UNIVERSITY OF CALGARY

Teachers’ Lives in School
by

Marilyn E. Hiebert

A THESIS
SUBMITTED TO THE FACULTY OF GRADUATE STUDIES
IN PARTIAL FULFILMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE

DEGREE OF DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

GRADUATE DIVISION OF EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH

CALGARY, ALBERTA

SEPTEMBER, 2004

© Marilyn E. Hiebert 2004



CALGARY

The author of this thesis has granted the University of Calgary a non-exclusive
license to reproduce and distribute copies of this thesis to users of the University
of Calgary Archives.

Copyright remains with the author.

Theses and dissertations available in the University of Calgary Institutional
Repository are solely for the purpose of private study and research. They may
not be copied or reproduced, except as permitted by copyright laws, without
written authority of the copyright owner. Any commercial use or re-publication is
strictly prohibited.

The original Partial Copyright License attesting to these terms and signed by the
author of this thesis may be found in the original print version of the thesis, held
by the University of Calgary Archives.

Please contact the University of Calgary Archives for further information:
E-mail: uarc@ucalgary.ca

Telephone: (403) 220-7271

Website: http://archives.ucalgary.ca




Abstract

Because teacher life in the context of the elementary school has been a relatively
unexplored research issue, this research project sought to describe the life of teachers in
the school elementary environment. The nature of teacher’s roles, expectations of
teachers, and quality of teacher life in school were questioned and what emerged was a
rich description of teachers’ school lives.

The researcher gathered data during the 2002 - 2003 school term. Ethnographic
techniques were used to study 7 teachers as they experienced life in an elementary
school. The data from semi-structured interviews, observational records, and other
documents were analyzed and interpreted using grounded theory methods. The data were
sorted and coded, and constant comparison means were used to explore emerging themes.

This study describes how teachers are integrally connected to relationships with
their students, employers, and others in the profession who provide basic expectations. It
also clarifies a picture of a myriad of less conspicuous stakeholders through roles that are
relative to time and circumstance, and that are less obvious than the other three types of
more traditional relationships. The inquiry into these roles led to emergent themes that
were framed by in vivo comments and groupthink of the participants.

First, teachers felt they had to respond to the expectations of many stakeholders,
and they worried that that they could not do all that was asked of them. The researcher
was well into data collection and analysis when the first category emerged that served as
a thematic frame. The data that focused on teachers’ desks provided a metaphorical
opportunity. Teachers’ desks were used to house many artifacts that pertained to the
teachers’ interactions with stakeholders. Hence the first major theme is titled: My Desk
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Represents My Reality. Nested within the frame of the desk were categories that focused
on time and people.

A second major theme that emerged from the data was that teachers often felt they
had little or no control over the circumstances in which they found themselves and that
often the pressures they experienced seemed to result from time demands. Hence, the
second major theme is titled: The Clocks are Controlled Downtown.

A third major theme emerged from data that focused on the importance of
relationships in teachers’ day-to-day activities. For the participants, caring for the needs
of others was a high priority and a central concern, while their own needs seemed of
secondary importance. It was suggested in the data, that in concentrating care on others,
the caring itself became an additional pressure. Thus, the third major theme emerging
from the data was titled: /r Only Matters if You Care.

Those three themes were woven into an initial, substantive theory, Choicepoints:
An Emergent Theory of Teachers’ Lives in School. The theory presents a fresh new look
at how teachers live with stakeholder expectations and their own desire for quality in
their lives. The theory suggests that as changes occur, ‘teacher care’ may have a powerful
influence on teacher life.

Teachers as formal and informal leaders chose care for their stakeholders as a
priority. In living through the caring role with others, teachers faced the consequences of
their choices and the effects on their own quality of life. They were challenged to find
balance in their lives. The researcher concluded with the suggestion that to transform
school life of the multiplicities of tensions and to support teachers’ in thinking their lives

together requires appreciative thoughtful leadership from all stakeholders.
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Epigraph

We are fumbling around in education because we know so little about the future
and do not bother to know enough about the past. Education is not only one of the
greatest human enterprises in immediate planning, with parents, teachers,
‘educators,’ school administrators, and college presidents as its leaders. It is also a
long-enduring process of cultural self-evolution. This process expresses itself
through the minds of people who are interested in, and capable of, looking deeper
into the nature, the needs and the aspirations of human beings than are most
people. As long as the daily planning, doing, and structuring in education are
constantly nourished by the wellsprings of the total cultural evolution, education
and civilization are in a state of health; when the contact is cut they are sick and a
crisis occurs. We live now in such a crisis. The degree of futile busy-ness
constantly increases in proportion to the loss of a feeling for cultural depth and

continuity.

Ulrich, R. (ed), 1971. Three Thousand Years of Educational Wisdom (second edition).

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
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CHAPTER 1: CONSIDERING TEACHERS’ LIVES IN SCHOOL

The process of cultural self-evolution and looking deeply into human nature,
needs, and aspirations are inherent in the work of teachers in schools. To maintain
societal stability there is need for the faciliatation of cultural depth and continuity (Day,
2000; Noddings, 2004; UNESCO, 2000). At the macro level, Canadian society is living
with the ripple effect of an international, intellectual, technological, and knowledge
revolution. As a result of macro societal tensions, many challenges have surfaced in
Alberta’s schools. At a micro level, of what consequence are the challenges when
captured within the frame of a teacher’s life? The purpose of this chapter is to situate the
lives of teachers contextually and methodologically within the research.

This work began as a curiosity about schools, as a personal quest to better
understand the frustrations and anguish I experienced as an educator, a teacher, and
assistant principal from 1990 to 2000. Despite the depth and breadth of previous teaching
experiences, I found that the more complicated and demanding my roles, the more
imperative it was to try to understand the bigger picture of education. I began the doctoral
thinking of the paradox of education systems where teachers are mandated to embrace the
ethic of care on behalf of their students, but the reciprocity of the care between teachers
and others is not always understood, or perhaps just not valued as part of school life.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of conducting this research was to explore teacher life in an urban
elementary public school. (The term teacher in this study refers to the personnel in a
school who have been trained as teachers and may or may not hold formal leadership

designations. This is based upon the researcher’s belief that, potentially, all teachers are



leaders and all leaders are teachers.) A mystique shrouds teacher life in schools, but
paradoxically there are abundant media reports that expose societal influences on
education and the teaching and learning of students. Society generally thinks of teachers
as the people who are responsible to teach students, and that the life of a teacher is only
connected to students and the classroom (Piddocke, Magsino, & Manley-Casimir, 1997).
At one level society acknowledges major trends in education and predicts the challenges
to the work of teachers (Lowe, 2000). There seems to be an accepted universality in
identifying and describing the resulting classroom pressures. At another level are issues
that are less often the focus: overload, acceptance of groupthink (i.e., blind commitment
when the group goes along uncritically with the leader or group), untapped competence,
narrowness of roles, and failed reforms (Fullan & Hargreaves, 1996, 1998; Manzer,
1999) that are indicative of the complexity of individual teachers’ lives in school.

This study examined how teachers experienced life in school. Fundamental to the
study was the assumption that a teacher's role is reflected in actions and relationships in
daily school life. At an epistemological level, the value underlying this work was that a
teacher knows some things about humankind, teaching, learning, curriculum, and
citizenry; and a teacher is able to feel and express knowledge of personal practice (life).
Therefore it was possible to examine a teacher’s roles for descriptive information.

My goal was to consider the qualities in school life that teachers experienced by
emphasizing the qualities as characteristics that are common to human life (Kung &
Schmidt, 1998; Saul, 2001), rather than as evaluating whether the quality of life was good
or bad (as in the field of quality improvement). This was based on the premise that until

one is able to understand the characteristics common to humankind, and the dynamic of



the human search for equilibrium in life, it is not possible to evaluate the quality of a
human life. The chemist John Polanyi was quoted by Saul (2001) as saying, ‘It is
equilibrium which makes life possible’ (p.13). During the search for equilibrium, “What
is true for an atom or a force field is true for all of us. We express this through our desire
for life, for life with others, through our engagement with the non-linear nature of
progress” (Saul, 2001, p.318). The flow of the parts in a dynamic equilibrium represents a
search for perfect balance in life. I came to this understanding after a prolonged period of
reading and reflecting upon paradoxical expectations of teacher experiences.

The differentiation of quality as influenced externally versus internally occurred
when I moved past the external perceptions of norms as presented in the literature and
focused instead on the teachers’ perceptions of themselves. The following section
contains a literature overview of the term quality of life (QoL), how it grew, and was
generalized into a quality movement.

Starting Points in the Literature

Initially, the motivation for this study was simply to explore the quality of life in
schools. Elementary school teachers in Alberta had faced many challenges from the early
1990's to 2004. Expectations of schools, school boards, and the role of the provincial
government changed the ways in which people saw schools (ATA, 2000; MacKay &
Flower, 1999; Portelli & Soloman, 2000). I learned that simultaneously in segments of
society, concerns for health (Haas, 1999; Nefiodow, 1999) and environment (Hammad,
1992; Vendigot, 2001) led to increased interest in the quality of people’s lives both
nationally and internationally, but local information was limited. The literature portrayed

Canadian educators as grappling with changing expectations regarding the quality of



school life (Barlow & Clark, 2001) and the ambiguity resulting from trying to adapt to
societal rhetoric about the meaning of the quality of life (QoL) (Taylor, 2001). Teachers
were affected by societal expectations and were challenged to maintain the status quo
because they were caught between traditional and contemporary tensions.

There were broad based indicators of public QoL that came from large
organizations (Pembina Institute, 2001; UNESCO, 2000) and more specific definitions of
the concept relative to specific groups such as multiply handicapped students (Baer,
1994). There was little information about the quality of lives of teachers in school.
Furthermore, there was a lack of understanding of the multiplicity of roles elementary
school teachers played as they lived-through the daily experiences of school (Piddocke et
al., 1997) and existing challenges to their practice (Britzman, 1991; Clandinin, 1986;
Levin, 1992; Schon, 1983). Most work was based upon studies of those who taught older
students and were involved in teacher training programs (Britzman, 1991; Clandinin,
1986). Realizing the scarcity of information it seemed important to narrow the literature
search to research on QoL.

Quality of Life

The term quality of life (QoL) is used in various ways. The term is used
colloquially in reference to QoL as something to which people aspire, or something that
currently exists, such as, “I have a fairly good QoL.” In the latter part of the 20™ century
some researchers began investigating the components of QoL and became convinced that
general health, interconnectedness, and harmony between people and their environment
were important (Bronfenbrenner, 1989; Goodlad, Soder, & Sirotnik, 1990; Kohlberg,

1987;). In other cases, QoL was defined as the full expression of life’s potentials, not just



physical health (Vendegodt 1991). Integral to this definition was individual ability to
make choices and to feel control over the environment. In essence QoL was determined
by the gap between personal achievement and unmet needs and desires (Baer, 1994;
Leftwich, 1984).

The term QoL became a household word for people around the world (Courchene,
2001). Generally speaking, attention to global information and technological agendas
assigned schools the job of preparing future adults for the competitiveness and
entrepreneurial spirit needed for survival in a global market. Rather than offering greater
financial support for changing educational agendas, governments across the country cut
educational funding. Policy makers demanded that schools focus on the basics of
education, following accusations that schools were failing society (Barlow & Robertson,
1994; Taylor, 2001). Schools were reorganized and new curriculum was developed to
address changing agendas. There was an assumption that the quality of life in schools
would not change.

Two Canadian organizations studied QoL in Canada. The Canadian Policy
Research Network looked at what matters most to Canadians regarding the quality of
their lives. The five most important factors in descending order of importance were: the
health care system, education, the environment, the economy, and social programs
(CPRN, 2002, p.28). The CPRN developed a report card based upon these factors to
monitor life in Canada. Quality of education is one of seven education indicators included
in the summary. A second report, Alberta'’s Sustainability Trends 2000 (The Pembina
Institute, 2001), presents a view of the most important trends that are shaping the quality

of lives in Alberta and the population's future well-being (QoL). Using Genuine Progress



Indicators rather than the Gross National Product, they identified the indicators of ‘real
progress’ related to economic, social, and environmental well-being. Educational
attainment was the only measure connected directly with education and it was presented
as a personal-societal indicator of well-being. The overall importance of these studies is a
desire to increase public awareness of QoL in Canada.

Given the above context, it seemed useful to think about QoL of teachers who had
experienced drastic funding reductions, reorganization, and program changes during the
last decades of the twentieth century.

Quality in education. Historical trends indicated increased public awareness of
QoL as a goal to which people aspired. More recently there has been the endorsement of
that goal by large organizations, and a validation of education as an important means to
achieve that goal. Internationally, the work of UNESCO (2000) has been important in
raising awareness of human QoL issues around the world and confirming education as a
means for addressing those issues. The call from countries for a common framework for
UN initiatives suggested a growing convergence of worldviews that democracy,
development, and respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms are all
interdependent and mutually reinforcing (Kim, 1999). Education was thought to play a
key role in understanding and achieving human rights and fundamental freedoms. There
was and continues to be at the time of publication of this thesis, a prevailing belief that
the provision of quality education for all will lead to improved QoL for all.

Quality education is a complex system embedded in a political, cultural, and
economic context (UNESCO, 2000, p.4). For UNESCO (2000), quality education

includes the following focuses: Learners who are healthy and well nourished, who are



ready to participate and learn, and are supported in learning by their families and
communities. It includes environments that are healthy, safe, protective, and gender-
sensitive, and that provide adequate resources and facilities. The curricula reflect the need
for basic skills, especially in the areas of literacy, numeracy, skills for life; and
knowledge in areas such as gender, health, nutrition, HIV/AIDS prevention, and peace. It
includes processes through which trained teachers use child-centered teaching approaches
in well-managed classrooms and schools and skillful assessment to facilitate learning and
reduce disparities. Finally, the UNESCO definition includes outcomes that encompass
knowledge, skills, and attitudes that are linked to national goals for education and
positive participation in society. This UNESCO (2000) work presents international
guidelines for quality education that have become part of the global rhetoric and as such,
has an effect on educational expectations around the world. The work implies that quality
education leads to higher QoL and should be viewed as entitlement for all people
(Wilkinson & Hébert (2001).

Quality in school life. In North America, the first studies of QoL in schools
looked primarily for facts about life in schools (e.g., Jackson, 1968; Lortie, 1975; Waller,
1965). For example, Johnson (1990) provided a framework which identified seven
qualities to consider when examining life in schools: (a) physical features, such as safety
and comfort, space and resources; (b) features of organizational structure such as
authority, workload, specialization, autonomy, supervision, independence, and
interaction; (c) sociological features, including roles, characteristics of clients and peers,
status; (d) economic features of pay and benefits, incentives and rewards, and job

security; (e) political features including voice in governance and equity; (f) cultural



features, the strength and supportiveness of the culture; and (g) psychological features
pertaining to the meaningfulness of work and opportunities for learning and growth.

Features such as these are present in much of the literature on building positive
school climate (e.g., Freiberg, 2000; Matheson, 2002) and they may be useful ways to
describe specific school qualities. They do not however address the dynamic and
developing characteristics that teachers experience in their daily lives at school. To gain
clarity on the qualities that teachers experience closer scrutiny using qualitative methods
seemed more useful for researcher purposes.

Teachers’ Lives

The literature search revealed few studies that addressed teachers’ perceptions of
their lives in school. While much has been written about the importance of safe and
caring schools (ATA, 2000, 1998), partnerships (Barlow & Clarke, 2001), and issues
related to teachers’ work (ATA, 1993; CTF, 1976; King & Peart, 1992), these works tend
to 1dentify the issues rather than substantiate how teachers experience the issues.
Similarly, there were many publications about spirituality (Salzberg, 1995), teacher
transformation (Palmer, 1998, 2000), and hopefulness (Glazer, 1999), but these works
tend to challenge the directions of our educational systems and address conflicts that
affect teacher personal development, rather than discuss teachers’ experiences.

A national study of teachers in trouble (Piddocke et al., 1997) attempted to
understand the moral and psychological disposition of teachers (their character) and the
roles that they played in social situations (dramas). The authors used the term, Characters
(with a capital C) to refer to social roles laden with moral values. Together with the

persons occupying those roles, the Characters became examples of these values. In this



context, teachers were Characters who were expected to adhere to official definitions and
to live in ways prescribed by expectation (Clandinin, 1986). To illustrate, not only was a
teacher an employee who worked in a school, but also a professional guide for others.
Although what this looked like varied between communities, generally speaking teachers
were expected to serve as role models for other members of society. As professionals,
teachers were thought to have special knowledge that outsiders may not recognize. They
received a good deal of autonomy and were trusted to use personal knowledge to benefit
their stakeholders (Piddocke et al., 1997). A breach of expectations meant the character
of a professional could become an issue for society. Reciprocally, societal pressure could
become an issue to the professional. However, it was not clear from the literature what
effect societal expectations had on the QoL of the professional, which further encouraged
the researcher’s intention to explore how teachers experienced societal expectations.

The norms of teaching. As Ayers (2001) points out, everyone seems to have a
slightly different opinion about what teachers do in school. Insight into what Alberta’s
teachers should do can be found in sources such as, the Teacher’s Code of Professional
Conduct (ATA, 2002), where professional standards are outlined in relation to pupils,
school authorities, colleagues, and the profession (ATA, 2002). Norms for teacher roles
can be found in academic research such as, Teachers in Trouble (Piddocke, et al., 1997).
Although the standards of conduct discussed in the literature apply to teachers’ lives in
school, many teachers reported that they felt like their “work™ was never done. This may
have been because in school, a teacher's behavior was closely scrutinized and there was a
carry over to out-of-school activities, that gave the impression that work happened 24

hours a day. The teacher was expected to be a person whose character justified trust by
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parents and school authorities. The teacher was expected to exemplify a morality that
justified society’s judgment of being fit to instruct the young. Typically the teacher's
behavior out of school was considered relevant to these expectations.

Complying with norms and expectations can at times be confusing because the
parameters of a teacher’s work are not always clear. For example, Bill 12, discussed in
detail in the next section, states, “any employees on strike or locked out by their
employer must immediately resume the duties of their employment without slowdown or
diminution ...” (Bill 12, 2002, p. 2). Striking teachers were ready to withdraw their
voluntary services if ordered back to work, and controversy developed over whether that
would constitute a diminution (Bill 12,2002; ATA, 2002). Historically, teachers
voluntarily led extracurricular activities such as clubs, sports, or musical activities. There
has been confusion in recent years over what constituted voluntary service, because in
many schools some extracurricular programs were traditions and no longer considered
optional. Bill 12 brought these concerns to the forefront and, to date, they have not been
resolved. In this situation, the teacher as an exemplar of morality was faced with making
choices about what was right and wrong behavior in a situation where the guidelines were
fuzzy.

The above example illustrates how teachers are guided by behavioral norms and
pressure to conform. The norms are the expectations, rules, and prescriptions about what
must be done or ought to be done. Some norms are considered fundamental to the roles of
teachers: those tied to teacher-student relationships, the role of teacher as an employee,

and to the professional aspect of the teacher's role.
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There also are unidentified roles (e.g., extra-curricular involvement), formed
where the three other sets of roles overlap (Piddocke et al., 1997). The roles overlap
when a teacher takes on more than one role, creating another, unidentified or invisible
type of role. The unidentified roles may be related to tensions such as those associated
with teacher withdrawal of voluntary services or other aspects of the current educational
context.

The teacher in society. Different roles arise from additional demands a society or
community makes on the teacher. For example, the social status the community ascribes
to the teacher's role reflects the value the community placed upon teaching. Is the teacher
primarily a respected member of the community, looked up to because of his or her
knowledge and responsibility, or is the teacher merely regarded as an employee of the
school? The answers to these questions influence the roles and expectations teachers
experience, and the QoL they live. To recognize the teacher as a knower gives the teacher
authority to consider other people as potentially less important. However, at the same
time the teacher is an employee, paid by the community to do a certain job, which may be
more (or less) important than the jobs of other employee. This creates the potential for
role ambiguity. How did teachers live with these ambiguous and sometimes confusing
expectations?

That question provided a lens for the current research. It was considered timely
because of the many changes in funding, programs, and curriculum within Alberta's
educational system. Cumulatively these changes had led to the downloading of increasing
responsibilities on educators (Barlow & Robertson, 1994). Book titles such as Contested

Classrooms (Harrison & Kachur, 1999), No More Teachers, No More Books (Robertson,





