The Life and Work of Teachers : International Perspectives in Changing Times. Edited by Christopher Day, Alicia Fernandez, Trond E. Hauge and Jorunn Moller. (London; Falmer. 2000)

The editors believe that this book achieves its aim of linking policy, school leadership and teachers’ lives through the work of researchers from across the world. They believe that it explains why the vision for reconstructing education has been so far flawed. I agreed with their claim that the teacher is the key to improvements in the future. With such a list of eminent contributions from individuals I personally respect and whose work I have admired for years, I wondered about submitting a review for publication which raised a question about the value of respect in the book, for teachers' lives and work.  Yet, having agreed to produce the review on the strength of the book’s title and its editors, I felt a responsibility to contribute to a scholarly conversation about the merits of the book, especially in relation to the strength of my feeling that the book should be doing more to respect the lives and work of teachers. The book is in three parts and I will explain my responses to the whole text before giving particular illustrations from the different chapters. 

As a book about the life and work of teachers I found much in the rhetoric of the different contributions to commend it. Yet, I could not understand the omission of teacher and pupil voices engaged in learning. I have spent the whole of my productive life in education working as a teacher and researching with teachers as well as researching my own practices as a teacher. A focus of concern of every teacher I have worked with is the learning of their students. Teachers spend a great deal of their lives and work thinking about the learning of their students and how to improve it. I found myself asking, 'How can a text about the life and work of teachers, without one piece of evidence  which shows or explains  how any teacher has influenced any student’s learning, respect the lives and work of teachers?' In trying to understand my responses to this question I turned to the rhetoric of the different contributions to see if can understand how it serves to mask this omission. 

Part 1 Teacher Professionalism and Conditions of Change

Ivor Goodson from the UK writes about professional knowledge and the teacher’s life and work.

The rhetoric is splendid:

The life history also begins with the life story that the teacher tells, but seeks to build on the information provided. Hence other’s people’s accounts might be elicited, documentary evidence and a range of historical data amassed. The concern is to develop a wide intertextual and intercontextual mode of analysis. This provision of a wider range of data allows a contextual background to be constructed. In this way life stories of teachers build up with a broader social history of teaching but one which is sensitive to their individual lives and experiences.  (p.24)

What this rhetoric masks for me is the lack of sensitivity in the text to the educative relationships between teachers and students which are focused on the educative influences of the teacher  in helping to improve a student's learning.

Gary McCulloch from the UK claims to be writing on the politics of the secret garden with a focus on teachers and the school curriculum in England and Wales.

McCulloch's rhetorict concludes  with the statement that although it may appear that teachers in England and Wales have lost their freedom through recent reforms, their work has for a long time been regulated by prescribed syllabuses in the public examinations. Yet, no living teacher is taken seriously in this chapter. The word Teacher is simply an abstract generalisation used by McCulloch in his propositional theorising with no engagement with any actual teacher.

I liked Paul Morris’, K.K. Chan’s and Lo Mun King’s conclusion from their research on changing primary schools in Hong Kong, with its focus on perspectives on policy and its impact, that:  ‘..policy reformers have learnt little about how to improve schools – history is about to repeat itself as the errors of the Target Orientated Curriculum are revisited'. 

One of the most worrying contributions was from David Labaree of the USA in his ‘Educational Researchers: Living with a Lesser Form of Knowledge’

“…. Educational researchers may not have the kind of authority that comes with hard-pure science, but they have a ready rhetorical access to the public that is lacking in more authoritative fields. As a result, the lesser form of knowledge produced by educational researchers may in fact offer them a political and social opportunity that is largely closed to the more prestigious realms of the university.  p. 73.

Without the kind of understanding which can develop from researching the disciplinary base of one's own educational practices, Labaree  may continue to think of the knowledge produced by educational researchers as a lesser form of knowledge while appearing to support its value because of its rhetorical power to communicate. 

Judyth Sachs’ contribution from Australia is on rethinking the practice of teacher professionalism and contains the delightful rhetorical focus on student learning:

While student learning is a goal, often the continuing learning of teachers is overlooked. While continuous learning and the improvement of our practice should be one of the core values of teacher professionalism, in many instances this is not so. P. 79.

Her content is devoid of any evidence which links student and teacher learning.

Part 11  The Lives and Work of Teachers 

Gill Helsby from the UK writes about Multiple Truths and Contested Realities in the context of the changing faces of teacher professionalism in England:

Sadly, the current obsession with public accountability and with careful economic management  suggests that good teachers will struggle to maintain their professionalism despite, rather than because of, the occupational and policy context within which they work. (p.107)

Surely, the inclusion of references to some stories of the ways in which teachers have maintained their professionalism in promoting good quality learning with their students, could help to inspire others to see what can be achieved in the face of the current obsessions.

Christopher Day from the UK  writes about stories of change and professional development and the costs of commitment.

However,  it is necessary, through this, simply to remind ourselves that teachers, like those in other more commercial occupations, now live in uncertain worlds where systemic change is outside their control and where traditions of respect ( that teachers have the best interests of children at heart), trust (that teachers have the knowledge and skills to do a good job), autonomy (in which teachers alone are responsible and accountable for educational decision making at classroom and school level) and guaranteed employment for life (regardless of results) are no longer uncontested. (p.109)  

While I agree with his point that much more empirical work needs to be carried out on what it means to be a professional over a career span. (p. 127),  research is available from the teacher-researcher community (see the living theory section of actionresearch.net)  of sustained enquiries in the teacher 's own voices of their stories of change, professional development and costs of commitment. This research shows how teachers are creating their own living theories of their own educational practices as they engage with the contexts described  by Day.

Shirley Grundy and Stewart Bonser  write about  The New Work Order and Australian Schools:

… it needs to be asked to what extent are ‘reduced hierarchy’, ‘flexible borders’ and customer focus’, possible within a system that appears to decentralize, but then put in place line management structures and accountability procedures that further entrench hierarchy and override local autonomy and accountability. (p.145)

Their rhetoric masks any engagement with the life and work of any teacher who is engaging with the educational implications of living and working within such social formations. 

Kirsti Klette Norway  Working-Time Blues: How Norwegian Teachers Experience Restructuring in Education:

“… the ideology of professionalism ignores the existence of the structural conditions in teaching. In doing so, it serves as a hindrance for well-informed and skilful practice and contributes to the transformation of Norwegian teachers into mere obedient and loyal civil servants." (p. 157). 

This rhetoric is speaking on behalf of 'Norwegian Teachers Experience' without any connection to students' learning. Klette may be right that the ideology of professionalism ignores the existence of structural conditions in teaching. My problem with Klette's rhetoric about structural conditions is that her analysis of Norwegian Teachers Experience is not, at any point, grounded in their educative relationships and influences with their students.    

Trond E. Hauge  writes about Student Teachers’ Struggle in Becoming Professionals; Hopes and Dilemmas in Teacher Education in a Norwegian context:

Despite this complexity, recent studies in the field support the actual study in the sense that well-designed teacher education programmes do have an effect on student teachers’ teaching behaviour and beliefs about teaching and being a teacher….. This may be the most optimistic message from the study and should be considered when specific reforms and improvements in teacher education are planned. (p.167)

It could also be true that badly-designed programmes also have an effect on teaching behaviour and beliefs. What cannot be understood from Hauge's enquiry is anything about the nature of the connections between a teacher education programme and the student teacher's influence on his or her pupils' learning as they learn how to improve the quality of their influence on this learning. 

Part III  Dilemmas of School Leadership

Ibrahim Bajunid from Malaysia writes about  Rethinking the Work of Teachers and School Leaders in an Age of Change. I do agree that

The secular, materialistic and mechanistic society is generally opposed to a thought tradition that fosters an inclusive spiritual self. (p. 179)

My own 'thought tradition', focused my attention on the lack of evidence provided for the claim that the lofty ideas and ideals of educational leaders will inspire their students. 

Teachers and educational leaders must inspire themselves with great ideas such as goodness, truth, justice, liberty, equality and beauty. As teachers and educational leaders are inspired by lofty ideas and ideals so will their students be inspired.  (p. 193)

Gunnar Berg from Sweden writes about  'Steering In and Steering Of the School'.

“By linking the pair of concepts ‘steering of’ and ‘steering in’ the school to the educatively and administratively responsible school leadership and the purely administrative leadership, respectively, the SLAV 1 project was able to distinguish some critical areas for the respective school leadership roles.”  (p. 207).

The rhetoric of 'educatively responsible school leadership', appears to be masking the responsibility of the researcher to show how such leadership will be related directly to a school's educative influence with students.

Jorunn Moller from Norway writes about  School Principals in Transition; Conflicting Expectations, Demands and Desires.

Action research as an approach to the professional development among principals seems to have great potential for strengthening an educational agenda in schools. It helps principals to focus on their responsibility as educators. (p. 221)

I do agree that action research seems to have this potential. I have also seen evidence in other research that it helps principals to focus on their responsibility as educators (see John Loftus' Ph.D. Thesis in the living theory section of actionresearch.net). Unfortunately, Moller's writing contains no evidence to justify the claim that action research helps principals to focus in this way.

Colin Biott from the UK and Franz Rauch from Austria write about  Preparing for External Inspection: School Leadership as a Continuing Project in Identity Construction

As with so much of the rhetoric in the book, I found myself excited by:

Our case study offers a clue to the relationship between structure and agency through exploring how uncertainty is foreshadowed, created, experienced and dealt with in the school. We have tried to uncover ways in which structure, power, personal agency and identity are interrelated and shaped in subtle and changing ways. (p. 226)

And I liked Biott's and Rauch's emphasis on the importance of investigating school leadership as a continuing project in identity construction (p. 236).

What I could not see was any relationship between a school leader preparingfor external inspection and the values of the leader in relation to the educative influence of the school on the pupils' learning. Some school leaders (see the work of Evans, Holley and Loftus in the living theory section of actionresearch.net)  have already shown how their identity construction as leaders is connected to the educative influence of the school on students' learning.

Alicia Fernandez  from Canada writes about Leadership in an Era of Change: Breaking Down the Barriers of the Culture of Teaching

Principals have the potential to influence the quality of student learning experiences in the school by building the capacity of staff to effect change. This is not an easy task. (p. 253)

I doubt if any reader would disagree with this point about 'potential'. My point about Fernandez's writing remaining at the level of rhetoric in 'This is not an easy task', can be understood by a comparision  with Evans' writings about her work at Denbigh school (Evans' Ph.D. thesis in the living theory section of actionresearch.net) where she provides evidence to show how she has influenced the capacity of staff to influence the quality of student learning. Saying 'This is not an easy task' explains little. Evans' detailed explanations of a five year project to develop this capacity explains a great deal about leadership in an era of change and of breaking down the barriers of the culture of teaching. 

Brian Caldwell from Australia writes about Reinventing School Leadership for Lasting Reform in the Third Millennium.

His rhetoric is persuasive:

The most important aspect of the emerging role is concerned with improving the quality of learning for all students, with standards-driven reform now gaining bipartisan support in most places. (p. 269).

However, there is no evidential base in Caldwell's writing to show how any school leader has sustained any reform in relation to improving the quality of learning for any student in the context of standards-driven reform. There is evidence elsewhere to show how this is being done, for example in McNiff's (2000) latest work on action research in organisations with the action research accounts of such school leaders as Delong (2000). 

There is a consistency in the quality of this book which makes its omission, of teachers and students voices engaged in learning, transparent. It conforms to the traditional norms of scholarly enquiry at a time when the establishment of new norms are required in developing a new scholarship of educational enquiry. I am thinking of a new scholarship of enquiry which includes the self-studies of the educational practices  of professional educators. The new scholarship of educational enquiry includes as a focus of concern and enquiry the educative influence of teachers and school leaders with their students. 

I do urge you to read this text and to see if it serves to focus your attention, as it did my own, more clearly on the importance of researching teachers lives and work in ways which respect more fully the quality of teachers' engagement with the learning of their students.

Delong. J. (2000) My epistemology of practice of the superintendency, in McNiff, J. 

McNiff, J. (2000) Action Research in Organisations. London, Routledge.

