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Abstract
An Exploration of the Motivations for Changing Career and the Formation
of Professional Teacher Identity among Second-career Teachers working
within the FET sector of the City of Dublin ETB.

Brendan Kavanagh

The motivations for choosing to teach in the Irish Further Education and Training (FET)
sector as a second career are diverse, multifaceted, and under researched. This thesis
explores the underlying motivations that drive individuals to pursue a career change to teach.
It reveals the supports and challenges experienced by novice second-career teachers and
examines the process of professional identity (trans-)formation. Second-career teachers
bring a wealth of professional skills and experience into the classroom. This research uses a
mixed methods design to identify the motivations behind career change. The quantitative
data provides an overview of motivations as revealed through on online, anonymous survey.
Qualitative data is provided by a focus group and interviews and offers deeper insights into
the mix of altruistic-intrinsic and extrinsic motivations which have influenced the decision-
making process. The identified motivations include altruistic-intrinsic motivation such as the
positive impact of teachers and previous learning experiences within the FET sector, as well
as a strong desire to work with adult learners. Extrinsic motivations for career change are
evident. These motivations include the pursuit of career change driven by the need for secure
employment, particularly during times of recession, as experienced by seasoned teachers. In
contrast, novice teachers face insecurity in their career change. The influence of direct
outreach from professional networks within the FET sector on career choice is apparent.
Furthermore, the importance of personal and professional supports in facilitating a
successful career change and overcoming imposter syndrome is clear. The process of
professional identity (trans-)formation sees past professional experiences interact with a new
role and is viewed through the lens of Mezirow's Transformational Learning Theory. Once
again, job security and a supportive environment are acknowledged as important factors in
the process of professional identity (trans-)formati
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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1. Introduction to this Research

A century ago, Gray and Hinton (1922) considered educational careers as a lifelong
pursuit. Presently the notion of enduring employability, ‘a job for life’, is for many a thing
of the past. Careers paths are now considerably more flexible, career decisions are not set
in stone, and mid-career transitions are a ‘“natural phenomenon” (Ellis, 1993, p.6).
Teachers who enter the teaching profession later in life are referred to as second-career
teachers (SCTs) and are viewed as being significantly different when compared to their
first career colleagues (Chambers, 2002). These differences include the motivation to
teach, in addition to the richness they bring into the classroom and the wider teaching
profession, because of their wealth of experience, expertise, and career specific skills (Ong,
2022).

Motivation can be understood as the reasons behind voluntary behaviour (Deci, 1976).
Available literature reveals various motivations for career change among SCTs, which are
detailed in chapter three. Similar motivational factors are evident in the findings of this
research and are discussed in chapters six and seven. A search for professional fulfilment
often drives individuals to change careers and become an SCT. The Irish Further Education
and Training (FET) sector, much like its counterparts globally, benefits from teachers who
have changed career. These individuals choose to leave their previous career and enter the
teaching profession, bringing valuable professional expertise and experience into the
classroom (Tigchelaar, Brouwer, and Vermunt, 2010; Robb, 2024). SCTs carry their
existing professional identity into teaching, which may have either a positive or negative
impact upon the formation of their new ‘teacher’ identity. Previous professional identities
may result in deeply ingrained habits, practices, or values, which resist change, making it
difficult to adopt new professional values. There may also be a conflict of identities,
causing internal tension and hindering the integration of new professional values (Wood,
Farmer, and Goodall, 2016). Transitioning into teaching may require SCTs not only to
acquire new skills but also to ‘unlearn’ aspects of their previous professional identities that
may not align with the educational context. Finally, as noted by Ares (2018), transitioning
to a new profession may trigger fears of inadequacy or failure (See Sections 6.6.1 to 6.6.3).
Conversely, the positive impacts include transferable skills and knowledge, which may

facilitate a smoother transition into a new career. SCTs may also be more confident, given



their maturity and previous professional successes. In addition, their diverse professional
experiences lead to broader perspectives, which can enrich their new identity, fostering a
more holistic approach to their new profession (Bar-Tal and Gilat, 2019).

This research explores the motivating factors which drive individuals to transition from
non-teaching careers to teaching roles within the FET sector of the City of Dublin
Education and Training Board (ETB). A key aspect of career change involves the
development of a new professional identity that incorporates aspects of their former
identities (Caza and Creary, 2016). This complex identity (trans-)formation is not just
about acquiring new skills but also involves a profound shift in self-perception and
worldview. The distinction between professional identity transformation and professional
identity (trans-)formation lies in the scope and nature of the career change process, and
while the distinction may appear subtle, it is important in the context of this research.
Identity transformation is perceived as a significant change in identity, while identity
(trans-)formation is a broader concept, implying a dynamic, dual process of simultaneous
identity formation, development, and integration, encompassing both change and
continuity. In the context of SCTs, this distinction emphasises the complexity of the
identity shift which accompanies career change. Space for ongoing reflection during the
process of transition is important as it provides SCTs with an opportunity to reassess their
identity in light of new experiences, which allows for a more dynamic (trans-)formative
process. Recognition of previous experience is also important as it allows individuals to
draw on their past knowledge and skill while adapting to a new context. The continuous
interplay between past experiences and new learning opportunities fosters a stronger
professional identity.

Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning (Mezirow, 1978a) is employed as a
framework for mapping profound life changes, professional development, and the supports
which are necessary during transitionary periods, such as career change (Mezirow, 1978b).
Mezirow (1991, 1997) describes transformative learning as a process which changes an
individual’s frame of reference, shaping how they perceive, react to, and anticipate
outcomes from their experiences. Ultimately this process allows an individual to adopt a
more flexible perspective, meaning they are better equipped to adapt to their new situation
and challenges they may face. Key components of this ten-step process include
experiencing a disorienting dilemma, engaging in critical reflection, and discourse to gain
insight and validate new perspectives (Gardner, 2014). Mezirow’s theory emphasises the
process by which individuals’ question and reassess their belief systems, assumptions, and

lifestyle, which are facilitated through critical reflection on experiences and are influenced



by accumulated experiences, values, and associations. Mezirow’s theory and motivation
are intrinsically linked through the concept of a disorienting dilemma, which acts as a
catalyst for career re-evaluation and change (Damianakis et al., 2020). The disorienting
dilemma initiates a motivational impetus, creating a drive for resolution, which is achieved
through critical reflection. The motivation for change encourages the individual to reflect
critically, to engage with their experiences, and to persist through challenges (Gardner,
2014). By mapping the experiences of SCTs to these transformative phases (See p.175),
this research aims to highlight the challenges and growth that accompany the transition
into teaching, thereby deepening our understanding of how transformative learning
facilitates professional growth and adaptation during such critical transitions. Reflective
thinking however may defy linear progression, which challenges the straightforward
application of transformative models, such as Mezirow’s transformative theory. The
journeys made by SCTs may be influenced by diverse personal, professional and
institutional factors, making their reflection more fragmented and iterative than sequential
(Nielsen, 2016). SCTs may have to revisit and renegotiate their understanding of events
and multiple times, shaped by evolving challenges and contexts. Mezirow’s model, with its
structured stages, may not fully capture the emotional, relational and nuances of SCTs’

transitions.

1.2. Context and Scope of this Research

This research seeks to understand the motivations for career change into teaching by SCTs
working within the FET sector. For feasibility, it was decided to limit the research to the
971 teachers working within the FET sector of the City of Dublin ETB. There are no
figures available to show how many FET teachers working in the City of Dublin ETB are
SCTs. My desire to understand the motivations behind career change and the process of
professional identity (trans-)formation amongst novice teachers requires depth in the data
collected (Creswell, 2009). Achieving this depth necessitates focusing the scope of this
study to SCTs working in just one ETB area, namely the City of Dublin ETB. This ETB
was chosen because I work therein as an FET teacher. Being an ‘insider researcher’
provides both access to other teaching staff, in addition to first-hand understanding of the
sector (Shah, 2004).

The Irish FET sector offers educational programmes that are designed to provide students
with practical skills and pathways into the workforce or onto Higher Education. FET in
Ireland represents a conglomeration of adult, technical, and vocational educational

elements which deliver education in a space that exists outside secondary school and third



level education. Outside Ireland, this level of education is frequently referred to as
Vocational Education and Training (VET). Students may progress into the FET sector
directly from second level education or may be returning to education later in life.

Within the Irish context, FET finds itself in a paradoxical situation. Despite playing an
important role in education and filling skills shortages in the economyi, it is frequently
misunderstood, under-researched, and undervalued (O’Neill and Fitzsimons, 2020;
Maloney, 2021; Rami and O’Kelly, 2021). Many people view the traditional university
education path as more prestigious and desirable, when compared to the FET route, which
is often seen as offering a lesser quality, second class, education. These perceptions can
diminish the appreciation and recognition of the valuable contributions made by the FET
sector.

As will be discussed in chapter two, the Irish FET sector has evolved in what many
consider to be a haphazard manner and faces challenges in terms of recognition and public
understanding. The lack of awareness regarding the scope, contribution, and potential of
the sector adds not only to its continued undervaluation but to its marginalisation (O’Leary
and Rami, 2017). Although significant events occurred prior to 1896, the exploration of the
FET sector’s evolution in this research begins with the publication of the report of the
unofficial Recess Committee in 1896. This report found that agricultural production could
be increased through better organisation and education, which led to the passing of the
Agriculture and Technical Instruction (Ireland) Act, 1899, (Government of the United
Kingdom, 1899). The Department of Agriculture and Technical Instruction Ireland was set
up in 1900. This department established Technical Instruction Committees which were to
provide courses designed to meet local demands. In 1924, the Department of Education,
which was influenced by religious institutions, gained oversight of technical education. A
two-tier educational system was established, wherein vocational schools were tasked with
the provision of technical education, and denominational primary and secondary schools
catered to more academically inclined students, providing general, academic education.
Between the 1960s and the 1980s, several reports on Ireland’s educational system were
published, emphasising the widespread neglect and misunderstanding of the vocational
sector. The establishment of vocationally orientated ‘New Colleges’ further emphasised
the divide between vocational and academic education by limiting the academic awards
available through vocational education. The 1980s saw an era of economic crisis, with the
government recognising the need for second-chance education and the importance of adult
education which responded to local needs. In 1993, the report by the National Economic

and Social Council called for greater recognition of vocational education at all levels, to



enable employment growth. The 1995 White Paper on Education, ‘Charting Our
Educational Future’ (Department of Education and Science, 1995), acknowledges the
expansion of vocational education, but criticises the sector’s lack of coherence. The
Education Act (1998) (Government of Ireland, 1998) promoted equality of access to adult
and continuous education and was followed closely by The National Qualifications
(Education and Training) Act (1999) (Government of Ireland, 1999) which set out to
promote and endorse the quality of further education and training. In 2000, “Learning for
Life — White Paper on Adult Education” (Department of Education and Science, 2000) was
published, providing a framework for the development of Adult Education. This was
undertaken as part of the government’s broader commitment to establish a comprehensive
system of lifelong learning. The Further Education and Training Act (Government of
Ireland, 2013b) led, among other things, to the establishment of SOLAS, the new authority
for further education and training.

In later years the FET sector is being recognised more and more as a valuable entity which
not only provides education but also promotes economic growth and fosters social
inclusiveness. Government and institutional policies, including The National Further
Education and Training (FET) Strategy (SOLAS, 2020), and Ireland’s National Skills
Strategy (Department of Education and Skills, 2022), aim at bringing about sustained
sectoral development, and have contributed to enhancing FET sectoral perception. Recent
strategies aim to elevate the status and quality of FET provision, and to align the FET and

higher educational sectors more closely (O’Leary and Rami, 2017).
1.3. My Interest in this Research

When I began teaching in the FET sector, I perceived myself as different due to my status
as a second-career teacher. With limited teaching hours, my engagement with colleagues
was minimal. However, as my teaching hours increased, I had the opportunity to meet
more colleagues and observed that many of them also came into teaching from previous
careers. While I was aware of my own decision-making process and motivations for
transitioning into teaching, this realisation sparked a deeper interest in understanding the
reasons behind others’ transitions into the teaching profession. Being a second-career
teacher working within the FET sector of the City of Dublin ETB; therefore, | am an
‘insider researcher’, which presents several ethical considerations (Herr and Anderson,
2015). As a researcher, and particularly as an ‘insider’, there is an onus to ensure that all
information collected is used ethically and responsibly. Being an insider may create a

power dynamic, which may influence the willingness of colleagues to participate or to



speak freely. There also exists a risk of bias, given that my preconceived notions about the
FET sector may negatively affect this research. It is therefore important to remain objective
and to mitigate bias through elements including crystallisation and transparency, which
help enhance the integrity and credibility of this research (See Sections 4.8, 4.8.2, and
4.9.1). The notion of crystallisation embraces multiple perspectives and methods to explore
complex phenomena. By viewing the subject through various ‘facets’ this approach moves
beyond singular or linear interpretations, allowing for a richer, more nuanced
understanding of the research topic (Richardson and St. Pierre, 2005).

As a second-career teacher, initially it was my belief that transitioning from another career
to teaching was a rare path. However, upon discovering that many of my colleagues also
embarked on teaching as a second career, my interest in this area deepened. By exploring
the motivations, challenges, and impacts of such career transitions, it is intended to
uncover insights that may enhance support structures for second career teachers and
contribute to broader research into the Irish FET sector. This research is intended to
validate the experiences of SCTs and to enrich our understanding of the dynamic teaching

landscape of the FET sector.

1.4. Research Questions

The aim of this research is to identify and explore the motivations for choosing teaching as
a second career among teachers working in the FET sector of the City of Dublin ETB. The
overarching question guiding this research is:

Primary Research Question: What motivates second-career teachers to teach in the FET
sector of the City of Dublin ETB?

Career change brings with it issues regarding professional identity (trans-)formation, which
raised a further question:

Secondary Research Question: What challenges do second career teachers face in

developing their professional identity within this educational sector?
1.5. Methodology.

The conceptual framework for this research consists of several elements, which are
outlined in detail in chapter four (See Section 4.2). My constructivist ontological stance
emphasises the significance of context in understanding the world. Knowledge is not a
static entity awaiting discovery but is actively constructed by individuals interacting with
their environment. This perspective holds that multiple realities exist, shaped by the

diverse interpretations’ individuals have of their experiences (Prasad. 2017). Therefore, the



motivations for career change and the process of professional identity (trans-)formation
amongst SCTs are viewed as dynamic constructs which are continually shaped and
reshaped by their experiences, interactions, and reflections.

Each teacher’s motivations and identity are shaped by personal backgrounds, previous
careers, and individual life experiences (Russell, 2013). Research from this perspective
focuses on how each teacher interprets their own journey into the teaching profession,
recognising that these interpretations are influenced by personal context and can vary
widely between individuals. A constructivist epistemology emphasises the interactive
process of learning and identity formation. It views teachers as active participants in their
professional development, not merely as recipients of external knowledge. This perspective
explores how SCTs actively negotiate and integrate their past professional experiences
with their new roles in education.

In terms of this research, knowledge about the motivations and identity (trans-)formation
process of SCTs is co-constructed between the researcher and the participants. Methods
such as semi-structured interviews and focus groups are used not only to collect data, but
to create a dialogue through which meanings are developed and understood
collaboratively. Adopting a constructivist perspective allows a nuanced understanding of
the factors driving career change in teaching and the process of identity (trans-)formation
for SCTs (Yin, 2018). The use of subjective methods for data collection results in frequent
contact between the researcher and participants, which highlights the importance of
respect. This leads to the axiological position of the researcher. I believe that every step,
from framing the research questions through to decisions regarding methods, data
collection, and analysis are informed by values. The core values brought to this research
are those of honesty, fairness, openness, and respect for the individual.

Methodologically, a case study research design is employed to address the research
questions. Using a case study approach within a constructivist framework allows for an in-
depth exploration of individual or group experiences in a real-world setting. This is
particularly suitable for a constructivist approach, which values the detailed, rich
descriptions of how individuals construct their realities (Miller and Fox, 1999). Each
participant can provide a comprehensive picture of their unique experiences and the
personal meanings they attach to their career transitions. Constructivism emphasises the
importance of understanding phenomena within their specific contexts. A case study
approach is designed to consider the context surrounding each case, which is important for
understanding how SCTs' identities and motivations are shaped by their specific

circumstances.



SCTs bring diverse backgrounds and experiences into teaching, which may influence their
motivations and identity (trans-)formation. Case studies can capture this complexity,
providing an accurate view of the processes involved. They are flexible in terms of the data
collection methods they employ, such as interviews and focus groups, allowing the
researcher to adapt their methods based on the evolving nature of the research and the
needs of the participants. Constructivism values the personal stories and insights that
participants share, which are vital for understanding the subjective dimensions of their
experiences. Case studies focus on these personal stories, making them an important means
of capturing the lived experiences of SCTs in a way that respects their personal viewpoints
and constructions of reality (Creswell, 2009).

Data is gathered using a mixed-methods quant—QUAL approach over the period of one
academic year. A mixed-methods design is used to answer the research question, as it
allows for the collection of diverse data types. Initially quantitative data was collected
through the anonymous responses provided by an online survey. Subsequently, qualitative
data was gathered through one focus group and twenty-six semi-structured interviews.
These methods are described in more detail in chapter four. The use of a quant—QUAL
approach was chosen as it allows the research questions to be explored from different
angles. Quantitative data provides a broad, numerical insight into the area of SCT
motivation while the qualitative elements offer a deeper context and explanation of this
area, essentially bringing the numbers to life (See chapter five). Combining the data
generated by these elements provides a more holistic view of the findings and may make
the findings of this research more accessible to a broader audience. In addition, the use of
multiple data sources allows the results to be validated, enhancing the credibility of the
research. Cross-validation, or data-crystallisation, helps to confirm the reliability of the
data and to reduce accusations regarding bias. Undertaking the quantitative element prior
to the qualitative elements allows for nuances and unexpected trends in the data collected
to be explored, thereby providing a richer insight into the data (Creswell, 1999; Tashakkori
and Teddlie, 2010).

An online, anonymous survey was initially conducted at the beginning of the academic
year. A short time later a focus group was conducted with novice SCTs (See Table 6.2).
The term novice is being used to describe a teacher with less than two years’ experience
teaching in the FET sector (Karatas and Karaman, 2013). Following this, 26 semi-
structured interviews were conducted with more experienced SCTs (See Table 6.3). Data

analysis for both the interviews and focus groups used content analysis (See chapter six).



1.6. Significance and Contribution to the Field

There has been little research conducted regarding the FET sector in Ireland (Maloney,
2021). The motivations of second-career staff to become teachers, and the process of
professional identity (trans-)formation of those working within the sector are areas which
lack investigation. This research is significant because it addresses this paucity,
contributing to the literature regarding the FET sector and the teaching staff who work
therein. This study reexamines existing perspectives and expands the understanding of
identity (trans-)formation, a novel concept that involves simultaneous formation and
transformation within this group. This research enhances the understanding of the FET
sector and its teaching staff. It has the potential to guide strategies for improving novice
SCT experiences, enhancing teacher retention and increasing sectoral recognition as an
important part of Ireland’s educational system.

The quantitative data gathered from all FET teachers within the City of Dublin ETB who
participated has provided an insight into the motivations to choose teaching within this
sector as a career. The qualitative data gathered from the focus group and interview
processes gives a voice to second-career teachers allowing them to share their reasons for
becoming teachers later in life and to explore the process of identity (trans-)formation
amongst participants. This research has uncovered data that was previously unrecognised
in the academic field. Consequently, this research can benefit both second-career teachers
within the FET sector, as well as the sector itself. Understanding the unique perspectives
and diverse motivations for career choice can allow tailored recruitment strategies and
effective professional development programmes to be developed. Furthermore,
understanding of these factors and insight in identity (trans-)formation can inform retention
strategies and allow for the creation of a more supportive work environment with tailored

mentor programmes that foster job satisfaction.
1.7.  Thesis Structure

This thesis comprises seven chapters, an overview of each chapter is provided below.

1.7.1. Chapter One: Introduction

Chapter one provides a brief introduction to this research. It begins by providing a brief
contextual overview of the Irish FET sector. It then moves on to explain my position and
interest in the topic. The aim of the research and the research questions being addressed are

stated. The methodology and methods being used in this research are provided and



discussed briefly. The significance and contribution made by this thesis are presented.
Finally, an overview of the structure of the thesis is provided, briefly outlining the content

of each chapter.

1.7.2. Chapter Two: Historical Context

Chapter two provides the reader with the context for this research. It begins by outlining
the FET sector in Ireland. It then moves on to explore the vexatious issue of attempting to
define this diverse sector. From here it presents a brief description of the evolution of the
FET sector, providing an overview of the changing understanding of this organic
educational sector. Following this, a section looking at educational policy is presented. The
chapter concludes by looking specifically at the areas of apprenticeships, Youthreach and

the awarding bodies which validate the education provided by the FET sector.

1.7.3. Chapter Three: Literature Review

Chapter three explores the literature pertaining to career change specifically in relation to
teachers and professional identity formation. As there is a limited amount of literature
available which relates specifically to the Irish context and the FET sector, international
literature has been utilised. The literature review begins by explaining the planning and
identification processes used. It provides the databases used and the search terms employed
in the literature search. It describes the process of conducting the initial literature search

and review, followed by a second search that uses terms identified from the initial findings.

Following this, the literature review examines the motivations of SCTs for choosing their
careers. Typically, within the literature a tripartite framework of motivations is recognised,
which consists of intrinsic, altruistic, and extrinsic factors. However, in this research
altruistic and intrinsic motivations are combined, as altruistic motivation is regarded as a
subset of intrinsic motivation. This research then presents the various terminologies used in
discussing SCTs, followed by an exploration of the diverse pathways they take into the
teaching profession, and an overview of their previous careers. From here, the literature
review moves to explore the often-challenging process of professional identity (trans-
)formation amongst SCTs. Identity is constantly evolving, with Mezirow (1978a)
recognising the importance of past experiences in identity (trans-)formation. This process
may be painful, involving confusion and disorientation as they relinquish or (trans-)form
past identities into a new teacher identity. The review notes the importance of both formal

and informal supports to help overcome personal and professional challenges. It concludes
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with an exploration of the perceived benefits that SCTs contribute to the sector,
emphasising the transferable skills, expertise, and self-confidence they bring to the

educational sector.

1.7.4. Chapter Four: Research Methodology

Chapter four focuses on the research process. It begins by introducing constructivism as
the chosen paradigm used in this research. Constructivism is well-suited to this research as
it emphasises the unique perspectives and interpretations which individuals bring to their
experiences. It provides a theoretical framework which allows for a deep exploration of the
personal journeys and lived experiences of participants. The specific research questions
framing this research are again provided. This research has been conducted using a mixed-
methods approach, incorporating an anonymous online survey, focus group, and 26 semi-
structured interviews. The conceptual framework for this research is also provided to
clarify the relationships between key concepts, guiding the research process and ensuring a
coherent structure for analysis. Quantitative and qualitative data are presented and

discussed independently in chapters five and six.

1.7.5. Chapter Five: Quantitative Results and Discussion

Chapter five presents and discusses the findings of the online survey, based upon Watt and
Richards (2007) FIT-Choice survey, in terms of current literature. Findings are presented
under four themes which run through both the quantitative and qualitative findings as
presented and discussed in both chapter five and six, aligning the two chapters and the data
provided. The first theme is altruistic-intrinsic motivations. These include satisfaction with
career choice, the importance of enhancing social equity, and shaping the futures of young
people in the decision to become a teacher. Following this the importance of extrinsic
motivations in career choice, including job security, time for family, and salary are
presented. Several contradictory results are found. An example of this is job security,
which appears as a strong motivator for survey participants (See Section 5.5.1), but this is
not the lived experience of novice teachers, who are struggling to find security in their new
career (See Section 6.4.1). The findings of the survey in relation to influences on career
choice are presented and discussed, with this section finishing by presenting and discussing
survey results regarding perceptions of teaching as a demanding career that requires

expertise.
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1.7.6. Chapter Six: Qualitative Analysis and Overall Discussion

Next the findings of the focus group and semi-structured interviews are presented and an
overall discussion of the data produced by this research is presented under five themes,
again considering current literature. The fifth theme is professional identity (trans-
)formation. The results of the qualitative elements of this research show the appeal of
teaching adult learners, and the desire of SCTs to positively impact society. A passion for
teaching is clear, frequently drawing from previous educational experiences. Teaching for
many is pursued as a preferred alternative career. Extrinsic motivators are then presented
and discussed. Employment precarity, the desire for financial security, and a desire for a
better work/life balance are clearly motivators for choosing teaching as a second career.
The part played by personal networks, dissuasion, and supports are key elements in the
process of career choice. Data from the qualitative elements of this research shows that
teaching is chosen as a preferred alternative career, but in some cases, it is a fallback
career, chosen because nothing in a desired career was available. The final theme presented
in this section explores the process of professional identity (trans-)formation, using the

framework provided by Mesirow’ s transformational learning theory.

1.7.7. Chapter Seven: Summary of Findings and Recommendations

Chapter seven begins by providing a summary of the thesis. It presents conclusions from
this research, limitations are acknowledged and discussed, and recommendations based
upon the findings are presented. These recommendations relate to potential policy change,
as well as recommendations for the City of Dublin ETB, and for those considering a career
change into teaching in the FET sector. Once again, the limited research conducted on both
the Irish FET sector and its teaching staff is acknowledged. This thesis contributes to the

existing body of knowledge and proposes recommendations for further research.

1.8. Summary

This chapter presents an overview of the thesis. It introduced the context of my position as
an ‘insider researcher’. The rationale for this thesis, the scope of the research and the
research questions were outlined. Following on from this, the methodology used to answer
these questions is presented. The significance and contribution of the research are
considered. Finally, a summary of the content of each chapter is provided.

In chapter two, a brief history of the FET sector is presented, in addition to exploring the
difficulties it faces and the significant institutional developments and policy reforms which

have shaped its evolution.
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Chapter 2: History of the Further Education and Training Sector

2.1. Introduction

The Irish Further Education and Training (FET) sector is diverse and because of its focus
on vocational education, apprenticeships and targeted programmes, it is often perceived in
terms of facilitating the transition from school to the labour market. Viewing the Irish FET
sector as a seamless pathway oversimplifies the complexities inherent within its structures
and function (Stein, 2021). While the sector does cater to a wide range of learners, the
diversity may mask underlying inequalities, such as unequal access to Higher Education,
regional disparities and educational under resourcing. Framing the FET sector in terms of
transitioning to the labour market reflects an economic and utilitarian ideology, which has
the potential to sideline broader educational goals such as personal development,
community engagement and critical thinking (Pantea, 2022). This viewpoint risks reducing
education to a commodity tailored to market demands, which neglects the sectors’ role in

addressing social justice and lifelong learning.

The Irish FET sector has been characterised by ambiguity which reflects a broader
perception of the sector as the under-valued and under-researched “black sheep” of Irish
education (Maloney, 2021). The lack of clarity and overshadowing by more prestigious
academic pathways have hindered the sector from establishing a distinct and reputable
identity, negatively impacting societal perceptions. This chapter covers the history of the
sector from 1896, when technical education began to take shape in Ireland. It explores the
challenges the sector has faced, examining the difficulties and significant institutional
developments and policy reforms which have shaped its evolution into a vital component
of the Irish educational system, which offers diverse and valuable pathways for lifelong
learning and career development. This historical context provides background information
which helps in understanding the evolution of policies and societal views of the sector, that
shed light on the challenges and opportunities faced by the FET sector. This context is
crucial for analysing why staff may be drawn to teach therein, and developing an
understanding of how these factors may contribute to teacher’s professional identity (trans-

)formation.
2.2. Background To Further Education and Training in Ireland

Ireland's FET sector represents technical, vocational, and practical-based forms of

education. This sector is often regarded for its economic significance, serving as a tool for
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promoting employability, which overlooks the non-economic, civic benefits of the sector
(O’Brien, 2013). As an example, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (1985, p.92) describe it as education which is:

...oriented towards employment or makes people more employable in one
group of occupations than another. Unlike general education, it has a single
point of reference: work.

Clarke (2016) asserts that the FET sector in Ireland had a complex evolution from the
vocational educational sector, with historical developments occurring in a disjointed,
ambiguous, and isolated manner, heavily entwined with political and religious influences
(Dowling, 1961; Coolahan, 1981).

2.3. Defining the FET Sector

The complexity of Ireland’s FET sector has resulted in a lack of a conclusive definition,
posing ongoing challenges for sectoral identity and the vocabulary used regarding it.
Further Education and Training Colleges Ireland (FETCI, 2021, p.9) refer to the wide array
of terminology and acronyms in use as a “tyranny of language [which] is increasingly
becoming an obstacle to our collaborative efforts.” They recognise that while they are
endeavouring to bring “uniformity and consolidation to a heavily fragmented and siloed
FET system” (p.9), the use of a bewildering range of names causes confusion, resulting in
a lack of sectoral recognition. For Rami and O’Kelly (2021, p.279), uncertainty regarding
the sector:

...Inhibits the coherence of approaches and understanding of FET. It is
difficult to agree on the terminology of what constitutes an educator, a
trainer, an instructor, a resource teacher. It can also be challenging for staff in
these roles to articulate how the roles relate to the teaching profession.

Descriptions of the FET sector appear to reflect a lack of interest in, or understanding of,
the sector (O’Neill and Fitzsimons, 2020). Often, and unfairly, FET is compared to other
educational sectors, in terms of program provision and award outcomes, which ultimately
devalues the sector.

The evolution of FET in Ireland is ambiguous and constitutes a broad and diverse sector
that exists without a clear identity. “FET is truly unique” (SOLAS, 2020, p.21) and has
developed “quite distinctive pedagogies” (Coolahan, 1994, p.100). Attempts at defining
this expansive, extra-university educational system are complicated by a lack of clarity
regarding not just the sector itself but even its very name. Fitzsimons and O’Neill (2024)
recognise that ‘FET’ is a peculiarly Irish acronym, with ‘VET’ (Vocational Education and

Training) more commonly used across mainland Europe. The unhelpful fluidity regarding
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a name exacerbates any confusion regarding what the sector is and what it does. Tomas O
Ruairc ( February 18, 2015), Director of the Teaching Council acknowledged this issue in
an address made to the FET Colloquium saying:

...we in the Council talk about FE, and almost everyone else here talks about
FET, and then Europe talks about VET, is a microcosm of the complexities of
the issues we are talking about! (p.5).

Later in the same speech he continues:

...we cannot agree on what we call this learning space (FE, FET, VET) and
there seems to be a remarkable lack of consensus about what we mean when
we use those terms (p.9).

The Qualifications (Education and Training) Act, 1999 (Government of Ireland, 1999)
regards FET as consisting of:

...programmes of education and training, which leads to the attainment by
learners of a standard of knowledge, skill or competence which is not higher
than the level at which, before the 3rd day of March 1999, the National
Council for Vocational Awards has made awards (Section 10, Subsection 3).

FET is described as “The Post Leaving Certificate (PLC) sector” (The Irish Times, 2006,
para. 2) and “sub-tertiary” (Behringer and Coles, 2003, p.6), providing ongoing adult
education primarily through community-based programs. O’Sullivan and Rami (2022,
p.248) explain the difference between FET and HE, holding that FET “provides the
intermediate-level skills for the economy, while the high-level skills are provided by
higher education”. Attempts at offering definitions frequently focus on what the sector is
not, with Grummell and Murray (2015, p.2) seeing it as existing in a “vacuum-like
position, defined by its absence and lack of being”.

The Department of Higher Education, Innovation and Science compounds the complexity,
using an unfair comparison with other educational sectors. It describes FET as education
and training that occurs after secondary school but is not part of the third-level system
(Department of Higher Education, Innovation and Science, 2021). This echoes a 1999
attempt to define the sector, which vaguely described it as “education and training other
than primary or post-primary education or higher education and training” (Government of
Ireland ,1999, pt.1, s.2). Essentially, the education that occurs in the FET sector is supra-
second level education, in that it occurs above or beyond formal secondary education. The
apparent ambiguity regarding FET, reflected in the difficulties in naming it, may be
indicative of what O’Neill and Fitzsimons (2020, p.2) view as:

...a deeper, and ongoing, ideological, and political struggle to name and
claim the legitimate purpose and character of adult learning.
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Diversity within the FET sector, which is recognised as a distinguishing characteristic,
results in parameters which are difficult to define. Due to its development outside the
traditional second- and third-level sectors, it does not neatly fit between the two (Geaney,
1998), as illustrated below (Image 2.1