and teacher 1dentity literatures have to say about the difference that teachers are
making, and could make m social justice terms Empirical research on the life-worlds of
teachers will assist m building a fuller picture of what making a difference means m an
Irish context as this 1s an 1ssue that has received little attention This study takes a fresh
look at teaching and learming m disadvantaged schools by giving voice to the lived
experiences of early career teachers This approach contrasts with traditional
quantitative research on test results and achuevement that has defined the majority of
state commissioned research on pedagogy and teacher effectiveness in designated
disadvantaged schools (Eivers, Shiel, & Shortt, 2005, Inspectorate of DES, 2005b,
2011, Werr & Denner, 2013) Rather than interrogating participants’® philosophical and
conceptual understandings of the concept in a more abstracted manner, there was an
explicit attempt 1 this study to go ‘back to the things themnselves’ (Kruger, 1988,
Marshall & Rossman, 2011), by asking early career teachers about what shape the 1dea
of ‘making a difference’ takes in their day-to-day practice In this way, both researcher
and participants were required to make sense of the phenomenon directly and

immediately as 1t presented itself to them as conscious human beings (Crotty, 2003)
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Crotty (2003) states what he percerves to be the two clear characteristics of
phenomenology
First of all, 1t has a note of objectivity about 1t It 1s m search of objects of
experience rather than being content with a description of the experiencing
subject Second, 1t 1s an exercise 1 critique It calls mto question what we take
for granted (p 82-3)
Both these charateristics are in harmony with the focus and auns of this study Rather
than adopting the new, North-American understanding of phenomenology, as one that 1s
primarily concerned with searching for participants’ subjective experience of the
phenomenon under consideration in order to express it uncritically (Crotty, 1996), this
study takes an explicitly critical approach The mmportance of research contributing to
the development of a theory of emancipatory action through education 1s one of the core
principles on which this study 1s based This challenges the researcher to not only
understand the social constraints and nequalities m the system, but to also facilitate
change (Cohen, Manion, & Mormson, 2000, p 28) Within this perspective and mn light
of their role as educators working 1n communities that are experiencing mntense social
challenge, the extent to which early career teachers’ explicit and tacit understandings of
‘making a difference’ were concerned with 1ssues of social justice was deemed to be of

critical importance

Emancipatory research 1s concerned with developing a reciprocal relationship

between the researcher and participants, in which both parties have control, of naming

therr own world (Baker et al, 2004) In this regard, through therr participation m this
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phenomenological study, participants were provided with an opportumty to critically
reflect upon thewr own professional role, responsibilities, prionties, beliefs, and vision,
and to consider and discuss their own positionality i the social context and 1ts influence

on their professional practices

Moreover, as the aim of phenomenological research 1s to return to the concrete and
the “internal experience of being conscious of something” (Holloway, 1997, p 117), 1t
1s therefore also about recognising and examining the influence our culture has on us,
and the way 1t shapes the way in which we see things (Crotty, 2003, p 58)
Phenomenological research also | typically frames the topic of interest as being
“processual — being, becoming, understanding and knowing” (Marshall & Rossman,
2011, p 20) These constituents of phenomenological research are very much a feature
of this study’s methodology In order to investigate the role that cultural factors and
processes play in shaping the professional identities and felt responsibilities of early
career teachers, a narrative life history approach was adopted While the primary focus
of the research 1s on the practices and educational relationships of early career teachers,
by mmtially gmding participants through a biographical account of their journey of
becomung and being teacher, a window was provided mto the complex amalgam of past
and present that constitutes individuals’ habitus (Mills, 2008) As outlined in Chapter
Three, such an exploration has the capacity to uncover the language, beliefs,
relationships, and values that interact and combine to create teacher identity This
shaping of our minds by culture 1s to be welcomed, as what makes us human, and

endows us with the freedom we emjoy However, the hmiting as well as liberating
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mfluence individuals® habitus can exert on an unconscious level (Codd, 1990, Reay,
1995) on what teachers define as possible and practical was also of deep 1nterest in such
an analysis In light of the study’s emancipatory focus, this exploration also had the
parallel aim of uncovering factors at play m the personal, situated and professional
dimensions to participants’ ndividual stories that could stimulate and sustain a vision of

social justice 1n their narrative of ‘making a difference’

In order to describe and critique the lived experiences of early career teachers, I
necessarilly drew on language and on culture In contrast to positivists,
phenomenologists believe that the researcher cannot be detached from his/her own
presuppositions and that the researcher should not pretend otherwise (Hammersley,
2000) Therefore, 1t was imperative that I called into question the current meanings I
attributed to the phenomenon under mvestigation In particular, the phenomenon of
reification had to be reckoned with Retfication 1s the tendency to “take ‘the sense we
make of things’ to be ‘the way things are’” (Crotty, 2003, p 59) While the measures
that I put into place to address these 1ssues will be descnibed later m the chapter, 1t 1s
first important to outline my own life story and how it has influenced my interpretation

of meaning

4.2.2 Reflexwity and the Research
My own values and experiences as an educator have shaped the choice of topic, the
framing of the research questions and the design of the research Thus I have a well

developed mterest m the 1ssue of teacher mduction and early socialisation of new,
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beginning, and early career stage teachers nto the pnimary teaching profession Through
a combination of professional expenence as a primary teacher, teacher mentor and
facilitator of NIPT professional development courses, and further study, I have been
empowered to articulate and develop better understandings of the 1ssues and challenges
that teachers face at the beginning of their careers Unarticulated, or tacit knowledge,
and explicit knowledge which has been subjected to critical reflection, forms the basis
for the interpretation of meaning (Maykut & Moorehouse, 1994) Like the participants
m this study, I too began my career in a designated disadvantaged school, and through a
process of theoretical and experiential learning, have reached the conclusion that
teachers can be agents of transformation in the communities m which they work, even 1f
the power to do so 1s mediated by wider social mequalities and mnjustices (Keddse,

2012)

4.3 Research Questions

The mterconnected dimensions of critical sociology and pedagogy, equality
perspectives and discourse on early career teachers’ professional identity shape the
framework for this research The purpose of this study 1s to identity the actions and
attitudes that constitute the concept of ‘making a difference’ amongst a group of early
career teachers working 1n designated disadvantaged schools The 1ssues of ‘what’ does
‘making a difference’ look like 1n terms of these teachers’ daily practices, ‘why’ these
interpretations and practices are significant, and ‘how’ they impact on educational

equality are the mam concerns that underpin the mvestigation
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These are the research questions that the study sought to address

e What does ‘making a difference’ mean for early career teachers working in
urban designated disadvantaged schools m the context of theirr day-to-day
practice?

e What values and practices make them feel like they are ‘making a difference’?

e Do early career teachers have a vision of social justice m their narrative of
wanting to ‘make a difference’? If so, what does this vision look like? How 1s

operationalised/channelled?

4.4 Context of the Study

The appropriateness of focusing the research specifically on the lived experiences of
early career teachers working in designated disadvantaged schools 1s discussed here
The study defines ‘early career teachers’ as those with a minimum of three and a
maximum of nine years experience In the context of this study’s interest in identity
formation that can foster teacher agency, this career bracket 1s worthy of exploration
Research has shown that the practices of teachers within this early career stage are
characterised by increased experimentation and activism (Day et al, 2006, Huberman,
1989) Conversely, 1n the absence of experimentation, teachers in this stage of their
careers can be prone to self doubts (Huberman, 1989) It 1s also a time in teachers’
professional lives during which sigmficant identity growth and change can occur (Day et

al , 2006)
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As previously discussed, the life-worlds of beginning teachers who start their
teaching careers 1 designated disadvantaged schools has become a topic of mterest for
Irish researchers These studies have focused exclusively on teachers in the first five
years of teachers’ professional lives (Kitching, 2009, Kitching et al , 2009, Morgan,
2011, Morgan & Kitching, 2007, Morgan & O’Leary, 2004, Morgan et al , 2010), and
have primanly adopted a psychological focus '” Therefore, this study holds the capacity
to deepen our knowledge of teachers as they progress deeper mto their early stages of
their professional lives, as well as viewing 1t from a critical socio-cultural perspective
As educators working 1n commumnities that have experienced inter-generational poverty
and social disadvantage, the participants of this study bear witness on a daily basis to the
deeply damaging effects of this mequality on the students they teach Designated
disadvantaged schools also tend to hire a relatively high proportion of NQTs (Morgan &
O’Leary, 2004) Within this context, the importance of exploring their daily practices
and the extent to which they are imbued with, and motivated by a vision of social justice

1s made apparent

4.5 Research Design

In order to address the research questions and to afford primacy to the voices and
expenences of the early career teachers themselves, 1t was deemed most appropnate to
adopt a narrative orientated life history approach As discussed n Section 4 2, the study

1s shaped by a view of human expernience 1n which humans, individually and socially,

' The Inspectorate’s report into NQTSs’ experiences of teacher probation (Inspectorate of DES, 2005a)
and the evaluation of the pilot phase of the NIPT (Killeavy & Murphy, 2006) are the other major pieces of
rescarch conducted 1n this area
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lead storied lives (Connelly & Clandimin, 2006) While the primary focus was on
cntically rather than subjectively exploring participants’ daily practices, 1t also
purposefully set out to explore the orienting influence of individual and class habitus on
therr stories of becoming and beng teachers, and how this has shaped their
understandings of ‘making a difference’ Connelly and Clandmin’s (2006) ‘three
commonplaces of narrative inquiry’ ~ temporality, sociality and place are employed as a

framework to outline the justification for using narrative, life history inquiry

1 Temporality as a narrative inquiry common place

As a phenomenological study, 1t was paramount that culturally derived meanings of
‘making a difference’ were put in abeyance (Crotty, 2003, p 80) and that a critical
mterrogation of the role habitus and culture m general plays m shapmg these
understandings was undertaken In order to generate nsights mto the often intangible
and unconscious belief structures that comprise teachers’ habitus, it was necessary to
know the temporal history of participants’ journey to becoming a teacher, something
which a narrative life history methodology facilitated Therefore, the intention was not
to describe the participants as they are today, but rather to describe them with a past, a

present and a future

2 Sociality as a narrative inquiry commonplace
According to Connelly and Clandinm (2006), “narrative inquirers are concerned with
personal conditions and, at the same time, with social conditions” (p 480) This balance

of focus lies at the heart of this study On one hand, this study was deeply nterested m
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the personal stories of participants and was specifically designed to give voice to the
feelings, beliefs, attitudes, desires and moral dispositions of early career teachers
However, 1t was also concerned with uncovering the social conditions that form the

indrvidual participants’ context

3 Place as a narrative inquiry commonplace

The third commonplace of a narrative inquiry as outlined by Connelly and Clandinin
(2006) 1s place or sequence of places By place they mean “the specific concrete,
physical, and topological boundaries of place where the inquiry and events take place”
(p 28) The specificity of location m the lives of teachers working 1n designated
disadvantaged schools, and the respective schools’ cultures that influence their
professional experiences, was of central importance to this study As detailed earlier in
Section 421, how the study’s participants percerved their professional role and
responsibilities vis-a-vis a vision of social justice was deemed to be of critical nterest,
i lght of therr role as educators mn communities that are experiencing social

disadvantage

4.5.1 Selection of Participants and Schools

Early career teachers are the focus of the research and they are the umts of analysis
for the study In order to select a sample of early career teachers working in DEIS
schools, a non-probability purposive sampling was used The purposive selection of a
group acknowledges the complexity of human and social phenoinena and the limits of

the generalisability of any such study (Maykut & Moorehouse, 1994, Yin, 2003) The
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researcher selected the sample based on his own judgement and purpose of the research
(Babbie, 2001), looking for those who “have had the experiences relating to the
phenomenon to be researched” (Kruger, 1988, p 150) According to Denscombe (2003)
purposive sampling exists when “the researcher already knows something about the
specific people and deliberately selects particular ones” (p 15) Through professional
contacts developed over time through his work as teacher mentor and professional
development facilitator, the researcher was afforded the opportumity to identify three
schools that had a number of early career teachers on their respective staffs In order to
mimmise any potential power differential between researcher and researched during the
mterview process (Holloway & Jefferson, 2000), a conscious decision was made not to
approach any teachers that I had previously engaged with through my work as a
professional development facilitator After making imutial telephone contact with the
respective school principals, the existence of prospective study participants was
confirmed m each of the three schools, and access was granted to distribute information
on the proposed study to those teachers meeting the relevant criteria In this regard,
particular attention was afforded to outliming the likely time commitment that
participation would require and the range of ethical considerations as detailed 1n Section
4 10 The prospective participants were also asked to contact the researcher directly n
the event that they had any questions or concerns about the proposed research In an
effort to avoid placing any undue pressure on the participants to become mvolved m the
study, follow up contact was made directly with the principal to access level of interest

and willingness to participate m the study Eighteen participants were selected to
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4. 6 Data Collection Methods

Qualitative, semi-structured, life history interviews was the research mstrument used
to gather data Bechhofer and Paterson (2000, p 57) believe that the mterview should
never be chosen as the main research tool until all alternatives have been carefully
considered While consideration was given to a mixed methods approach using
participant observations and focus groups in conjunction with interviews, the study’s
focus on the participants’ own understandings of ‘making a difference’ and their
biographies meant that the use of mterviews was both legitimate and appropriate
(Patton, 1990) The mterview 1s an mteractional relationship with both researcher and
participants engaged mn an ongoing process of making meaning (Kvale, 1996), and
because of this its use as the exclusive research mstrument was consistent with the
study’s epistemological underpinnings The delicate and subtle interactive process of the
mterview was also well suited to the complex and sensitive personal as well as

professional themes that required exploration (McCracken, 1988)

4.6.1 Interview Structure

While consideration was given to the use of open-ended interviews, 1t was decided
that the semu-structured one-to-one approach was most appropriate considering the need
for a balance between open and more focused questions As Denscombe (2003) states
semi-structured and unstructured styles are really on a continuum and “will shide back
and forth the scale” (p 167), and this was reflected m the structure of the mterview

schedule (Appendix B)
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The mterview schedule had two mam parts The start of the interview adopted a
biographical focus which required the use of more open-ended questions m order to give
the participants scope to describe their mdividual stories of becommng teachers The
mfluence of famihal and class habitus, sigmficant adults, experiences of schoolmg and
ITE, and other social-cultural factors and processes on their journey to becoming
teachers were explored i this section The second part of the interview required more
structured and direct questioning as 1t focused exclusively on defining what ‘makimng a
difference’ meant for participants in the context of thewr day-to-day practices Specific
questions were asked to elicit discussion on the types and nature of pedagogies and
educational relationships they engaged in This section was also concerned with
examning the underlying 1deologies that influenced these practices and the impact they

had on participants’ mterpretation of their role as educators

The semu-structured nature of the interviews had the advantage of enablmg the
participants to respond to the same core questions with the freedom for the mterviewer
to probe beyond the set list of questions (Brenner, 2006) and to be guided by the
responses of the individual participants, allowing them to answer more on therr own
terms (May, 2001) A conscious effort was also made to incorporate the partictpants’
cultural and personal vocabulary mto the questions (Spradley, 1989) In this way
conditions were created for individual participants to express their views in their own
language, and as a consequence the richness and authenticity of the interviews and the
resultant thick description was enhanced The open-ended nature of the questions that

comprised the mterview schedule also gave the researcher the opportumty to extend and
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clanfy participants’ responses through probing (Brenner, 2006), and to elaborate on

pomts of mterest (Fielding, 1993)

4.6.2 Piloting of Interviews

In order to test the effectiveness of the interview schedule and the researcher’s own
confidence as an 1nterviewer, a small scale pilot of the mterview process was conducted
Three early career teachers, all of whom had worked in designated disadvantaged
schools, were mterviewed The piloting proved invaluable as one particular section of
the interview was altered mm light of feedback received from the pilot The pilot’s
participants found 1t extremely difficult to articulate their lay theories of teaching due to
the demands that such a process placed on memory recall of apprenticeships of
observation The retrospective nature of participants’ accounts of these critically
formative experiences, and their propensity to reflect actual 1deas about themselves as
teachers today was also a factor 1n altering thus aspect of the schedule Consequently, the
focus was shifted towards 1dentifying the role former teachers played m their stories of
choosmg to become a teacher A more detailed series of prompts were also developed m
response to difficulties the pilot’s participants experienced in answering some of the

broader, conceptual questions
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4.7 Conducting the Interviews

The interviews were conducted during the months of April, May and June 2011 They
took place 1n the participants’ own classrooms at the conclusion of the school day, as
this was deemed the most appropriate venue and arrangement by them Due to the
complexity and breath of the scope of the interview schedule, each mnterview lasted
approximately one and a quarter hours Prior to the commencement of the mterviews,
each participant was reminded of the researcher’s commitment to ensuring
confidentiality and anonymity They were further informed that the mterview would
address matters that the mdividual participant was willing to discuss It was also made
clear to them that they were free to withdraw from the process at any given pomt and
that they could subsequently request the removal of data relating to them Time was also
allotted for discussion on any questions or concerns participants may have had about the

interview process

Careful consideration was given to the opening phase of the interview and the
mmportance of connecting on a personal level with the participant, an mnteractional
dynamic that 1s considered essential to the success of the interview (Keats, 2000,
McCracken, 1988, Payne, 1999) Prior to the formal engagement with the interview
schedule, a discussion was imtiated on the classes they had taught previously and their
general expenences of the school year up to that pomnt This approach had the dual effect
of relaxing the participants before the commencement of a more m-depth exploration,

while also eliciting some valuable background information on each participant
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Throughout the interviews, the researcher was conscious of their mteractional nature,
and of the reality that they are interpretively active, meaning making processes (Finlay,
2002, Fontana & Frey, 2005), which are sensitive to social construction of knowledge
(Holstein & Gubrium, 1995, 2002) The researcher was also conscious of the potential
pitfall of consciously or unconsciously over managing the nterview (Kuhn, 1962)
Therefore, selective and appropriate use of active listeming strategies such as
paraphrasing and empathising were used n order to avoid the interview becomung a
stilted and manufactured experience Within this perspective, the researcher encouraged
the mdividual participants to engage m a flow of narrative, which was not mterrupted to
ask questions in a particular order as laid out in the schedule However, m order to
ensure that the main areas of the mterview schedule were addressed in the content, the

researcher employed the use of a checklist

4.8 Data Analysis

Throughout the data analysis phase of the research, considerable care was taken to
ensure that the concepts and categories used to orgamise the data and to present the
researcher’s emerging understandings of the participants’ lived experiences spoke
sensitively to those self-same experiences While the assumption within
phenomenological studies 1s that mdividuals are unique and have unique expenences,
this study was also strongly commuitted to examimng the essences or essential structures
of ‘making a difference’ as a phenomenon (Gtorg1, 1985) across the sample as a whole

Through disciplined interaction with the data and the cntical discourses outlined 1n the
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review of the literature, the researcher was enabled to develop theoretical 1deas about the
construct that has relevance beyond the data themselves (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p

163)

As a phenomenological piece of research, the researcher was required to return to the
starting point, 1€ the individual participants’ stories of ‘making a difference’ at many
pomnts along the research journey (Crotty, 2003) However, this did not preclude the
researcher from casting aside the phenomenological mantle at various stages in order to
engage with the theoretical, conceptual and policy discourses which provided the
necessary direction and organising framework to the analysis process (Dey, 1993) This
back and forth engagement with the data and the theory in order to generate new
understandings of the phenomenon meant that the constant comparative method of data
analysis was employed This method combines inductive category coding with a
simultaneous comparison of all units of meaning obtamed (Glasser & Strauss, 1967) It
also acknowledged the cyclical rather than linear process that the data analysis phase
engaged with, which required the researcher to return to the participants’ stories with
new perspectives as isights were developed As the analysis of the data proceeded in
tandem with the data collection, I became a participant in my own research project, for
my own interpretations of the dialogue between researcher and researched became a

legitimate object of subsequent analysis (Dey, 1993, p 37)
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4.8.1 The Process and Stages of Data Analysis

As the individual participant’s stornies of becoming and bemng a teacher was the
primary unit of analysis, great care was taken to ensure that the transcription process
reproduced the full flavour of the interview dialogue As a narrative analysis, 1t was
mmportant that features of speech such as pauses, repetitions, and intonation were
recorded (Silverman, 2001) By typing out the transcripts myself, I was afforded the
opportunity to gain acquamtance with the participants’ stories, and to make connections
between my observation notes and the actual dialogue At the end of each interview
transcription, the entire transcript was read to get a sense of the whole story as told n

the words of the participants (Giorgi, 1985)

The next step mvolved the text of these individual stories bemng broken down nto
more manageable units which involved discriminating ‘meaning units’ with a focus on
the phenomenon (Giorgi, 1985, p 11) An mmportant feature of this process was to
ensure that the participants’ language and understandings of ‘making a difference’ were

not altered in any way

It was only when this process was completed, did I engage with my own
understandings of the meanings that the participants had attributed to the phenomenon
Through a process of reflection and engagement with the mtellectual discourse, I
transformed the participants’ own expressions and language mto academic language
which placed the emphasis on the phenomenon bemg investigated Each unit of these

transformed meamngs selected for analysis, was then completed to all other umts of
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meaning and subsequently grouped, categorised and coded with similar umts of
meamng In this way, new categories were formed This was a conceptual and
theoretical activity (Glaser, 1978) as 1 shuttled back and forth between the participants’
meamngs and the more general categories that evolved from successive iterations of
analysis This process continued until the category was “‘saturated”, a pomnt reached
when new data did not add to the meaning of the general category (Miles & Huberman,

1994, p 256)

While the search for connections and relationships between categories was a key
concern, due attention was also afforded to partitioning categories, particularly when a
category was not relating as well to another category as the study’s conceptual
framework had led the researcher to expect (Miles & Huberman, 1994) This formed
part of a process of continual refinement where imtial categories were changed, merged
or omitted, new categories were generated, and new relationships were discovered
(Goertz & LeCompte, 1984) In order to test the trustworthiness and generality of the
findings, and guard against “self-selected biases” (Miles & Huberman, 1994), time was
taken to examune the outhers or atypical meanings that were identified and work out

what they meant within the context of the findmgs as a whole

The second and key stage of the analysis mnvolved looking across the sample as a
whole In so domng, 1t became possible to identify patterns of shared mterpretations of
‘making a difference’ amongst participants A number of themes of ‘making a

difference’ were 1dentified along career stage and social background lines School-
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specific factors were found to exert considerable mnfluence on the way participants
perceived their professional role and responsibilities In particular, the influence of
school leadership and culture, as well as the socio-cultural context of the school (DEIS

categorisation) was a central concern of this second-phase analysis

Finally, the use of counting helped the researcher to identify, 1solate and report on a
theme In this way I agree with Miles and Huberman’s (1994) assertion that “when we
[qualitative researchers] say something 1s important or sigmficant or linked we have
come to that estimate, 1n part, by making counts, comparisons, and weights” (p 253) In
this way, counting was employed to help test the robustness of my understandings
which were primanly generated through engagement with the data and the associated

mtellectual discourse

4.9 Trustworthiness and Generalisability

As an emancipatory piece of research, great importance 1s placed on ensuring that the
findings presented are trustworthy representations mn order to facilitate their potential to
make an impression on readers and to be a catalyst for transformative action
education (Eisenhard, 2006, p 578) While detached research 1s neither possible, nor
desirable (Clough & Nutbrown, 2002), throughout the research process, the researcher
endeavoured to note and account for personal bias and preferences around the research
topic In order to attend to this concern and ensure the mntegnity of the research process, a

number of steps were taken
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1 The Piloting Process

As previously discussed, the trustworthiness of the study was enhanced by careful
piloting of the mterview schedule (Silverman, 1993) which shaped and nuanced the final
schedule employed in the study I also carefully mamtamned a detailed record of

mterview development and evolution

2 Member Checking

In relation to the mterview method, the presence of rhetoric can adversely affect validity
(Fielding, 1993) In order to minimise rhetoric, participants were given concise details
of theirr expected role, 1€ as contributors of information in the form of personal
expeniences and perceptions Participants were also given the opportunity to view and
amend the transcripts, which Bronfenbrenner (1976) classifies as a source of

‘phenomenological validity’ No amendments were made by any of the participants

3 Describing the Role of the Researcher

The qualitative, life history interview 1s very much dependent on the quality of personal
interaction Who the researcher 1s, and how participants view the researcher 1s likely to
mfluence the kind of information recerved m an interview (Brenner, 2006) Therefore, 1t
was important that I provided a description of how the participants may have percerved
me Given the central role I played in mediatmg all aspects of the research, 1t was also
imperative that I accounted for the impact my own identity and values had m the

planning, conductmg and analysing of the data (see Section 4 2 2)
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4 External Audit Trail

I collected and presented research information 1n accordance with the six categones of
the Halpern audit trial as reproduced by Lincoln & Guba (1985) raw data, data
deduction and analysis products, materials relating to ntentions and dispositions, and
mstrument development information By following this process, the researcher is
enabled to walk others through the study, from beginning to end, in order that they

understand the journey taken and can assess the trustworthiness of the outcomes

S Peer Review
The trustworthiness of research can evidently be mcreased by working with others
While this was not feasible m the context of the inquiry, my thesis supervisor acted as a

peer debnefer (Lincoln & Guba, 1985)

4.10 Ethical Concerns

As a researcher, one’s moral responsibility 1s to our subjects first, to our study next,
and to ourselves last (Punch, 1998) Ensuring that the nights and welfare interests of
participants were safeguarded was of paramount importance As a means of ensuring
ethical integrity throughout the research process, an ‘ethical protocol’ was drawn up to
guide the different phases of the research project This protocol gamned the subsequent
approval of St Patrick’s College research ethics committee My thesis supervisor also
played an mtegral part m the monitoring of the project, and ensuring that all ethical

protocols had been followed The 1ssues of informed consent, and confidentiality and
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anonymity were the study’s central ethical concerns In light of the due attention that
mformed consent has received mn Sections 451 and 47, this section will focus

predominantly on the latter concerns

A number of measures were put 1n place to lower the threat to confidentiality
Participants were assured from the outset that all data relating to them 1n the form of
mterview recordings, transcripts, researcher notes, and processed data would not be
passed on to another person or agency or used n any way which would identify the
source Participants were also informed that this data would be securely stored and that
access to this material would be rigorously restricted to myself However, mamtaining
confidentiality and anonymity m their fullest meanings proved challenging In the
formal writing of the dissertation, specific quotes from participants were used to provide
support for the credibility of the study’s findings and conclusions These inclusions
could legitimately be construed as breaking participants’ confidentiality, even 1if their
anonymuty can be assured In order to address this ethical dilemma, participants were
mnformed from the outset that every effort would be made to mamntain theirr anonymity

but that actual quotes would be included m the written dissertation

While the varymng geographical locations of the school sample lowered the nsk to
anonymuty, the use of a small sample size and a unique population meant that 1t could
not be guaranteed Therefore, 1t was explaned to the participants that very effort would
be made to ensure their anonymity and that of their schools, but that 1t could not be

absolutely guaranteed A number of measures were also put in place to maximise
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participants’ anonymity The names of participants’ were not used throughout the
interview, and pseudonyms were used 1n all research records to ensure that identities of
the study’s participants were protected A conscious decision was made to reveal only
relevant biographical detail in the text of the dissertation On my part great care was
taken 1n analysing and presentmg the data, and scrutimsing the details of the context of a

situation that might lead to the identity of a participant bemg revealed

4.11 Conclusion

The nature of the mnquiry, which 1s underpinned by a phenomenological theoretical
perspective and an epistemology of social constructionism, dictated the adoption of a
qualitative, narrative life history approach The use of semu-structured qualitative
mterviews served to provide a contmual flow of personalised and rich stories of the
lived expeniences of a cohort of eighteen early career teachers working n designated
disadvantaged schools The use of the constant comparative method of data analysis, 1n
tandem with the adherence to the concerns of trustworthiness and the practice of ethical
research, served to generate new meanings and understandings about what ‘making a

difference’ meant for the study’s participants 1n the context of their daily practice
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Chapter Five

Pathways to Teaching in the DEIS Setting

5.1 Introduction

In order to explore and understand the factors and processes that shape the
professional 1dentities of teachers working in designated disadvantaged schools and
their views on ‘making a difference’, a life history approach 1s adopted, and defined for
the purposes of this study as one’s narrative of who one 1s and what one’s life has been
(Galman, 2009) Due to the flmdity and dynamism of these stories (Connelly &
Clandinin, 1999) and their capacity to continually evolve, they provide an appropriate
lens through which to examine the influence of early career teachers’ upbringing on the
formation of an embryonic teaching 1dentity The ability of teacher 1dentity to change m
response to the continually evolving personal, professional and situational contexts that
teachers are located within (Connelly & Clandinin, 1999) 1s significant as 1t provides a
context through which participants’ capacity to act as agents of transformative change

will be explored in later chapters

This chapter 1s m two parts and focuses exclusively on the pre-service experiences of
participants and how these expenences influence the development of their professional
identities The vanous pathways that participants travelled on their journey to becoming

quahfied pnmary school teachers 1s the focus of part one, while the factors mfluencing
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their decision to commence their teaching careers in DEIS schools are discussed 1n part

two

5.2 Pathways to Primary Teaching

The journey taken by participants (N=18) to becoming primary teachers 1s explored
m this first section In order to identify the factors that mnfluence the development of a
teaching 1dentity that 1s concerned with ‘making a difference’, an evaluation of the
influence of significant adults (parents and former teachers) on thewr ‘stories of
becoming a teacher’ was conducted across the teachers’ narratives The experience of
being placed 1n positions of responsibility as children, and the different pathways to ITE
taken by participants, were 1dentified as significant themes for exploration The results
of this analysis were distilled through two central mediating factors namely the
influence of participants’ social class and background, and their views on whether there
are ‘born’ teachers who possess a personality 1deally suited to primary teaching (Sugrue,

1996)

5.2.1 Parental Influence on Becoming a Primary Teacher

The majority of participants (16/18) mention explicitly the positive role their own
parents played in shaping their educational Jjourney This finding 1s broadly n line with
Drudy, Martin, Woods, and O’Flynn’s (2002) study that noted that parents had by far
the greatest influence on students’ teaching career decisions Sigmificantly there was

little marked differences across class lines, other than the three participants from
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working class backgrounds being more expressive m acknowledging the importance that
thewr parents attached to ed&catlon relative to their middle class counterparts Their
parents’ commitment to ensuring their children prioritised their education 1s attributed
by this group of particpants to their parents’ own lack of educational opportunities, and
theirr subsequent desire for their children to achieve what they were mhibited from
accomplishing, as referenced here by Clare
No my Dad would have done his leaving cert but he wouldn’t have gone on
further than that and my mam, I think she did her junior cert =~ So my Dad was
always like ‘education 1s very important and you have to get an education’ and
he would have really pushed 1t, and I think my mam as well because I think she
regrets not having done 1t (Claire 29)
Regardless of their social position, all participants talked about the value their parents
placed on education and the high expectations they set for them Ryan states “from an

early age, 1t was driven 1nto me to go to college, there was an expectation that we were

going to college” (Ryan 35)

5.2.1.1 Participants from Teaching Backgrounds

An 1n-depth exploration of muddle class parental influence 1s required due to the fact
that 15/18 of the total study sample hailed originally from middle class homes This
section focuses specifically on a sub-group (6/15) of this larger middle class cohort,
namely participants from teaching backgrounds This sub group of six participants
(Donna, Hannah, Barbara, Ryan, Frances and Conor) 1s 1solated 1n order to facilitate a

more accurate analysis of their habitus, predicated largely on the influence of their
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parents’ and other immediate family members’ teaching backgrounds As habitus 1s a
term that “characterises the recurring patterns of social class  that are inculcated by
everyday experiences within the family, the peer group and the school” (Mills, 2008, p
80), 1t 1s appropriate to confine this analysis to a sub group with homologous family
backgrounds due to the study’s mability to control for participants’ peer groups and
schools attended Sigmficantly this concentration on participants from teaching
backgrounds enables one to examuine the influence of the leanings of their teaching
background and whether 1t directed them towards an occupation “which 1s entirely
‘them’” (Bourdieu, 1984, p 223) Crucially, 1t also facilitates an assessment of the
mfluence of their habitus on their decision to become primary teachers, and on the

development of their lay understandings of teaching and learning

Five out of six participants (Donna, Hannah, Barbara, Frances and Conor) from
teaching backgrounds felt that immediate family members that were teachers influenced
therr decision to become primary teachers Recogmising and appreciating the
commitment their parents had to teaching, and their ability to sustain their passion for
the role throughout their careers, 1s a common thread runmng through Conor and
Frances’ contributions Conor states

My own father [a prnmary school principal for forty years] was a very dedicated
and a very diligent teacher You defimitely would have memories of somewhere
[refernng to his family home] where there 1s constant striving to improve and

constant striving to do something productive, something worthwhile (Conor 18)
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Witnessing at first hand the enormous sense of satisfaction and happiness that the
profession brings to their siblings made the profession a very enticing prospect for
Barbara and Ryan The enthusiasm 1t instilled in them 1s clearly evident 1n Barbara’s
following contribution
Yea 1t really got me 1nto the idea of becoming a teacher, 1t sounded like a great
job and I could see how happy he was and the rewards that I could see she
genunely was getting from the job He really did give me the drive to go mto 1t
(Barbara 51)
Her mother’s love of teaching, and the sustained nature of her ;:ommltment to her
professional role 1s referenced by Frances “she would genumely even still she would
like teaching” (Frances 25) It 1s evident from these contributions that this vibrant,
professionally enriching image of teaching that theiwr family members helped to nurture
played a central role in directing them towards teaching as a profession
The perception that there was a certain element of inevitability attached to this
cohort’s entry 1nto the teaching profession 1s encapsulated in Hannah’s admission that
she “always thought that I [she] would be a teacher” (Hannah 20) A strong sense of
famiharity with teaching 1s a common theme runmng through therr comments, with
Frances’ observing that she was “very much used to being around the schools” (Frances
18) In a similar vein, Donna asserts that she was “aware of the different issues n
teaching and maybe the work that the teachers have to do at home and the
responsibility of it” (Donna 37) This familiarity and appreciation “of what I was getting

myself into” (Conor 08) could be interpreted as this cohort’s acquiescence to the
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leanings of their farmlial habitus, and 1ts propensity to direct them towards a profession

such as teaching (Bourdieu, 1984)

Both Donna and Conor also talk about choosing primary teaching after considering
other third level courses and deciding against them as they felt they had little
background knowledge of them Donna’s assertion encapsulates the pervasiveness of the
influence of their ‘teaching background’ “I think 1t may have influenced me probably
when T didn’t know what I wanted to do” (Donna 39) Teaching as a career 1s thus

considered a ‘safe’ option to fall back on

5.2.2 The Influence of Participants’ Former Teachers

Former teachers were also 1dentified as another group that significantly influenced
participants’ 1nitial motivation to become a teacher The ability of former teachers to
mspire participants to become teachers 1s largely attributed to their capacity to relate to
their students The primacy afforded to the belief in the importance of having a
‘teaching personality’ 1s assessed agamnst this backdrop, as are the resultant
consequences this has for the development of participants’ educational vision The effect
negative experiences of former teachers have on participants 1s also examined, as 1s the
propensity of these negative experiences to inspire rather than suppress participants’

motivation to enter the profession
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5.2.2.1 Prenuum Placed on Former Teachers’ Interpersonal Skills
The significant influence their former teachers had on therr decision to pursue
primary teaching as a career 1s explicitly referenced by 4/18 participants (Fiona, Moira,
Sarah and Leona), with Leona’s comments reflecting the significance of this influence
They always said that I loved her [infant teacher] and I think that’s what made
me do 1t [become a primary teacher], and you wouldn’t think that would last all
those years but I think 1t did (Leona 34)
The ability to relate to individual students on a personal level in ways that nurtured their
self-esteem and bwilt their self confidence was the most valued teacher charactenistic
Fiona makes reference to how her former teacher “built up her confidence” (Fiona 24),
while Anna and Motra talk about the importance of having a teacher that “believed”
(Moira 31) in them The capacity to mstill confidence and belief nto students, and to
empathise with their personal contexts 1s a fundamental aspect of the teaching role 1 the
disadvantaged setting (Baker et al , 2004, Fagan, 1995) These capacities are also central
to the development of a dialogical classroom (Frewre, 1992) However, attaching such
importance to their teachers’ positive personality traits risks the danger of perpetuating
the belief that having a teaching personality 1s a prerequisite for the task of teaching
(Sugrue 1996) This has the knock on effect of downplaying the importance of ‘learning
to teach’ and hastens the need to probe and challenge student teachers’ lay theories of
teaching that are often socially and pedagogically conservative i their outlook (Boler,

1997, Holt-Reynolds, 1992, Sugrue, 1996)
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5.2.2.2 Negative Experiences of Teachers Fuelling Initial Motivation

Although the vast majority of participants spoke warmly about their own experiences
of primary school and the positive mfluence 1t had on their decision to choose pnmary
teaching as their preferential career choice, 4/18 of the participants (Bernie, Ciara, Sarah
and Barbara) cited negative experiences of former teachers as contributing to their mitral
motivation to enter the profession The desire to create an educational environment that
would be the antithesis to these negative experiences appears to be a strong motivating

factor

The strong desire to prove former teachers wrong and exceed what they considered to
be the contemptibly low expectations some former teacher had for them 1s articulated by
2/4 participants (Ciara and Barbara) The insinuation made by a former teacher that her
career options would be severely curtailed as a consequence of the area she grew up 1n,
was a strong motivational factor that drove Ciara to achueve academically Ciara states

I remember one of the teachers saying to my mam that she didn’t know why she
[the teacher] bothered when you know all we turn out to be 1s hairdressers and
for trades, and I remember that sticking with me 1n particular (Ciara, 20)
This sense of imjustice was not limited to participants that attended designated
disadvantaged schools as Barbara shares a similar experience to Ciara and talks about
wanting to prove a former career guidance teacher wrong by greatly exceeding what she
considered to the baseness of the expectations that teacher had for Barabara’s impending
leaving certificate exammations Barbara states “I think that’s where 1t comes from,

when you have been 1n a position yourself when somebody has tried to put you down,
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that you try to do whatever you can” (Barbara 203) Again 1n line with Ciara’s story, she
has endeavoured to ensure that she has high expectations for all of the students entrusted
mto her care Such awareness of the negative consequences of the role played by low
socio-economic status in reducing teachers’ expectations (Boaler, 2000, Hoadley &
Ensor, 2009, Lynch & Lodge, 2002, Lyons et al , 2003) can only help n the articulation

of an equality conscious teaching vision

The failure of her teachers to create a caning educational environment was a strong
motivating factor in attracting Ciara to the profession She felt that many of the teachers
mn her primary school saw their role as hmited to ensuring the curriculum was covered,
and that their care role was largely neglected Ciara states “It wasn’t really nurturing, I
don’t know, as I suppose 1t could have been” (Ciara 13), and she bemoans the fact that
her teachers “just basically taught you, they didn’t know you” (Ciara 17) Similar to
Berme she felt that this adverse experience inspired her to become a teacher that
priontises the care dimension of the teachung role Ciara states

I thought that I could make 1t a bit more nurturing I felt that there wasn’t a
great rapport with the teachers and the children whereas I would know  a lot
about my students (Ciara 15 & 17)
Poverty, social deprivation and difficulties 1n meeting the day to day challenges of
modern life makes 1t difficult for some parents to attend to their children’s care needs
(O’Brien, 2007, 2009), and as a consequence asserts the need for teachers to incorporate

an ethic of care mto thewr teaching philosophy (Farrelly, 2009) The necessity of
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affirming this need 1s accentuated bearing 1n mind the important role a care ethic plays

1n the development of political consciousness (Held, 2006, Tronto, 1993)

5.2.3 Beating the System - The Capacity of Working Class Teachers to Inspire

The capacity to show resilience and determination to succeed m an education system
whose curricula, syllab1 and modes of assessment are heavily biased towards the middle
classes (Baker et al, 2004, Drudy & Lynch, 1993, Mac Ruairc, 2009) 1s reflected 1n the
contributions of the three participants (Moira, Ciara, Claire) that grew up m working
class families Breaking new ground in relation to career choice was a constant theme
running through their contributions Moira states “I’m the first person to go to thurd
level education so there were no teachers It wouldn’t really have been the common
thing for a student from my school to become a teacher” (Moira 19 & 26) A heightened
capacity to mspire thewr students to follow their example coupled with their ability to
empathise with students from similar backgrounds to themselves (Fagan, 1995), are just
two examples of the positive impact teachers from working class backgrounds can have

on students from margmalised communities

5.2.4 Diverse Career Paths

The pathways to teaching are becoming mcreasmgly varied and diverse (Coolahan,
2003) This study’s sample reflect this level of diversity with 6/18 participants (Bernie,
Donna, Barbara, Clare, Ryan and Anna) having engaged in alternative careers/third
level courses prior to commencing ITE This section examines the motivation behind

their decision to choose primary teaching as an alternative to their origmal career choice
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Barbara and Claire expressed their reluctance to continue m business careers that
they felt were highly pressurised and time intensive Clarre states “People were working
bank holidays and staying till midnight and 1 was like I’'m not into this I don’t like
what I’m working for, so I left it then” (Claire 10) As well as referencmg the huge time
demands, Barbara also disliked the promotion culture that encouraged competition for
advantage among colleagues and considers 1t “a cut throat business, there are so many
promotions there all of the time and you look out for yourself” (Barbara 21) Barbara’s
rejection of the egocentrism required to be successful in ‘cut throat business’, and the
negative impact she considers ‘careerism’ having on her personal life, 1s also reflected
1 Bernie favouring primary teaching as a career in light of its perceived compatibility
with family hife “I don’t want a seven to seven job so the whole idea of the school
holidays and the whole timetabling smts a family life well” (Bernie 40) Troman’s
(2008) claim concerning the increased importance the new generation of teachers place
on time compatibility for family-friendly work and child care 1s echoed i these

comments

Ryan’s quest to find a ‘better fit’ with his personality 1s indicative of a personal
dentification with teaching This personalisation of teaching 1s made problematic due to
1ts capacity to perpetuate the notion that some are ‘born’ teachers with little to learn
(Sugrue, 1996) Ryan’s desire to change university courses was sparked by his
perception of primary teaching as a less stressful alternative to a career in law, and one

that would be more compatible with his personality Ryan states
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It [law course] was very stressful and I knew that this 1sn’t what I want to do for
the rest of my life, and because I was enjoymg the work 1n Martins [local soccer
club] at the time, I said, well listen, T will work with kids because that’s what I
like doing (Ryan 53)
The perception that primary teaching 1s an ‘available’ career option to fall back on also
helps to perpetuate a personal identification with teaching Anna and Donna’s story
reflects a journey taken by a number of entrants who worked as ‘unqualified’ teachers
prior to commencing ITE After dropping out of a number of third level courses,
Donna’s circumstances led her to gain employment as an unqualified teacher 1n a local
country primary school, while upon qualification as a secondary teacher, Anna gamed
employment as a substitute teacher n her local school “just to tie me over” (Anna 03)
The positive feedback they got from teachers with whom they worked helped convince
them that they had the requisite personal qualities required to be a teacher, with Donna
stating “I had a great time and everyone kept saying you’re brilliant you know, would
you not do teaching?” (Donna 42) In the absence of any formal teacher training, receipt
of such praise may help remnforce the perception that primary teaching 1s an ‘available’
career option, thereby assisting 1n the perpetuation of “the misconception  that any

smart person can teach” (Fullan, 1993, p 111)

5.2.5 Quasi-Teaching Experiences
While more formalised classroom experiences, such as engaging in work experience
programmes 1n primary schools were central in sparking Marta and Linda’s interest

teaching, being placed or placing themselves i what Sugrue (1996) refers to as “quasi-
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teaching” situations was another aspect of participants’ educational experience that
triggered their desire to become primary teachers Sugrue (1996) defines these quasi-
teaching, or atypical teaching episodes, as encounters that “take the form of helping
younger siblings with homework, teaching music, giving tuition to less able peers 1
school, looking after the reception class during recess and babysitting” (p 159) Linda’s
account of how she enjoyed the responsibility attached to ‘minding’ younger children
during lunch time, and the role 1t played i encouraging her to become a teacher, 1s an
example of how these quasi-teaching expertences can influence career choice The
positive experiences garnered from babysitting helped assure Linda and Bernie that they
had the requisite qualities to be successful teachers Linda states “So 1 knew that I
always liked that [babysitting] and because of that I knew that I had patience with
children” (Linda 38) The positive self worth that these prospective teachers received
from the quasi teaching roles they occupied has the capacity to bolster a perception of
themselves as people that can be trusted and can maintain control (Sugrue, 1996) While
evidence suggests that experiences of positive emotions can help mdividuals to become
“more creative, knowledgeable, resilient, socially integrated and healthy individuals”
(Fredrickson, 2004, p 1369), such a construction of self around teaching (Sugrue, 1996)
which places a prermum on the possession of expert knowledge and control also has the
potential to adversely effect the development of a vision of social justice The caring
dmension to babysitting, a role that 1s almost exclusively assigned to young females,
also has the capacity to perpetuate a patriarchal discourse which links carng to

femmimity (Vogt, 2002)
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5.3 Pathways to Teaching in the DEIS Setting: The Fear of the Unknown

The journey to becoming a primary teacher in schools serving marginahised
communities provides the focus for the second part of this chapter Before such an
analysis commences, 1t 1s mmportant to note the interchangeable use of the terms
‘designated disadvantaged’ and ‘DEIS’ by participants when referring to schools that
participate 1in the DEIS ‘Action Plan for Educational Inclusion’ (DES, 2005) As
previously discussed m the literature review, 1if one internalises the dictionary definmition
of ‘disadvantages’ and perceive them to be “the leftovers from the table of the
advantaging society” (Derman-Sparks, 2002, p 60), then one’s ability as an educator to
see people from ‘disadvantaged’ communities or ‘DEIS’ schools as equal partners in the
educational process 1s severely compromised Imtiatives such as DEIS are predicated on
the belief that 1t 1s the person, school, or community that needs to be changed, not the
broader education or economic systems (O’Suillivan, 1999) The process of
classification 1s essentially a political act (Stone, 2002), giving advantage to some and
disadvantaging the remainder The political origins of the term also make 1t impossible
to analyse social class imequality m terms of structurally determined disadvantage
(Drudy & Lynch, 1993) Bearing this in mund and 1n light of the pervasiveness of its use
by participants when referring to the children they teach, and the communities that they
serve, the aforementioned terms will be reserved solely to reference participants’ direct
usage, or when referrnng specifically to the DES structures aimed at addressing

educational mequality
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Conststent with the aim of the first section, the 1dentification of factors that influence
the development of a teaching 1dentity that 1s concerned with social justice 1s priontised
In particular, this section examines the relationship between the level of engagement
participants had with working class communities 1n their youth and during the course of
ITE, and the effect it had on their perceptions of working 1n designated disadvantaged

schools

5.3.1 The Experiential Deficit and its Impact on Attitudes towards Working in
Marginalised Communities

Some participants’ limited awareness of DEIS structures, and the mmimal
consideration they gave to the setting they wished to work m, reflects their limited
engagement with working class communities m their youth, and during the course of
ITE A work environment that mlitated against NQT's making informed career decisions
1s also 1dentified as another imhmbitive factor An appropriate place to start thus
exploration 1s with those participants that mtially expressed reluctance to work m

schools serving marginalised communities

5.3.1.1 Not Wishing to Teach in Working Class Areas

Five of the eighteen participants (Linda, Barbara, Grace, Frances and Frank) were
explicit 1n outliming thewr mmtial wish to avoid teaching m a designated disadvantaged
school Barbara states “A friend of mine said that I would be really suited to
disadvantage and I honestly thought no chance in the world do I want to teach m a

disadvantaged school” (Barbara 01) The many factors that often combine to warn
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NQTs away from seeking employment m working class schools are illummated by
Frank After admitting that teaching in a designated disadvantaged school “wasn’t on
my wish” (Frank 04), he alludes to his very sheltered, rural upbringing that closeted him
from working class communities Frank states “You probably have an awful lot of
student teachers who were like me, who came from a very sheltered background, a rural
background, totally far removed from DEIS Band 1 and DEIS Band 2” (Frank 81)
Frank experienced a sense of stepping into the unknown while on teaching practice 1n an
urban DEIS 1 school and this resulted in him feeling “shightly ntimidated by 1t all”
(Frank 82) These findings concur with the aforementioned Leavy (2005) study that
highlighted that many pre-service teachers, the majority of whom are white, rural,
middle class and Catholic, prefer to teach in schools where children are from

backgrounds simular to themselves

5.3.1.2 Lack of Awareness of DEIS Structures
This experiential deficit articulated by Frank 1s reflected in Fiona and Grace’s
admussion that as first time job seekers, they were unaware that some schools had
designated disadvantaged status Fiona, for example, candidly admitted that despite
participating on the educational disadvantage elective during her ITE, and having also
been on teaching practice m DEIS schools, she remamed 1gnorant to not only how
schools are assigned DEIS status, but to the very existence of DEIS Fiona states
In fact doing the elective I don’t know did 1 even know what DEIS stood for,
and you know even when I started here, and there was DEIS 1 and DEIS 2 and 1t

was always being thrown around, I didn’t understand (Fiona 03)
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These findings are encapsulated in Grace’s sense of exasperation at the expectation of
being au fait with the DEIS model “like I didn’t know what DEIS meant ~ why would
you like?” (Grace 253) and points to the failure of ITE to raise participants’ awareness
of the systems m place to address social and educational mequality Consequently, mn
light of their ignorance to the presence of DES mitiatives to address educational
mequality, 4/18 participants (Grace, Marta, Frank and Frances) remained unaware of the
type of school they were securing employment in Frances states “So I was very
unaware of 1t [designated disadvantaged status] coming out and even when N [Principal]
told me 1t was a disadvantaged school I still didn’t actually know what that meant to be
honest” (Frances 04) Questions must also be raised about efforts made by the respective
schools to fully inform prospective employees of the context they would find themselves
working 1n, and the time given to identifying candidates’ knowledge of teaching 1n areas
m designated disadvantaged school These findings also concur with Leavy’s (2005)
findings that conclusively show that pre-service teachers have minimal contact with
people from lower socio-economic backgrounds, and as a consequence bring little cross-
cultural knowledge, background and experience with them on entry to college (Larke,
1990, Valli, 1995) With such limited awareness of the DEIS model, 1t 1s therefore
mevitable that many participants put hittle thought into the type of school they wanted to

work m

In fact not knowing that their new schools had designated disadvantaged status was

considered to be a positive by Grace and Frank, as they both concurred that 1f they had

been aware of their respective schools’ DEIS status prior to securing their new
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employment, they probably would have been reluctant to apply for positions m their
present schools Grace states “Possibly if 1 had have known that 1t might have
[designated disadvantaged status] in college, 1t might have turned me off” (Grace 08)
Frances also feels that this distinct lack of awareness was to her benefit “I came mnto 1t
very naive I suppose to what I was walking into  but 1t was probably the best way
some ways” (Frances 04), as 1t left her free of the influence of negative assumptions
about teaching m a designated disadvantaged school that are often cultivated in the

muddle class habitus

5.3.2 Employment Environment Militating Against NQTs Making Considered Career
Choices

Schools’ failure to strictly adhere to formal recruitment procedures, largely due to
therr anxiousness to ensure that they had qualified teachers on their staff, mulitated
agamst many of the participants making considered career choices The practice of
appomntmg teachers outside of the formal mterview structure 1s one that 1s mentioned by
3/18 participants (Fiona, Donna and Hannah), while 2/18 participants (Grace and Linda)
refer to staff members erther promising them a position (Grace), or m Linda’s case been
strongly encouraged to apply for a posttion During the early to middle 2000°s there was
a dearth of qualified primary teachers in Ireland and as a consequence schools serving
marginalised communities experienced considerable difficulty attracting teaching
graduates to their ranks, resulting in the need to hire un-tramned personnel (Gilligan,
2002, Morgan & Kitching, 2007) Ths situation was exacerbated by the increase m the

number of vacancies 1n these schools due to the creation of new teaching positions 1n the
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SEN area (Lnnane, 2005) It should also be noted that these wregular recruitment
practices were reported exclusively by participants m DEIS Band 1 schools reflecting
the greater difficulty these schools experienced 1n relation to teacher recruitment and

retention

Such a scenario meant that new graduates experienced a very hospitable employment
environment, a fact acknowledged by Donna “I graduated in 2005 and 1t was just
coming to that time where teachers had their pick of schools and turnover was high,
particularly m disadvantaged schools” (Donna 01) These favourable employment
conditions may partially explam why there 1s evidence to suggest that formal
appomtment procedures were not strictly adhered to, and that schools anxious to fill
therr teaching rosters with qualified staff often resorted to less than transparent
recruitment practices Participants report bemng offered jobs without applymng for them
“T didn’t apply for the school I got a call about this school from the principal and yea
that’s how I [got the job]” (Fiona 02), without doing an interview “I was offered the
day I got the job where I teach [ literally did no interview for my job” (Hannah 03), and
mn Donna’s case, without even realising that she had completed an interview “They just
said call mto the school, and by the time I was finished they had handed me a form that 1
had no 1dea about It was a temporary position So I had just done an interview and
didn’t realise 1t” (Donna 01) The informal, almost clandestine manner of the process,
coupled with the speed at which the recruitment process was carried out, assumedly
heaped considerable pressure on NQTs such as Donna to accept a position NQTs

unfamihar with appomtment procedures and their entitlements, allied with their lack of

149




awareness of the type of school they were seeking employment m ended up accepting

teaching positions without having fully considered all of their options

A less hospitable employment environment that existed from the mid 2000s onwards
also mulitated against participants making considered and informed career choices As
employment opportunities started to steadily decline, participants that graduated during
this period experienced considerable difficulty in gaimning employment m any setting
For 4/18 participants (Bernie, Donna, Ryan and Leona) the pressure to secure full time
employment superseded any preference to work in a particular school/area Bernie
states “At that stage it was literally out of college, CVs every where and who got back
to me Ididn’t think about 1t too much” (Bernte 01), while Leona refers to the percetved
need “to take what you got” (Leona 01) Consequently 3/18 participants refer to using
their social capital to aid their efforts in securing employment Ryan, Frances and
Anna’s contributions suggest that ‘msider’ knowledge provided a considerable boost to
their employment prospects Ryan states “I had known N [Principal] through the soccer
club and he would have known my mother more than me So he took me over, I had
an mterview and then on we went from there” (Ryan 02 & 03) Frances tells of a similar
experience of a friend alerting her to a possible position m the school and the role the
principal’s previous knowledge of her played m paving the way for her to successfully
gain employment 1 her present school This reliance on contacts meant that some
participants applied for positions m an ad hoc manner Consequently securing a teaching
position 1n the DEIS setting was often less a considered choice and more one made out

of necessity
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5.3.3 The Role of Prior Experience in Fostering a Positive Attitude towards Teaching
in Working Class Areas

Participant 1nteraction with working class commumties during their youth, and
subsequently during the course of thewr ITE, helped participants develop a positive
attitude towards working with children from margmalised commumties This experience
empowered participants to interrogate their unchallenged assumptions in relation to
working 1in designated disadvantaged schools, and mn the process helped them to

overcome reservations they may have had about accepting such positions

Six of the eighteen participants (Moira, Ciara, Claire, Grace, Ryan and Anna)
attended designated disadvantaged schools either at primary or post-primary level, and
this experience seems to have nstilled in them an appetite to ‘put something back’ into
schools that serve margmalised communities Moira, Ryan and Anna state

I knew that I was going to work 1n a school 1n a tough area (Moira 09)
I certainly was more 1nterested in working in a disadvantaged area That’s where
I wanted to be ~ Well part of 1t was coming back to my home town and doing
work there m a community that I felt that I was part of (Ryan 06 & 38)
It was just familianity and probably the loyalty to the school that once I started
subbing I was eager to get back When I fimished my post grad [ was eager to get
back (Anna 07)
Both Moira and Grace appear to be acutely aware of the importance of acting as positive
role models for the children 1n their school Grace talks about encouraging her students

to follow her example “Yea 1t’s brilliant for them to see, well she went to school here”
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(Grace 108), while Moira expresses her desire to “set an example that I just came from a
normal place like them and that I could decide that I wanted to be a teacher and that I
went to college after school” (Moira 123) The working class participants’ narratives tell
a story of upward social mobility, achueved through their entry mto the professional
classes The complexity of their habitus, an amalgam of their past life as a working
class student who succeeded often agamst the odds, and their present lives as middle
class professionals 1s reflected 1n their inotivation to project themselves as role models
While their desire to ‘make a difference’ 1s consistent with Galman’s (2009) findings
which found that teachers from lower social classes have a heightened capacity to
construct an identity that 1s agentic m focus, their legitimisation of a merntocratic system
that implies that success or failure at school 1s a function of what the mndividual 1s or
does (Drudy & Lynch, 1993), 1s potentially problematic m terms of their capacity to be

agents of radical change within the system

5.3.4 Pre-Service Teaching Experience Helping Early Career Teachers to Overcome
Initial Reservations

The level of their pre-service engagement with students and teachers i schools
located in working class areas was identified by participants as central to the
development of their positive attitude towards working in the DEIS setting Participation
on elective modules focusmg on the theme of educational mequality, and teaching
practice assignments m DEIS schools, were almost universally considered by
participants to be positive experiences As well as raising their awareness of structures

designed to address educational inequality, perhaps more importantly, the experience of
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working with students and teachers helped to imtiate a period of inward reflection that
helped to foster a positive disposition towards working with chuldren from working class

backgrounds and indeed other cultural groups

5.3.4.1 The Influence of Positive Experiences on Teaching Practice
Completing teaching practice modules m designated disadvantaged schools was
identified by 9/18 of the participants (Fiona, Donna, Lmda, Hannah, Claire, Grace,
Frank, Leona and Anna) as bemng a very positive experience Significantly 4/9
participants (Linda, Grace, Frank and Leona) felt that their ability to overcome their
mutial reservations about teaching m working class areas was predicated on teaching
contact with the setting prior to qualification Linda and Grace state
I guess from teaching m that school I knew what 1t was going to be like, and 1t
was a really good expenence, so I definitely wanted to, 1f possible, to teach in a
DEIS school (Lmda 14)
I suppose you did kind of say ‘oh God, that might be tough now’ but that saxd,
all my experiences from here in Millplace from the previous year had always
been great (Grace 12)
While the development of a positive attitude towards teaching 1n working class areas 1s
essential for engagement with liberating pedagogies, the motivation behind such a wish
requires critical reflection Linda’s desire to teach “in a DEIS school” (Linda 14), and
Grace’s imtial fears about teaching i a working class area reflected in her comment “oh
God, that might be tough now” (Grace 12), highlights the need for ITE to challenge

assumptions formed 1n the middle class habitus
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In contrast to some participants’ lack of awareness of DEIS structures (see Section
5312), those participants that had successive teaching practice placements 1n
designated disadvantaged schools (Donna, Linda and Anna) reported having good
knowledge of the structures in place to address educational inequality Donna states “I
knew what they were talking about when they were saying that we have DEIS status
and I kind of knew the type of school” (Donna 03) The central role exposure to
teaching 1n designated disadvantaged schools had in encouraging them to specifically
target employment 1n the setting 1s also highlighted by Linda and Anna These positive
effects of gamning teaching experience m schools serving margmalised communities
during ITE reaffirms the need to make school placements in designated disadvantaged

schools an integral and mandatory part of the new school placement programme

Bernie and Hannah’s positive experiences of interacting with working class parents
during teaching practice encouraged them to target employment mn working class
commumnities 1 preference to muiddle class areas This positive attitude 1s mn stark
contrast to the pressure Bernie felt from parents during teaching practice modules m
muddle class schools She cites this negative experience as the primary reason for her not
wishing to pursue employment in a middle class school Bernie states “There was an
awful lot of criticism of homework or this or that, so I found that a bit too much  Yea,
I just thought I was getting given out to by a lot of parents” (Bernie 04 & 05) This
pressurised environment contrasted with her expenience of parental mvolvement m the

designated disadvantaged school where she completed teaching practice
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The other DEIS school was a city centre school and 1t was a ‘Breaking the
Cycle’ [DES initiative to address educational mequality] school and I suppose I
liked the parent involvement which I said that I didn’t like [parental involvement
m muddle class school], but 1t was in a very different way It was very
supportive (Bernie 07)
In line with Bernie’s narrative, Hannah perceived her impending employment in the
DEIS setting as been one where the pressure to ‘perform’ would not be as intense
compared to working m a middle class area Hannah states
I had been there on teaching practice and actually the reason I didn’t go for
Knockbridge [urban muddle class school from whom she had received a job
offer]  Ihad been there subbing for a few weeks and there’s a lot of really ‘my
mommy says’ and ‘my daddy says’ you know that sort of thing so I said no
(Hannah 07)*'
Bernie and Hannah’s contrasting experiences of working with parents in the different
settings not only mdicates a preference towards working class parents whom they
perceive to be less scrutinising of teachers’ ‘performance’ but also reflects their shared
concern about the increased capacity of middle class parents to exert pressure on
teachers 1 light of their greater accumulation of cultural capital Conversely their

positive attitude towards parental involvement in DEIS schools helps both parties to

*! Hannah’s disparaging reference to her experience of middle class parents (“there’s a lot of really ‘my
mommy says’ and ‘my daddy says’”) 1s reflective of the increasing pressure on teachers to justify therr
Judgments and actions (Troman, 2008) NQTs are particularly prone to being unduly influenced by such
pressure, which 1s mvariably intensified in middle class areas due to the capacity of parents to use ther
social, economic and cultural advantages to exercise more control on how schools operate (Archer 2001,
Hannan, Smyth, McCullagh, O'Leary, & McMahon, 1996)
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understand differences, and ultimately facilitates the democratising of power relations

between teachers and parents (Baker et al , 2004)

5.3.4.2 Positive Influence of Pre-Service Electives

There was largely undivided praise (Fiona, Moira, Conor and Leona) for the positive
mfluence of elective modules focusing on the theme of educational inequality offered in
many of the colleges of education? In line with positive experiences of teaching
practice, participation and engagement with these programmes appears to have raised
therr consciousness m relation to the possibility of working mm DEIS schools Fiona
states “I had done my elective in educational disadvantage so 1 suppose, I had that on
the brain a bit, that I liked the challenge of disadvantage” (Fiona 01) Participation on
the elective, allied with her involvement in voluntary work 1n a margimalised community
further nourished Moira’s desire to eventually teach in the DEIS setting “I remember 1
kind of started getting 1t into my head to do volunteer work and doing that option
[elective], that T would like to work 1n an area of disadvantage” (Moira 03) This finding
reiterates the need for all teacher education programmes to not only offer modules
dealing explicitly with the 1ssue of teaching m the disadvantaged setting (EDC, 2004,
Government of Ireland, 2002b), but to make 1t a compulsory element of their
programmes The ability of these programmes to promote a culture of critical reflection
that creates social dissonance (Galman, 2009), and challenge the aforementioned

‘inscribed habits of mattention’ (Boler, 1997) that a more functionalist approach

2 Marta admuts that the elective made httle 1mpact on her apart from raising her awareness of the extra
resources that participation m DEIS ensured, while Fiona admitted that she remamed ignorant to the
organisational structure of the education system 1n relation to educational disadvantage despite her
participation on the module
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facilitates 1s of utmost mmportance This need 1s amphfied considering that social and
cultural dissonance 1s widely acknowledged as a prerequisite for engagement with 1ssues

of social justice (Boler & Zembylas, 2003)

A particularly beneficial dmmension of the electives identified by participants was the
opportumty 1t afforded them to work with children Fiona relished the opportunity to
visit schools 1 margmalised communities, and her mnmvolvement in establishing a school
choir reflected her imtial desire to contribute to the school and local community
Leona’s participation on the elective helped to develop her understanding of the
everyday realities that many children unfortunately have to face in coping with
schooling, and emphasised the importance of teachers being empathetic of children’s
concerns and needs Leona states

It was just really mteresting to see what the kids see everyday and they were like
you know, 1f those kids come into school at half ten  you shouldn’t be giving
out to them They are m school like and probably God knows what they have
seen at home  Yea it gave a lot of understanding towards them and where they
mght be coming from (Leona 51 & 80)
While the development of an empathetic disposition 1s central to the development of a
trusting relationship with children (Held, 2006), Leona’s concern about “God knows
what they have seen at home” (Leona 80) raises questions about the influence of her
middle class habitus, and 1ts propensity to remnforce class and professional based

Judgements of working class parents and their influence on their children
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The opportunity to engage in discussions with teachers and other professionals was
highlighted as of particular benefit by both Leona and Conor Listening to people
working at ground level proved to be an extremely interesting and motivating influence
for Leona

You had to go out to the schools, once a week for say six weeks  speakers

came m and you know social workers and stuff  and they were just absolutely

fabulous I know 1t sounds stupid but they were so interestmg (Leona 49 & 50)
The benefits of seeing at first hand the collaborative nature of staff relations 1n many
schools 1s highlighted by Conor “I enjoyed it and the way the school was run 1t seemed
to be all pulling together There was a good atmosphere in the schools” (Conor 04) This
finding affirms the importance of teacher education providers creating structured
opportunuties for student teachers to engage 1n a ineamingful way with the whole staff of
the school during their teaching practice placements The recent reconceptualisation of
the school placement experience 1n ITE offers exciting opportumties mn this regard (Ni

Aingléis, Murphy, & Ruane, 2012) /

5.3.4.3 Demystifying ‘DEIS’ Schools

Perhaps more than anything else, the experience of gaimng access to such rich
learmng experiences m schools located mm margmalised commumties, removed a
mystique that surrounds designated disadvantaged schools for many new entrants to the
profession This 1s significant considering that the majornity of new entrants continue to
hail predommantly from muddle class backgrounds (Coolahan, 2003, Drudy et al,

2005), and as a consequence are often unfamiliar with working class areas Leona felt “it
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opened my eyes to lots of things” (Leona 75) and she began to realise “that 1t doesn’t
make a difference if they are this, that or the other” (Leona 79) This focus on
distinctions hints at the very essence of middle class habitus that can serve to distance
the muddle class from lower socio-economic groups (Bourdieu, 1984) Leona’s
questioning of her assumptions formed in the habitus, and the dominance of mddle
class values m education 1s indicative of someone beginning to reflect on the mfluence

of middle class values on the Irish education system

5.4 Conclusion

Adoptmg a life history approach, this chapter explored the various pathways
travelled by participants on their journey to entering pre-service teacher education, and
then their progression to working m designated disadvantaged schools This chapter
dentified a range of factors that influence the development of a teaching i1dentity that 1s
concerrned with pursuing a vision of social justice The mfluence of sigmficant adults
was found to have a considerable influence on the development of participants’
embryonic teaching 1dentities While the participants from working class backgrounds
were particularly expressive in acknowledging the role their own parents played in their
story of upward social mobility, the influence of the muddle class habitus of the majority
of the sample was found to have both positive and negative influence on their lay views
of teaching The m-depth focus on the cohort of participants from teaching backgrounds

also reveals the positive influence their parents’ projection of a vibrant, professionally
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enriching image of teaching as a career, had on this cohort’s decision to pursue a career

n primary teaching

However on the negative side, their general socialisation as members of ‘teaching
families” was found to create a certain element of inevitability around their entry into the
profession Their career choice could therefore be mterpreted as evidence of their
acquiscence to the leanings of thewr habitus, a development that runs the risk of
implicitly suggesting that they are ‘born’ teachers (Sugrue, 1996) Former teachers were
also 1dentified as another group that significantly influenced participants’ initial
motivation to become a teacher The maportance the sample as a whole attach to former
teachers’ positive personality traits further risks the danger of pereptuating the belief
that a teaching personality 1s a prerequusite for the task of teaching (Sugrue, 1996) The
perception that teaching 1s a personality driven pursuit 1s also m evidence i the
motivation behind the decision of the some participants to change careers and choose
primary teaching as an alternative career A desire to find a career that 1s a better “fit’
with their personalities and family life, coupled with the perception that primary
teaching 1s an ‘available’ career option to fall back on, also assists in the perpetuation of
the mmsperception that any mtelligent can perform the duties of a teacher (Fullan, 1993),
and the knock on effect this has on downplaying the importance of ‘learning to teach’
Theirr placement m quasi-teaching situations was another aspect of participants’
educational experience that triggered their desire to become primary teachers While
these expenences are reflected upon positively by participants, such a construction of

self around teaching which places a premium on the possession of expert knowledge and
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control also has the potential to adversely effect the development of a vision of social

Justice

While these findings emphasise the importance of probing and challenging student
teachers’ lay theories of teaching that are often socially and pedagogically conservative
m their outlook (Boler, 1997, Furlong, 2012, Holt-Reynolds, 1992, Sugrue, 1996), the
findmgs also point to the role pre-service experiences of mnteracting with working class
children and other cultural groups can play in fostering a positive attitude amongst
participants towards working in marginalised commumties This experience was found
to be instruinental in empowering participants to interrogate their often unchallenged
assumptions 1n relation to working 1 such communities, and i the process this allowed
them to overcome reservations they may have had about accepting such positions
Conversely, an absence of such knowledge and experience meant that mnany participants
accepted positions without being aware of the designated disadvantaged status of therr
new schools Negative attitudes towards the prospect of working 1n working class areas
are more prominent among participants that had little engagement with the setting prior

to qualification

161




Chapter Six

Pedagogies of Sameness and Care

6.1 Introduction

While conscious that ‘making a difference’ can mean many things to teachers, this
study 1s imterested in what ‘making a difference’ means for early career teachers
working m designated disadvantaged schools, and what shape 1t takes in their day-to-
day practice In light of their role as educators working n commumties that are
experiencing intense social challenge, the extent to which early career teachers’ explicit
and tacit understandings of ‘making a difference’ are concerned with social justice 1s
deemed to be of critical interest This chapter focuses exclusively on participants’ daily
practices and contextualises their perception of therr ability to incorporate a social
Justice agenda into their understanding of ‘making a difference’ Central to realising a
vision of social justice 1s an educator’s commitment to ‘praxis’ - a combination of both
action and reflection which achieves a powerful and liberating force (Frewre, 1996) A
philosophy of praxis 1s based on the premise that people’s previous experiences must be
the starting point for new learning Here participant commuitment to a justice praxis 1s
explored m relation to the following four themes that emerged from the data
1 Liberating pedagogies,

2 A devolved, power sharing approach to classroom management,

3 An ethic of care that 1s conscious of achieving the balance between supporting
students, and making enough intellectual demands of them,

4 Working with and valuing of diversity

162




6.2 Liberating Pedagogies

The need to make their students’ educational experience a more thought provoking
and engaging experience 1s a consistent theme running through 16/18 participants’®
contributions Attempting to make education a more socially and culturally relevant
experience 1s 1dentified as one of the primary ways of achieving this expressed
objective This first section assesses participant engagement with this concern, as
expressed in their accounts of their daily practice An analysis of participant
commitment to pedagogies that are ‘connected’ with students’ life experiences (Lingard
& Keddie, 2013) 1s conducted across the following three dimensions of praxis derived
from the data
I Promoting experiential learning,

2 Implementing a holistic approach to the development of students,

3 Developing students’ critical thinking skills

An analysis of participants’ accounts of their daily practice found that with the
exceptions of Bernie and Hannah who failed to engage with any of the three sub themes,
16/18 participants expressed some level of engagement with at least one of the three
themes (see Table 3) The strength of this engagement 1s dispersed along a continuum of
commitment Six out of the total cohort of eighteen participants demonstrate ‘modest
commitment’ levels, referencmg only one of the three sub themes, 8/18 participants

express ‘good commitment’ as they make reference to two of the three themes, while

163




, - "D%4

6
"'B= # $ && & =' #
&& & = # $ L6R-A4
&& & "D%4
+ & *
&& & 4D%4
7 &
9 /
R
&& & @D%4
/I 7 9
;9 I o*
6 "D%4
&& & + F %
8G G 5>& !
S UH#DYoA* 7
+ /& 3 |
6

61



6.2.1.1 Children’s Interests used as a Stimulus for Further Learning
Asserting the importance of valuing their students’ interests and using them as a
stimulus for further learning 1s an approach advocated by half this cohort (5/10 Donna,
Frances, Frank, Leona and Anna) Recogmsing that optimum participation and
engagement 1s achieved when student interest 1s heightened, coupled with a willingness
to diverge from planned activities 1s deemed by Donna, Frances and Anna as being
essential to the success of their approach Donna and Frances state
I have my activities planned but I am a great believer m allowing spontaneous
moments of happiness  and learning to happen So you could walk i and we
would all be sitting on the floor with a book that some child had become very
mterested in (Donna 30)
I tend to, 1f I am teaching a particular subject say or topic and  some part of 1t
really jumps out for them that I hadn’t planned for, I will go with 1t If they
are really attracted to something, or they feel that it 1s very relevant to them, or
that 1t gets them talking, I can veer off slightly (Frances 111)
Anna believes that structured play 1s an mvaluable methodology that helps to promote
her students’ educational and social development, while also having an evaluative
function by providing her with an opportunity to “figure out  how they are learning”
(Anna 68) Using play time “to have a little chat with them” (Anna 69) about their

mterests feeds into her planning and preparation for future lessons

165




6.2.1.2 Teachers - Sharing of the ‘Personal’

Encouraging students to make their own context the starting pomnt for their learning
experience 1s at the core of a Freirean approach to education Giving students the
freedom to share their thoughts and experiences 1s a key step towards creating a more
open and inclusive dialogical culture In order to lead by example and facilitate such
‘sharing of the personal’ 1n a safe and sensitive way, 2/10 (Claire and Grace) feel their
willingness to open up their own personal lives for discussion demonstrates to students
that ‘sharing of the personal’ 1s a valued and encouraged aspect of classroom life
Growing up n the respective local communities they now teach m, Claire, Grace and
Monrra feel that demonstrating interest 1n their students’ lives outside of school 1s integral
n helping them to bwld trust with students * In contrast to their respective colleagues
whom Morra (109) believes have little knowledge of the local community m which their
students reside, this cohort believe that thewr familiarity with students’ local
communities enhances their capacity to ‘connect’ with them, a view articulated by
Grace

I Iike the fact that they see, well she went to school just up the road You
know where they are talking about, where they are coming from, like their local
teams If you can say ‘oh yea’ and you know show an mterest  (Grace 106 &
113)
In Light of her personal knowledge of local secondary schools, Claire feels she connects
with her students through the advice she offers those transitioning to post-primary level

This cohort’s level of personal investment in the communities they serve, coupled with

3 While critical of her colleagues’ lack of knowledge of the local community, Mora’s account of her
pedagogtcal approach does not reference a commitment to experiential learming
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therr willingness to ‘open up their private world’ 1s an approach that Kozol (2007)
believes 1s central to the creation of a culture of trust and openness
When somebody who’s not afraid to open up her private world a tiny bit, and
doesn’t feel she has to tighten up her personality to gain respect, 1s given the
reward of loyalty and trust by those whom s#e has trusted with the knowledge of
the human bemng she really 1s (Kozol, 2007, p 31)
In contrast, a lack of empathy between teachers and young people from lower socio-
economic backgrounds 1s one of the mamn reasons why the education system works to
eliminate these young people from the system These findings support Fagan’s (1995)
assertion that teachers who are from a working class background are likely to empathise

with students from similar backgrounds

6.2.1.3 A Contextually Based Approach to Mathematics

Mathematics 1s 1dentified by 4/10 (Marta, Barbara, Sarah and Anna) participants as a
subject that lends ttself to the use of an active learning approach based on contextually
relevant themes The positioming of mathematical problems m culturally specific
contexts which are familiar and appealmg to their students, 1s an approach advocated by
Barbara and Marta Adopting a “maths for life” (Barbara 224) approach by creating
“real life” (Marta 83) scenarios m order to teach children about money 1s an approach
favoured by Marta and Barbara, Barbara states “This 1s about ok 1f I go to the shop and
I have a euro, I buy this and this and this How much change am I expected to get
back?” (Barbara 224) Encouraging therr students to devise therr own mathematical

problems 1s another example of how Barbara and Anna encourage their students to
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assume control of their own learning environment The development of a deeper
understanding of mathematics 1s another positive outcome of this process of “making
maths exciting” (Barbara 30), Barbara states “I think that to become a good maths
problem solver you have to be able to write a problem to be able to understand a
problem” (Barbara 217) In line with best practice, this pedagogical approach to
mathematics highlights this cohort’s commitment to making mathematics an enjoyable
experience for their students through their engagement with problems that are relevant

to their ‘real world’ lives

6.2.1.4 A Flexible but Focused Approach
Not wishing such a flexible, student driven approach to be confused with an ad hoc
approach where students “are left off doing random things without any supervision”
(Donna 209), 1s to the forefront of Donna, Claire and Conor’s considerations 2 Therr
concern with providing a structured, focused learning environment runs parallel with
their desire for students to assume ownership of their learning Despite being advocates
of experiential, contextually dependent learning, both Donna and Claire feel that this
doesn’t prevent them from stressing the importance of a ‘focused’, objective driven
pedagogical approach Donna states
I think there 1s a role for 1t [objective driven approach] if you could combine the
two [student driven and objective driven approaches] I absolutely think there
1s a role for really focused, extremely well planned  learning objective driven

teaching (Donna 84)

* While Conor 1s an advocate of the mportance of having explicit learning objectives, he does not
reference a commitment to basing students’ learming on contextually relevant themes n his description of
his pedagogical approach
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Claire expresses her reservations about an over reliance on active learning, an approach
that she feels 1sn’t necessarily the most effective 1n all circuinstances “They need to get
hands on and see things but I don’t think for the sake of being active” (Claire 104)
Considering an unplanned approach as an abdication of his responsibilities as an
educator, Conor stresses the mportance of the teacher establishing the context for
children to engage 1n active learning “anything you are showing has to be given a kind
of context, you cannot just throw on something there [pomts to the mteractive
whiteboard] and you know expect 1t to kind of teach them” (Conor 53) This cohort’s
misgivings about exclusive reliance on moments of ‘spontaneity’ to stimulate student
engagement mirrors Shor and Freire’s (1987) assertion that an ad hoc approach to the
general organisation of learning leads to rudderless, incoherent debate, which they
consider to be the antithesis of effective political advocacy which 1s defined by 1ts

clarity of aims

6 2 2 Implementing a Holistic Approach to the Development of Students

This section examines participants’ commitment to providing their students with a
wide variety of opportunities for learning through different mediums that respect and
nourish the development of all forms of intelligence While only 3/18 participants
express therr commutment to full curmculum coverage across the eleven primary
curriculum subjects, 12/18 interpret their commitment to a holistic approach m terms of
their mvolvement 1n providing extra curricular activities m their respective schools The
positive mmpact participation m such activities has on their students’ development,

particularly on those from margmalised communities, 1s 1dentified by this cohort as
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being central to their motivation An exploration of the reasons given by participants to
explain their mability to cover all curriculum subjects also forms a central concern of
this section Their schools’ participation in DEIS literacy and numeracy iitiatives, and
the associated increase in mstructional time allocated to the teaching of literacy and
numeracy 1s cited by 5/18 participants as the pnmary reason for thewr lack of

engagement with other curricular areas

6.2.2.1 Creating Varied Learning Opportunities
A commitment to ensuring that their students are giving full access to all curriculum
subjects 1s stressed by 3/18 participants Maxmmusing opportumties for students to
succeed 1n subjects that they find mteresting 1s 1dentified by Ciara, Sarah and Moira as
forming a central tenet of their pedagogical approach Sarah’s following contribution
encapsulates this shared consensus
I think teachers you know should try and cover everything 1 think also some
of the teachers leave out PE [Physical Education], art and I think every child
should get the experience of them because you always have the children that are
going to be good at everything, then you have your lower achievers who maybe
find that I am not doing so well in English, Irish and maths, but art could really

be therr thing, drama could be their thing, PE could be their thing (Sarah 107 &

109)
The adverse effect teachers’ failure to provide opportunities for students to experience
‘success’ 1s also highlighted by Sarah “if they don’t get to see that they are good at

something their confidence goes way down, and 1t 1s horrible to see a child with no
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confidence 1n therr ability” (Sarah 109) Moira’s following contribution demonstrates
her awareness of the need to make her students’ educational experience a more socially
and culturally relevant one
Being happy 1s not feeling that they should be someone else but that they can
come 1 here and be accepted for what they are and be offered stuff that they’re
interested n Not stuff that’s irrelevant to them but stuff that they can enjoy
(Moira 129)
Thus focus on increasing the relevancy of education for children, especially for students
who are at risk of disengaging from formal education has the ultimate benefit of
transforming their experience of education from one that marginalises and oppresses

them, to one that they can enjoy and ultimately succeed in

6.2.2.2 Extra Curricular Activities — Increasing Students’ Motivation

Although only 3/18 participants reference therr commitment to ensuring full
curriculum coverage, 12/18 (Fiona, Ciara, Linda, Barbara, Claire, Ryan, Grace, Frances,
Frank, Conor, Sarah and Leona) interpret their commutment to a holistic pedagogical
approach 1n terms of their mvolvement in providing extra curricular activities n their
respective schools A feature of the findings 1s the uneven distribution of participant
mvolvement m the provision of extra curricular activities across the three school sites
While the majority of the Millplace (5/6) and Tupper (4/5) cohorts are mvolved 1n such
provision, the proportion of the Limefield cohort (3/7) mvolved m extra curricular

activities 1s somewhat lower
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Although 1t 1s unknown whether participants’ mvolvement in the provision of extra
curricular activities 1s remunerated, the range of personal and educational benefits that
accrue for both teacher and students 1s cited by 6/12 (Ciara, Ryan, Barbara, Grace,
Frances and Frank) of this cohort as a strong motivation behind therr commutment to
providing their students with extra curricular activities While the enjoyment that the
children derive from extra curricular activities 18 a strong motivational factor for Frances
and Barbara to make such a commitment, this cohort also recognise the positive role
extra curricular activities can play m helping to compensate for the alienating effect that
the school curriculum can have on some working class students Awareness that the
curnculum reflects social and cultural relations which are different from and often
antagonistic to those held by working class students (Lynch, 1999), 1s reflected in Ciara
and Ryan’s commitment to providmg “the kids with opportunities that they wouldn’t get
otherwise so we have lots of after school activities” (Ryan 14), and attempting “to cater

for every child and their needs 1n some way” (Ryan 15)

Poor attendance 1s a contmual challenge for schools situated in margmalised
communities and 1ts strong correlation with early school leaving makes 1t a primary
concern for many schools (Smyth & McCoy, 2009) Awareness of the need to increase
their students’ desire to attend school by providmg opportunities for learning through
different medums that nounish the development of all forms of intelligence (Gardner
1983, 1999) 1s 1dentified by 4/12 participants (Barbara, Grace, Frances and Frank) as
theirr primary motivation 1 organising lunch time and after school extra curricular

activities Frank and Grace both highlight examples of students whose primary
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motivation for coming to school 1s their participation 1 extra curricular activities Grace
states
1 am just thinking of one little boy m my class m particular and he would be a
total candidate for never having homework done, and he arrives m at half nine
and any sports clubs, games, whatever, he’s here and he doesn’t even realise that
he 1s actually staying in school longer than he needs to (Grace 200 & 201)
The positive impact Barbara’s school garden initiative had on a deeply disaffected boy
m her class, clearly illustrates the importance Barbara attaches to providing
opportunities for students to find their niche, Barbara states
There 1s a chuld 1n fifth class ~ No mterest in school, hopping off the walls most
oftime  He started into the gardening club right Give him a spade he will dig
for hours, he cannot spell anything, he can barely read He can name every
single plant 1n the garden  This boy brought them around the garden, talked
them through every plant, was able to tell them everything about how he was
actually looking after the plant (Barbara 61 & 62)
The upturn 1n confidence and self belief generated by this student’s involvement with
the gardemng project 1s reflected 1n his new found ambition to now progress to third
level, Barbara states “For him and his family third level education would be a non
runner To fimish second level education, to fimish secondary school would be massive,
and he said to his mam, ‘mam they reckon I could go to college’” (Barbara 66 & 67)
The dual effect of increasmg student motivation to actively engage with their learning,
and strengthemng the teacher-student relationship are other percerved benefits

highlighted by Frances and Ciara Frances states “it’s funny when you do sport with
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them at lunch time or after school, they do actually work harder for you m a class I

thank 1t 1s because you have a different relationship with them” (Frances 90)

Five of the participants involved m the provision of extra curricular activities held
special duties posts (Fiona, Grace, Frances, Frank and Conor) These posts mnvolved the
organisation of sports, music and the arts mn their respective schools The professional
autonomy and responsibility that comes with such leadership positions was positively
received by this cohort They spoke with enthusiasm about organising various whole
school events and activities and the strong sense of collegiality and togetherness 1t
engendered among the school commumity as a whole As post holder for music, and
chief organiser of Millplace’s annual musical, Grace’s account of the role her colleagues
play m making the event such a success 1llustrates this point

Yea, like I’m technically the head organiser because music 1s my post  But
that said, everyone has been saying to me ‘well done, congrats 1t was brilliant’
and I’m trymng to say, it was far from just me Like every single teacher m the
school helped  Like at one point the week before 1n the staffroom there was
about three of us sitting having our lunch and we were saying where 1s
everyone?  They were all down with the kids practicing (Grace 206 & 209)
The enthusiasm and commutment that the cohort as a whole have to ensuring their
students are provided with opportunities to develop their talents outside the classroom
environment dispels Troman’s (1996, 2008) assertion that the vocational dimension to

teaching has been replaced with more cymcal and calculative 1dentities amongst the new

174




generation of teachers Instead, this cohorts’ level of involvement mn voluntary work

pomts to the passion and principled commitment of new teachers (Hargreaves, 2005)

6.2.3 Developing Students’ Critical Thinking Skills

Encouraging students to engage with a ‘problematisation’ (Crotty, 2003, p 155-6)
process that presents the concrete, existential situation of their students as a set of
problems, 1s another effective way in which educators can achieve similar levels of
student interest Although there 1s widespread agreement among the participants that the
development of children’s literacy and numeracy skills i1s essential, there 1s less
discussion on the nature of these skills and the context n which they should be
developed Thus 1s reflected in the relatively low level of participant engagement with
the theme with 7/18 participants (Donna, Morra, Linda, Barbara, Ryan, Leona and
Conor) outlining the need for teachers to develop their students’ ‘thinking skills’

through the implementation of a ‘problematisation’ process

6.2.3.1 Empowering Students “to think for themselves”

Empowering students “to think for themselves” (Moira 118) 1s the primary focus of
Moira and Donna’s commitment to a problem posing pedagogy While Leona does not
define what she means by focusing on “lessons of life” (Leona 93), both Moira and
Donna are more explicit in conceptualising their praxis According to Donna and Moira,
the ability of students to make well considered personal decisions about their futures not

only empowers them to take control of their own lives, but 1t also plays a key role i
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helping students to visualise a route out of the cycle of poverty that many of them find
themselves consumed by Donna states
What you can do 1s really reinforce those skills  those decision making skalls,
those self confidence skills that enable them to make decisions about life, their
own life The motivational skills, the meta cognitive  like ok what 1s the best
way to go about this? What 1s the best subject to pick? Those kind of
reasoning and thinking skills, and those personal skills that tend to get most
people through regardless of whether you are academic or not (Donna 136)
Morra sees this as a pivotal factor in helping them to broaden their horizons and “break
out of the cycle of just ‘oh me Ma and Da do this so I have to do 1t>” (Moira 118) While
placing an emphasis on developing students’ critical thinking skills 1s a key component
of a liberating praxis, Moira’s negative portrayal of her students’ parents could be

viewed as contradictory to the ethos on which such a culture 1s built

6.2.3.2 Giving Students Space and Time to develop their own Opinions

In order to develop critical thinking skills, 3/7 (Conor, Ryan and Leona) participants
advocate the mmportance of teachers creating a dialogical classroom culture which
affords students time and space to develop opmion and argument Resisting the
temptation to provide ready made answers, an approach that Kozol (1968) refers to as
teachers “looking for their own reflection” (p 149), which mevitably has the net effect
of stifing and suppressing debate 1s a challenge that Conor, Ryan and Leona feel they

need to address Conor states
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I think the temptation 1s there to literally go  this 1s the way 1t should be 1
think 1f they are able to question what you have presented to them and they are
able to make 1t their own and draw their own conclusions from 1t [ think 1t
gives them more command over 1t, more control over 1it, it gives them more
mterest m 1t rather that 1f you are literally just presenting facts as gospel (Conor
77)
Ryan and Leona refer to becoming “less teacher driven” (Leona 84) with experience, as
critical reflection has assisted them m realising the futility of “just stand[ing] up there
and teach[ing] them because they won’t listen to me” (Leona 86), an approach that Ryan
sartorially refers to as being “the sage on the stage” (Ryan 214) Strengthening his
students’ self esteem and providing a forum for them to articulate their views m a
truthful and honest manner, free from restraints or recriminations, 1s an environment that
Frank and Anna wish to cultivate Frank states
You want them to be comfortable, you want them to be confident I feel
successful when they are confident enough to stand up on theirr own two feet 1
wouldn’t want them afraid, afraid that they are going to be judged I want them
to be honest  honest about what they see (Frank 204)
However encouraging student opinion does not prevent Conor from intervening in a
respectful manner 1f he feels the debate 1s misinformed by factual maccuracies Conor
states
I’d have no problem with them expressing an opinion on something, but if it’s

something that I would see as being completely wrong, I would feel free mn
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that case to maybe pomt out some fact about 1t, or correct 1t 1n some regard
(Conor 80)
Rather than suppressing debate, teachers can spark critical thinking amongst students by
challenging student opinion and articulating a counter position 1 a respectful manner

(Freire, 1992)

6.2.3.3 The Role of Emotions in the Development of Decision Making Skills

While the aforementioned process of ‘problematisation’ 1s central to the development
of critical thinking skills, there 1s a tendency to frame 1t exclusively within the
parameters of a rationalist paradigm A neglect of the sigmificance of the level of
emotional engagement required m decision making helps to facilitate the continued
primacy given to the techmical aspects of teaching Creating opportunities for their
students to explore their feelmgs, and develop appropriate emotional responses to
different contextual stimuli, 1s a process that Linda and Barbara place considerable
mmportance in The development of anger inanagement and conflict resolution strategies
1s promoted by Lmda across a range of subjects, while Barbara concentrates on
providing her students with opportunities to mteract positively with each other through
therr participation m group project work and shared reading programmes The
mmportance of not confining the development of these essential decision making skalls to
weekly SPHE (Social, Personal and Health Education) lessons 1s stressed by Donna,
Linda and Barbara, with Donna stating “I am not over priortising those hfe skills but
they really  are not a side thing for SPHE, they are not a circle time activity you

know, they really need to be 1n every aspect” (Donna 143) Framing the development of
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critical thinking within a rationalist paradigm, not only 1s a demal of the educational
needs of both teachers and students as emotional bemgs (Baker et al, 2004, Freire,
1998), 1t also serves to inhibit children’s development of political consciousness (Held,
2006, Tronto, 1993) Donna, Linda and Barbara’s assertion of the importance of

emotions m learning challenges this pedagogical reductionism

6.2.4 Summary of Findings n relation to ‘Liberating Pedagogies’

Findings 1n relation to ‘liberating pedagogies’ across the entire sample demonstrates
a moderate degree of participant engagement with such pedagogies, with 10/18 of
participants having ‘good to strong’ commitment to the three dimensions of liberating
practice 1dentified There 1s an uneven distnibution of commutment levels across the
three dimensions of hiberating pedagogies 1dentified from the data While 10/18 of the
total sample expressed theirr commitment to ‘Promoting experiential learning’, a figure
that 1s consistent with the overall mean across the three dimensions, there 1s a marked
drop to 7/18 of the sample who reference the importance of ‘Developing students’
critical thinking skills’ Indeed the dimension that participants demonstrate the strongest
level of commitment to ‘Implementing a holistic approach to the development of
students’, with 12/18 of the entire cohort articulating its centrality to their pedagogical
approach, 1s exclusively attributable to participants’ commitment to providing extra
curricular activities to their students rather than a pedagogical focus that 1s concerned
with providing varied learning opportunities for students across the eleven curriculum

subjects
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‘liberating pedagogies’, a proportion which compares favourably with the 2/6 of the

527

‘Close Proximity’’ sub-cohort who express a similar commitment

6.3 A Devolved, Power Sharing Approach to Classroom Management

This next section looks at the 1ssue of ‘power’ mn the classroom, and how participants
engage with a devolved power sharing approach to classroom management, an approach
that encourages students to take ownership of their actions Fifteen out of eighteen
participants articulate classroom management styles that rely to a varying degree on the
teacher adopting an authoritative disposition Whle 4/18 of the entire cohort articulate
an approach exclusively based on the principle of control, the majority of participants
(11/18) articulate a classroom management style that seeks to achieve a balance between
a devolved power sharing approach, and a more authoritarian, teacher driven approach
Significantly, no participant was categorised as displaying an exclusive commitment to a
democratic approach Sacnificing elements of their mmtial belief 1 a devolved power
sharing culture m favour of mamtaming tighter control of students, 1s a common theme
running through 13/18 of the entire sample A concern clearly articulated by this cohort
and which helps explain the cohort’s reluctance to commit to a more egalitarian
approach, 1s their expressed fear that they may lose control of their classroom 1f a power

sharing arrangement 1s immitiated

* The “Close Proximity’ sub-cohort 1s comprised of the six participants that grew up m muddle class
famulies 1n close proximity to the communities they now teach in
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6.3.1 Democracy with Boundaries

Eleven of the eighteen participants (Fiona, Donna, Ciara, Lmda, Barbara, Ryan,
Frances, Frank, Conor, Leona and Anna) expressed a willingness to incorporate
elements of a democratic approach 1nto their classroom management style Tolerance of
‘classroom noise’ 1s much referenced by participants when discussing their classroom
management styles In lime with therr commitment to a devolved, power sharing
approach to classroom management, 3/11 of this cohort consider student talk to be
mdicative of an environment where true learning 1s taking place Theiwr ability to
‘connect’” with students 1s deemed by 7/11 participants to be instrumental in helping to
foster such a collaborative learning culture Helping students to develop conflict
management strategies was another way m which participants (3/11) felt they were
contributing to the creation of a positive classroom environment Critically reflecting on
their practice and the mstrumental role 1t plays in preventing teachers from adoptmg an
overly authoritarian disposition towards therr students, 1s highlighted by 5/11
participants Despite their commitment to a more democratic classroom management
approach, they are reluctant to dispense with the more teacher driven approach in 1ts
entirety The eleven participants who express a willingness to incorporate elements of a
democratic approach mto their classroom management also see the importance of

preserving some boundaries between teacher and student
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6.3.1.1 Creating a Co-operative, Respectful Learning Environment

The importance of forming a positive, trusting relationship with students 1s seen by
7/11 participants (Donna, Linda, Ryan, Frank, Leona, Conor and Anna) as crucial m
fostermg a co-operative, respectful learning environment Ryan states “if you can make
that little bit of a connection they willingly do anything that you give them to do” (Ryan
63) The importance of building trust with students 1s also deemed by this cohort to be
central to the development of a learming environment that 1s defined by 1ts sense of

cooperativeness and collegiality

Teacher modelling of the skills required m order to encourage such positive
interaction among their students 1s central to Donna, Linda and Anna’s imclusive
approach Donna states “I think when the children see you being positive towards other
children and saying ‘oh I love how you have this today’ = When you highlight their
positive traits, the children will pick up on them” (Donna 211) Creating a classroom
culture that 1s imbued with a sense of community 1s an expressed aim of Anna, one she
believes can be achieved through demonstrating to her students the virtues of tolerance
and understanding Anna states
Your classroom 1s like a little community and I suppose you are trying to give
them good values and you are trying to  make them tolerant make sure
that the children are helpful to one another as well as obviously teaching them
their academic work (Anna 92)

Explicitly modelling the skills of negotiation and compromise lies at the heart of Linda’s

approach i this area

185




Well just teach them the skill ~ how to 1gnore bad behaviour You know that
they’re sharing, that it 1s fair Like lowering theirr voices, how you would
communicate with the regular person on a day to day, negotiate with each other
(Linda 118)
Presenting various scenarios to the children 1n story form 1s a methodology that Donna
believes 1s an effective way of developing empathy amongst her pre-school students
“they are great at bemng so sanctimonious about children that are being mean to other
children 1n a story, but I think that’s great because you get to feel how the little boy
felt”” (Donna 214) Both Linda and Donna encourage their students to take ownership
of therr own actions Resisting the temptation to mtervene and resolve a dispute, and
trusting her students to use teacher modelled “negotiation and conflict resolution skills”
(Donna 138) to solve the impasse, 1s a manfestation of this classroom policy of student
empowerment Accepting that passivity 1s not a natural condition of childhood or
adulthood (Shor & Freire, 1987), and seeing dialogue as a way of moving them towards
an appreciation of each other’s point of view lies at the heart of this methodological

approach

6.3.1.2 Critical Reflection on the Destructive Influence of a Culture of Control

The mportance of reflecting critically on their practice, and the role it plays mn
preventing them from adopting an overly authoritanian disposition towards their
students, 1s highlighted by 5/11 of thus cohort Donna, Ciara, Barbara, Leona and Anna
outline examples of times when they have critically reflected on their approach to

classroom management and the detrimental impact an over zealous approach can have
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for their students The transition from reflection to action 1s demonstrated in Anna’s
awareness of the damaging effect ‘shouting’ can have on students, and the role 1t plays
n encouraging her to take affirmative action Anna stresses the importance of modelling
conciliatory behaviour by apologising to her students when she loses her temper with
them Anna states
If I do shout at someone or lose my cool, I will come back to them later and I
will say  do you understand why, and when I calm down I will say I'm sorry
for losing my cool and that’s not the way to behave (Anna 125)
Thus process of critical reflection has the parallel effect of helping to erode the unequal
power dynamic between teacher and student By admtting their mistakes to students,
and providing a rationale as to why they may have acted in an appropriate or rash
manner this cohort of participants are acknowledging that our actions as teachers have

consequences for the lives of others (Roberts, 2003, p 171)

Such reflection 1s crucial mn preventing participants from adopting an overly
authoritarian disposition towards students, as articulated by Leona “I think I am really
relaxed and stuff 1 would rarely shout now like You know I am not perfect, I do
shout but I wouldn’t be shouting everyday, I make a pomnt of that” (Leona 45) Barbara
feels that she has grown to appreciate the destructive influence an over emphasis on
control can have students’ experiences of schooling

You do get definitely more conscious Like I have done this before 1 would
wake up m the morning m sentor infants and say I am not going to mention bla,

bla’s name ‘Ok I am gomg to try my best today to do that® because you do get
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conscious sometimes, am I actually picking, am [ spotting everything that you
do? (Barbara 171)
Their dislike of some of thewr colleagues labelling children as being ‘bold’ (Ciara and
Donna), and their appreciation of the effect negative labeling can have on children
(Ciara, Donna and Leona), 1s another example of this cohort’s engagement with this

reflective process

6.3.1.3 Considering Student Talk to be a Positive Sign of Learning

Many participants reference the issue of ‘tolerance of classroom noise’ when
discussing their classroom management styles, and associate 1t with the use of more
democratic, inclusive pedagogies In line with theirr commitment to a devolved, power
sharing approach to classroom management, 3/11 (Frances, Frank and Fiona) consider
student participation 1n dialogue to be indicative of a true learning environment, with the
following contribution from Frances reflecting this view “Yea I quute like talk, I prefer
talk to be honest If they were sitting there mute m front of me that would probably drive
me mad” (Frances 116) Ensuring that student talk 1s focused on the task at hand 1s of
paramount mmportance to Frances and Frank Frances states “as long as they are
interested you know As long as they are talking on task about what you’re doing |
think there 1s a lot of value 1n talk to be honest” (Frances 117) The need to show
tolerance towards noise m hght of the accrued benefits from student participation m a
democratic, dialogical environment 1s stressed by Frank “If you are generating
discussion the whole time  and asking them for their opinion the whole time, you have

to have tolerance for them talking out of turn and you have to have tolerance for noise
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the class” (Frank 43) A rise 1n classroom noise levels 1s considered by these participants
to be a necessary inconvenience m light of the accrued educational benefits that a

Ay

dialogical classroom culture generates

6.3.2 The Need for Boundaries

While an analysis of the practice of these 11 participants (Fiona, Donna, Ciara,
Linda, Barbara, Ryan, Frances, Frank, Conor, Leona and Anna) demonstrates a level of
commitment to the creation of a democratic classroom environment, there 1s also a
parallel concern among this cohort that some boundaries between teacher and student
still need to exist The parallel concern with maintaining control, and the pervasiveness
of 1ts mfluence, 1s reflected in the proportion of participants (15/18) who express some

level of reliance on an authorntative disposition

Whule the majonty of this cohort do not rely exclusively on such a modus operandi,
4/15 (Berme, Grace, Clare, and Sarah) articulate an approach that 1s predominantly
based on the principle of control Establishing and maintaining clear boundaries between
teacher and students forms a central tenet of this emphasis on control, an approach
which 1s clearly explained by Grace “There 1s a really clear line They know that 1t 1s
there and 1t’s not to be crossed” (Grace 145) While the firm approach to discipline
enforcement that Grace describes 1s representative of these four participants’ classroom
management philosophy, the 11/15 participants that articulate a belief in the value of
both democratic and control 1deologies are not reticent m articulating the authoritative

dimension to thewr classroom management style, as reflected m the following
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contributions from Linda and Leona Both participants stress the importance of students
not questioming their authonty, with Linda particularly demonstrative in expressing her
commitment to a ‘teacher as enforcer’ role “They should know, I suppose putting 1t
bluntly who 1s boss” (Leona 119) Linda’s reference to “children need[ing] to remember
that you’re their teacher and that they respect that  and that they don’t question your
authority” (Linda 179), clearly illuminates her conviction n relation to the legitimacy of
her ‘unquestioned’ authority, and the subordinate role that students are expected to play
mn the classroom hierarchy With such a premimum being placed on the importance of
maintaimng control, there are undoubted ramifications for the power dynamic between
teacher and students Leona’s rationale for her reliance on such an approach 1s
insightful “You still have to behave and stuff because that’s preparing them for society

You know they are going to have to behave m certain ways for certain mnstances outside
of school when they are older” (Leona 120) Leona’s reference to behaving “in certain
ways for certain instances” (Leona 120) appears to be consistent with a conservative
vision of education that views 1t as preparation for a society that 1s static i nature and

where power relations are depoliticised (Freire, 1996)

6.3.2.1 Sacrificing Democratic Beliefs in Favour of Tighter Control

Fear that classroom control will be eroded if they rely exclusively on a democratic
approach 1s a persistent concern cited by the 11/18 participants whose 1deas about
classroom management are mnfluenced by both democratic and autocratic 1deologies
Not wanting to be considered a soft touch by students, and 1n some cases by colleagues,

1s a recurring theme runmng through the contributions of this cohort Barbara states
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“Particularly 1f you do get into the active stuff, they do start hopping off the walls  to
bring 1t back 1s awful hard after that” (Barbara 248 & 250) In total 13/18 (Fiona,
Bernie, Moira, Donna, Barbara, Claire, Ryan, Grace, Conor, Sarah, Leona, Frank and
Anna) admut to sacrificing elements of their democratic beliefs m favour of tighter
classroom control Ryan’s following contribution 1s reflective of the general consensus
among this group of participants
I think 1t 1s a heavy part of my teaching [open, democratic style], maybe too
much so (Ryan 74) 1f that personal relationship is there, sometimes those
lines can blur and when you find the kids crossing that line you have to ask
yourself, well are they crossmg the line because you have invited them across
(Ryan 76)
Perceiving themselves to be “too liberal” (Donna 34) and “a bit 1dealistic” (Conor 81 &
83) 1n thewr approach, both Donna and Conor admit to having to “reign in” (Donna 34)
therr democratic approach in hight of what they perceived to be the erosion of their
authority that a democratic approach precipitated Fiona’s desire to create a democratic
environment mm which students are considered part of a decision making process 1s
tempered by pressure to conform to her school principal’s conservative educational
vision Both Claire and Donna adopt a pragmatic approach to student autonomy and
choice, and persevere with such an approach as long as 1t 1s of educational benefit, with
Donna stating “Is this [active learning] productive, socially, cognitively? If it’s not
wrap 1t up” (Donna 35), while Claire feels “They need to get hands on and see things but
Idon’t think  just for the sake of saying you have used active methods of learning 1s

any good because a lot of the time 1t can turn into messing here in particular” (Clare
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104) Claire’s expressed fear that active learning will descend “into messing here m
particular” (Claire 104) 1s indicative of the increasing concern among teachers about
their capacity to mamtain discipline, concerns that are felt particularly among those

working 1n schools serving margialised commumties (EDC, 2004)

Feeling that their colleagues disapprove of therr less structured pedagogical style has
contributed to Ciara, Ryan, Conor and Anna tempering their approach to make it more
compatible with the prevailing school culture Conor states “I think there was nearly an
attitude of C’s [Conor’s] room, ‘oh that 1s chaos in there’” (Conor 81) Ryan who
perceived himself as “more lax than all the other teachers in the school” (Ryan 126)
outlines how several of his colleagues disciplined his class “because they feel [felt]
someone should be giving out to the class” (Ryan 130) Anxiousness to conform to a
prevailing school culture that places a high value on strict discipline and highly
structured pedagogies 1s reflected in Ciara’s belief that she 1s “softer maybe than I
should be” (Ciara 118), and Anna’s feelings of frustration towards her class when they
are talkative and mattentive This internalisation of their percerved failure 1n relation to
the mamtenance of strict control appears to correlate with Sugrue’s (1996) claim that the
prevailing school culture encourages teachers to look within themselves for solutions
rather than looking towards the role of the curriculum, school structures, or the quality

of staff working relationships
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6.3.3 Summary of Findings 1n relation to ‘A Devolved, Power Sharing Approach to
Classroom Management’

The findings 1n relation to ‘a devolved, power sharing approach to classroom
management’ demonstrated that across the entire sample there was a moderate degree of
engagement with this approach, with 11/18 participants expressing some degree of
commitment to such an approach While there were only mmor differences 1n
commutment levels across the three school sites, there was some varation 1n
commitment levels identified between the DEIS 1 and DEIS 2 cohorts The findings
show that a greater proportion of the DEIS 2 (Tupper) participants (4/5) expressed a
commitment to mcorporating elements of this democratic approach mto their daily

practice than the DEIS 1 cohort (7/13)

As one might anticipate having established themselves as teachers, a greater
proportion of the more experienced participants were found to be more commutted to a
power sharing management approach than the less experienced cohort, with 5/6 of
participants with ‘6-9 years’ experience expressing their commitment to a democratic
classroom management approach, a figure which compares favourably with the 6/12 of
participants with ‘3-5 years’ experience These findings are consistent with recent Irish
based research that pomnts to a high degree of concern amongst NQTs 1n relation to
managing classroom discipline (Inspectorate of DES, 2005a, Killeavy & Murphy,
2006), and thus making them more likely to be influenced by a school culture that

values authoritative classroom management
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6.4 An Ethic of Care

A consistent feature of the majority of participants’ (15/18) accounts of their daily
practice 1s the primacy they afford to the care dimension of their professional role 28
While this commutment to their care role 1s a consistent feature across all three school
sites, 1t 1s particularly strong m Lmmefield with (7/7) of 1its participants emphasising its
1mportance 2 The various ways 1 which participants support therr students and tend to
their care needs are examined Being available to listen to student concerns (7/15), a
willingness to impart advice (2/15), and ensuring their students feel secure and safe in
school (8/15) are just some of the ways m which participants demonstrate their
commitment to their care role While the cohort are strongly committed to providing
care and support to their students, there 1s an absence of dialogue on the role they can
play in the development of their students’ emotional capacity to understand each other’s

viewponts, a central feature of a dialogical classroom (Ellsworth, 1989)

6.4.1 Being Available to Listen

Bemng available to listen to their students concerns 1s referenced by 7/15 participants
(Fiona, Bernie, Marta, Donna, Hannah, Sarah and Anna) as forming a key part of their
professional role Fiona and Sarah are conscious of ensuring students are comfortable

approaching them with their concerns

%8 The following hist of participants comprises the 15/18 participants that articulate their commitment to
their care role Fiona, Berme, Marta, Donna, Moira, Ciara, Lmda, Hannah, Barbara, Claire, Frances,
Frank, Sarah, Leona and Anna

? All seven of Limefield’s cohort stressed the importance of the care role 1 comparison to 4/5 of Tupper
participants, and 4/6 of the Millplace cohort
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I’m conscious of 1t, they need to be listened to I think for a lot of them they just
need to be listened to (Fiona 52)
I think 1t 1s important for them to feel that they can come to you and tell you
things that maybe they wouldn’t want to tell anybody else so I think 1t 1s
mmportant that you do have that friendly aspect (Sarah 33)
Linda, Hannah and Anna assert the mmportance of being a rehable and consistent
presence 1n their students’ lives They believe that this 1s central to building up trust
between teacher and student, with Linda stating “they know they can trust me, you
know we are building this trust, you know we have worked on 1t all year long” (Lmda

186)

Fiona, Bermie, Marta, Donna and Anna place a strong emphasis on creating mformal
opporturuties for children to talk with them Scheduling specific times during the day for
such mteraction 1s a practice that Fiona and Bermie find effective, while circle time 1s
identified by Berme, Marta and Fiona as a mediating forum through which students can

articulate their thoughts 1n a safe and secure environment

6.4.2 Offering Advice and Support

As well as being available to listen to students’ concerns, Barbara and Claire cite
their willingness to offer their students advice about their prospective post-primary
education, as another manifestation of their care role Having attended schools i the
local area, both feel they are well positioned as ‘insiders’ to be locally msightful and

thus offer advice 1n this area Barbara, who comes from a middle class family but grew
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up 1n close proximity to the area in which she now teaches, describes the efforts she
went to ensure that one of her students was placed 1n the appropriate stream in post-
primary school as an example of her ability to make a tangible difference 1n the lives m
her students “That was making a difference to me, to actually say to him and he was
like ‘Miss thanks for believing in me and that I could do 1t>” (Barbara 201) The belief
and confidence Barbara has 1n her students’ capacity to succeed 1s also 1n evidence n
Clarre’s account of the advice she gave to her students in relation to their choice of post-
primary school Coming from a working class background and having attended a local
post-primary school, Clawre feels her ‘msider’ knowledge places her in a position of
authority to help her students make well informed choices about their transition to post-

primary school

6.4.3 Creating a Happy, Safe and Predictable Environment for Students

Wanting the classroom environment to be a “safe” (Frank 136, Donna 83, Barbara
222) and “secure” (Fiona 48, Anna 38) refuge for students from what they perceive to be
the “unpredictable” (Frank 135) nature of some students’ home environment, 1s a key
concemn for 8/15 participants (Fiona, Ciara, Barbara, Frances, Frank, Leona, Sarah and
Anna) *° Frances’ belief that school “might be the only place where something nice
might be said to them” (Frances 85) reflects the belief that a key component of this
cohort’s professional role 1s to address the perceived absence of care and support in therr
students’ home lives Creating opportumties for their students to expenience happiness n

order to distract them from the sadness that permeates their lives outside the confines of

* 1t 1s a concern that 1s considerably more pronounced among the Tupper cohort with 4/5 of 1ts
participants expressing theirr commitment to 1ts pursuit in comparison to 2/7 and 2/6 of the Limefield and
Millplace cohorts respectively
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school, 1s another theme expanded upon by this cohort of participants, with Leona
stating
they shouldn’t be coming 1n here crying because they don’t want to come 1n
to this place (Leona 72)  because there are some of those kids and they go
home to horrible things, so that’s what my classroom, that’s what I want 1t to be
ultimately (Leona 73)
Frank’s vision embodies “distracting them from home from school from the
mundane English, Irish, Maths” (Frank 128) by attempting to widen students’ horizons,
and provide them with opportunities that he 1s confident they won’t have outside school
“They need kind of some sort of a mini league 1n the classroom, they need a trip away

that opportunity to bring them somewhere where they won’t reach again” (Frank

128)

Expressing belief in their students’ capabilities, coupled with encouraging and
praising their students’ efforts, are ways in which Frances, Ciara and Anna address
students’ self esteem 1ssues, needs which they perceive anse from parent neglect, with
Ciara stating “I think some of them especially here kind of need that extra bit of care, or
if they don’t get that kind of encouragement or nurturing at home, that they have
someone who kind of believes 1 them” (Ciara 119) Becoming an advocate for chuldren
that don’t have a voice 1s an aspect of her professional role that Anna speaks
passionately about, a passion which 1s evident 1n her account of the close relationship
she developed with a chuld whom she describes as having “very low self esteem and

whose family are very disadvantaged and whose parents are separated” (Anna 38) Anna
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attnbutes the success of her advocacy to the level of encouragement and support she
gave her Anna states
My relationship with her was I think very strong I said to her ‘you can be
anything you want to be’ and I took an interest in her daily news, or her
activities, or how she’s getting on with her classmates, and I tried to stand up for
her (Anna 38)
Teachers are charged with the ultimate responsibility of being m ‘Jloco parentis’ and m
hight of the reported parental incompetence and neglect, this part of their role appears to
take on particular significance in the disadvantaged setting The “extra caring
responsibility” (Barbara 09) they feel the setting imposes on them, orientates them
towards a defimition of their professional role that encompasses a “parental role as well

as a teaching role” (Barbara 09)

These findings clearly show that participants provide a high degree of emotional
support to their students, support that 1s deemed necessary in light of the widespread
perception among participants that working class children are placed 1n a position of
disadvantage due to therr home circumstances Indicative of professionals that
passionately care about their students’ welfare, the level of frustration expressed by
these participants towards perceived parent mcompetence and neglect 1s both
understandable and commendable However, the findings also reveal a need to
deconstruct the ‘paternalistic’ nature of their interventions Paternalism and its inherent
1deological structure that positions working class students as grateful ‘welfare

recipients’, and their parents “as the pathology of the healthy society” (Freire, 1996, p
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55) 1s hghly problematic mn terms of its propensity to renforce working class

dependency upon, and subservience to, middle class ‘generosity’

6.5 Working with and Valuing of Diversity

In relation to the question of student ‘diversity’, results of an analysis of participants’
practice indicates that 18/18 participants detail practices that indicate some level of
preference to assimilate minority ethnic students into the prevailing cultural norms of
the school While 8/18 of participants reference their support of, or engagement with,
the celebration of difference and diversity, this 1s largely of an 1solated, confined nature
and does not preclude practices that are also indicative of a culture of assimilation Only
2/8 participants (Donna and Moira) explicitly engage with the 1ssue on a consistent
basis This level of discomfort with ethmc diversity 1s also reflected in the absence of
discussion on therr role in highlighting 1ssues of inequality and social justice, with only
Donna and Morra articulating practices that encourage discussion on these 1ssues While
the strength of belief in the merits of assimilation varies across the sample, what all
these contributions have in common 1s their shared desire to strike a balance between

acknowledging ethnic diversity, and pursuing a policy of cultural assimilation
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6.5.1 A Culture of Assimilation

While the reluctance of the majonty of participants to engage on more than a
superficial level with the theme of ethnic diversity will be discussed in the following
chapter, there 1s an mitial focus on the 8/18 participants that reference varyng levels of
engagement with the ‘diversity’ question, and how the largely 1solated nature of this

engagement hints at their discomfort with the topic

6.5.1.1 Isolated, Confined Instances of Celebration and its Links to Assimilation
Acknowledging difference exclusively through the celebration of the “the small
things™ (Sarah 61), such as special cultural events or reference points, 1s an approach
pursued by 8/18 participants (Fiona, Ciara, Frances, Frank, Conor, Leona, Sarah and
Anna), with Ciara and Sarah outliming their efforts in this respect
I would generally [celebrate] 1f there was something like that, like Halloween or
you know Easter, or you know at Christmas, different ways to celebrate and I
would try and bring 1t m that way (Ciara 210)
This year I have a boy and he 1s from China and we obviously celebrated the
Chinese New Year and small things like that (Sarah 60)
It 1s significant that 5/8 of this cohort are Tupper participants (N=5), a finding that can at
least partially be attributed to their positive disposition towards the school’s annual
‘intercultural’ day What all these contributions have in common 1s the 1solated,
confined nature of these activities that shy away from authentically connecting with the

social and cultural realities of many of their students
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6.5.1.2 Striking a Balance between Acknowledging Diversity and Pursuing a
Policy of Assimilation

Unsurprisingly, in Light of such a conservative, non interventiomst approach to
student diversity, this cohort of eight participants express a preference to assimulate their
students nto the prevailing cultural norms of the school While the strength of belief in
assimlation varies among the cohort, what all these contributions have 1n common 1s
therr shared desire to strike a balance between acknowledging cultural and ethmc
dwversity, and pursuing a policy of assimilation Frances and Leona take the muddle
ground, with Frances stating “I suppose 1t 1s trying to keep a balance between
obviously there are differences in maybe customs or you know background, but at the
same ttme  we are all part of the same community” (Frances 199) Despite talking
about using students from diverse cultural and ethnic backgrounds as invaluable sources
of information and expertise in matters pertamning to their parents’ native countries,
Frank 1s most demonstrative in articulating his commitment to assimilation “I treat
them kind of as children from Tupper I don’t treat them as children whose father 1s
from Riga or Vilnius This 1s their town, this 1s their county, this 1s where they are
now” (Frank 194 & 195) Anna’s preference for assunilation 1s in evidence i her
attitude towards minority language children speaking their native language m school
She documents an mcident when she admonished two Polish students for speaking their
native language m school Although clearly motivated by her desire to ensure the
students’ standard of English improves, her failure to recognise the importance of her
students’ cultural and linguistic herttage 1s reflected in her dismay at the students’

negative reaction to her admonishment Marta views the debate from an alternative
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perspective by considering treating all children the same as being the epitome of
equality She references an expenence of a parent wanting her child to be seated away
from “the brown children” (Marta 254) as evidence of the need to be committed in her
approach, and not bend to parental pressure In her eyes, treating them as different

would be an mapproprate and discriminatory approach to adopt

6.5.2 Authentic Celebration of Difference

Moving from a simple acknowledgement of student diversity to embracmg a culture
of celebrating diversity 1s a process that 4/18 participants (Fiona, Sarah, Donna and
Moira) have engaged with to varying degrees While the literature outlines some of the
limitations of a celebratory approach to interculturalism in terms of furthering the
hierarchical position between the advantaged and the culturally dominant group (Bryan,
2008, 2009), 1t should be acknowledged that this cohort’s approach to intercultural
education was m line with best practice (NCCA, 2005b) Sigmficantly 3/4 (Fiona,
Donna and Mozira) of this cohort have completed, or were n the process of completing
postgraduate degrees, with their contributions reflective of their engagement with such a
cntically reflective process that postgraduate studies help promote Their positive
attitude 1s reflected in Donna and Fiona’s referencing of student diversity as a “really
welcome thing” (Fiona 143) and something “to be capitalised on” (Donna 311)
Identifying exposure to different cultural traditions as a positive learming experience for
both teacher and student 1s a pomt emphasised by both participants, with Donna viewing
1t as “a privilege to get to have experience of people from all over the world 1tisa

learning experience like night in front of you” (Donna 296) Fiona concurs with this
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positive perception of intercultural diversity and feels that 1t brings richness to her
classroom which she encourages her students to explore “it brings something new 1t
brings different family dynamics ~ Dafferent families, different cultures have different

beliefs about things and you get all of that in your class” (Fiona 146)

Two of the four participants (Donna and Moira) adopt an open, explicit approach to
celebrating student diversity Displaymg no hesitation in referring to students’ skin
colour 1s a clear example of the transparency of Donna’s approach that seeks to remove
the taboo that surrounds the 1ssue of diversity 1n relation to skin colour “you know we
painted the children’s faces and made no apologies for saying ‘what colour 1s your
skin’?” (Donna 311)  “You know, you’re brown, you’re black, you’re whute, they call
me pink sometimes” (Donna 312) According to Moira overcoming the temptation to
1gnore diversity (Moira 172 “one of the biggest things about diversity 1s that first I was
tempted to 1gnore 1t and be like ‘oh everyone 1s the same’ and say I don’t see colour™)
and consequently acknowledging the presence of diversity, is one of the first steps
towards developing a liberating pedagogy This demial of diversity due to teachers’ level
of discomfort with the 1ssue deprives children from diverse backgrounds of their cultural
and ethnic identity While Donna and Moira demonstrate a willingness to not only
acknowledge but also celebrate diversity, there 1s an aspect to their approach which 1s
problematic Differentiating on the basis of skin colour, rather than acknowledging the
diversity of individuals i terms of bodies 1s a weakness m therr approach
Notwithstanding this, the metamorphosis in Moira’s approach, something she attributes

partially to her greater experience, 1s based upon an acknowledgement that each child 1s
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different and umque, uniqueness she now attributes to the richness of their social,
cultural and ethnic heritage Morra states “After working here, that was at the start, I
used to have that difficulty ~ Now I kind of think of 1t as, every kid 1s different and it 1s
because of the diversity” (Moira 176) Encouraging debate and discussion on social
Justice 1ssues 1s 1n synch with this culture of openness and transparency, as she believes
that no 1ssue 1n school “should be a no go area I think everything 1s open for
discussion  because I think they’ll figure it out when they are older and when they
figure 1t out when they are on their own, they will have no one to discuss 1t with” (Moira
137 & 138) Crucially she sees these discussions on the aforementioned histories of
oppression as being not only an opportunity to “learn about 1t [history of oppression]
and talk about 1t” (Mowra 137), but also as a way of encouraging students to
problematise thewr own historical and cultural reality and “see what can be done about

1it” (Morra 137)

6.6 Conclusion

This chapter reported on participants’ understandings of ‘making a difference’ and
the shape 1t takes m their day-to-day practice as teachers in designated disadvantaged
schools Employmg a cnitical socio-cultural perspective to the analysis of these
understandings, participants’ expressed commitment to a praxis that asserts the
mmportance of developing the dialectical relationship between children and their
concrete historical and cultural reality (Frewre, 1996) was deemed to be of critical

interest The findings 1n relation to hiberating pedagogies reveal a high degree of support
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and care for students but not enough connectedness to their students’ world, or to a
commitment to a democratic classroom management approach, or engagement with and

a valuing of diversity

In relation to participants’ commitment to ‘liberating pedagogies’ that are defined by
therr level of intellectual quality and connectedness, the findmgs across the entire
sample demonstrate a moderate degree of participant engagement with such pedagogies,
with 10/18 participants identified as having ‘good to strong’ commitment to their
implementation An analysis of the dimensions of ‘liberating pedagogies’ reveals an
uneven distribution of commitment levels across the three dimensions While the theme
with the greatest level of participant engagement (12/18) was ‘Implementing a holistic
approach to the development of students’, a moderate proportion of participants
expressed their commitment to ‘Promoting experiential learning’ (10/18), and finally, a
relatively modest proportion of the entire cohort expressed their commitment to
‘Developing students’ critical thinking skalls’ (7/18) While the DEIS 2 cohort was
found to be marginally more committed to the implementation of ‘liberating
pedagogies’ than the DEIS 1 sample, a breakdown of the findings across the three
dimensions of ‘liberating pedagogies’ reveals some notable points of divergence, the
most sigmificant of which 1s the considerably greater proportion of DEIS 2 (Tupper)
participants (4/5) expressing ‘good to strong’ commitment to ‘Promoting experiential
learning’, mn comparison to the 6/13 of the DEIS 1 cohort Social background was also
identified as having a sigmficant mnfluence on the level of participant engagement with

‘hiberating pedagogies' A greater proportion of the ‘middle class’ cohort (6/9)
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demonstrated ‘good to strong’ commitment to ‘liberating pedagogies’, m comparison to
the ‘Working Class-Close Proximity’ cohort (4/9) This draws attention to the influence
participants’ social background appears to have on their pedagogical preferences This 1s

worth further exploration

In Iine with the findings 1n relation to ‘liberating pedagogies’, there was a moderate
degree of engagement with ‘A devolved, power sharing approach to classroom
management’ with 11/18 of participants expressing some degree of commitment to such
an approach While this cohort demonstrates a level of commitment to the creation of a
democratic classroom environment, there 1s also a co-existing concern among this
cohort that some boundaries between teacher and student still need to be mamtained
The parallel concern with mamtaining control and the pervasiveness of its influence 1s
reflected m the hgh proportion of participants (15/18) who express some level of
rehance on an authoritative disposition, with 4/18 articulating an approach that 1s
exclusively based on the principle of control In line with the findings m relation to
‘hberating pedagogies’, the DEIS 2 cohort display a heightened commitment to
mcorporating elements of the democratic approach into ther daily practice n
comparison to their DEIS 1 counterparts The more experienced cohort of participants
were also found to demonstrate a greater level of commitment to a power sharing
approach to classroom management than their less experienced colleagues, reflecting
their greater capacity to resist the influence of institutionally embedded discourses of

control
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A consistent feature of the majority of participants’ (15/18) accounts of their daily
practice 1s the primacy they afford to the care dimension of their professional role The
passionate commitment that participants exhibit in relation to meeting their students’
care needs 1s a significant feature of the understandings of ‘making a difference’
However, there 1s also a need to examine the sense of paternalism that imbues some
participants’ motivation to intervene on behalf of their students Their accounts are also
notable for an absence of dialogue on the role they as educators can play mn the
development of their students’ emotional capacity to understand each other’s

viewpoints, a central feature of a dialogical classroom (Ellsworth, 1989)

Finally, the chapter concluded with an exploration of participants’ engagement with
the theme of diversity The widespread preference to assimilate students mto the
prevailing cultural norms of the school, combmed with the almost total absence of the
‘working with and valuing of diversity’ dimension in many participants’ accounts of
their daily practices 1s indicative of the ‘sameness’ that characterises their pedagogical

approach

In conclusion, an underlying assumption on which this study 1s based was that
pedagogies that make mmplicit cultural assumptions instantiate an approach that largely
1gnores students’ social and cultural reality, and treats all students as the same This
most benefits those with the requisite cultural capital that 1s bestowed upon them by
their socialisation within the home and acts to further disadvantage the already

disadvantaged mn terms of such capital (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) The modest level
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of engagement with ‘liberating pedagogies’, and a democratic classroom management
approach, coupled with the widespread preference to assimilate rather than work with
and value diversity, are findings that conclusively point to the dominance of ‘pedagogies
of the same’ that treat students in the same way, and a subsequent demial of identity

constructions of difference (Lingard & Keddie, 2013)
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Chapter Seven

Ideology, Practice and the Influence of the ‘New Alliance’

7.1 Introduction

While the previous chapter focused on participants’ daily practice in order to
contextualise what ‘making a difference’ means for early career teachers working
designated disadvantaged schools, this chapter examines the underlying 1deologies that
are mfluencing this practice In line with Apple’s (1982a) deconstruction of the
workings of 1deology, this chapter emphasises the importance of understanding the
mfluence of 1deology on “the concrete day to day curricular and pedagogic life” (p
249) While participants’ strong commitment to their caring role should indeed be
praised, such articulations of care while necessary 1s however not sufficient to maximise
pedagogical effects (Lingard & Keddie, 2013) Indeed, with participants demonstrating
only moderate levels of commitment to liberating pedagogies, and a propensity to seek
to control students and treat them 1n the same way, these findings carry significant social

justice implications

This chapter looks at a particular confluence of 1deological influences and how they
perpetuate pedagogical conservatism In particular, the chapter articulates the mnfluence
of the globalisation movement on educational policy, pedagogies and politics through
the teachers’ narratives According to Singh et al (2005), a ‘New Alliance’ linking
diverse agendas, namely ‘conservative modernization’, ‘neoliberal post-modermzation’,

and ‘instrumental technocracy’ with ‘authoritarian populism’ has emerged from this
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globalisation project They suggest that this odd mismatch of seemingly contradictory
ideas have had a sigmificant mfluence on the policies, pedagogies, and politics of
education While the ‘New Alhance’ appears to be a contradictory amalgam of
ideological commitments, crucially 1ts educational objectives have a umifying purpose,
namely the expansion of the unfettered market The influence this 1deological amalgam
1s exerting on participants’ praxis, their interaction with the respective mstitutional
cultures, and ultimately on their perception of ‘making a difference’ 1s of primary

concern 1n this chapter

A central concern of this chapter 1s to compare practices across the three school sites
The interaction between the named 1deological influences and the cultural forces at play
m the three schools 1s of particular interest here The chapter 1s mn five parts and begins
with a focus on the influence of ‘implicit cultural assumptions’ on participants’
perceptions of ‘ability and ntelligence’, and the effects that expressed essentialist
beliefs have on lowering teacher expectations, and consequently imposing defined limuts
on what they perceive students can achieve Part two looks at the reasons behind the
strong investment 1n an ‘1deology of control’ in the two DEIS 1 schools The propensity
for a control 1deology to not only reinforce limiting cultural assumptions but also fortify
commitment to ‘pedagogies of the same’ (Lingard & Keddie, 2013) 1s examined closely,
as are the factors that help some participants to resist its conservative mfluence In part
three, globalised educational policy discourses around the role high stakes testing can
play i ‘driving up’ educational standards, and the influence they are exerting on

participants’ pedagogy and curriculum coverage (Stobart, 2008) 1s reflected upon While
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the aforementioned global and national policy trends are sigmficant influencing factors,
the findings also highlight the role institutional factors play in the internalisation of such
ideologies Part four explores the factors contributing to participants’ lack of
engagement with the theme of ‘diversity’, an aspect of participants’ practice that
crystallises the mfluence of the policy, professional and nstitutional terramn on
reinforcing a culture of consensuahsm around ‘pedagogies of the same’ Finally, the
chapter concludes with an exploration of participants’ ethic of care that affirms not only
the importance of providing social support to students, but also recognises the associated
emotional engagement required to raise students’ consciousness of social justice Again,
nstitutional influences are found to be central in reinforcing the importance of an ethic
of care amongst participants, a prioritisation that occurs often at the expense of the
mplementation of intellectually demanding pedagogies Throughout the chapter
examples of participants’ resistance to the constraining influence of these
aforementioned 1deologies are highlighted, and m the process exciting possibilities for
teachers to articulate a vision of ‘making a difference’ that has a social justice focus, are

1dentified

7.2 Views on Abihity and Intelhgence

The need to challenge the mfluence of ethnocentrism that Derman-Sparks (2002)

claims “may cause us to experience our own cultural rules and values as the best or only

way to be” (p 67) 1s amplified considering the shared acceptance among 8/18 of

participants (Lmda, Hannah, Barbara, Claire, Grace, Conor, Sarah and Anna) that there
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are certain limts to what therr students can achieve academmcally Such essentialist
thinking construes ntelligence to be primarily umtary, heritable, correlating with IQ,
and quite predicative of school performance This ‘fixed ability thesis’ with 1ts focus on
the divergence between students’ academic performances and capabilities, channels the
debate towards a focus on educational differences in achievement These differences are
frequently ‘misrecognised’ as resulting from ‘individual giftedness’ rather than from
class-based differences (Mills, 2008), thus 1gnoring the fact that the abilities ineasured
by scholastic criteria often stem not from natural ‘gifts’ but from “the greater or lesser
affinity between class cultural habits and the demands of the educational system or the
criteria which define success within 1t” (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990, p 22) Lowered
teacher expectations of students, and the resultant ‘normalisation’ of low student
attainment 1n designated disadvantaged schools (Dunne & Gazeley, 2008) are two of the
negative teacher effects that can be attributed to the entrenchment of these implicit
cultural assumptions Only 2/18 participants (Ciara and Barbara)®' challenge this
essentialist thinking, and 1n the process highlight the transformative mpact teachers can

have on student motivation by commumcating positive expectations to their students

7.2.1 Belief in Fixed Ability

The contributions of 8/18 participants (Linda, Hannah, Barbara, Claire, Grace, Sarah,
Conor and Anna) mndicate varymg levels of commtinent to essentialist thimking While
3/8 (Hannah, Grace and Linda) are more demonstrative and assertive i their

commitment to such an ideology, 5/8 (Sarah, Barbara, Linda, Conor and Anna) display a

3
! Contradictions and inconsistencies are a feature of Barbara’s contribution, as she expresses both
compliance with, and resistance to the fixed ability thesis
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subtler, less conspicuous compliance Essentialism appears to have a particularly
consuming mfluence amongst the Tupper and Millplace cohorts, with 4/6 and 3/5 of the
respective cohorts expressing their belief in ‘fixed ability’, figures which stand 1n
marked contrast to a mere 1/7 of the Limefield cohort who articulate similar behefs (See
Table 7) Participants’ personal narratives are also identified as playing a role
determining the level of participant commitment to essentialism and mentocratic
individualism, with an exploration of the ‘Working Class-Close Proximity’ cohort’s
‘stories’ revealing their strong belief in individual responsibility and its role n

determining educational success or failure

7.2.1.1 Fixed Ability Thesis and its Role in Reducing ‘Performativity’ Pressure

The section commences with an exploration into the strong relationship between
some participants’ belief in a fixed ability thesis and the relatively lower levels of
‘performativity’ pressure they experience (See Table 7) The strength of this relationship
1s considered to be a manifestation of a culture of shared acceptance of the limits the
‘disadvantaged’ setting imposes on their capacity to ‘make a difference’ This belief
system 1s particularly pronounced amongst the Tupper and Millplace cohorts Believing
that there are inherent limitations to what working class students can achieve
academucally appears to have a dissipating effect on levels of pressure associated with
the formal testing process, with only 2/8 of the participants (Hannah and Anna) that
express essentialist beliefs referencing pressure associated with the formal testing
process This relationship between commitment to essentialist beliefs and teachers’

reported performance pressure 1s also reflected 1n the results of a comparative analysis
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7.2.1.2 Legimusing Teachers’ Posttion as Arbiters of Intellectual Capacity

A shared acceptance of the lumts that the social setting imposes on working class
students 1s a recurring feature of the Tupper and Millplace cohorts’ contributions The
cultural forces at play that help to buttress the influence of deficit models of
understanding among participants m their respective schools are indicative of the effect
of the ‘circles of certainty’ that Freire (1996) believes reinforces an ontological belief in
educators’ role 1n creating ‘truth’, and the legitimisation of their position as arbiters of

their students’ ntellectual capacity

The Miliplace cohort’s shared acceptance of what they perceive to be their student’s
fixed ability permeates Hannah and Grace’s contributions Ensuring that their students’
are set academic work at an appropniate level to their ability 1s considered central to
securing their students’ happiness, with Hannah stating the importance of assigning
“work at their level [so] that they feel that they can achieve something, I think that sends
the chuldren home happy” (Hannah 80) While such astute awareness of the importance
of differentiation 1s lughly commendable, their references to the academic capabilities of
students and 1ts relation to views on IQ points to the mfluence of essentialist beliefs
Questioning the quality of some of her students’ “grey matter” (Hannah 85) and “gene
pool” (Hannah 87), coupled with the emphasis she places on results mn ntelligence tests
indicates the strong influence of essentialism on Hannah’s thinking Hannah states “the
gene pool might not be the best and you look at the NRIT [Non Reading Intelligence
Test] scores and you compare them” (Hannah 87) This coupled with Grace’s reference

to there being “an 1ssue with 1Q” (Grace 259) highlights their belief in the concept of
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fixed abihity While Hannah and Grace’s contributions reflect the pervasiveness of fixed
ability thinking among the Millplace cohort, Hannah and Grace’s shared social
background 1s also worthy of further exploration The fact that both Hannah and Grace
are muddle class but grew up close proximity to the designated disadvantaged schools
they now work m 1s sigmficant as 1t 1s consistent with a trend that 1s observed in relation
to the relatively high proportion of the ‘Close Proximity’ cohort (4/6) that articulate

their commitment to essentialist behefs *

Pressure to ensure their students attain high scores m standardised tests 1s removed
by virtue of the context they work 1n, with Grace percerving her role as being “far from
getting like a hundred percentile in Sigmas and Micras [Standardised Tests]” (Grace
236) Their appreciation of the futility of getting frustrated or “not putting too much on
yourself” (Grace 251) as a consequence of their students’ lack of academic progress,
coupled with the realisation that “you can only work with so much” (Grace 251) and the
futility of getting “stressed over 1t [absence of ‘grey matter’]” (Hannah 85), reflects this
shared acceptance of ‘an achievement ceiling’ that attendance at a ‘DEIS’ school creates
(Boaler, 2000, Hoadley & Ensor, 2009, Lynch & Lodge, 2002, Lyons et al , 2003) This
normalisation of low student attainment appears to be consolidated by the presence of a
leadership style that 1s accepting of such attainment patterns Providmg teachers with the
space and freedom to pursue new mitiatives are highly influential factors in creating a
school culture that stimulates innovation and change but conversely an absence of

urgency to effect change from school leaders can lead to stagnation and acceptance of

32 For more discussion on the relationship between participants’ social class/background and commitment
to meritocratic individualism and essentialism see Section 72 1 3
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the prevailing status quo among the teaching staff While the pressure free environment
espoused by their principal was cited by 3/6 Millplace participants (Hannah, Claire and
Grace) as being an important contributory factor in thewr continued commitment to the
school, the mmpact that such ‘a pressure free’ environment m relation to academic

attainment has on teacher expectations 1s apparent

Pessimism about their ability to challenge the reproduction of social mequality 1s
reflected in Conor and Sarah’s acceptance that their expectations of students should be
always tempered by the hmuitations that society, and more specifically the
‘disadvantaged’ setting imposes on them, a viewpot that appears to resonate strongly
with the Tupper cohort Conor’s acceptance that there will always be class differences in
relation to students’ academic performance reflects the pervasiveness of this pessimism
Conor states “I think m terms of actual differences, like between classes or between
pupils with different backgrounds, I think 1t’s something that you just have to get on
with” (Conor 107) Conor’s consciousness of the influence social class exerts on
students’ experiences of education 1s the exception relative to the lack of engagement
with the topic across the whole sample Sarah’s account articulates her sense of
frustration 1n relation to what she perceives to be some of her students’ mability to make
academic progress “there are the children who are never really going to pick up
everything that you are saymg but you have to try as hard as you can to mnstill something
into them” (Sarah 96) Her reference to “have[ing] to realise the context that we are
working in too” (Sarah 128) when assessing her students’ academic performance

similarly reflects a process of boundary setting n relation to what they as educators
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should be reasonably expected to accomplish Anna’s description of ‘disadvantaged’
children as “the children that go to learning support more often than not” (Anna 106)
further reflects the influence the schools’ social setting has on teachers’ perception of
what they feel they can achieve This self-imposed achievement ceiling 1n relation to
what they as educators can achieve, and the consequences this has for their students 1s
consistent with the influence of liberal egalitarianism that perceives inequality to be a
given, and that the best society can do 1s try to ameliorate some of the worst effects of
its existence rather than seeking to eliminate 1t (Baker et al, 2004) The associated
mpact these circles of certainty have, not only on legitimising their ascribed roles as
intellectual arbiters, but also on the level of intellectual demand they feel their students’
are capable of has significant implications for students access to socially just pedagogies

(Lingard & Keddie, 2013)

7.2.1.3 ‘Working Class-Close Proximity’ Cohort’s Commutment to Meritocratic
Individualism

Relative to the ‘Middle Class’ cohort (3/9), a higher proportion of the ‘Working
Class-Close Proximity’ cohort (5/9 Hannah, Barbara, Claire, Grace and Anna) express a
belief in a fixed ability thesis When the ‘Close Proximity’ constituent 1s 1solated from
the ‘Working Class-Close Proximity’ cohort, 4/6 of this sub-cohort (Hannah, Barbara,
Grace and Anna) are found to hold essentialist beliefs However, these behefs do not
curtail the desire of the ‘Working Class-Close Proximity’ cohort as a whole to see their
students succeed 1n school On the contrary, a willingness to present themselves as

positive role models for their students to emulate 1s accentuated among participants that
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grew up In or in close proximity to the urban working class areas they now teach m
Moira’s states
Just to try and show them that through education and through story and through
tours, and set an example that I just came from a normal place like them, and that
I could decide that I wanted to be a teacher, and that I went to college after
school (Moira 123)
While participants should be commended for having positive expectations for their
students, there 1s a certain element of naivety present in Ryan’s desire to “give the kids
real aspiration and hope that they mightn’t necessarily have” (Ryan 122), and Grace’s
wish “to get them nto that frame of mind that they can do 1t [succeed]” (Grace 239)
Similarly Moira’s belief “that they just don’t know these basic things  that you go to
college after school” (Moira 123) and the role she can play m “opening their mind away
from this Because there 1s a kind of way of living 1n areas like this, that 1s a very set,
ngid way and sometimes they don’t know the possibilities that are out there” (Moira
124), also reflects a somewhat simplistic appraisal of the role she can play mn addressing
her students’ social capital deficit The uncritical nature of these observations not only
reflect an absence of recognition of the hegemonic influence on education, they are also
indicative of the mfluence of liberal individualism, an 1deology which diverts attention
away from 1ts role m reproducing social inequality by making individual responsibility

the primary determinant of educational success or failure

This cohort’s complicity with or ‘adhesion’ to a meritocratic system that 1s designed

to ensure the failure of considerable swathes of society, but from which they have
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derived success, appears to murror in some regards Frewre’s (1996) account of the
dispossessed classes of Latin America and therr “adhesion” (p 27) to the oppressor
which prevented the dispossessed from considering themselves as oppressed due to their
submersion 1n the reality of oppression The ‘Working Class-Close Proximity’ cohort’s
expressed commitment to mertocratic mdividualism (and the ‘Close Proximity’
cohort’s heightened investment m a theory of fixed ability) implies a belief that failure
or success at school 1s a function of what the mndividual 1s or does (Drudy & Lynch,
1993) Through the representation of the individual in abstract terms, rather than as a
structurally located relational bemng, liberal individualism encourages one to look for
educational solutions through changing individuals rather than challenging mmequalities

that are rooted 1n the social structures of society (Drudy & Lynch, 1993)

7.2.1.4 The Role of Habitus in Resisting the ‘Circle of Certainty’

While these findings clearly demonstrate the pervasiveness of the imnfluence of
essentialism on some participants’ understandings of the difference they can make, there
are pockets of resistance to 1ts influence Both Barbara and Ciara’s resistance to the
influence of the aforementioned ‘circle of certanty’ 1s based on transformative
possibilities that the flud and dynamic nature of teachers’ narratives can facilitate
(Clandimin & Connelly, 1996) The capacity of habitus to resist the forces of the field
(1e their schools’ cultural forces that help to consolidate the deficit model) 1lluminates
the transformative potential of this malleable vision of the educational field Both
Barbara and Claire use negative personal experiences of former teachers’ low

expectations of them to motivate them n resisting the ‘acceptance’ culture of therr
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respective schools Coming from different social classes, Barbara and Claire’s shared
resistance to the deficit model of class highlights the potential of habitus to uncover the
beliefs, relationships, and values that interact and combine to create early career
teachers’ personal and professional identities Crucially, this exploration also allows one
to examne both the limiting and liberating potential of habitus, which according to
Harker and May (1993) allows one to account for agency m a world fettered by
constraints, and how the complex amalgam of the past and present (Mills, 2008)

contrives to make the habitus an arena available to be contested

Barbara’s contribution and the inherent contradictions and inconsistencies that are a
feature of her narrative reflect the ‘messiness’ that defines this contestation Barbara’s
personal childhood experience of the negative impact teachers’ ‘implicit cultural
assumptions’ concerning student ability and intelligence has on students, coupled with
her expressed resistance to what she acknowledges 1s an embedded feature of her own
school’s culture, reflects the capacity of teachers’ middle class habitus to incorporate a
vision of social justice into the ‘new stories’ that they live by (Galman, 2009) This
transformative quality 1s reflected m Barbara’s criticism of the practice of ‘dumbing
down lessons’ in DEIS schools Her anxiousness to retain high expectations for her
students and not to become mnfluenced by a culture of acceptance that 1s particularly
embedded 1 Millplace, reflects her capability to resist the ‘gradual process of
inculcation’ involved m the ‘unconscious’ reproduction of class habitus (Apple, 2004)
Consequently, this resistance challenges the perception that habitus 1s a concept that 1s

determmistic and consequently limiting Barbara states “What annoys me 1s that people
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say ‘oh they won’t be able for that’ I just think 1if you don’t challenge them, you are

never giving them the opportunity to realise can they do 1t or not” (Barbara 146)

Similarly there are contradictions in Barbara’s contribution that affirm the tendency
of class habitus to create and consolidate forms of social capital that can be employed to
sustain one’s status 1n the relevant fields of power (Apple, 2004) While her reference to
“there are going to be a number of children 1n your class who are on a lower, lower level
anyway and they are not going to get the basics” (Barbara 146) indicates that Barbara
has not escaped the influence of this pervasive ‘acceptance’ culture, her expression of
disapproval at high performing students not bemng catered for adequately mm DEIS
schools (Barbara 146) reflects her attempt to unravel the often unconscious mfluence of
a liberal 1deology whose starting premise 1s based on an acceptance of a certain degree
of mnequality While Barbara’s childhood encounter with the vicissitudes of essentialism
was a jolt out of what remains for many a subconscious journey through an education
system designed to ensure middle class ‘success’, Ciara’s experience as a working class
child attending a designated disadvantaged school gave her a personal nsight nto the
effect of such negative thinking on working class students Ciara’s story i1s also
consistent with Galman’s (2009) findings which testify to the ability of working class
teachers to critique and construct a ‘better story’ about teaching than some of the ones
they know and hear Her belief that essentialism 1s not embedded n her school’s culture

could also be interrupted as a manifestation of her ability to tell a ‘better story’ *

3 Ciara’s assertion that a ‘fixed ability’ thesis 1s not an nfluencing force amongst the Limefield teaching
staff 1s corroborated by findings that show that the Limefield cohort 1s the least commutted school cohort
to a ‘fixed ability’ thesis with only 1/7 of 1ts participants expressing commitment to such an 1deology m
contrast to 8/18 across the entire sample
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Although Ciara alludes to the prevalence of such an assertion in the profession in
general, she 1s adamant that neither her teaching colleagues in Limefield nor she 1s
culpable 1n this regard
I would never see the children as disadvantaged chuldren I would have the same
expectations for these children as I would have 1f I had gone to work m a school
that wasn’t disadvantaged I expect the same of them and I think everyone else
1 the school 1s the same (Ciara 150)
Conversely this defence of her staff could be interpreted as being indicative of the
influence of the middle class habitus that her professional status has bestowed upon her,
while also reflecting the recurning patterns of social class outlook that are mculcated by

amongst other things — people’s places of work and their culture

7.3. An Ideology of Control

Deficit based assumptions based around the perceived need to enforce a strict
disciplinary regime amongst working class students are found to be central n explamning
the strong influence of an ‘1deology of control’ amongst participants working mn the
DEIS 1 setting ** This section looks at the reasons behind the continued mvestment m a
control 1deology 1n the two DEIS 1 schools — Limefield and Millplace, and the limiting
effect 1t has on the difference they can make 1n social justice terms The critical role

professional experience plays in determining teachers’ ‘readiness” to resist its

A comparative analysis of commitment Jevels to ‘adopting a devolved, power sharing approach to
classroom management’ according to DEIS categorisation shows that the proportion of DEIS 2 (Tupper)
participants (4/5) expressing a commitment to incorporating elements of this democratic approach 1nto
their daily practice 1s lugher than that of the DEIS 1 cohort (7/13)
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conservative mfluence 1s also examuned The analysis also foregrounds the mfluence of
what Apple (2000a, 2000b) terms as ‘conservative modernization’ on the global and

national policy landscape and 1lluminates the lmuting effect 1t has had on pedagogies

7.3.1 High Stakes Teacher Evaluation and its Role in Reinforcing an ‘Ideology of
Control’

The level of teaching experience was found to be a sigmificant factor influencing
participant commitment to ‘adopting a devolved, power sharing approach to classroom
management’, with the more experienced cohort of teachers (6-9 years teaching
experience) exhibiting a greater willingness to adopt a democratic approach to
classroom management than their less experienced counterparts It 1s also significant
that Tupper (DEIS 2) which has the highest concentration of teachers m the 6-9 years
experience bracket (3/6) also has the highest expressed commitment levels to ‘adopting
a devolved, power sharing approach’ *° These findmgs are consistent with recent Irish
based research that consistently indicates a high degree of concern amongst NQTs m
relation to managmg classroom discipline (Inspectorate of DES, 2005a, Killeavy &
Murphy, 2006), and thus making them more likely to be influenced by a school culture

that values authontative classroom management

Limefield 1s the least experienced cohort m terms of teaching expenence It 1s
therefore significant that they are also the cohort that feels most under pressure to
maintain firm control of their respective classes A significant situated school factor that

helps to remforce this concern 1s the hugh value the principal of Limefield places on

35 Three of the five Tupper participants have between 6 and 9 years teaching expenence in comparison to
2/6 of Millplace’s participants and 1/7 of the Limefield cohort
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teachers’ willingness and ability to enforce a strict discipline regime 1n their respective
classes Some teachers felt that their ability to maintamn control was used by their
principal as an evaluative tool to assess their ‘performance’, a view expressed by Moira,
Ciara and Fiona Recounting a direct quote from her principal, Moira believes that her
principal has formed the view that teachers are “not cut out for teaching 1f you
[teachers] are having a problem with a challenging child” (Moira 162), while Ciara feels
that “1t would be very frowned upon if you were to send a child to the office [because
you did not have control over the child])” (Ciara 165) Conversely compliance with an
ideology of control 1s rewarded with positive reinforcement from the schools’ ‘senior
management’, as Fiona outlines “then somebody will walk 1n and say ‘oh aren’t they a
lovely quite class’ and then 1t’s clhicking that’s what’s important” (Fiona 168)
Consequently feeling 1solated when faced with a challenging situation when the support
of their principal 1s required “there would have been times when you would need
someone more senior, right at the top, to help you out with something and that would be
a challenge” (Morra, 161), coupled with their desire to avoid gaining unwanted attention
from their principal m relation to their perceived inability to discipline their students has
contributed to a defensive mindset becoming entrenched amongst the staff of Limefield
Ther alignment with an authoritative classroom management style reflects the influence
of this performance anxiety and the associated defensiveness, one which 1s mtensified in
light of therr limited teaching expenence and the associated desire to seek mstitutional
affirmation As a junior school, this emphasis on control and discipline creates tension
between these teachers’ desire to exhibit a caring and friendly disposition to the young

children that they teach, and their felt pressure to comply with mstitutional norms
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In contrast the DEIS 2 (Tupper) cohort appears not to be consumed by such concerns
with mamtamning disciphine In light of the relatively high concentration of relatively
expertenced teachers among the Tupper cohort, the findings pomt to the role
professional experience plays m assuaging such anxieties There 1s also a marked
contrast 1n reported styles of leadership, with Anna outlining her new Principal’s
commitment to a distributive style of leadership that encourages his teaching staff to
adopt an agentic disposition towards their mteractions with students and parents 3¢ Anna
states “He doesn’t see any barriers He just says right this 1s what you would like to do,
this 1s what 1s available” (Anna 208) His ability to think positively and con51d\er any
percerved obstacle to the realisation of this vision as surmountable 1s highlighted by

Anna as a leadership trait that she finds particularly inspiring
7.4 Increasing Influence of a ‘Performativity Culture’

The harmful effects of essentialist thinking and 1ts musrecognition of educational
differences as stemming from ‘individual giftedness’ rather than class-based differences
(Mulls, 2008), are compounded by the effects of the growth of a ‘performativity’ culture
that has placed mcreasing emphasis on evaluating student and teacher performance on

the basis of attainment m standardised tests, an assessment process that favours middle

36 Although Anna outhines her new Principal’s commitment to ‘authentic leadership’ (Bhindi & Dwignan,
1997), a style of leadership that advocates a strong sense of collegiality and co-operation among the
school staff and students, and one that encapsulates both Freire and Gramsci’s hope that teachers can be
agents of societal transformation, the supporting evidence that she provides 1s 1n relation to her principal
encouragng his staff to adopt a more interventiomst approach to dealing with the care needs of students
The influence of this leadership style 1s discussed i Chapter Eight
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class students (O’Brien, 2008) This section which 1s divided mto two mam sections
commences with an 1nitial exploration of participants’ views on the forces at play that
are dnving the performativity agenda i education, and assesses the influence this
agenda 1s having on their practice and their understandings of ‘making a difference’
School cultural factors are also examined The DEIS 1 cohort’s heightened awareness
and conformity to institutionally embedded cultures of performativity 1s 1dentified as a
significant factor m helping to explamn their more demonstrative and strident
commitment to ‘pedagogies of the same’ The second section looks at the ‘odd’ effects
of the performativity culture that can result mn participants feeling affirmed by therr
students’ performance 1n standardised assessinents, despite challenging the educational

legitimacy of the assessinents

7.4.1 Increasing Pressures in Relation to Testing

The pressure to produce consistently high class scores in standardised literacy and
numeracy assessments 1s identified by participants as having a sigmificant impact on
their practice Twelve of the eighteen participants (Fiona, Berme, Marta, Donna, Ciara,
Linda, Hannah, Frances, Claire, Ryan, Leona and Anna) outline the pressure they
experience as a result of their engagement with the formal testmg process Pressure
associated with standardised testing 1s a much greater concern amongst the DEIS 1
cohort with 10/13 of participants citing such pressures in comparison to 2/5 of the
Tupper’s participants It 1s the perceived source of this pressure amongst the DEIS 1
cohort that helps to shed light on 1ts influence on participants’ practice In comparison to

the views expressed by Tupper’s participants, 1t 1s noticeable that participants fromn the
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two DEIS 1 schools are more ammated 1n articulating their awareness of the associated
pressure, and the mhibiting influence this pressure has on their capacity to implement a
more transformative praxis The Limefield and Millplace cohorts identify differing
sources of ‘performativity’ pressure While 4/7 Limefield participants (Bernie, Marta,
Ciara and Fiona) believe that the primary source of this pressure emanates from the
emphasis their principal places on test results, 1t 1s the implicit expectation that results
will improve as a result of the mmplementation of the aforementioned literacy and
numeracy mitiatives that the Millplace participants (Frances and Hannah) cite as the

primary source of their pressure

7.4.1.1 Limefield: The ‘Internalisation’ of Institutional ‘Performativity’ Pressure

While traditionally there has been less emphasis placed on standardised testing n
junor SCIFIOOIS, the Limefield cohort demonstrates a heightened awareness of the
increasing pressure attached to ‘performativity’ with 6/7 of their participants
highlighting and critiqumg the aforementioned pressure Four out of seven Limefield
participants (Fiona, Bermie, Marta and Ciara) identity the primary source of their
‘performativity’ pressure arising from the emphasis their principal places on
standardised literacy and numeracy test results, and the implication that they are used to
evaluate teacher as well as student performance Bernie states “you are quite conscious
that maybe at the office that my results are being compared with the results next door
and you are aware of that” (Bernie 212) Teachers who work 1 large schools where

there are multiple class levels may also be more likely to experience pressure from such
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a comparative culture, a conclusion that Marta’s reflects upon “because of the fact that

we have four classes So like you are going to be compared” (Marta 210)

Although there 1s evidence of some participant resistance to this culture of
‘performance’ assessment, the ‘internalisation’ of this performance orientated culture 1s
a noticeable feature of Marta, Ciara and Linda’s contributions Marta and Ciara’s
Justification of the use of test scores as a way of evaluating teacher ‘performance’ 1s
embodied in Ciara’s belief that test scores “are a reflection on how you’re teaching ”
(Ciara 99) The contradictions present in Linda and Ciara’s naming of the sources of this
pressure also reflects the pervasiveness of an mternalisation process Despite naming
therr principal as a pnmary source of the pressure, Linda and Ciara also partially
attribute this pressure to self generated expectations 1n relation to student performance
with Linda feeling that “we put yourself under a lttle bit of pressure” (Linda 230),
while Ciara’s desire to achieve positive outcomes results in a heightened sense of
frustration 1f results are not as good as she would have mitially hoped for “It would
kmd of just annoy me 1f I felt that a child had improved and that they didn’t score higher
in the test That would just uritate me” (Ciara 102) It 1s also significant that 6/6
participants (Fiona, Marta, Donna, Ciara, Linda and Ryan) who testify to feeling
professionally self-affirmed by positive test results are working i DEIS 1 schools, with

5/6 teaching 1n Limefield
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7.4.1.2 Millplace: External Sources of Performativity Pressure

The Millplace cohort expresses sumlar levels of pressure to those referenced by the
Limefield participants with 4/6 of its participants (Hannah, Frances, Claire and Ryan)
referencing ‘performativity’ pressure In contrast to the mstitutional nature of
Limefield’s performance related pressure, the Millplace cohort identify the source of
thewr performativity pressure arising from recently introduced government policy The
expectation that results will improve as a result of the implementation of the range of
DEIS literacy and numeracy imtiatives 1s identified by Hannah and Frances as a major
source of pressure Frances’ recount of the anxiety she experienced when she discovered
that a number of her students preformed poorly in a recent standardised test reflects the
impact of this pressure Frances states “there was a huge drop [1n test scores] with some
of the kids, and definitely there was a huge pressure there from people wondermg 1s 1t
what we are doing in class, or what 1s going on that so many of them dropped””
(Frances 104) Hannah’s sense of frustration at the Inspectorate’s lack of appreciation of
the challenges that teachers m designated disadvantaged schools face on a consistent
basis when evaluating their progress in the area of hteracy and numeracy, 1s another
example of the strain such pressure places on teachers Hannah states “Seriously get a
grip Come into our classes and look at what we are dealing with on a daily basis”
(Hannah 132) Other systemic sources of pressure referenced by Millplace participants
(Frances and Clarre) include the newly introduced compulsory reporting of standardised
test scores to parents, with Claire stating “you don’t want to tell them [parents], you
don’t want to go on about how low [standardised test results] they are either” (Clare

142) Ryan associates the rise in pressure stemming from the media’s reporting of
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internationally comparative literacy and numeracy surveys A common theme runmng
through the Millplace cohort’s contributions 1s the percerved external origins of this
‘performativity’ pressure, which contrasts with the Limefield cohort’s internalisation of

the merits of the testing process

With the concept of ‘success’ n DEIS schools being imncreasingly linked with
mmprovements m scores on standardised tests and assessments, the pressure on all
teachers 1s intensely felt For beginning teachers who may already be attempting “to
meet the virtually unattainable standards of pedagogical perfection they set themselves™
(Hargreaves, 1994, p 126), working mn disadvantaged schools where there 1s
comparatively lower levels of academic achievement m relation to other school settings
(McGough, 2002, Werr & Ervers, 1998) further exacerbates this pressure The sense of
anxiety surrounding the ‘level’ of the class and their ability to master the content
examined 1n tests remains a constant site of emotional conflict for the teacher (Kitching,
2009) The negative effect this emotional conflict can have on teacher motivation 1s
reflected upon by Frances and Sarah as they discuss the deflationary effect percerved
poor results can on have teachers’ motivation, an effect that i1s exacerbated by their
propenstty to make negative comparisons between the results their students achieve
standardised tests to those achueved by students m other settings, with Sarah stating

I know there 1s a girl, she 1s a friend and she came over to the house and she
teaches 1 a very small country school and she said, ‘oh I would die 1f I [one of

337

my students] got anything lower than a seven [STen score]’”’ and I could just

*7 Primary teachers use ‘STen scores’ to tell parents how students perform m standardised tests STen
scores go from one to ten
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see myself and the other girl that teaches m a DEIS Band 1 school and we were
Just looking at each other going ‘we are failing as teachers’ (Sarah 127)
The entrenchment of such negative thinking amongst teachers contributes to the creation
of an air of inevitability around their students’ incapacity to achieve academic
excellence, which serves to further erode their ability to challenge 1ts hegemomnic

influence

7.4.2 The Increasing Specification of Classroom Practice

The findings 1n relation to ‘liberating pedagogies’ demonstrated that across the entire
sample there was a moderate degree of engagement with such pedagogies, with 10/18 of
participants having ‘good to strong’ commitment to the three dimensions of liberating
practice identified The link between the dominance of a ‘performativity’ orientated
culture 1n the two DEIS 1 schools, and the implementation of ‘pedagogies of the same’
that are narrow and deductive m nature, 1s outlined m the following section Evidence
described m this section indicates that the increasing specification of curricula and
classroom practices that the roll out of the DEIS programme (DES, 2005) and the
National Literacy and Numeracy Strategy (DES, 2011) entails, has reached nto the

pedagogic core of teachers’ work, and 1s influencing the type of difference teachers see

themselves making
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7.4.2.1 ‘Teaching to the Test’

Assessing teachers’ performance on the basis of therr classes’ test scores makes the
testing process a high stakes one (Conway & Murphy, 2013), and mtensifies the
temptation to manmipulate the scores This 1s reflected 1n the fact that 4/5 (Fiona, Bernue,
Ciara, Linda and Leona) participants that discuss the contentious issue of ‘teaching to
the test’ are from Limefield Fiona and Bemie reference the temptation to ‘teach to the
test” with Bernie stating that “you almost wanted to coach them for the tests” (Bemie
212), while Lmda admits that she 1s not as “rigid” 1n her pedagogical approach once the
testing process 1s completed Ciara 18 particular candid 1n her admission that she engages
In test ‘preparation’ with her class, Ciara states “I thought in my first year, I didn’t
really, I kind of dished out the tests, whereas this year I am doing prep for 1t” (Ciara
105) Narrowing her focus to ‘testable items’ while also placing an mcreased emphasis
on drill are deemed by Ciara to be the most effective way to get good results Ciara
states “I would do a lot of you know drill  because I think that’s what gets results”
(Crara 89) Sacrificing student comprehension in order to achieve high scores 1s a
practice that Ciara 1s willing to engage in, reflected in her admussion that she 1s “not
really focused on whether they are really getting what ’'m teaching It 1s more like will
they be able to do 1t [the test]” (Ciara 109) The influence of managerial concerns
surrounding technical control and ‘efficiency’ as assessed through the procurement of
positive test results has contributed to the growing complexity of teacher identity
(Troman, 2008) This development also has the potential to constrain socially agentic

action by educators, by intensifying the focus on a performativity culture that shafts
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teachers’ professional identities in order to make them more accountable to client

demand and external judgment (Apple, 2004)

7.4.2.2 The Valuing of ‘Pedagogies of the Same’

The dual focused evaluative framework that the principal of Limefield employs to
assess teacher ‘performance’ on the basis of their ability to enforce strict discipline, and
‘produce’ positive test scores 1s a manifestation of her commitment to a ‘banking’
approach to education In contrast Donna believes that pedagogies that encourage
students to critically consider reality are “often perceived as chaos” and “wasting time”
(Donna 32), and claims that “different members of management  would be delighted
if something boring was going on” such as ‘colouring’ or having children ‘all lined up
doing a poem’ (Donna 33) Fiona concurs with Donna’s critique and feels that activities
that position the students’ learning 1n their contextual reality, such as visits to the library
and school walks, are percerved by her principal as evidence that she 1s ‘doing nothing’
(Fiona 123) Fiona believes that acquiescence on behalf of staff members to a ‘banking’
concept 1s reflected 1n their internalisation of a culture of competitive comphiance, with
teachers 1n competition with each other to receive praise for their ‘template art’ (Fiona
164) Fiona states “literally 1t’s this big competition, whose class do the best art
that’s who gets the praise ~ and you’re kind of made to think that’s what they look for,
that’s what I’'m going to do” (Fiona 166 & 167) Empirical evidence of the
pervasiveness of this pedagogical ‘sameness’ 1s reflected m 2/7 of the Limefield cohort
expressing commitment to the ‘promotion of experiential learning’ The relatively lower

proportion of the Limefield cohort (3/7) mvolved 1n the provision of extra curricular
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activities relative to the other school sites could also be mterpreted as further evidence
of the effect the Limefield principal’s value system has on teacher engagement with non

academically related activities

7.4.2.3 The Reductive Influence of the Literacy and Numeracy Drive on
Curriculum Coverage
The time demands associated with participation 1n the range of DEIS literacy and
numeracy has inevitably had a detrimental impact on the implementation of other
curricular areas, as 7/18 of the total sample (Marta, Ciara, Frances, Hannah, Sarah,
Lmda and Ryan)*® express having great difficulty m covering the full range of subjects
m hght of these aforementioned time demands Although all three schools are
participating in these DEIS literacy and numeracy imtiatives, there appears to be a
greater itensity of focus on these mmitiatives in the DEIS 1 setting This heightened
concern 1s reflected m the fact that 6/7 participants (Marta, Ciara, Frances, Hannah,
Linda and Ryan) that comment on the reductive impact the mcreased focus on literacy
and numeracy 1s having on the successful mmplementation of the primary school
curriculum, are teaching m DEIS 1 schools Hannah sums up the sense of professional
anxiety that she feels as a result of her participation in these intervention programmes
and the impact they have on curriculum coverage Hannah states
Do you know what 1s the biggest pressure now 1s at the moment m our school, 1t

1s DEIS 1tself Bemg a DEIS school right, being designated a DEIS school and

¥ While feeling confined by the time constramts placed on their instructional time 1n light of their
participation 1n the DEIS hteracy and numeracy imitiatives, Marta and Lmda also welcome the structure
that the programmes offer
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getting all the funds from bemng a DEIS school has brought so many extra
pressures First Steps Reading, First Steps Writing, First Steps Oral [Literacy
Programmes], like how do you fit everything mto a day? (Hannah 132)
The mevitable tension that 1s created between the pressure to produce results and the
parallel pressure to implement a curnculum that 1s ideologically at odds with the
aforementioned performativity culture 1s palpable in Ciara’s following account “It’s a
contradiction because like you just said, now the testing 1s coming and everyone 1s up to
ninety trying to get results and you’re focused on that, and then on the other hand you
are meant to be domng this whole holistic education” (Ciara 159) Prioritising the
development of their students’ literacy and numeracy skills at the expense of other
subjects, such as SESE (Social, Environmental and Scientific Education) 1s perceived by
Ciara and Marta as a legitimate and justifiable trade off, Marta states
There are the subjects that do get pushed to the back Like definitely drama, and
music, and SESE really does get shortened through the day You see like, a half
an hour i maths you can’t [get ‘core’ subjects such as maths covered m such a
short time span] 1 know they are important subjects but you do have to have
priorities (Marta 150)
This narrowing of the focus that Ciara and Marta’s contributions testify to, 1s deemed
necessary m light of a number of reports that piponted the steady decline in hteracy
and numeracy levels 1n schools serving margmalised commumties (Weir, 2003, Werr,
Mills, & Ryan, 2002) While recogmsising the importance of children attamning good
literacy and numeracy standards, the nature and application of these skills 1s of equal

mmportance There 1s a need to position the development of these skills within a
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pedagogical framework that encourages students’ critical intervention nto reality
(Frewre, 1996, p 34), as failure to do so results 1n primacy being given to an 1solationst,
skills based approach that 1s techmcal and reductive m character Such reductiomsm
helps to perpetuate the current tide of liberalism that advocates a narrowing of the

curriculum, and a move towards an objectivist driven educational philosophy

The number of participants who welcome the structured nature of the DEIS literacy
and numeracy programmes are exclusively concentrated m the two DEIS 1 schools, with
7/13 participants (Fiona, Marta, Moira, Limda, Barbara, Clawre and Grace) feeling that
the defined nature of the programmes’ content and pedagogical approaches assure them
of the efficacy of their practice 1n this area This positive disposition 1s reflected in the
following comments from Moira, Barbara and Marta respectively

I like the structure and I like the programmes (Morira 157)
I do love First Steps I absolutely love 1t and I love the structure because 1 am
quite a structured person (Barbara 182)
Yea, we have a set timetable or whatever It’s brilliant like It 1s really
structured So I kind of would say that I am structured as well (Marta 149)
The professional confidence and pedagogical clarity that such structured, prescriptive
programmes bring to teachers, many of whom may be unsure about the most effective
way of teaching literacy and numeracy, 1s mghlighted by Fiona
Before then I think teachers were totally at sea and we were constantly being
told that literacy was so mmportant and yet we thought what are we supposed to

be doing? How do we do 1t on a day to day basis? Whereas now we have this
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lateracy hour going i the morning and everyone does their literacy hour and 1t

timetabled, broken down mto 15, 20 minute httle chunks (Fiona 55)
Implementing the relevant programmes by sticking rigidly to the defined structures 1s
something that Fiona references “I mean there 1s a very strict approach to them so like
‘Jolly Phonics’ [Phonics Prograinme] 1s just that programme, so we would unplement
that to the letter, and 1t’s really important m junior infants to get that going” (Fiona 55)
Whether professional autonomy and judgment 1s sacrificed at the altar of conformity and
consistency of approach 1s a legitimate question to raise at this juncture Linda’s desire
for “1deally of course for someone to come 1n and say, ‘this 1s what you’ll do’ and what
you cover, within reason, in your class” (Lmda 127) hints at a willingness to surrender
her right to professional autonomy and pedagogical freedom 1 order to feel assured that
she 1s following the appropnate course, something that Claire and Marta also reference

No I like the structure of it Like I prefer to have right this 1s what we are

doing and then I feel like I don’t have 1t No I like the First Steps (Claire 54)

I think 1t’s brilhant because you know exactly what you’re doing, where you

should be (Marta 97)
Grace and Donna also welcome this objective driven, focused approach which is seen as
the antidote to the previously discussed curriculum overload that so many teachers find
a challenge, Donna states

I think that focused approach 1s necessary to cope with all that overload, because

if you don’t you could just end up feeling like you are doing bits of everything

like, bits of these huge schemes (Donna 88)
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Rather than feeling that the programmes restrict their sense of professional autonomy
and agency, the reported pedagogical clarity and structure that these programmes

provide to participants’ practice affirms their efficacy as teachers

7.4.3 Performativity and Professional Affirmation

A similar pattern 1s observed in relation to participants’ attitudes towards
standardised testing Rather than perceiving the increasing emphasis that 1s being placed
on the testing process at primary level as a retrograde step, 6/18 participating teachers
(Fiona, Marta, Donna, Ciara, Linda and Ryan) felt self-affirmed by their involveinent in
the process The ‘internalisation’ of the aforementioned performance orientated culture
amongst DEIS 1 participants 1s evidenced in the fact that 6/6 (Fiona, Marta, Donna,
Ciara, Linda and Ryan) participants that feel professionally self-affirmed by positive
results are teaching 1n that setting It should also be noted that 5/6 of these participants

work m Limefield

The hegemomc mfluence this ‘internalisation’ process exerts and the ‘oppressive
reality’ that its presents to i1ts compliers 1s largely achieved by its ability to “absorb[s]
those within 1t and thereby acts to submerge human beings’ consciousness” (Freire,
1996, p 33) The lack of critical awareness among participants 1 relation to the
propensity of the testing process to help remforce class bias 1s indicative of this
absorption process Fiona, Ciara, Donna and Frances are exceptions to this pattern of
crtical disengagement as they critically reflect upon what they perceive as the

unfairness of the composition and the processes of testing They raise questions
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concerning the ability of standardised tests to assess a child’s true ability Donna states
“I don’t think they are the holy grail of saying what a child 1s capable of or not, 1f you
believe 1n multiple ntelligences and stuff” (Donna 231) Recognition of the strengths
and weaknesses of standardised tests reflects the process of critical reflection that these
participants have engaged 1n, and the ability of such a process to illuminate the
propensity of a liberal 1deology to value specific forms of intelligence, 1 ¢ the logical-

mathematical and lingwstic intelligences, and discriminate agamst a multitude of others

However despite this awareness of the hegeinonic influence of formal testing, the
contributions of these participants also pomnt to the pervasive mfluence of the
performativity culture reflected in therr ‘internalisation’ of elements of its influence
These ‘odd’ effects of the performativity culture are reflected in the contradictory and
mcompatible positions adopted by these participants in relation to therr attitudes towards
the testing process While Fiona, Ciara, Donna and Frances are critical of what they
percerve to be the negative consequences of the increasing value beng placed on
standardised testing 1n their respective schools, 3/4 (Fiona, Ciara and Donna) also feel

professionally self affirmed by positive test scores >°

¥ 1is significant that not only are 4/4 of this cohort teaching in DEIS 1 schools, but 3/4 are Limefield

participants, reflecting the heightened awareness amongst its participants of the detrimental 1mpact of
their principal’s over emphasis on achieving good test scores
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7.4.3.1 ‘Odd’ Effects of the Performativity Culture

As previously stated 6/18 participating teachers (Fiona, Marta, Donna, Ciara, Linda
and Ryan) felt self-affirmed by positive test results, with 3/6 of this named cohort
(Marta, Ciara and Ryan) viewing the rise 1n test scores as objective evidence of the
success of the range of DEIS literacy and numeracy programmes their schools are
currently engaged in Significantly, this improvement 1n test scores also gave them a real
sense that they were making a difference m the lives of their students This air of
positivity 1s encapsulated in Ryan’s assertion that his school has “been upping the
grades on a regular basis during the four years of DEIS [Ryan uses ‘DEIS’ i reference
to the aforementioned literacy and numeracy nitiatives]” (Ryan 138) However 1t 1s the
‘odd’ effects of the performativity culture that provide us with a good nsight mto the
complex and often contradictory influence of ‘performativity’ on teachers These
contradictory attitudes mrror the results from Troman’s (2008) study on teacher
attitudes towards state testing Despite challenging the educational legitrmacy and
usefulness of the tests, participating teachers felt self-affirmed by the positive results,

especially m schools serving marginalised communities (Troman, 2008)

These ‘odd’ effects are in evidence in Ciara’s contradictory views on the role
standardised testing should play in primary education Ciara highlights the bias towards
students with the greater capacity to absorb and retan knowledge, and criticises 1ts
failure to assess constructivist learning Drawing on her own experience of testing from
her school days, Ciara critiques the inherent middle class bias built into a system based

on a narrow meritocratic system
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It always suited me when I was m secondary school and exams were fine
because I was good I was able to waffle my way out of anything whereas I had
friends who would have found an exam quite hard so Whereas I would always
have scored great and they would have tried really hard and scored lower,
whereas 1 kind of wouldn’t have had to put much effort into 1t It’s not really
fair (Ciara 109)
Ciara’s msights into her personal experiences of the testing process echo O’Brien’s
(2008) assertion of the profound and disabling consequences of such an inherently class
biased assessment process However despite Ciara’s protestations about the inequity and
unfairness of the tests’ composition, the ‘odd’ effects of the performativity culture are
seen 1n her later justification of their evaluative function “I suppose a test ~ shows to
some people who aren’t in the class and seeing their work that there has been an
improvement” (Ciara 107) Despite critiquing the lunitations of standardised tests, and
the constraints the culture surrounding it can impose on teachers’ pedagogical
ambutions, Linda and Fiona also reference the personal fulfillment they experience when
their classes achieve positive scores 1n the tests Linda highlights the “self gratification”
(Lmda 230) she gets from achieving good results with her class “you want your class to
do well and you want 1t to be a good reflection on that hard work you put in for yourself
You need a Iittle bit of self gratification there” (Linda 230) While Fiona recalls the
sense of self worth and efficacy she experiences when her class perform well “I’'m
delighted to hear 1t, you know, somebody to say ‘God, your class did so well>” (Fiona
177) Whule this cohort of six participants view themselves as competent implementers

of mstrumental testing processes, the limited evidence of participant reflection on the
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effects of this practice raises concerns about their ability to resist thewr deliberating
effects (Troman, 2008) Such engagement m critical reflection on their role relative to
the continued influence of the dominant group’s ‘cultural arbitrary’ 1s essential, 1f
teachers are to mitiate a process of real change through their practice Gardner’s (1983,
1993) theory of multiple ntelligences, and Bourdieu’s critique of the role cultural
capital plays m the attainment of educational success (Bourdieu, 1986) suggests “that
the dispositions required for successful test taking and preparation, favour middle-class

students” (O’Brien, 2008, p 145)

7.5 Pedagogical Blindness to ‘Diversity’ — the Epitome of ‘Pedagogies of the Same’

An exploration of the factors contributing to participants’ lack of engagement with
the theme of ‘diversity’ crystallises the influence of the policy, professional and
mstitutional terrain on remforcing a culture of consensualism around ‘pedagogies of the
same’ The preceding chapter outlines the widespread extent of participant complicity
(etther conscious or unconscious) with a culture of assimilation across the three school
sites Such a non mterventionist, ‘hands off” approach to the ‘diversity’ question which
characterises this pedagogical mertia 1s consistent with a pedagogical approach that
promotes conformity and ‘sameness’, and consequently ‘misrecognises” what socially

Just pedagogies ought to look like m a contemporary Ireland

The fear of aggravating an already potentially sensitive situation for students from
munorty ethnic backgrounds that may be subjected to racially motivated abuse 1s one of

the primary reasons articulated by participants to explamn their reluctance to engage too
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deeply with the theme of diversity Participants also cite time constramnts m hight of
pressure to prioritise literacy and numeracy as another sigmficant factor that impinges

upon their ability to focus on the 1ssues pertaining to diversity

7.5.1 Fear and Time: Factors Influencing Reluctance of Participants to Highlight
Student Diversity

This next section examines the reasons given by participants to explamn their
reluctance to broach the issue of student diversity n the classroom Time constraints
owing to pressure to cover the curriculum, coupled with a fear that such a course of
action may make diversity a divisive 1ssue in thewr classrooms, are reasons cited by
participants to explamn their preference to assimilate mmority ethmc students into the

prevailing cultural norms of the school

The fear of aggravating an already potentially sensitive situation for students from
diverse social, cultural and ethnic backgrounds that may be subjected to racially
motivated abuse 1s highlighted by 5/18 of participants (Donna, Ciara, Ryan, Conor and
Leona) as one of the primary reasons for their reluctance to discuss racial differences
with students Ryan states “you don’t want to highlight differences either and then find
that the differences that you have highlighted become a divisive thing, and people start
getting slagged because of their race or because they come from a different country”
(Ryan 198) Thus shared fear of placing some of their students from diverse backgrounds
in an uncomfortable position 1s also the motivation behind Donna, Conor and Ciara’s
reluctance to engage n a more robust treatment of social justice 1ssues relating to

children’s social and cultural heritage Conor states
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What I would think of most of all in that situation 1s the actual kids themselves
from say, be it from Africa that come to Ireland I think if you start making a big
thing of you, you know, ‘oh imagine what they had to come through to be here’
and the impoverishment and all this  you would be making them feel very self
conscious (Conor 182)
Instead Donna and Conor favour an approach that focuses on the positive aspects of
dwversity rather than highlighting 1ssues of injustice perpetrated against the African
commumty Deliberately avoiding exposmg her class to perceived negative
representations of African history and culture, and preferring to concentrate on more
positive representations of African society, reflects Donna’s modus operandi While the
willingness to highlight the positive aspects of children’s historical and cultural
background ts to be coinmended, such an uneven treatment of a people’s social history
contributes significantly to the further depohticisation of the classroom by denying local
and global histories of oppression which ultimately serves to perpetuate existing

mequalities (Apple, 1979, 2004)

Significantly Frank and Conor, both of whom teach in Tupper, a DEIS 2 school, are
two of the few participants to explicitly refer to social diversity while discussing their
rationale for playmg down the social differences between students m their school In
order to avoid working class students feeling self conscious about therr economic
circumstances relative to the muddle class students, Conor sees 1t as his role to
amehorate any possible negative effects that such comparisons could have on these

students Conor states
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I would be trying to play down any differences maybe that there are between
pupils  but I suppose by nature some of them are going to be telling you about
their three week holiday somewhere, or therr three holidays a year, and even at
Christmas you can tell that 1t 1s tough for some kids that don’t have the same
privileges (Conor 110)
While DEIS 1 schools statistically have a greater degree of ethnic and cultural diversity
(Darmody, Smyth, & McCoy, 2012), Conor’s awareness of social diversity 1s perhaps
amplified by the setting that he teaches in, as DEIS Band 2 schools tend to have a
greater degree of social class diversity among the school population than DEIS Band 1
schools, a pattern that his colleague Frank highlights “Tupper 1s a strange school, n that
1t 1s a disadvantage school, but also there 1s a lot of very wealthy people There 1s a big
gap” (Frank 82) In the case of Conor and Frank this heightened awareness appears to
have had the effect of focusing attention more sharply on the gap between the different

social classes, rather than stimulating an active engagement with the topic

The need to prioritise therr students’ ‘learning’ (Linda 278), and the associated time
demands that this academuc emphasis places on participants, 1s cited by Linda and Sarah
as the pnimary reason behind their reluctance to engage too deeply with themes of
‘difference’ 1n their daily practice, with Sarah stating “It would be at back of your
mind, you are obviously aware of it but I think to be honest there’s not that much time
that you could celebrate all the different cultures and take 1t all in” (Sarah 59) Despite

bemg aware of the mmportance of working with and valuing social and cultural
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difference, they feel the practicalities of the teaching day, and the range of demands it
places on teachers’ time, contributes to the peripheralisation of ‘difference’
We’re aware of the different cultures and you know every teacher knows the
countries where their children are from and 1t 1s probably marked on a map
somewhere but I’d say then without going into that too much that 1t 1s
probably just focused back more on to learning (Lmda 278)
Not only does this focus on academic achievement reiterate the pervasiveness of the
mfluence of the performativity agenda and the pedagogical reductiomism that it
promotes, the low ncidence of working with and valuing diversity also has quite
profound social justice implications for students, particularly “in a globalised age of

diasporic flows [and] multiculturalism” (Lingard & Keddie, 2013, p 441)

7.6 Care and 1ts Role in Socially Just Pedagogies

Another aspect of teachers’ professional role that has profound social justice
mmplications for students 1s m relation to care The primacy given by the majonty of
participants (15/18) to the care dimension of their professional role m their
understandings of ‘making a difference’ 1s a notable feature of the study’s findings In
the context of growing inequality, the need for such a hugh level of social support and
care offered to students 1s intensified m marginalised and impoverished communities
Care ‘work’ 1s an emotionally demanding effort and participants should be recogmsed
for providing such support An exploration of participants’ perception of a care ethic not
only affirms the importance of care practices, but also recognises the associated

emotional engagement required to raise student consciousness of social justice This
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exploration also has a focus on mnfluencing mstitutional factors that help to uncover
differences m emphasis and practices across the three school sites The differentiated
value placed upon these practices by the prevailling individual school cultures 1s

identified as a central determining factor m explaining these aforementioned differences

7.6.1 Limefield: Low Value on Care Work

The commitment of the principal of Limefield to a ‘banking’ philosophy, and its
propensity to narrow children’s educational experience, and the limiting effectcit has
teachers’ sense of professional agency and autonomy 1s reflected upon by Fiona Her
principal’s focus on test scores, basic skills, and ‘control’, and the narrow definition of
‘success’ that 1t promotes has according to Fiona, meant that a low value has been
attached to the importance of care work in Limefield The lowly value that teachers’
care work 1s given 1s reflected m the level of recognition Fiona receives for her class’s
performance in standardised tests “If they do really well in the MIST [Middle Infant
Screening Test], that’s acknowledged Well, 1n our school, 1t 1s” (Fiona 176), and 1n
the absence of recognition for the care dimension to her role “I mean nobody 1s going to
acknowledge that fact that your children are so happy and you’re so kind to them”
(Fiona 176) The provision of a socially just pedagogical approach which stnkes the
balance between engaging 1n pedagogies that are cogmitively challenging, and connected
to the real world experiences of her students, and ensuring this development takes place
1n a safe, happy environment 1s an equilibrium that Fiona aspires to However she finds
this dafficult to achieve, especially when the school leadership 1s mvested m market

ideology and a drive for greater ‘teacher accountability’ Fiona states
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I think 1t’s a pity, 1t will take away from what’s actually important I think

They do need to do well in school Obviously that’s what you’re there to do, to

educate them but I think the way that you do 1t 1s equally important (Fiona 179)
This percerved absence of recognition of care practices and the associated emotional
intelligence required echo Baker et al ’s (2004) criticism of the system’s failure to
recognise the importance of emotions in learning as “a denial of the educational needs of

both teachers and students as emotional beings” (p 164)

7.6.2 The Social Justice Implications of an Exclusive Care Focus

In contrast there 1s a shared consensus among the Millplace cohort about the need for
them to prioritise the care dimension of thewr professional role, with 4/6 Millplace
participants (Frances, Hannah, Barbara and Clawre) feeling that the academic
achievement and cognitive development of their students 1s a secondary concern n light
of the acuteness of therr students’ care needs Hannah’s belief that “education mightn’t
be the prionity for these kids, and 1t really 1sn’t a priorty” (Hannah 14), and the
mmportance of concentrating on making “those hours happy for the kids” (Hannah 14), 1s
mndrcative of this boundary setting 1n relation to their professional role and the difference
they feel they can make Frances’ and Barbara’s contribution also reflects their clarity
relation to what they percerve to be their students’ primary needs, with Barbara viewing
1t as her “primary concern” (Barbara 224) and Frances stating that she would be satisfied
if her students were “happy enough 1n here and that they see school as a safe place, as a
positive place” (Frances 84) This concern with creating a safe and caring educational

environment has an mverse correlation with Frances’ concern about developing her
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students academucally, a pursuit that she considers to be a penipheral priority, articulated
i her reference to considering it “a bonus” 1f they “learned something” (Frances 84)
Although indicative of the “extra caring responsibility” (Barbara 09) that she perceives
her professional role entailing, wanting her students to feel that school “is like a
holhiday” (Barbara 221) and a respite from the difficult home life they endure does raise

concerns about how she construes her professional caring responsibilities

From a Frewrean perspective, caring for the well bemng of the child and their
development includes attending to students’ educational progress and literacy In
contrast to some of her colleagues, Hannah’s perception of her care role embodies both
a care and academic focus with the two roles mdelibly lmked and mutually
complementary Her recount of the role she played mn helping a child with special
educational needs take hus first steps to read 1s m harmony with a Freirean interpretation
of teachers’ care role Hannah states

If they pick up something small, you’re like, well that’s an achievement, you
know something small or you know the one that I take, the kid with special
educational needs, he was 1lliterate at the start of the year He 1s reading lattle
jumor mfant books now You think that in 4 class that’s not a lot, that’s
massive, for him, that he can actually do that (Hannah 112)
As Hannah’s account demonstrates, 1t would be unrepresentative to say that these lines
of demarcation are tightly observed by all participants However, a recurring feature of
the contributions from the Mullplace cohort 1s the influence a consensual understanding

of therr professional role has on lessemng therr focus on the mmplementation of
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‘intellectually demanding pedagogies’ which require higher order thinking, deep
knowledge, and substantive conversations and connections to the world beyond the
classroom (Newmann & Associates, 1996) While the care they provide to their students
1s necessary, 1t 1s not sufficient to maximise pedagogical effects, and the significant

social justice implications that this faillure mvolves (Lingard & Keddie, 2013, p 439)

7.7 Conclusion

This chapter exammed the underlying ideologies influencing participants’
understandings of ‘making a difference’ While the role the confluence of ideological
influences play m the perpetuation of a pedagogical conservatism that seeks to treat
students all in the same way 1s a primary focus, 1t 1s important at this juncture to
examime expectations around teachers’ capacity to effect transformative change
Hannah’s reference to what she perceives as the unrealistic and unreasonable
assumption that teachers ‘can change the world® (Hannah 108) provides a catalyst for
such reflecion While this study 1s predicated upon the assumption that the quality of
pedagogies 1s a social justice 1ssue, 1t 1s 1mportant not to overstate the social justice
possibilities for pedagogy and teachers, particularly when located against the continual
weakening of the state’s response to poverty and social inequality mn recent times
Recognition of the personal sacrifices required to actively resist ideologies of the ‘New
Alliance’ (Singh et al, 2005) also provides a contextual backdrop when evaluating

participants’ practice
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A musrecognition of the differences i students’ academic performances and
capabilities as resulting from ‘individual giftedness’ rather than class based effects
exerts a considerable influence on what participants’ perceive their professional role to
entail Lowered teacher expectations of students, and the ‘normalisation’ of low student
attainment m designated disadvantaged schools are just two of the negative teacher
effects that can be attributed to the shared acceptance held by 8/18 participants, that
there are limits to what therr students’ can achieve Institutional factors are also
identified as playing a role in reinforcing these implicit cultural assumptions amongst
the Tupper and Millplace cohorts The strong correlation that 1s found to exist between
these participants’ belief m a fixed ability thesis, and the low levels of performativity
pressure they report as experiencing 1s mterpreted to be a manifestation of a culture of
shared acceptance of the limts the disadvantaged setting imposes on their capacity to
‘make a difference’ The legitimising effect such a school consensus has on remforcing
an ontological belief 1n their right to act as arbiters of their students’ intellectual
capacity, and the level of mtellectual demand they feel their students are capable of has

significant implications for students’ access to socially just pedagogies (Lingard &

Keddie, 2013)

The growth of a ‘performativity’ culture that has placed increasing emphasis on
evaluating teacher performance on the basis of student attainment on standardised tests,
1s a further example of the New Alliance and 1its “tension-ridden notions of domg much,
much more with much, much less, worker accountability, performance standardization,

state testing, and nationalised curriculum” (Singh et al , 2005, p 14) With 12/18 of the
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total cohort outlining the pressure they experience as a result of their engagement with
the formal testing process, the extent of 1its influence 1s clearly seen Pressure associated
with standardised testing 1s a much greater concern amongst the DEIS 1 cohort While
the ‘internalisation’ of a performance orientated culture 1s a noticeable feature of the
Limefield cohort’s contributions, in contrast the Millplace cohort 1dentify the source of
therr experienced performativity pressure ansmg from the implicit expectation that
results will improve as a result of the implementation of DEIS literacy and numeracy
mnitiatives ‘Teaching to the test’, which a number of Limefield participants admit to
engaging in, 1s wndicative of the intensity of performativity pressure felt by the
Limefield cohort, and the reductive effect such practices have on the implementation of
non-testable curricular areas 1s also another bi-product of this pressurised environment
Although all three schools are participating m these DEIS literacy and numeracy
mitiatives, there appears to be a greater intensity of focus on these mutiatives m the
DEIS 1 setting The emphasis the DEIS 1 cohort placed on measured levels of literacy
and numeracy and thewr reporting of the attendant reductive impact 1t has on their
implementation of the all curriculum subjects, reflects this mtensity of focus It 1s
significant that rather than feeling the DEIS literacy and numeracy programmes restrict
their sense of professional autonomy and agency, the reported pedagogical clarity and
structure that these programmes provide to participants’ practice affirms their efficacy
as teachers A simuilar pattern 1s observed in relation to participants’ attitudes towards
standardised testmg Rather than percerving the increasing emphasis that 1s bemg placed
on the testmg process at primary level as a retrograde step, 6/18 participating teachers

felt self-affirmed by theirr mvolvement m the process It 1s perhaps the lack of critical
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awareness among participants in relation to the propensity of the testing process to help
remforce class bias that best illuminates the hegemonic influence this internalisation
process exerts Muroring the New Alliance and the odd mismatch of seemingly
contradictory 1deologies that have jomed forces to ntegrate education policies,
pedagogies, and politics into a contradictory amalgam (Singh et al , 2005), the influence
of this odd combination of forces 1s seen 1n the contradictory and conflicting attitudes
that participant teachers have towards standardised testing Despite feeling self-affirmed
by the positive results, the educational legitimacy and usefulness of the tests was also

questioned by some participating teachers

Another central 1deological component of the eclectic mix of ideological influences
that characterises the New Alliance, namely ‘conservative modermzation’ (Apple
2000a, 2000b), and the hmiting effect 1t has on pedagogies, 1s clearly mn evidence m the
strong influence of an ‘1deology of control’ amongst participants working in the DEIS 1
setting The degree to which the respective school leaders are mvested in such an
1deology helps to partially explamn the variances m the levels of commitment to a
devolved, power sharing classroom management style across the schools sites The
critical role professional experience plays in determining teachers’ capacity to resist its
conservative mfluence 1s also 1lluminated, with the more expenienced cohort of teachers
(6-9 years teaching experience) exlibiting a greater willingness to adopt a democratic

approach to classroom management than their less experienced counterparts
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The findings 1n relation to ‘diversity’ and ‘care’ both reflect a misrecogmtion of what
socially just pedagogies look like m a contemporary Ireland The research found that
participants were commutted to providing care and support for their students Whle such
care 18 necessary, 1t 1s not sufficient on to maximise pedagogical effects, and the
significant social justice implications that this failure involves (Lingard & Keddie, 2013,
p 439) The shared consensus among the Millplace cohort that the academic
development of their students 1s a secondary concern 1n light of the acuteness of their
students’ care needs militates agaimnst the realisation of transformative pedagogies that
are concerned with harnessing emotional responses to stimulate student thinking and
development The influence of this institutional consensualism 1s also 1 evidence mn the
widespread extent of participant complicity with a culture of assimilation across the
three school sites The non interventionist, ‘hands off’ approach to the ‘diversity’
question 1s consistent with a pedagogical approach that promotes conformity and

‘sameness’

Finally, mn line with the study’s focus on 1dentifying evidence of participant
resistance to the constramming influence of these aforementioned ideological forces,
participants’ personal narratives and the transformative possibilities that the fluid and
dynamic nature of teachers’ narratives can facilitate, 1s in evidence in Barbara and
Claire’s shared resistance to the deficit model The limiting and liberating potential of
habitus (Harker & May, 1993) 1s reflected m the findings which pomt to 1ts capacity to
act as both a promoter and mhibitor of social agency Barbara and Claire’s ‘stories’

reflect the capacity of habitus to resist the forces of the field, embodied m this instance
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by the ‘circles of certainty’ that are a pervasive influence at an institutional level
Conversely the heightened commitment to meritocratic mmdividualism demonstrated by
the ‘Working Class-Close Proximity’ cohort, similarly reflects the nfluence
participants’ life histories can have on the reinforcing cultural assumptions An
‘adhesion’ to a meritocratic system from which they have derived considerable success,
appears to remnforce a belief amongst this cohort that failure or success at school 1s a
function of what the individual 1s or does (Drudy & Lynch, 1993), while also have a
masking effect on their awareness of the role meritocracy plays in perpetuating

mequality
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Chapter Eight

The Teacher-Parent Relationship

8.1 Introduction

The interests of the oppressors lie in ‘changing the consciousness of the
oppressed, not the situation which oppresses them’, ** for the more the oppressed
can be led to adapt to that situation, the more easily they can be dominated

(Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 1996, p 55)

In hight of the subtleties and nuances that define the power structures of a modern
‘First World’ society, there are many challenges 1n directly applying Freire’s (1996)
enlightening critique of the ‘submerged’ consciousness of the dispossessed classes of
Latin America m the 1960s and 1970s to the contemporary educational context m
Ireland (Downes & Downes, 2007) However, his deconstruction of the ‘paternalistic
social action apparatus’ within which the oppressed receive the euphemistic title of
‘welfare recipients’ provides a lens through which teachers’ propensity to project, and
mdeed challenge, a limiting and disenfranchising vision of reality to parents 1s critiqued
In the teachers’ narratives their attitudes towards parents are viewed as a signifier of
therr willingness and capacity to incorporate a vision of social justice mto their

understanding of ‘making a difference’ The level of ideological consistency and

0 Simeone de Beauvoir, La Pensee de Droite, Auwjord’hur (Panis), ST El Pensamiento politics de la
Derecha (Buenos Aries, 1963),p 34
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‘harmony’ between teachers’ pedagogical approach, and the nature of their professional

engagement with parents 1s a central concern of this chapter

This chapter 1s 1n three parts Teacher awareness of the power dynamics that
mfluence the teacher-parent relationship 1s considered to be a prerequusite for the growth
of transformative teacher agency m this area In particular the role that a hierarchical
power construct plays 1n manoeuvring working class parents into positions of
subservience to authority figures such as teachers, 1s brought mto clear focus 1n part one
Social class and the level of pre-service interaction with working class communities are
identified as significant variables influencing participants’ level of consciousness and
subsequent agency i this area The second part examines the level of connectivity
between participants’ ‘naming’ of the inhibitive forces on teacher-parent relations and
therr motivation to democratise and radicalise this relationship dynamic The chapter
concludes with an examination of participant awareness of the influence therr middle
class habitus has on their willingness and capacity to develop a dialectical partnership
with parents that 1s focused on not only ‘naming the world’, but also has a dimension of
action that 1s based upon an appreciation of the dialectical relationship between human
beings and their concrete historical and cultural reality In this way all partners n this
process are mmbued with a belief 1n their capacity to change therr own situations, a
transformation that mamfests itself in the democratisation of the teacher-parent
relationship A primary objective of this analysis 1s to not only uncover ‘limit situations’
that inhibit such a realisation, but also to illuminate pockets of resistance to these

constraming influences and the factors that can aid its development
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8.2 Awareness of the Influence of Hierarchical Power Structures on the Teacher-

Parent Relationship

Thus section attempts to foreground the 1ssue of power relations, and 1n particular the
vertical power relations between teachers and working class parents that can have a
stifling effect on attempts to democratise this relationship dynamic Divided mto two
parts, this section commences with an 1mtial exploration of the level of awareness
among participants of the propensity of these unequal power structures to place parents
mn a position of subservience to teachers Without such awareness, teachers’ capacity
and willingness to engage with parents in a sense of partnership and solidarty 1s
severely compromused The second part of this section looks at the detrimental effects
the maintenance of these unequal power relations have on the level and quality of
teacher engagement with parents The role habitus plays, and more specifically the level
of prior participant experience of engaging with working class communities plays mn
moulding this habitus 1s 1dentified as a significant factor in promoting a heightened
awareness of the need to challenge the negative mfluence of the 1llogical, incoherent but
highly influential 1deology of ‘deficit theory’ (Tormey, 2003) The stifling influence
‘deficit theory” has on teachers’ ability to collaborate with parents 1s also fore grounded
Crucially 1t 1s the nature of this relationship, and the desire to base 1t on an “unshakable
solidarity” (Frewre, 1996, p 110) borne out of a vision of transformation that 1s not for

the people but by the people, that 1s of primary interest
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Parents’ negative childhood experiences of school are identified by this cohort as the
primary source of their reluctance to engage with their children’s teachers # Sarah
believes that this residual negativity towards the school as an mstitution 1s manifested m
parents’ ‘fear’ of the school setting, with Sarah stating “that parents are afraid to come
1n because their experience in school might not have been great I think they feel
maybe somewhat embarrassed talking to the teacher” (Sarah 151) Claire, who grew up
m the local community she teaches in, believes that her knowledge of the local area
affords her a greater insight mto the causes of parent disengagement, a view shared by
other participants from working class backgrounds (Moira, Grace and Ciara) Sections
of the parent population feeling “intimidated by teachers™ (Claire 71), and considering
“teachers as the enemy nearly as they did when they were kids” (Claire 77), 1s identified
by Claire as a significant obstacle that must be negotiated by teachers wishing to engage
with working class parents Working class parents percerved absence of education,
power and relevant resources to challenge the school’s definition of the self (Reay 1998,
Walkerdine & Lucey 1989, Walkerdine, Lucey, & Melody 2001) 1s also highlighted by

Fiona, Grace and Frank as bemg a significant constramning influence

As well as breeding anger, this sense of fear described by Sarah can also engender a
more reticent response from parents Awareness of the tendency of some parents to

assume a position of subservience 1 relation to authority figures such as teachers, 1s

*2 Despite displaymng an awareness of the harmful effects of hierarchical power structures on parent
engagement with teachers and the formal school environment, this awareness does not prevent 4/7
participants (Donna, Fiona, Marta and Claire) from also expressing theirr comfort with the observance of
these structures through their maintenance of a measure of professional distance from parents
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apparent 1 Grace and Fiona’s recognition of parents adopting “timid” (Grace 80) and
“apologetic” (Fiona 117) disposttions when talking with them The propensity of some
working class parents to “put a teacher on a pedestal” (Donna 55) ties in with Kozol’s
(2007) observations on the Chicago public school system of the late 1960s, where he
observed how parents
looked upon these schools as places of remembered misery and failure and
prolonged years of humiliation So, even at the age of 28 or 35, they were still
uncomfortable 1n coming to a school and were also insecure about their
capability for speaking cogently to teachers (Kozol, 2007, p 23)
This level of msecunty 1s referenced by Bermie as she feels that parents are often
reluctant to seek advice from teachers on their parenting concerns as this would mvolve
them admutting that they require assistance, and consequently open themselves up to the

potential threat of bemg reported by teachers to social services for neglect

8.2.1 Pre Service Experience and its Role in Promoting Teacher Collaboration with
Parents

Awareness of the negative mnfluence that unchallenged assumptions concerning
working class parents can have on teachers’ capacity to develop a culture of partnership
and collaboration with parents 1s displayed by 7/18 participants (Marta, Ciara, Morra,
Clare, Ryan, Grace and Anna) Participant mteraction and familiarity with working
class communities m their youth appears to play a significant role m helping to account
for the fact that 6/7 of this cohort (Ciara, Moira, Claire, Ryan, Grace, and Anna) are

erther from working class backgrounds, or grew up mn close proxmmity to the working

263



class commumties they now teach in These findings are consistent with those outlined
in Chapter Five, which ident:ify the role that prior experience plays i fostering a

positive attitude towards working m the DEIS setting

While the preceding section outlines participant awareness of the effects of these
power differentials that mvanably result m working class parents assuming a position of
subservience towards teachers,* such critical appreciation of the need to deconstruct
these hierarchical power structures needs to be superseded by a measure of action that
can lead to a more radical relationship dynamic Claire and Moira’s contribution reflects
their cogmsance of the need for their teacher reflections to be backed up by a dimension
of action, with their working class habitus 1dentified as being mstrumental m helping
them cross the divide between reflection and action and to assume a position of agency
In light of the deficit of emotional support some parents may have in their lives, Claire
stresses the need to adopt an “open” (Claire 95) approach Rather than passively waiting
for parents to approach her, Claire advocates a more proactive approach that encourages
parents to discuss their problems with her Claire states “I think especially here, you
need to be open and 1f they have any problems to talk to you because they mightn’t have
someone to talk to at home” (Clawre 95) Morra also views her heightened class
consciousness as a medium through which she can mtiate a dialogue centred on
students’ educational development Moira states “It 1s not like you’re snobby or
anything coming talking to them You’re kind of like I understand the situation but

I’'m trying to get him [student] to do this or that” (Moira 105)

* Freire (1992) believes that this subservience 1s borne out of the percerved power differential between
teachers and working class parents, a product of what Freire believes to be a “‘connivance’ of the
oppressed with the oppressors” (p 11)
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Another demonstration of this cohort’s commitment to a change agenda 1s their
opposition to the mddle class assumption that working class commumties are apathetic
towards their local school Five out of seven of this cohort (Grace, Ryan, Marta, Ciara
and Anna) commend the level of parental mvolvement in their respective schools and
challenge the perception that parents from working class commumnities are disengaged
from school and not willing to become mvolved 1n school activities, a view that Grace
finds reprehensible Grace states “There might be this notion that disadvantaged people
are you know ‘oh God, the school and here’s the school and here 1s us and we stay
away’ It 1s not really like that at all” (Grace 16 & 17) Grace cites parents’ “generosity”
(Grace 215) when contributing to school fundraising mitiatives as evidence of the
posttive role they play 1n the life of her school Grace states “people 1n the area, the
local people will be really generous with things like [supporting school fundraiser]
and you would be surprised” (Grace 215) The strong commitment that parents have to
school fundraising and the altruistic mage 1t projects of themn challenges the class biased
characterisation of working class parents by muddle class teachers as being apathetic
towards education (the strength of this ‘class biased characterisation’ 1s reflected 1n the
expression of ‘surprise’ noted by Grace) The importance of appreciating the joint
responsibility of the teacher and the parent 1 helping to create an authentic partnership
m which all participants grow, 1s affirmed by Ciara, Marta and Ryan whose
contributions sums up the reciprocity n this relationship dynamic Ryan for example
praises the greater parent body for their appreciation of teachers’ commitment to their
jobs “the one thing that I like about the area 1s that we always get recognition for the

extra time that we give above and beyond” (Ryan 144) Affording parents the courtesy
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of her time and taking the opportunity to highlight their child’s positive progress 1s
identified by Marta as a way of showing parents the same level of respect, with Marta
stating “I try to bring them 1n and they really appreciate that when they are brought into
the class and like I have therr stuff to show them 1f I need to talk to them” (Marta 137)
Ciara and Anna continue on this theme and comment on “the great sense of community”
(Ciara 138) that exists among the local people Ciara cites the discounts that local
businesses give to the school, and Anna lighlights the football coaching that parents

provide to the school as evidence of this sense of commumty synergy

Thus sense of shared ownership amongst the whole school community contrasts with
Woods and Jeffrey’s (2002) claim that the degree of trust that used to exist in social
relations such as between teacher and parent has been significantly diminished, an
occurrence exacerbated by the accountability culture that has becoming the increasmg
standard that governs all professional relationships (Farrelly, 2009) These participants’
contributions also serve to contest the perception that working class parents are less
supportive of their local schools and supports Kozol’s (1991) assertion that “very poor

communities place high priority on education” (p 55) *

* Kozol (1991) reports that typically very poor communities in the United States place a high priority on
education, so much so, that they often tax themselves at higher tax rates than 1s the case with the very
affluent communities This evidence challenges the victim blaming 1deology that 1s based on class bias
and conjecture As Kozol (1991) states “The parents of these children want the same things for their
children that the parents 1n the suburbs want” (p 90)
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8.2.2 Teacher Sympathy: Reinforcang Existing Hierarchically Based Power
Differentials

The “Working Class’ cohort’s empathy with parents’ social circumstances contributes
to theirr motivation to develop more open and mclusive relations with parents However,
the positive implications of this ‘reflection-action’ synergy comes with a caveat, as the
subtle differences between showing empathy towards, and feeling sympathy for,
working class parents are key to understanding the limitations that participants’ working
class habitus can impose on their mnterpretation of the nature and depth of teacher-parent
relations The following contributions from Ciara and Morra, and their contrasting
mterpretations of these aforementioned concepts reflects the potential for their habitus to
act as a constraming force on the development of their relations with working class
parents Ciara, Moira and Clarre 1dentify a capacity to empathuse with the challenges
faced by working class parents as an advantage of their own working class habitus In
light of her working class background and her own personal experiences as a child
growing up 1n a house where money was a scare commodity, Ciara feels she 1s more
sensitive towards parents that are struggling to pay for their children’s books While
empathy 1s 1dentified as a key component in the development of any healthy
relationship, a move from an empathetic to a sympathetic disposition towards working
class parents 1s problematic Moira’s expression of sympathy for parents that may be
experiencing difficulties “I have an awful lot of sympathy really, 1t 1s the real feeling
because I suppose they grew up m rough times or they have difficulties, whatever they
are  1f there 1s substance abuse or mental health [issues] or different things” (Moira

88) 1s problematic as 1t places the ‘recipient’ of this sympathy (1e working class
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parents) in a position of subservience, thus promoting dependency upon the ‘generosity’
or charity (Freire, 1996, p 26)*° of the establishment (personified m this case by the
teacher), a relationship dynammc that ultmimately serves to reinforce existmg

hierarchically based power differentials *°

In summary these findings pomt to the role pre-service engagement with working
class communities can play m promoting a more positive disposition towards the role
working class parents currently play i schools The ‘Working Class-Close Proximity’
cohort demonstrates not only awareness but also willingness to initiate a process of
partnership The next section will examine the parameters of the teacher-parent
relationship and the level of opportunity presented to parents to affect the direction of

this partnership, a prerequusite for engagement 1n a process of co-conscientisation

* As presented within the parameters of a ‘donor-recipient’ construct, Freire (1996) argues that such
‘generosity’ 1s false as 1t 1s nourished by an unjust social order and 1s the reason why “the dispensers of
false generosity become desperate at the slightest threat to its source” (p 26)

4 Morra’s sympathetic disposition towards the challenges faced by some working class parents 1s
contradicted by her expression of anger towards parents for havmg children when she feels they are not

capable of adequately providing for them, Moira states “why did you have kids 1f you can’t grve them
what you need” (Morra 88)
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8.3 A Minimalist Approach to Parental Relations

Cnitical awareness of the need to deconstruct hierarchical power structures that have
traditionally placed parents mn a position of subservience to teachers 1s presented as a
necessary factor in creating a teacher-parent relationship that for the purposes of this
study 1s defined by its ‘co-tentionahty’ (Frewe, 1996, p 51) Freire’s (1996) concept
of ‘co-intentionality’ positions teachers and parents as subjects co-intent on reality, “not
only 1n the task of re-creating knowledge, and thereby come to know 1t critically, but mn
the task of re-creating that knowledge” (p 51) *’ Frewre (1996) however considers this
‘naming’ of the world to be empty “verbalism” in the absence of its dimension of action,
an action that leads to the democratisation of teacher-parent relations that 1s imbued with
the dynamics of ‘co-ntentionality’ This section examines the level of connectedness
between the ‘naming’ of these constraining influences on teacher-parent relations, and

participants’ motivation to democratise this relationship dynamic

The section commences with an overview of participant engagement with parents
Identifying the professional, institutional and personal factors that contribute to the
majornty of participants adopting a mummalist approach to parent relations 1s of primary
concern School cultures, differentiated levels of responsiveness to parents according to
therr social class, and the propensity for teaching experience to play a part m
participants becoming more entrenched 1n this defensive mode are just some of the
factors 1dentified as contributing to the pervasiveness of participant disengagement from

working class parents In line with the study’s emancipatory focus, this section also

*7 Freire frames the concept of ‘co-intentionahty’ within the dynamics of the teacher-student relationship

269




illuminates participants’ active resistance to this mimimalist approach  Pre-service
engagement with working class commumnities 1s found to have a positive influence on
participants’ willingness to engage in a more open and inclusive relationship with

parents 1n designated disadvantaged schools

8.3.1 Posttive Perception of Limited Parental Contact

Ten of the eighteen participants (Fiona, Bernie, Marta, Donna, Linda, Hannah,
Claire, Frank, Conor and Sarah) express a positive attitude towards limited parental
mvolvement m the life of designated disadvantaged schools Adopting a defensive
stance 1n order to protect themselves from parents as expressed by Claire “coming up
knocking on your door saying ‘why haven’t you done this or this?’”(Claire 194) and
“try[ing] to distance themselves” (Linda 148) 1s an approach strongly supported by this
cohort of participants While 2/10 (Linda and Claire) are more circumspect mn explicitly
welcoming such a restrained approach to parental relations, 5/10 (Frank, Fiona, Bernie,
Hannah and Marta) freely admut that they welcome limited mteraction with parents,
epitomised by Hannah’s following contribution “would I like to see more of the
parents, no thanks, no you’re alright” (Hannah 171) Feeling they are fortunate not to
experience the mtensity of parental scrutiny that theirr teaching friends working n
muddle class schools receive, 3/10 (Fiona, Marta and Ryan) regard their dealings with
parents in DEIS schools to be “easier” and “more relaxed” (Marta 71) Marta’s
comments are reflective of the less pressurised environment these participants
experience, one that they feel contrasts sharply with the intensity of pressure that they

believe defines teaching mn muddle class schools It 1s clear from these findings that
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participants are concerned about the increased capacity of middle class parents to exert
pressure on teachers in light of their greater accumulation of cultural capital embodied
in the possession of the knowledge, skills and contacts to maintan their advantage
through thewr resource provisions (Gewirtz, Ball, & Bowe 1995, Hannan, Smyth,
McCullagh, O’Leary, & McMahon 1996, Lareau 1999, O’Brien, 2009) Consequently
the mcreasmg pressure on teachers to justify ther judgments and actions (Troman,
2008) makes teachers more responsive to demands from muddle class parents and
external judgment (Apple, 2004) This awareness of such heightened pressure also has
detrimental consequences for teacher-parent relations m designated disadvantaged
schools, as teachers are reluctant to develop more open relationships with parents in

order to avoid potentially exposing themselves to similar pressure levels

8.3.2 The Influence of School Culture on Parent Relations

Although there are no significant differences across the DEIS settings, the findings in
relation to the two DEIS 1 schools’ commitment to mmimalist relations with parents
reveal interesting contrasts (see Table 10) The Limefield cohort’s relatively low levels
of commitment to the pursuit of ‘liberating pedagogles’48 mdicates a heightened
commitment to an ‘ideology of control’ that i1s defined by student passivity and the
imposition of the teacher’s own experience on the student (Shor & Freire, 1987) This
authontarian pedagogy with 1ts strict adherence to culturally imposed lmes of
demarcation between teacher and student murror the mterpretation of their role vis-a-vis

parents, a relationship perceived to be defined by 1ts static and “in-animate” (Freire,

* The school cohort with the lowest proportion of its participants expressing ‘good to strong’
commitment to ‘hberating pedagogies’(3/7) 1s Limefield
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environment in which parents can freely and safely engage with teachers The emphasis
on developing ‘non-threatening’ partnership projects reflects the Millplace cohort’s
concerted attempts to build a more collaborative relationship with parents, Frances
states
Yea just getting them m even to see that 1t 1s not a scary place, and then different
things like say we had the jumble sale on last week  things that are maybe non
threatening, that are conducted m a fun, relaxed atmosphere, that definitely
helps (Frances 125)
The development of links with local clubs 1s another example cited by Frances as being
mstrumental m fostering and consolidating such strong community links Their strong
commitment to providing extra curricular activities for their students 1s also indicative of
this communitariamsm that 1mbues the professional practice of the Millplace cohort !
Both Grace and Frances 1dentify the role of the HSCL Coordmator 2 as being central to
changing parents’ perceptions of their local school through her promotion of projects
that encourage parents to participate more actively m the life of the school Grace states
Definitely here [the] home school lhaison [coordmator] does a brilliant job like
she would have parents in for all sorts, doing ‘Maths for Fun’ [activity based
mathematics programme], running the library  we had a tuck shop on Friday

night and the parents did that themselves for us (Grace 17)

' A high proportion of the Millplace (5/6) and Tupper (4/5) cohorts express their commitment to
providing extra curricular activities to their respective students, with lower levels of commitment reported
among the Limefield cohort, with 3/7 mvolved in the provision of such activities (see Chapter Six,
Section 6 2 2 2)

%2 Home School Community Liaison (HSCL) coordmators are teachers who are released from all teaching

duties and engage i full-time lraison work between the home, school, and the community (Government
of Ireland, 2007a)
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Engaging 1n regular, informal commumcation with parents 1s also 1dentified by Claire as
being representative of this openness with parents, an approach that she feels contrasts
sharply with the formality that characterises relations with parents in other schools
Clarre states “I know a lot of schools would be like  make an appointment, make an
appomntment  Like you would often have parents come to the door and you would
give them a couple of minutes” (Clawre 79 & 80) While the successful efforts made by
the Millplace cohort to encourage greater parent participation 1s to be commended, 1t 1s
one that 1s primarily based around engagement m politically ‘neutral’ topics/activities
In order to build on efforts already made by the Millplace cohort, there 1s a need to
widen the scope of the parent-teacher relationship from one that 1s primarily based
around engagement 1n politically ‘neutral® topics/activities to one that also encompasses

opportunities for parents to affect the direction of the relationship

8.3.2.2 Limefield: Limited Parental Engagement

Relative to the other school cohorts, the Limefield participants were particularly
comfortable with the 1dea of having limited engagement with parents This section looks
at the mfluence these views exert on their professional relationships with parents These
actions mainly revolve around the participants projecting a more personable and
approachable persona to parents This ‘softening’ of their image manifests itself 1n
Fiona, Donna and Frances’ attempts to be “personable” and “real” (Fiona 118),
“relaxed”, “approachable” and “normal” (Donna 53), and “non-threatening” (Frances
125) Fiona associates being ‘real’ with approachability and n this way attempts to

remove the veil of professionalism that closets teachers from potential mteraction with
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parents, Fiona states “if there 1sn’t an 1ssue, you know, I’'m just there to chat to them
and talk to them and  they just know from me that they can come and talk to me”
(Fiona 121) Her desire to remove inhibiting professional boundaries that impose limits
on teachers’ relationship with parents 1s embodied 1n her expressed hope that parents
will not feel that interaction 1s limited to the resolution of ‘issues’ invariably related to
discipline matters However despite the conscious efforts she has made to widen the
scope of her relationship with parents, she 1s also anxious that her approachability does
not compromise her professional status, Fiona states
I thmk they still get the impression from me that I’'m a professional and you
know I would conduct things professionally enough with them If I had to speak
to them, I would organise a time to talk to them I wouldn’t talk to them at the
door, I would say to them can you come back to me at a certamn time So I think
they still get the professionalism from me (Fiona 121)
Consistent with her heightened class consciousness which she attributes to her working
class background, Moira recognises the importance of talking ‘with’ rather than ‘down’
to parents Moira states “I suppose like talk with them [parents] instead of talking
down” (Moira 89) Despite also talking about portraying herself as being “on the same
kind of team as them” (Moira 88), Moira’s engagement 1n transformative practice 1s
challenging for her and expressed when she qualifies her precedmg statement with the
following clarification “I have always tried to be on the same kind of team as them even

if they make that difficult at times™ (Morira 88)
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