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Abstract 
Teacher Professional Learning: Contextual Understandings and Perspectives of 

Secondary Teachers in Ireland 

Jeanne Lonergan 

The aim of this thesis is to problematize Teacher Professional Learning (TPL) in Ireland 

within a rapidly changing national policy landscape and global neoliberal policy imaginary 

(Ball 2003, 2012). The reconceptualisation of teacher Continuing Professional Development 

(CPD) to Teacher Professional Learning (TPL) has preceded apace in other countries 

(Webster-Wright: 2009). However, it is only with the adoption of Cosán, the Teaching 

Council’s national policy framework in March 2016, that the terms ‘teacher learning’ and 

‘teacher professional learning’ entered the official lexicon of teacher education in Ireland 

(Teaching Council: 2016).  

 This doctoral study is a critical interpretivist study examining TPL through: a critical 

interpretation of national policy background and context (2001-2015), a systematic review of 

the international literature surrounding TPL (2000-2015), and an examination of the 

contextual understandings and perspectives of a purposive sample of Irish secondary 

teachers in 2015.  

 A theoretical framework by the philosopher Michael Fielding (2007) was adapted in 

the study. This framework was supplemented by theoretical underpinnings of Bernstein 

(2000), Biesta (2009) and Ball (2010). Fielding’s adapted framework revealed how TPL can 

manifest itself differently depending on the purposes of education. This compact of theorists, 

and a research paradigm drawn from Critical Theory, provided an explanatory framework 

and illuminated the TPL-orientation of teaches and the differential interplay of power, trust 

and social relations. This framework was complemented by my own critical reflexivity which 

sought to unearth my hidden assumptions and reflexive blind spots and unravel the ethical 

dilemmas, which socially just-oriented qualitative research entails (Bettez: 2015; Fox and 

Allan: 2014). 

 The data collection used a purposive (self-selecting) sample of secondary teachers, 

sourced through the Teaching Council, a sample size of 162 teachers completing an online 

questionnaire, and 16 teachers participating in an in-depth interview. Three main themes were 

generated (Creswell: 2014). First, the data suggested that TPL is positioned within a strong 

managerial technocratic discourse. Second, teachers strongly identified with the professional 

ethic of care. Third, teachers in the study displayed a strong appetite and engagement in 



v 

 

scholarship. The study concluded by proposing that while TPL is complex and requires a rich 

amalgam of epistemic and praxis supports, it is possible to negate some of the negative 

effects of macro level policy by supporting the micro world of teachers in specific contexts. 

The sample in this study appeared atypical in relation to other contemporary studies 

(Gleeson: 2010; Lynch et al., 2012; Sexton, 2007), and was not representative in a scientific 

sense. However, the findings from the study are timely, in that they can support a deeper 

theorisation of Teacher Learning by the Teaching Council (Cosán: 2016), to progress the 

critical scholarship o all teachers within the continuum of teacher education, for human 

emancipation and education as a public good. The study suggested that a TPL-orientation was 

viewed more favourably by arts and humanities teachers, in preference to STEM teacher. 

This is a hypothesis worthy of further research and consideration.   
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
1.0 Aims 
The aim of this thesis is to problematize Teacher Professional Learning (TPL) in Ireland within a 

rapidly changing national and global policy context and within different worldviews of education 

(Dewey: 1938; Friere; 1970; Apple: 2006; Ball: 2012; Maguire: 2011; Noddings: 2012). The 

thesis is a critical interpretivist study which examines TPL through three analytical tools: a 

critical interpretation of teacher education policy (2001-2015), a systematic review of the 

national and international literature surrounding TPL, and the contextual understandings and 

perspectives of a purposive (self-selecting) sample of Irish secondary teachers in 2015. The 

purpose of this study is to counter some of the reductionist foundations of some teacher 

education policy and its implementation (Cosán: 2016) and for the social democratic and 

intellectual benefit of humanity and/or the ‘community of practice’. One-hundred and sixty two 

teachers completed an online questionnaire, while sixteen teachers completed in-depth 

interviews. The aim of this introductory chapter is to set the context of this thesis and the 

author’s perspective on the research. The research topic is placed in the context of the current 

situation in relation to TPL in secondary schools in Ireland. Some of the reasons why the 

research is relevant at this time are also outlined. The aim of this thesis is to understand the 

orientation of TPL and to understand the ways in which teachers conceptualise TPL, their 

professional learning experiences and the contexts, which they define as valid and meaningful. 

 

1.1 The purposes of education 
Since time began, philosophers and educators have asked the same fundamental questions central 

to education. Some are ontological. What is our understanding of the teacher, the student? How 

do we understand education? Some are epistemological. What is knowledge? How do we learn? 

Some are axiological. What are the purposes of education? What should be its fundamental 

values? What ethics are important? What do we want for our children, here and now and in the 

future? And, perhaps most important of all, what kind of society do we want to build? Some of 

the questions date back to the time of Socrates, while others are the product of our own time and 

culture (Noddings: 2012; Biesta and Miedema: 2002). Just like anything that you look at, there 

are many different perspectives you can take, and there will be very different answers depending 
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on which perspective you take. The answer to “what are the purposes of education?” will differ 

according to these differing philosophical and ideological positions. There are two main 

ideological battles that are at the heart of education policymaking; education is a good unlike any 

other whose telos is for individual development and competency; or, education is a public good, 

whose telos is for social justice and public interest values. Emanating from these ideological 

battles are four competing perspectives / discourses on education (Figure 1.1). These can be 

viewed as different worldviews, separate belief systems and ideologies of education that provide 

a means by which to judge education and obtain a vision of what it should look like (Engel: 

2000).  

 

                 Intra- Individual 

 Progressive pedagogy                 Technocratic pedagogy 

 

   

  Knowledge                    Knowledge  

(Acquisition)                  (Transmission)    

 

  

Radical pedagogy                 Performative pedagogy 

       Inter- group 

    

Fig 1.1 Theories of Instruction (Bernstein: 1990:213) cited in Mooney Simmie and Moles 

(2011), 474. 

 

One such conception, a humanistic conception, is rooted in the Enlightenment of the 18th century 

and posited by such philosophers as Dewey (1938, 1916, 1900), Russell (1912), Friere (1970) 

and Chomsky (2004). A humanistic conception posits the idea that education is not to be viewed 

as something akin to filling a vessel with water, but rather assisting a flower to grow in its own 

way (Chomsky: 1996; 1994). A humanistic perspective views that the goal of education is “to 

give a sense of the value of things other than domination, to help create wise citizens of a free 

community, to encourage a combination of citizenship with liberty, individual creativeness, 
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which means that we regard a child as a gardener regards a young tree, as something with an 

intrinsic nature which will develop into an admirable form given proper soil and air and light” 

(Chomsky: 2004: 38). From this humanistic perspective education is progressive and seen as a 

revolutionary force, a force which can bring about liberation. This humanistic ideology views 

education as a ‘public’ good and that the public interest is best served collectively through shared 

democratic processes, with an emphasis on the community as opposed to the individual. The 

argument is that a ‘deep and robust democracy requires a strong civil society based on norms of 

trust and active responsibility and that education is central to such a goal (Olssen et al: 2004:1-

2).  

 

Epistemologically, a humanistic theory posits that knowledge is infinite with limitless 

possibilities. John Dewey, a progressive pedagogist, is one of the most influential thinkers in the 

history of modern educational theory. One of the central themes of Dewey’s (1938) work is that 

the ultimate aim of education is not the production of goods but the production of free human 

beings associated with one another on terms of equality. Dewey believed that the potential for 

growth of an individual learner is considered boundless. Learners need to be empowered and to 

have control over the learning process and not to have learning ‘done’ to them. Dewey’s 

philosophy of education was more focused on the individual learning as opposed to learning in / 

with / through the community. Dewey viewed education as synonymous with growth, and 

growth is one of the most important biological metaphors (Callan: 1982). But growth towards 

what exactly? According to Dewey (1938), growth tends towards more growth and we must not 

make the concept rigid by specifying its direction. Dewey was concerned that the lives of 

students were so often systematically sacrificed to some future good that education was thought 

to have a purpose “out there” somewhere beyond the present interests and purposes of students 

(Noddings: 2012). Dewey (1938) insisted that experience is educative only if it produces growth, 

if, that is, learners leave the experience more capable, or interested in engaging in new 

experience.  

 

Brazilian educator and educational philosopher Paulo Freire (1921-1997) is known throughout 

much of the world as the author of “Pedagogy of the Oppressed” first published in 1970. 

According to Glass (2001), “Freire’s ideas have entered the educational discourse from the most 
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cosmopolitan centres to the most remote corners of the earth, and not since John Dewey have the 

thoughts of a philosopher of education impacted such a broad sphere of public life” (15). For 

Friere, education was essentially a humanistic endeavour aimed towards human emancipation 

from forms of material, cultural, and psychological oppression (Pietrykowski: 1996). A Freirean 

radical pedagogy implies not only a focus on the individual, but also an emphasis on community. 

A radical pedagogical perspective entails an analysis of the deeply politicized aspects of 

educational institutions, policies and practices—and, further, that education can and must be 

oriented towards radical social change (Freire: 1997; 1970; Giroux: 1997; McLaren: 1995).  

 

For Friere, the central question was, how does one make education be meaningful in a way that 

makes it critical and emancipatory? (Freire: 1973). For Freire, education involved the freedom of 

people to develop into who they are rather than being shaped by what someone else thought they 

should be. However, Freirean thinking is not blind and it “fully appreciates the relationship 

among education, politics, imperialism, and liberation” (McLaren: 1999:49). Freire believed that 

educational change must be accompanied by significant changes in the social and political 

structures in which education takes place. He believed the challenge to transforming schools was 

overcoming socio-economic injustice which is linked to the political and economic structures of 

society (McLaren: 1999). Freire was keenly aware of the history attached to political and 

economic structures.  

 

Another and conflicting ideology is based upon a market-driven system of education that is 

highly individualistic (Lynch: 2012). Proponents of this ideology include economists and 

policymakers who draw on the works of researchers such as Hattie (2015; 2012; 2009), Marzano 

(2006; 2003) and Petty (2009). This work is exclusively from research findings in the field of 

educational psychology and is concerned with individual behaviour that is decontextualised. 

Within this ideology, education is viewed as a ‘private’ good and as such can be treated much 

like the exchange of any other goods or services that the market can regulate efficiently. What 

results is a technocratic mind set in education which is dominated by individualistic, short-term 

and decontextualised activities, often in response to bureaucratic or administrative fiats (Day & 

Sachs: 2004). This is brought about to a great degree by a neoliberal environment in which 

governments are increasingly concerned about economic competitiveness and national viability. 
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Education has become more individualistic, reactive and increasingly technocratic in orientation 

(Groundwater-Smith and Mockler: 2009; Day and Sachs: 2004). The technocratic mind set lends 

itself to governmental, corporate, and foundational bureaucracies. It is procedure oriented and 

lacks adaptability to the unforeseen or the uncontrollable. Under these circumstances more 

substantive educationally-oriented practices struggle to find prominence. 

 

A technocratic approach to education manifests itself in the increasing control and regulation of 

teachers to produce predefined learning outcomes or predefined identities, such as that of the 

‘good citizen’ or the ‘flexible lifelong learner’ (Biesta: 2010:35). It produces a closed; standards-

based education system which views the school as a machine whose purpose is, through teachers, 

to mass-produce knowledge workers (Ball: 2010). This effort to control is reflective of a society 

which feels that it must control everything to avert social chaos. This ends up in an educational 

extreme where the learner is the object of the teacher’s actions as opposed to a subject in his or 

her own right (Biesta: 2010). The control of education and subsequent measurement of 

educational outcomes and their correlation with educational input is central to a technocratic 

approach. The aim is to provide an evidence-base for educational practice (Biesta: 2007). In 

2008, John Hattie synthesised the results of more than 900 meta-analyses into an evidence-based 

collection of ‘what works’ in schools to improve learning. ‘What works’ in education and for 

whom (Biesta, 2007) are highly contested questions. Moreover, such data on its own cannot be 

the foundation upon which the direction of educational policy is built or the shape and form of 

educational practice (Biesta: 2007). 

 

A pedagogy based on performativity emanates from the same ideological background as a 

technocratic approach. This again views educations as a private good similar to a technocratic 

approach which is highly individualistic and views education as the transmission of knowledge. 

However, a performative pedagogy views community as “a useful tool” (Fielding: 2007) but 

only in so far as it achieves the intended purposes. A sense of community is valued, but this is 

primarily for instrumental purposes. This results in education that is seen purely in terms of the 

performance of the ‘knowledge worker’, i.e. the teacher, and the ‘organisation’, i.e. the school. 

Ball (2010) suggests “increasingly we choose and judge our actions on the basis of their 

contribution to organizational performance, rendered in terms of measurable outputs (223). 
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Fielding (2007) contends that it is the focus on performativity which allows high performance to 

ensure compliance through a sophisticated psychology of emotional accent. 

 

Education is a public good, unlike any other good or service, and education policy is a statement 

of direction that should guide and support society to the achievement of democratic values. 

Proponents of a humanistic ideology share a belief that technocratic and performativity 

pedagogies misperceive the problems of education and threaten the values that justify its 

existence (Engel: 2000).  When we engage in educational discourse, we are always and 

necessarily engaged in value judgements – judgements about what is worthwhile and what is 

desirable (Biesta: 2007).  When we evaluate data, similar to Hattie’s (2008) work, we need to 

engage with values (Schwandt and Dahler-Laresen: 2006).  In evidence-based practice, are we 

measuring what we value or are we measuring what we can easily measure and hence end up 

valuing what we can measure? (Biesta: 2007).   

 

Education policy embodies contradictory tensions that arise from its relationship with the 

economy (Hill: 2003). However, the tensions between education and the economy are further 

exacerbated because education policy is increasingly subordinated to and articulated in terms of 

economic policy and the necessities of international economic competition (Ball:2008). Hence, 

the real issue emerges when education is seen purely as a means of competitive advantage and is 

controlled in pursuit of these aims. We cannot deny that education is fundamental to growth and 

an important tool for economic development. The problem is when a purely technocratic 

ideology is applied to education. Education is not a means of getting ahead of others or stealing a 

competitive advantage, it is about much more than that. It is not about quantifying processes and 

outcomes – how can you measure the immeasurable? Education is increasingly being measured 

against values that are easily measured and hence we end up valuing what we measure (Biesta: 

2009).Within this framework education overplays the economy and underplays everything else, 

including social, cultural and political influences. 

 

All humans possess potential and all in society have the right to be nurtured and to experience 

emancipation. Fielding (2007) calls for a reflexive philosophy aware of itself, its own nature and 
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its epochal challenges. Our president Michael D. Higgins (2011) states, quoted in Mooney 

Simmie (2012:496):  

‘we need a discourse that is capable of handling all the connections between economy, society, 

and state. We need to begin thinking about how we can integrate the needs of the economy into 

an equally just education system which incorporates the voices of all citizens and not just one 

social class. But before we can do this, we need to refocus on our ideology out of which our 

educational philosophies are born”.   

 

1.2 Problematising TPL in Ireland 
Any problematisation of TPL must be examined in the context of global educational trends. We 

are living in a period of crisis that is affecting our economic, political, and cultural institutions. 

There is growing discontent with the homogenizing globalized processes in the aftermath of the 

global financial crisis (Apple: 2013). Economies are deemed to be “recovering” or “in recovery”, 

while the visible inequalities in the global economy have become even more apparent.  Popular 

dissatisfaction is being expressed in the growth of populist and protest parties which, in some 

places, have come to pose an increasing challenge to the established political order. Education is 

becoming increasingly globalized and the neoliberal discourse is exerting increasing power on 

education. The concepts of ‘knowledge’ and ‘learning’ are now the cornerstone of policy that is 

formulated to encourage emerging global trends and educational policy to synergize. 

 

Typical of many countries on a global stage, the education system in Ireland is undergoing 

constant reform which impacts TPL. Established systems are being brought into question and the 

role of TPL lies between top-down control and classroom demands. Increasingly, TPL is 

positioned as a sure-fire solution to some of the intransigent educational problems of our time 

(Mockler: 2013). TPL is seen as both a “policy problem” within itself (Cochran-Smith: 2004) 

and a “policy solution” to address the problem of ‘ineffective’ teachers and the ‘crisis’ of teacher 

quality (Mockler: 2013). The ‘crisis’ in education arises from a need to push through policy 

agendas which focus on outputs measured in terms of performance indicators, which are 

emphasized and sold through the language of choice, competition and services users, and 

promoted through the decentralization of budgets and authority, and contractual employment 

(Lynch et al:2012). 
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In aiming to address “ineffective” teachers, TPL manifests itself in the form of public 

accountability and standardisation. In the last 15 years, public accountability has increased 

significantly in Ireland. New managerialism has redefined what counts as knowledge, who are 

the bearers of such knowledge and who is empowered to act – all within a legitimating 

framework of public choice and market accountability (Lynch et al: 2012). This is due to the 

interrelated influences of the European higher education space, the range of education legislation 

at national level and the consequential impact of professional self-regulation policies, that is, 

directives and guidelines emanating from the Teaching Council (Conway and Murphy: 2013).  

 

As a policy solution, TPL then becomes critical. TPL can make a significant contribution to 

promoting the professional and personal growth of teachers. Irish educational policy discourses 

present TPL unproblematically as a beneficial and straightforward concept (Cosán: 2016). This 

“discourse is predicated on individualistic accounts of achievement and solutions to enhance 

achievement that take little account of the relationships between thinking, and the cultural, 

institutional and historical situations in which it occurs (Murphy and Ivinson:2003). This thesis 

explores the current orientation of TPL in Ireland, teachers’ perspectives of TPL, and who, if 

anyone is benefitting from the current orientation of TPL. Is the current orientation benefitting 

policy makers? Is it benefitting teachers? In doing so, it attempts to demonstrate that TPL is a 

problematic concept and that tensions exist between the potential pathways for the TPL of Irish 

teachers.   

 

Increasing public accountability, the intensification of work together with change and complexity 

have led to teachers increasingly facing the need to implement new reforms, keep abreast with 

rapidly developing fields of knowledge and technologies, while all the time catering for a 

widening net of students in their classrooms with diverse interests, aptitudes and abilities. The 

pace of change in today’s society is claimed as the reason why teachers should be continuously 

involved in TPL. A new vision of the ways in which teachers teach necessitates a new vision of 

TPL. There is an increasing need to provide a more holistic framework for TPL in order that 

teachers will be able to adapt to change and meet both their personal and professional needs at 

different stages throughout their careers. If teachers are educating young people to grow and 

develop holistically, TPL needs to go beyond the mere acquisition of subject knowledge, basic 
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teaching skills and prescript values and dispositions. What makes a ‘good’ teacher cannot be 

answered in a simple way and a list of competencies is inadequate to answering it (Korthagen: 

2004). A list of competencies that make a ‘good’ teacher amounts to a reductionist discourse. A 

change of heart and mind as well as practice must undergird any process of authentic TPL 

(Pedder and Opfer: 2011a).  

 

While teachers promote the learning of others, they are also learners themselves. New ideas 

about the nature of knowledge, thinking, and learning, which are known as the situated 

perspective, are cast primarily in terms of students (Hatti: 2012, 2009). Less attention has been 

paid to teachers and how they learn new ways of teaching and learning. Yet, teachers are the 

ones that educate students, who interpret, inquire into, interrogate, translate and shape curricular 

goals and theoretical ideas into classroom practice and who shape the learning environment 

(Timperley et al: 2008). At the same time, the importance of improving schools, ‘increasing 

teacher quality’, and the improvement of student learning are high on the list of policy objectives 

(Opfer and Pedder: 2011a). Taubman (2009) argues that the ‘teacher’ quality agenda is a key 

tenet of what he views as the transformation of education at the hands of the neoliberal ideology, 

involving the rhetoric of blame and teacher fear. Yet, little is known about how teachers interpret 

the understandings or utilize the opportunities offered by TPL. It seems imperative that if we as a 

society want to educate young people, we need to ask questions of current teacher education 

policy (Biesta: 2006). Also, more attention needs to be paid to understanding teachers’ 

perceptions and perspectives of TPL. This thesis aims to address this gap. 

 

Over the past 15 years there has been a paradigm shift with regard to TPL. This has been fuelled 

by many factors including educational change, technology, and an increasingly diverse range of 

students with a diverse range of needs. Change has always been part of society but the increasing 

pace and breath of the current rapid and sweeping educational change has been commented on in 

relation to the struggle of education systems to meet the needs of these turbulent times 

(Timperley et al: 2008). As a result, the working environment for teacher professionals has been 

increasingly characterized by complexity and uncertainty (Fullan: 2007: Hargreaves: 2003). It is 

this uncertainty and complexity within a climate of increasing public accountability, rather than 
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change per se, which has been highlighted as one of the challenges that TPL faces (Webster-

Wright: 2009).  

 

In Ireland, as elsewhere, the scope, intensity and intent of public accountability, versus that of 

democratic or intelligent accountability, have increased significantly in recent years (Conway 

and Murphy: 2013). This ever increasing emphasis on public accountability is reflective of a 

number of discourses nationally and internationally such as the influence of globalization and 

governments faith that education is the road to economic productivity; the appeal of performance 

management and audits to optimize governance and the management of education that is 

underpinned by neoliberal economic theories (Lauder et al: 2008). Educational reforms around 

the world are setting ambitious goals for student learning in order to prepare students to take 

their place in the world of the 21st century. But these goals do not sit easily with education’s 

purpose as a key institution in protecting people’s human rights and public interest values (Lynch 

et al: 2012). The primary focus on educating students for a market economy (Peters: 2005) is 

specifically in areas such as science, engineering and technology. The humanistic orientation of 

Irish education, deeply embedded in what O’Sullivan (2006) terms a ‘theocratic’ approach, is 

nowadays replaced with a market-led system (Lynch et al: 2012) or ‘mercantile’ ideology of 

education (Murphy: 2008). 

 

While there are many factors which contribute to the achievement of student learning, ultimately, 

the changes demanded by these educational reforms rely on teachers. Teachers are placed at the 

centre of many reform initiatives because they must carry out the demands of the classroom. The 

success of educational reform initiatives hinges, to a large degree, on teachers. This has led to a 

paradigm shift gathering momentum with regard to TPL. To help young people learn the more 

complex and analytical skills promoted by a market-led agenda, teachers are urged to teach in 

ways that develop higher-order thinking and performance (Darling-Hammond and Richardson: 

2009).  These changes require a great deal of learning on the part of teachers and are difficult to 

make without adequate support and guidance (Ball and Cohen: 1999; Putnam and Borko: 1997; 

Wilson and Berne: 1999). Although, it is claimed that considerable funding has been directed to 

the provision of TPL in many countries (Borko, 2004; OECD; 2004), teachers’ perspectives of 

TPL have received scant attention (Yates: 2007). There is a need to hear the teachers’ voice 
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regarding TPL. This thesis was designed to meet this need through investigating Irish secondary 

teachers’ perceptions of TPL. It is proposed that what teachers know and are able to do is one of 

the most important influences on student learning (Timperley et al: 2008). If we are to promote 

teacher personal and professional growth, it seems imperative that we must not only understand 

what teachers know and what teachers are able to do, but also who they are and how they are. 

 

1.3 Philosophical positioning  
It is essential for a researcher in the field of education to be clear about their philosophical 

position while embarking on the research inquiry. The philosophical position influences the 

chosen paradigm, or set of beliefs, which underpin the inquiry. A philosophical position 

represents a worldview and defines, for its holder, the nature of the world, the individual’s place 

in it, and the range of possible relationships to that world and its parts (Guba and Lincoln: 1994). 

As stated in the introduction of this chapter, ontologically this thesis emerges from a critical 

relativist standpoint. I believe there exists multiple, apprehendable and equally valid realities 

rather than a single true reality (Creswell: 2014). Reality, according to a relativist position, is 

subjective and influenced by the context of the situation, namely the individuals’ experience and 

perceptions, the social environment, and the interaction between the individual and the 

researcher. The dynamic interaction between the researcher and the participant is central to 

capturing and describing the “lived experience” (Erlebnis) of the participant. 

 

I acknowledge a reality that is shaped within a cultural, historical, political and social context. I 

use critical theory to hold this reality up to the light and critique in order to arrive at a more 

complete understanding of the world. For the most part, we can never be sure about ‘how things 

really are’, or ‘how things really work’, because we cannot exclude individual perceptions from 

any inquiry. So, multiple meanings may exist of the same concepts. I feel that truth can be 

treated as something that one can have varying degrees of proximity to, which is approximate 

truth, rather than something that is actually obtainable. A relativist position espouses a 

hermeneutical approach, which maintains that meaning is hidden and must be brought to the 

surface through deep reflection (Schwandt: 2000). This reflection can be stimulated by the 

interaction between the researcher and participant through open dialogue and the sharing of 

experiences which comes to make meaning of a phenomenon.  
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I have a love and quest for knowledge while knowing that ‘knowing’ is never reachable. The 

assumption that a fixed, physical and symbolic environment is the primary source of knowledge 

is now contested (Miyamoto and Wilken: 2010; Krumsvic: 2009). Vygotsky argued that 

knowing is relative to the situations in which knowers find themselves (Vygotsky: 1986). I 

believe that there are a variety of different ways to understand things. Knowledge comes and 

goes, and what is considered the truth today may be viewed with suspicion tomorrow. Students 

have to learn to think for themselves, question the knowledge and authority of others, and 

evaluate how what they know affects their life. A Freirean philosophy views education as a 

gateway to emancipation, empowerment, and participation in work and life (Friere: 1970). 

Education is the foundation stone of a democratic society. I believe that knowledge is not like 

other commodities but it is increasingly being treated as so and hence is losing its potential as a 

transformative and liberating force. The purpose of this study is to counter some of the 

reductionist foundations which characterizes some teacher education policy and its 

implementation (Cosán: 2016) and for the social democratic and intellectual benefit of humanity 

and/or the ‘community of practice’. As Biesta and Säfström (2011) stated in their ironically 

entitled “A Manifesto for Education”, I want to speak “not simply about education, but also for 

education” (542).  

 

Knowledge is not divorced from power. Knowledge can be an extremely powerful 

transformative and liberating force but it can also be a destructive and oppressive one. The way 

in which knowledge is classified is an expression of power because classification defines what 

matters and the way in which it is defined, and who has access to it (Bernstein: 2000). Code 

theory works as a theoretical foundation to explore teaching and learning phenomena and 

illuminates how discourses can act as a means of social control (Bernstein: 2000). Bernstein's 

work on pedagogic discourse is concerned with the production, distribution and reproduction of 

official knowledge and how this knowledge is related to structurally determined power relations. 

What is critical is that Bernstein is concerned with more than the description of the production 

and transmission of knowledge; he is concerned with its consequences for different groups. In 

this way, the relationship between power and knowledge and its effects on assessment, pedagogy 

and curriculum can be held up to the light. Power, the economy, political and social factors are 

inextricably linked and affect the ways in which groups of people form understandings and 



13 

 

formal knowledge about their world (Bernstein: 2000). This thesis holds the light up to these 

factors. 

 

I believe as educators we can teach students not only the standardised curriculum but also moral 

values within a relationship of care and respect.  Indeed, one of the most important aspects of 

education is the relationship that exists between the teacher and the student. Caring teachers 

purposefully know their students well and establish relationships with them. These behaviours 

reflect the theoretical position that learning takes place best within the crucible of relationships 

forged by caring competent teachers whose primary focus is the growth and development of 

students (Noddings:2012). Noddings (1992) describes caring as ‘an ethic of relation,’ ‘a needs- 

and response-based ethic that has its own rationality and reasonableness, but whose ‘emphasis is 

on living together and creating, maintaining and enhancing positive relations’(21).  

 

According to Collinson et al (1998), Mayeroff (1971) is one of the few theorists who emphasised 

knowing as being the primary ingredient of caring. He argued that caring includes explicit and 

implicit knowledge, knowing that and knowing how and direct and indirect knowledge, all 

related in various ways to helping the other grow (5). If the growth and development of others is 

the primary goal of persons who operate from an ethic of care, then teaching surely is a 

profession in which an ethic of care should be central. However, policy technologies such as the 

market, performativity and managerialism are increasingly eroding the value of relationships and 

care in education (Ball: 2012). I feel my role as an educator is to work with the student in a safe, 

caring environment where students have the space to learn and grow and think independently but 

also recognizing that they are part of something bigger. Education policy that promotes 

individualism and competition cannot guarantee caring teachers because it conceptualises 

learning and caring as separate. 

 

One emphasis, particularly among philosophers such as Dewey (1938), and to which this thesis 

closely aligns, is the discussion of research as a social endeavour and the meaning of knowledge 

creation within the context of community and the social good (Maxcy: 2003). I believe that 

values play an enormous role in research. To this end, I have articulated the axiological 

underpinnings of this thesis in this introductory chapter. My experiences and the values and 
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beliefs that I bring to this thesis cannot be separated from the thesis itself.  Through outlining my 

reflexivity, I have expressed my thinking and my experiences of teaching and TPL. I believe that 

TPL as a phenomenon has different layers. I believe that research should provide an ‘accurate 

account of how things are in themselves’, and should aim to be useful to society (Rorty: 1999). It 

is hoped that this thesis can be used to progress TPL in Ireland and inform future policy in the 

area for the benefit of all actors in the education system. 

 

1.4 Researcher reflexivity 
In this section, the practice of critical reflexivity that was used to unravel the ethical dilemmas, 

which socially just-oriented qualitative research entails, is explored in this study (Bettez: 2015; 

Fox and Allan: 2014). Firstly, the experiences and motivations that brought me to this PhD study 

are outlined. The dilemmas that I faced as a researcher, the struggles regarding my own 

positioning and what I learned about being a researcher from the research process are then 

explored. An attempt is made to critically reflect on these experiences and epistemic struggles in 

order to make meaning and to position myself as a researcher within a critical interpretivist 

study. This is not for the purpose of telling ‘my story’ but towards ‘a movement from telling and 

confession to practice and positionality’ (Skeggs: 2002: 369). ‘When we research and when we 

write, our selves are inextricably involved and our interpretation of what takes place is informed 

by our points of view’ (Fox and Allan: 2014:102). However, I am aware that ‘writing is always 

partial, local, and situational and that our self is always present, no matter how much we try to 

suppress it – but only partially present, for in our writing we repress parts of ourselves too’ 

(Richardson: 2003: 354).  

 

Reflexivity is the sense that the researcher makes of the social world, the meaning they give to 

events and situations that are shaped by our experience as social beings (Denscombe: 2007).  

Reflexivity entails being conscious about the implications of methods, values, biases and 

decisions in relation to the knowledge generated through research (Bryman: 2012). Criticality is 

the ability to concurrently develop, understand and analyse experience by exploring social, 

political, educational and cultural contexts and exposing the hegemonic assumptions that dictate 

response (Taylor: 2001). Critical reflexivity involves both personal reflection and social critique. 

As a critical reflexive researcher, I aim to reflect critically on the impact of my own background, 
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assumptions, positioning, feelings, behaviour while also tending to the impact of the wider 

organizational, discursive, ideological and political context (Taylor: 2001).  

 

Up until 2006, I worked both in Ireland and abroad teaching in second-level schools including 

Australia, South Korea and the United Arab Emirates. While I enjoyed teaching in different 

education systems and experiencing different cultures, I found my teaching time to be 

challenging in certain respects. The international school that I taught in the United Arab Emirates 

was highly-competitive. The curriculum was designed by the school and was highly structured 

and prescribed. Teachers taught one concept at a time using the school’s “Point System’. A 

system of academic tracking, a computerised method of detecting ‘gaps in knowledge’, allowed 

the school ‘administration’ to closely monitor the progress of each individual on a weekly basis. 

As an educator, the school’s ‘Points System’ was a stifling system of surveillance and 

monitoring because there was no room for creative and imaginative teaching methodologies 

outside a technocratic system of performativity.  Students were under extreme pressure to 

‘perform’ in the weekly tests and teachers were equally operating under pressure to ‘produce’ 

high test results. This experience was similar to what I had experienced teaching in Ireland. 

During my teaching time in Ireland (1998 – 2002), I was struck by the pressure that colleagues 

were under to ‘produce’ exam results and how the teacher student relationship was suffering as 

result. My experience of teaching around the world had shaped my view of education long before 

I started my PhD. 

 

When I returned to Ireland in 2006, I saw an advertisement in a newspaper inviting applications 

for a Masters in Educational Mentoring at the University of Limerick. The advertisement 

immediately caught my attention. It asked the question ‘Do you want to be a change agent rather 

than an agency of change?’ I had been teaching for five years and was somewhat disillusioned 

and somewhat frustrated with the education system.  I knew I wanted to continue to work in 

education but my experiences of teaching had led me to the realisation that teachers had limited 

autonomy over themselves as professionals. My experiences of teaching in highly technocratic 

environments, such as the United Arab Emirates, had focused me to reflect on broader 

educational questions such as its purpose, what is desirable and what is worthwhile, what is the 

teacher’s role in education and indeed where was my place in education. My enrolment on the 
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Masters in Educational Mentoring provided an opportunity to critically reflect on education and 

look at the ideology behind education policy. It provided a forum to discuss, question and 

critically challenge my beliefs and assumptions with other educators. My experiences of 

teaching, traveling and living abroad had led to ask questions and it also pushed me into the 

pursuit of further learning at the university to help to find answers. I began to wonder how 

education was influenced by social and economic and political contexts. Specifically, I was 

interested in a transformative view of education for human emancipation and teachers’ autonomy 

in relation to this human emancipation and democratic participation .Most importantly, I had a 

strong interest in the role of teacher professional learning in teacher autonomy and emancipation 

of the teaching profession for a transformative and holistic view of student education and 

development. This was my personal motivation behind my selection of research topic, and 

influenced in turn my selections and justifications for my research paradigm, data collection and 

data analysis approaches in this study. 

 

My reflexivity writing began in 2007 when I began keeping a reflective journal as part of a 

Masters in Educational Mentoring that I was completing at the time. My reflective journal 

contains a permanent record of those initial four years on the Masters, the Masters pilot study 

and the five year journey through to the completion of this research study.  My Masters study 

was in the area of teacher professional development and was entitled School-Based Professional 

Development: A Comparative Study in Two Post-Primary Schools in Ireland. The Masters in 

Educational Mentoring wetted my appetite for research, for inquiry and it was a vehicle to 

express my critical interpretation of current education policy. I wanted to delve more deeply 

behind the writings of theorists, which I had begun reading as part of the Masters research. The 

writings of some of these theorists struck a chord with me as a student, teacher and mentor. I 

strongly connected with the writings of Apple (2006), Ball (2012), Noddings (2012), and Biesta 

(2010).  Also, there were many critical questions raised from the Masters study that needed 

further exploration. For example, how have teachers come to acquire knowledge? What is this 

knowledge made up of? What is the consequence of this knowing? Who decides what is taught? 

Why are teachers in one school more engaged in TPL than another school? Hence, after 

completing the Masters in Educational Mentoring, I embarked upon a structured PhD in 

education with the University of Limerick. My experiences of teaching, the sentiment of the 
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advertisement that somehow I could be an advocate for change, my initial research on the 

Masters in Educational Mentoring were significant influences on this research. 

 

During the structured PhD, I wrote a paper to share the findings from the Master’s study which 

was entitled “Mentoring to reproduce or change discourse in schools” (Appendix A). The 

purpose of the paper was to explore TPL needs with the purpose of elucidating the needs of 

teachers, and mentor teachers, within the school cultural context in the Republic of Ireland. I 

attended various workshops as part of my study around research methods, ethics, academic 

writing, and research software tools, such as SPSS and NVivo. In February 2013, I presented a 

poster entitled “Teacher Professional Learning – whose responsibility is it anyway?” at the 

University of Limerick’s Winter School (Appendix B). In September 2013, I presented a paper 

on mentoring to reproduce or change discourses in schools (Appendix C) at the ECER Emerging 

Researcher’s conference. The theme of the conference was around creativity and innovation in 

education. The theme appealed to me because it focused on the need to consider the needs of 

society and the economy while not overlooking the impact this may have on individuals, 

communities and society. I feel that is why the work of Michael Fielding (2007) connected with 

me because it tends to both societal and individual needs and represents a form of balance to me. 

 

Before embarking on the pilot study for this research, I returned to the entries in the journal, 

using it as a stimulus to reflect back on the Masters pilot in order to deepen my understanding of 

this research process. Drawing on excerpts from the journal, I made links between the literature 

on methodology, decisions taken during the project, the process of reflexivity, and my evolving 

understanding of the complexities of TPL and its research. I analysed journal entries for what 

they revealed about the management of each phase of the study, the issues and tensions which 

arose, and the ways I dealt with these. A retrospective examination of my past Masters research 

permitted me to make meaningful connections between theory and practice in the current 

research. This inquiry provoked a depth of learning which I feel may not have been possible 

through any other methodological means. Reflective writing allowed me to meaningfully 

construct my own sense of myself, my beliefs and what it means to become a researcher. 

Through the critical reflexivity process I learned to be more confident in my own voice and the 

articulation of my own viewpoint. At times, I felt I was drowning in a ‘sea of literature’ and felt 
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‘I wasn’t making any headway through the literature’. It felt that the more reading I was doing, 

the less I felt that I knew. I learned that as a researcher you need to take a step back, reflect and 

articulate what you believe. The drowning in a ‘sea of literature’ was a necessary part of the 

‘knowing’ of one’s own position. The challenge to defend ‘who you are as a researcher’ was a 

necessary part of the articulation of that knowing. 

 

1.5 Research questions  
The first research question of this thesis s o u g h t  t o  identify the orientation of TPL through a 

critical interpretation of a selection of influential national teacher education policy documents 

(2001-2015). Biesta (2009) uses an analytical lens to theoretically frame the purposes of teacher 

education within different discourses. This analytical lens is used to analyse the four policy 

documents (2001-2015) and reveal how contemporary policymaking features, impact the 

purposes of TPL. The first research question is: 

1. What is the current orientation of TPL in national teacher education policy documents (2001-

2015)? 

 

Believing that the purpose of education is humanistic and teachers have an important role in 

shaping the education of young people, then one sees TPL as a central link to the purposes of 

education. This leads to the second question being asked in this research: 

2. What are the contextual understandings and perspectives of a purposive (self-selecting) 

sample of Irish secondary teachers of TPL in 2015? 

 

Having explored teachers’ contextual understandings and perspectives of TPL in Ireland, the last 

question logically ensued: 

3. Who, if anyone, is benefitting from the current orientation of TPL in Ireland?  

 

1.6 Paradigm  
A paradigm could be regarded as an accepted model or pattern as an organizing structure, a 

deeper philosophical position relating to the nature of social phenomena and social structures 

(Kuhn: 1970). In the social sciences, there have been traditionally two different research 

paradigms. The paradigms differ in terms of how knowledge is sought and how this knowledge 
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is used. Positivist researchers hold objectivist ontology. They view the laws by which they 

research as real even though they sometimes are not visible. Positivists view the world as only 

observable through what they can see, hear, touch, taste or smell. This demands observation, 

objectivity and detachment on the part of the researcher (Ryan, Mannix-McNamara and Deasy: 

2006). Positivism in more recent times has been challenged by interpretivism.  

 

Where positivists have an objective ontology, interpretivists have constructionist ontology, 

holding that the researcher is within the research, constructing meaning, and cannot be viewed as 

separate from the research. An interpretative philosophy maintains that social science inquiries 

are subjective, adopt qualitative methods and are more concerned in understanding individuals’ 

perception of the world (Bell:1999). While interpretative studies generally employ qualitative 

methods, quantitative methods are also employed. Interpretivists believe that knowledge is 

constructed by the individual. Each individual perceives things differently; therefore 

generalizations cannot be drawn, only interpretations presented (Creswell: 2014). Proponents of 

interpretivism argue that social laws are sometimes not observable in the same way as some 

natural laws are.  

 

While quantitative and qualitative paradigms are standalone research approaches data, 

increasingly, within educational research these two different approaches are being used together 

leading to a mixed methods (MM) approach to research, as is the approach adopted in this thesis. 

As a research paradigm, MM is an approach to inquiry where the researcher links in some way 

(e.g. merges, builds, embeds, integrates, connects), both quantitative and qualitative data to 

provide a unified understanding of a research problem (Creswell: 2014). This research strives for 

an integration of quantitative and qualitative research strategies. However, and as outlined 

earlier, the main focus of this thesis is on the critical interpretation of teachers’ contextual 

understandings and perspectives of TPL. In addition to ontological and epistemological beliefs, 

this study is guided by a theoretical framework which will now be briefly outlined and detailed 

in chapter three. 
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1.7 Theoretical understandings 
To understand the current nature of TPL within a rapidly changing national and global policy 

context and different worldviews on education, this study draws upon Michael Fielding’s (2007: 

2006: 1997) philosophical framework. Fielding, who draws on the works of the Scottish moral 

philosopher John Macmurray, refers to TPL in his writings (for example, Fielding; 2006, 2007), 

but his main focus to date has been on schooling, teachers and students. Fielding’s work stresses 

the dangers of an overemphasis on the functional, or technocratic, aspects of education and the 

subsequent subordination of the personal, or humanistic, aspects. Fielding’s (2007) work 

emerges at a time “in both our advocacy and our practice of schooling where the optimism, 

energy and goodwill of contemporary approaches are leading us down a road which, albeit 

unintentionally, is likely to produce a society that diminishes our humanity, destroys much that is 

of worth, and denies much we seem to desire” (383). Fielding lays blame firmly with the failure 

of those responsible for the direction as well as the detail of education policy to pay sufficient 

regard to their intellectual and cultural responsibilities, which invites the demise rather than the 

fulfilment of laudable educational aspiration (Fielding: 2007).  

 

This study applies Fielding’s theoretical framework beyond student learning into TPL because 

the issues in this field are in need of philosophical scrutiny (Hargreaves and Fleece: 2013).  

Fielding developed a four-fold topology, called ‘impersonal’, ’affective, ‘high performance’ and 

‘person-centred’, as a means to conceptualise schools. This study adapts Fielding’s four-fold 

topology (Table 1:1) and uses it as a theoretical framework upon which to analyse and make 

meaning of TPL in Ireland. The orientation of TPL was identified through a systematic review of 

the national and international literature on TPL, over a period of 15 years from Jan 2000 to Jan 

2015. The findings of the systematic literature review reveal the orientations of TPL which can 

lead to teacher education that is morally, intellectually and instrumentally successful. Fielding’s 

adapted theoretical framework is then applied to each orientation, identified through the 

systematic literature review, to reveal how each orientation of TPL can manifest itself differently 

depending on the purposes of education.  
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1.8 Structure of the thesis 
This thesis aims to problematize TPL in Ireland within a rapidly changing national and global 

policy context and different worldviews of education. The thesis examines TPL in Ireland 

through a policy analysis of TPL in teacher education (2001-2015) and from the contextual 

understandings and perspectives of a purposive (self-selecting) sample of Irish secondary 

teachers in 2015. TPL is a complex phenomenon and a contested concept in the literature which 

invites a holistic examination of teacher professionalism and learning. The questions for 

exploration, as outlined earlier in this chapter, focus on the orientation of TPL in Ireland, 

teachers’ perspectives of TPL, and who, if anyone is benefitting from the current orientation of 

TPL. 

 

Chapter two gives a brief overview of Ireland, the roles and responsibilities of government in 

relation to teacher education and the features of contemporary policy making (Mockler: 2013; 

Biesta: 2009; Ball: 2010) are discussed. The orientation of TPL in Ireland is critiqued through 

four influential teacher policy documents in teacher education (2001-2015) and therefore 

addresses the first research question. The chapter conducts a critical interpretation of the 

following policy documents: 

→ The Teaching Council Act (2001) 

→ The Teaching Council’s (2011) Policy on the Continuum of Teacher Education          

→ Foreword to Irish Educational Studies (2012) Volume 2, (1) p 7-10 

→ Cosán, The Teaching Council’s (2016) framework for Teachers’ Learning  

  

Chapter three details the complete findings from the systematic literature review and the process 

involved in identifying the orientations of TPL. The nine key orientations identified are used to 

form an understanding of TPL and as a means by which to make sense of TPL in Ireland. The 

orientations of TPL identified in the literature are critiqued through Fielding’s (2007) theoretical 

framework, which underpins the concepts, assumptions, expectations, beliefs and theories that 

support and inform this thesis. 

 

Chapter four outlines the research methodology used and provides a rationale for the selection 

and justification of the research methodology (Creswell: 2014; Bryman: 2012). The chapter 
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extensively details mixed methods (MM) as the chosen research methodology and the 

quantitative (QUAN) and qualitative (QUAL) analysis that was conducted on the data. The 

research was carried out with a purposive (self-selecting) sample of secondary teachers in Ireland 

who were registered members of the Teaching Council. Preliminary research was carried out 

with participants to clarify the research questions.  

 

Chapters five and six are concerned with addressing the second research question, “What are the 

contextual understandings and perspectives of a purposive (self-selecting) sample of Irish 

secondary teachers in 2015? Chapter five presents the findings from data analysis on the 

responses from the online questionnaire. Chapter six presents the findings of the thematic content 

analysis (TCA) that was conducted on the qualitative data gathered (Braun and Clarke: 2006). 

The chapter also presents a profile for each of the sixteen teachers who participated in the QUAL 

phase of the research.  

 

Chapter seven discusses the three major themes which represent the distinctive ideas and 

illuminate the findings. The arguments developed aim to address the research questions posed; 

identify how the themes underlie the theoretical framework proposed and integrates what 

teachers said and the literature to sustain the arguments developed. 

 

The concluding chapter, chapter eight, synthesises the data, refers to relevant literature and 

presents overall conclusions from the research. In particular, it considers in some depth the third 

research question, “Who, if anyone, is benefitting from the current orientation of TPL in 

Ireland?” Recommendations for further research or action are also provided. 
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Table 1.1: Fielding’s theoretical framework adapted for teacher professional learning 

TPL as 
Impersonal 

TPL as 
Affective 

TPL as 
High Performance 

TPL as 
Person-Centred 

 
Intellectual Animus 

Mechanistic 
Intellectual Animus 

Therapeutic 
Intellectual Animus 

Organic 
Intellectual Animus 

Personal 
 

Organizational type 
Mechanistic 
organization 

Organizational type 
Affective 

Organization 

Organizational type 
Learning 

organization 

Organizational type 
Learning 

Community 
 

Forms of Unity 
Exclusive 

Forms of Unity 
Inclusive 

 
Ontological 
standpoint 

The functional 
marginalizes the 

personal 

Ontological 
standpoint 

The personal 
marginalizes the 

functional 

Ontological 
standpoint 

The personal is for the 
sake of / expressive of 

the functional 

Ontological 
standpoint 

The functional is for 
the sake of / 

expressive of the 
personal 

 
Ontological 
standpoint 

Juxtaposition 
 

One sided valorisation 
of the functional 

Ontological 
standpoint 

Juxtaposition 
 

One sided valorisation 
of the personal 

Ontological 
standpoint 

Interrelationship of 
incorporation 

Centrist 
Centripetal 

 

Ontological 
standpoint 

Interrelationship of 
Dialogue 

Heterocentric 
Centrifugal 

Contemporary 
strength 

Intellectual capital 

Contemporary 
strength 

Emotional capital 

Contemporary 
strength 

Organizational capital 

Contemporary 
strength 

Holistic development 
 

Community 
Organization 

standpoint 
Community is 
unimportant/ 

Destructive of 
organizational 

purposes 

Community 
Organization 

standpoint 
Community has no / 
few organizational 
consequences or 

requirements 

Community 
Organization 

standpoint 
Community is a useful 

tool to achieve 
organizational 

purposes 

Community 
Organization 

standpoint 
Organization exists to 
promote community 

Performance Motif 
Efficient 

Performance Motif 
Restorative 

Performance Motif 
Effective 

Performance Motif 
Morally and 

Instrumentally 
Successful 

 
(Adapted from Fielding: 2007: 395) 
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1.9 Expected outcomes of the thesis 
The findings highlight the contested nature of the TPL construct and show how it may be viewed 

in narrow linear rationalist ways as a simplistic causal relationship between student learning and 

teacher learning. Or it may be viewed as a curvilinear dynamic humanistic model of teacher and 

learner emancipation. A humanistic person-centred model operates to preserve the complexity of 

teaching, both the moral and intellectual dimensions, as well as the social, emotional and 

political aspects of teaching. Teaching is a specialist professional practice and requires a 

specialist knowledge base of theory praxis (Hordern: 2015). A specialist knowledge base 

necessitates that teachers remain in the space to ‘worry about’ and ‘interrupt’ their practice, 

through reading of research and literature, engaging with inquiry, researching their practices and 

generating knowledge of practice (Cochran Smith and Lytle: 1999). It is equally important that 

teachers perceive their role in the moral and social development of young people to become 

holistically educated (Bernstein: 2000).  

 

This study explores TPL through three types of analysis. This study presents an articulation of 

TPL through a critical interpretation of four recent teacher education policy documents (2001-

2015), the literature, nationally and internationally, and interprets both QUAN and QUAL data to 

gain an understanding of teachers’ contextual understandings and perspectives of TPL. The 

findings from this study contribute to the body of knowledge around the area of TPL in Ireland. 

The findings have implications for the Teaching Council, especially in relation to their enactment 

of teacher learning policy in the near future.  
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Chapter 2 Background and policy context 

2.0 Introduction 
This chapter seeks to understand teacher education policy through considering a number of 

different features in contemporary policy making nationally and internationally. A critical 

interpretation of four influential policy (2001-2015) documents is presented. The policy analysis 

was conducted through the adoption of an analytical lens devised by Biesta (2009) which 

theoretically frames the purposes of education and reveals how contemporary policymaking 

features are influenced by the specific purposes of teacher education. Firstly, the chapter 

commences with a brief overview of Ireland and the roles and responsibilities of government in 

relation to teacher education. The features of contemporary policy making are then discussed, 

along with the presentation of the critical interpretation of teacher education policy (Lynch: 

2013). 

 

2.1 Background 
Ireland covers an area of 84,421 km ² and is geographically situated in the North Atlantic 

separated from Great Britain to its east by the North Channel, the Irish Sea, and St George's 

Channel. It is the third largest island in Europe and the twentieth largest on Earth. Just fewer than 

4.6 million live in the Republic of Ireland. In the second-level sector in Ireland, there are 

secondary, vocational, comprehensive schools, and community schools and colleges. The school 

enrolment at second-level is 339, 687, attending 730 publicly aided schools, which include 384 

secondary, 254 vocational, and 92 community and comprehensive. There are 25,804 full-time 

equivalent teaching posts in second-level institutions (Department of Education and Science: 

2014). Education policy in Ireland is the prerogative of government and it is vested in the 

Minister for Education and Skills under the Ministers and Secretaries Act 1924 and the 

Education Act 1998. In the area of teacher education, the Teaching Council, the professional 

body for teaching in Ireland was created to promote teaching as a profession at primary and post-

primary levels, to promote the professional development of teachers and to regulate standards in 

the profession. The council is made up of representatives from various stakeholders in education, 

including teachers, teacher educators, school management, parent and union representatives. The 

DES is responsible for teacher education policy at second-level. Ultimately, the Minister for 
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Education and Skills has responsibility for ensuring that government education policies are 

implemented. 

 

TPL in Ireland has had a long history of mainly informal, individual and voluntary attendance at 

a number of short courses, mostly concerned with the prescribed curriculum. Up until the 1980s 

there were few opportunities for in-service education. The OECD (1991) reported the absence of 

infrastructure, policy planning and funding as major constraints upon TPL provision in Ireland. 

Following on from the OECD’s call that reform was ‘only feasible through discreet negotiations 

and an unspoken search for consensus’ (OECD: 1991: 38), the major stakeholders converged 

during this period in an unprecedented manner in an effort to modify existing structures 

(Harford:2010). Thus, during the 1990s, there was more opportunity for teachers to access 

support, albeit predominantly if their subject area was undergoing a reform. This support had a 

definite time frame and was not opened as a democratic discourse between teachers and policy 

makers (Lonergan et al: 2012). 

 

2.2 Global policy discourses of Neoliberalism and Neoconservatism 
Issues of teacher quality, and therefore teacher education, have gained prominence in recent 

years, and there is evidence worldwide of nation states’ attempts to improve the quality of their 

teachers through reform of their teacher education policies (Kennedy: 2015). Current educational 

policy assumes formal knowledge already exists and teachers’ pedagogic practices are the 

catalyst for student development (Invinsin: 2012). The power of global discourse on education 

“has grown and so dominated national thinking about educational ‘development’ that it is 

necessary to regard the result as a kind of hegemonic ‘hyper narrative’” (Stronach: 2010:10). 

This is illustrated through the “emergence of a global trajectory which is currently dominated by 

a drive to seek policy solutions which will improve outcomes, measured by attainment, for 

students” (Kennedy: 2015:185). Teachers are being asked to rethink their practice, to construct 

new classroom roles and expectations about student outcomes and to teach in ways they have 

never taught before (Vescio et al: 2008).  Irish teachers are increasingly becoming subject to 

regulation, standards, rubrics, and measurement. Visions of actual quality in teacher education 

rely on an understanding that as a human, and messy business, one size does not fit all, and this 



27 

 

works at cross-purposes with the neoliberal desire to catalogue and standardize practice 

(Mockler: 2013). 

 

There are many factors at play behind the challenges that teachers face; globalization, neo 

liberalism, the commercialization of education, and the information revolution all play a part. 

Neoliberalism, in particular, is having a dominating effect. Ireland’s education system has 

become part of a global attack on democracy, teachers, and teaching (Mooney Simmie: 2012). In 

an Irish context, TPL must be seen in the context of the prevailing anti-intellectual culture (Lee: 

1989; Kane: 1996) and the dominance of the technical paradigm in Irish educational discourse 

and debate (Glesson: 2010). Ireland’s strong anti-intellectualism and its hostility to the critical 

social sciences and cognate subjects, along with other historical factors have enabled 

neoliberalism to take hold (Lynch: 2012).The neoliberal agenda is reconstructing teachers as 

state technicians, trained to implement a prescribed curriculum. The question of 'why', so deeply 

embedded in learning, is potentially very threatening to the system. If teachers are not supported 

to engage in TPL; they will not be equipped with the necessary skills to engage in meaningful 

dialogue about education and challenge the system imperatives. If teachers don't engage in 

meaningful dialogue and exercise their voice in matters relating to educational policy; their role 

is merely reproducing the existing system order (Lonergan et al: 2012). We need TPL to 

enlighten us, give voice, engage in dialogue, challenge the dominant discourse, and as a force for 

emancipatory development. 

 

By examining the discourse surrounding TPL policy, we can frame and contest both the problems 

and solutions. The meaning of policy is often taken for granted and more often than not, analysts 

fail to define conceptually what they mean by the term policy (Ball: 1994). There are two 

conceptualizations of policy that “are both different, but implicit in each other: policy as text and 

policy as discourse” (Ball: 1994: 15). Policy texts are produced by the interweaving of interest 

groups, the parliamentary process, and legislation. Epistemologically, this may appear as 

pluralist. The problem is that only certain voices, certain influences, and certain agendas are 

heard in the formulation of this policy. Policies only ‘privilege certain visions and interests’ 

(Ball: 1994: 22). Therefore, policy is inextricably linked to power because it is the vision and 

interests of those who are in power which formulates policy (Ball: 2008). 
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Discourse is “a complex entity that extends into the realms of ideology, strategy, language and 

practice, and is shaped by relations between power and knowledge” (Sharp and Richardson: 

2001: 195). Policy discourses are not only “about what can be said, and thought, but also about 

who can speak, when, and with what authority” (Ball: 1994: 21) While discourse may have the 

effect of redistributing voice, “it does not matter what some people say or think, and only certain 

voices can be heard as meaningful or authoritative” (Ball: 1994: 23). So, one would have to ask if 

this is meaningful discourse? Can the outcome of such discourse be equitable if only certain 

voices are heard? Apple (2001) points out merely knowing that power relations dictate 

educational discourse does not necessarily mean we can change it. For example, according to 

Wang et al (2011), the critical resistant perspective, which rallies against the reduction of 

education to a sub-sector of the economy, has been of minimal influence in shaping existing 

policy regarding teacher education.  

 

The dominant neoliberal agenda in education policy has deformed a number of aspects of 

education: its goals, motivations, methods, standards of excellence, and standards of freedom 

(Hill: 2003). Schools are increasingly becoming a ‘reproductive institution’ (Apple: 2012: 63), 

where teachers are shaped by the influence of dominant discourses spoken by dominant powers 

whose aim is to turn another ‘cog in the machine’ of the knowledge economy (Mooney Simmie: 

2012: 486). It is this study’s contention that if we focus only on schools as reproductive sites we 

are merely legitimizing the interests of dominant groups, and those in power, and upholding the 

prevailing neoliberal capitalist agenda, which reinforces many of the inequalities in our society 

today. At this time of turbulent change in education across the global world, Lonergan et al 

(2012) argue for the need for a renewed interest in developing a transformative conception of 

education and a transformative conception of the continuing education of teachers (Biesta and 

Miedema: 2002). 

  

“Education” is regarded as one of the most important elements in state formation (Wong & 

Apple: 2003). “State formation is the historic trajectory through which the ruling power struggles 

to build a local identity, to amend or pre-empt social fragmentation, and to win support from the 

ruled” (Apple: 2002: 612). Furthermore, and inseparable from this, education is regarded as an 

important tool for economic development (European Commission, 2008, White Paper no. 16, 
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2006/2007). Since schools are widely considered by dominant groups as essential in shaping 

peoples' hearts and minds (Meyer et al: 1992); almost all states have sought to ensure that the 

knowledge transmitted by the educational system advocates their interest in state formation 

(Apple: 2002). Hence, the idea of schools as a liberating force must be abandoned in order for us 

to see the true social uses of the school, that is as one of domination and the legitimation of 

dominance (Bourdieu: 1996). Lynch and Lodge (2002) argue that we must look for places and 

spaces where we can resist this domination. 

 

The formulation of policy by the state, and its enactment by actors of the state, is becoming 

increasingly complex because ‘education policy around the world is driven by educational 

discourses relating to globalization’ (Winter: 2012: 295). The state is not the only agent 

influencing the content of the educational discourse aimed at state formation and economic 

development. In a globalized world, and through international organizations such as the OECD, 

IMF, and World Bank, there is competition between countries as to which educational system is 

best equipped to prepare its citizens for future society. This competition stems from one 

definition as to what knowledge its citizens should have to compete on the world stage. But who 

decides what knowledge is important? Is this knowledge accessible to all citizens? Who has the 

right to judge what and which citizens should learn?  

 

Current thinking on globalization assumes that global influences, such as that of the OECD, are 

more powerful than national influences in policy processes and that globalization has an 

homogenizing effect on national culture and politics (Winter: 2012). The OECD bases it reports 

on PISA results and uses these results to assess countries’ education systems and practices. The 

OECD’s policies affect national educational policies by pressuring schools to improve results on 

international tests. The effect of global policy on national policy has been coined ‘vernacular 

globalization’ (Appadurai: 1996). Different countries have different capacities to mediate and 

ameliorate the effects of globalized education policy discourses produced by agencies like the 

OECD (Linguard and Ozga: 2009). When the Troika entered Ireland and subsequent spending 

cuts and tax increases were introduced, the capacity of Ireland to mediate and ameliorate 

education policy significantly decreased. Indirect control and regulation in the form of advice 

through OECD reports are thinly disguised surveillance procedures promulgating a new market 
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instrumentalism in education under the guise of independent expertise (Henry et al: 2001). 

However, Linguard (2000) believes that national and local conditions still play a significant role 

in structuring education policy.  

 

Some theoreticians contend that globalization may positively influence educational discourse, 

since it may bring together different peoples, ideas, and resources in a world-wide pool (Jarvis 

and Holford: 2005). Ball (1998) also warns against attributing almost anything and everything 

that is ubiquitous in current policy discourse and policy analysis to globalization. Peters (2001) 

claims that globalization has brought a whole new language around policy. Education policy has 

become ‘steeped in hyperbole and laced with prediction” (Peters: 2001:12). Policy is a narrative 

that now serves as a method of visioning the future, of picturing global changes, and presenting a 

coherent policy (Peters: 2001).  Anyon (2008) makes the point that the definition of education 

policy should now be expanded to include the consideration of economic policies. Perhaps such 

a broader perspective on policy can limit the negative effects of globalization on education. 

Other commentators, such as Giddens (2000), claim the problem with globalization is “how to 

maximize its positive consequences while limiting its less fortunate effects” (124).  

 

2.3 Teacher professional learning in an era of public accountability 
The single most important contemporary ‘context of influence’ on accountability directions in 

education is neoliberalism (Furlong: 2013; Rizvi and Lingard: 2010). Therefore, an 

understanding of the impact of neoliberalism on accountability in education system is essential 

(Conway and Murphy: 2013) to understanding teacher education policy. Neoliberalism’s 

principles of choice, competition, individualism, privatization, deregulation and the power of the 

free market (Cochran-Smith et al: 2013; Hursh: 2007) have underpinned the expansion and 

design of accountability systems worldwide (Rizvi and Lingard: 2010). The fundamental 

principle underlying neoliberalism is capitalism. For the capitalist, profit is god and policy is the 

vehicle that drives its generation.  Under capitalism it is “the insatiable demand for profit that is 

the motor for policy, not public or social or common good” (Hill: 2003: 3). This translates 

knowledge into a ‘codifiable commodity’ and a competitive testing regime where large-scale 

quantitative testing means a standardized curriculum (Ozga and Linguard: 2007: 71). Hence, 

there is no debate about what type of curriculum we as a society want. The decisions about the 
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curriculum are firmly placed in the hands of those in power. Curriculum content is based on the 

discourses of the powerful and dominant. 

 

Where does teacher education fit into the neoliberal agenda of public accountability? Teachers 

are part of the reproductive institution, with little voice in what they learn or how they learn. The 

teacher voice is largely silenced in educational discourse and in teacher education policy in such 

areas as TPL. If teachers’ voice is sought it “is sought primarily through imperatives of 

accountability rather than enduring commitments to democratic agency” (Fielding: 2001: 123). 

Why would a voice be given to such a group? If teachers had a voice, they may become 

dangerous. Rikowski (2001) suggests that teachers are the most dangerous of workers in a 

capitalist economy because they have a special role in shaping, developing, and forcing the 

commodities upon which the whole capitalist system rests: labour-power and capital. What 

would happen if teachers wanted to learn knowledge that the prescribed curriculum defined as 

unimportant? What if teachers started to question more? Rather than facing these challenges and 

raising the neoliberal ideological position up to scrutiny; it is easier to silence these voices. 

Teachers are responsible for equipping students with skills, competencies, abilities, knowledge, 

and the attitudes and personal qualities that can be used in the pursuit of profit. Therefore, 

teachers must be controlled to ensure that modes of pedagogy that are antithetical to the capitalist 

regime do not and cannot exist (Rikowski: 2001). As Boxley (2003) points out, this translates 

into teachers needing strict regulation and self-regulation of their own pedagogy. Hence, teachers 

are dictated to, through the guise of accountability, about what to teach and their pedagogy is 

dictated through rules, codes, standards and anything else that exercises a form of control. 

 

Sahlberg (2007) is helpful in understanding the different ways that accountability is understood, 

and the associated ideological roots of these interpretations. Sahlberg (2007) contrasts the 

Finnish educational reform system with trends in the global education reform movement (Table 

2.1). The contrast illustrates how reform can manifest itself differently depending upon the 

discourse that it is embedded in. Finland has demonstrated steady educational progress since the 

early 1970s, but has built an equitable educational system that operates in good congruence with 

a competitive knowledge economy (Sahlberg: 2009, 2011; Aho et al: 2006; Hargreaves et al: 

2008). So, why has the Finnish experience been different to other nation states such as Ireland? 
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The word accountability does not appear in education policy discourse in Finland, teachers are 

not inspected, and are afforded a high degree of professional autonomy (Sahlberg: 2010). This is 

in sharp contrast to the deprofessionalisation of teachers in Ireland, where teachers are 

increasingly finding their role subject to regulation and accountability. Finnish schools have been 

systematically encouraged to explore their conceptions of learning, develop teaching methods to 

match their own learning theories, and craft pedagogical environments to meet the needs of all of 

their students (Sahlberg: 2010). Specific strategies have been employed in the Finnish education 

system to build learning communities in schools and attend to the TPL of Finnish teachers. 

 

Table 2.1: Aspects of global education reform trends and education policy principles in Finland 

since the 1990s     

Global education reform trends Education reform in Finland 
Standardization 
Setting clear, high and centrally prescribed 
performance standards for schools, teachers and 
students to improve the quality of outcomes. 

Flexibility and loose standards 
Building on existing good practices and 
innovations in school-based curriculum 
development, setting of learning targets and 
networking through steering by information 
and support 
 

Focus on literacy and numeracy 
Basic knowledge and skills in reading, writing, 
mathematics and natural sciences as prime targets 
of education reform 

Broad learning combined with creativity 
Teaching and learning focus on deep and 
broad learning, giving equal value to all 
aspects of an individual’s growth in terms of 
personality, morality, creativity, knowledge 
and skills 
 

Consequential accountability 
The school performance and the raising of 
student achievement are closely tied to the 
process of promotion, inspection and ultimately 
rewarding or punishing schools and teachers 
based on accountability measures, especially 
standardized testing as the main criterion of 
success 

Intelligent accountability with trust-based 
professionalism 
Adoption of intelligent accountability 
policies and gradual building of a culture of 
trust within the education system that values 
teachers’ and principals’ professionalism in 
judging what is best for students and in 
reporting their learning progress 
 

(Sahlberg: 2007) 
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The Finnish government is planning substantial increases in TPL budgets and considering ways 

to ensure that teachers have access to adequate TPL financed by municipalities (Ministry of 

Education: 2009). The state budget annually allocates some 25 million euros (28.4 million 

dollars) to TPL (Sahlberg: 2010). The Finnish Ministry of Education (2009) is planning to 

double the public funding for TPL by 2016. According to OECD (2013), 9.4 per cent of 

government spending in Ireland in 2011 was allocated to education compared to 13.7 per cent in 

2000.This compares unfavourably with other OECD countries where an average of 13 per cent 

of public spending goes to education, a figure which in other countries has increased from 12.6 

per cent in 2000.  

 

In 2007, the Teacher Education Section (TES) budget was approximately 64 million euros. The 

largest area of expenditure was in-service training or CPD, which included the Early Literacy 

Initiative and the National Behaviour Support Service. The allocation for both these national 

programmes and the allocation for the Education Centres amounted to 46 million in 2007. When 

the cost of the secondments to national programmes was included in 2007, expenditure by the 

DES on teacher education amounted to approximately 79 million, which represented, 

approximately, 0.9% of total departmental expenditure (DES: 2007). When expenditure on 

teacher education is expressed as a percentage of the total salary cost for first- and second-level 

teachers for 2007 (approximately 3.6 billion including superannuation), the figure rises to 2.2% 

(DES 2007). However, even during a period of relative economic stability, spending was still 

below the recommended target level for investment in CPD– which was 4% of payroll – and was 

also below the estimated 3–5% of annual budgets that was spent on professional development of 

employees in private sector firms at that time (DES 2007). A most recent analysis of 

departmental spending on education and teacher education as a percentage of overall spending is 

presented in Table 2.2 below. 
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Table 2.2: Spending on education and teacher education 

Year Departmental budget 
for Education 
(million euros) 

Departmental spending on 
Teacher Education 

(million euros) 

Teacher 
Education as a % 

of the Total 
Budget 

2014 7959 23.9 0.30 
2013 8093 25 0.31 
2012 8192 23.72 0.29 
2011 8310 23.45 0.28 
2010 8271 23.57 0.28 

(Source: http://www.education.ie/en/ ) 

 

Educational principles and values are often compromised such that commercial issues become 

more important in curriculum design and resource allocation (Ball et al: 1994: 39). As a 

consequence, TPL programs are being established and implemented to transform teaching 

practices to accommodate standardization in production and business processes (Wang et al: 

2011). Yet, the Finnish system has managed to integrate their education system with global 

demands. However, some commentators argue that policy principles which have been employed 

in Finland will not necessarily work in other cultural or social contexts (Grubb: 2007; 

Hargreaves et al: 2008; Schleicher: 2006). For example, Finland has higher mutual trust in other 

people and their educational systems than elsewhere (OECD: 2008). Other socio-cultural factors 

that are mentioned are social capital, ethnic homogeneity, and the high professional status of 

teachers (Sahlberg: 2010).  

 

2.4 Teacher professionalism 
How a teacher perceives themselves personally and professionally influences TPL. What it 

means to be a professional, to show professionalism or to pursue professionalisation is not 

universally agreed upon. The concept of ‘professional’ remains contested in our society (Furlong 

et al: 2000).  Hoyle and John (1995) suggest that debates around the notion of what it means to 

be a professional focus on three central concepts – knowledge, autonomy and responsibility. In 

Ireland, teachers have tended to align themselves with classical professionalism (Sexton: 2007). 

Professions such as law and medicine have been modelled on this form of professionalism. 

Classical professionalism is characterized as having ‘a specialised knowledge base or shared 

technical culture; a strong service ethic; self-regulated: collegial control: codes of ethics and 

http://www.education.ie/en/
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standards of practice’ (Hargreaves and Goodson: 1996: 5). When Lortie (1975) measured ‘shared 

technical culture’ against these characteristics, teachers were found lacking with little evidence 

of a ‘shared technical culture of teaching’, with workplace conditions more characterised by 

isolation which discouraged teachers from sharing and developing the technical aspects of work. 

 

Professional practice cannot function without a specialised knowledge (Friedson: 2001). 

However, educational policy objectives have given rise to new models of teacher professional 

formation that challenge the role of educational institutions in providing abstract, conceptual 

knowledge for teaching (Hordern: 2015). The notion is that teachers can acquire the knowledge 

and expertise that they require through ‘practical’ immersion and extensive practical experience 

in school (Maandag et al: 2007). This gives rise to the notion that teachers learn best in the 

classroom, as opposed to a university, leading to a craft conception of teaching and an 

“apprenticeship” model of learning. The craft conception of teaching is sceptical of the value of 

educational research and posits that there is no requirement for research into practice at a 

systemic level” (Hordern: 2015:9).  While a craft conception of teaching allows teaching, in 

some cases, to be specialised, the recontextualised knowledge is held at a distance from teachers. 

It results in what Maguire (2011) terms the ‘teachers as technician” conception of teaching. 

Within this conception, teachers are encouraged to become experts in how to teach, but there is 

no questioning of why knowledge has been specialised (Hordern: 2015). Thus, teachers are 

disempowered from understanding the contexts within which they work. 

 

The concept of professionalism also surfaces within a discourse of teacher autonomy and 

responsibility, concepts which are closely aligned with the concept of a specialised knowledge 

base (Furlong et al: 2000). This is because professionals are seen as working in complex and 

unpredictable situations (Hoyle and John: 1995). The specialised nature of professional work 

necessitates the disciplined production of knowledge that has relevance across a range of practice 

contexts (Hordern: 2015). This implies that teachers interpret and make judgments on behalf of 

students on a daily basis. Teachers do not act as an ‘agent’ of someone else, for example the 

government; they act as a principal making their own judgments (Furlong et al: 2000). It is this 

requirement to make judgment which entails values. Teacher professionals need to balance their 

own and their students interests through ‘a voluntaristic commitment to a set of principles 
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governing good practice and the realization of these through day to day professional activities’ 

(Hoyle and John: 1985: 104). Teachers need autonomy to make their own judgments, making it 

essential that they act responsibly and develop appropriate professional values (Furlong et al: 

2000). The notion of autonomy and responsibility are closely related. If teachers are to exercise 

intellectual freedom and develop the responsibility that accompanies professionalism, then this 

demands a democratic support structure to be in place (Greene: 1988). 

 

Mockler (2013) contends that the linking of TPL with professional teaching standards that 

emphasize technical and instrumental approaches to teaching give rise to what Mayer at al 

(2008) describe as ‘the generic teacher, branded as a corporate entity and defined in terms of 

generic competencies, skills, interchangeable parts in a global education system with uniform 

practices including testing, mandated textbooks, scripted teaching, school-based management, 

marketization and economic management issues’ (81). As professionals, teachers need to be 

accountable, but this should not be at the expense of the autonomy and freedom to carry out their 

professional role and exercise professional judgment. What is needed is ‘intelligent 

accountability’ (O’Neill: 2002) and a movement away from global accountability in education 

towards accountability that sits comfortably with democratic conceptualizations of education. 

Intelligent accountability “requires more attention to good governance and few fantasies about 

total control” (O’Neill: 2002: 57). 

 

Teachers’ professional lives in schools have changed in terms of control and accountability and 

their roles have become more complex as a result of repeated reform to make education systems 

responsive to change (Fullan:2001). Being a ‘professional’ is still seen as an expectation based 

upon teachers which distinguish them from other groups of workers (Day: 2008). Teachers are 

expected to be entrepreneurial, efficient, responsible and accountable. Teachers are expected to 

comply with externally imposed policy imperatives and provide high quality teaching that is 

measured by externally set performance indicators. Teachers are expected to be activist, 

primarily concerned with creating and putting into place standards and processes which give 

students democratic experiences (Sachs: 2003). 
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Increasingly, the teaching profession is subject to a high degree of external control and influence 

(Giroux and McLaren: 1996). Educational policies, the curriculum, modes of assessment and 

quality assurance are regulated externally and are subject to the influence of powerful 

stakeholders both within the country and outside it. The teaching profession is the focus of public 

scrutiny, particularly in terms of measured attainment and because of ongoing concerns 

regarding quality and effectiveness (Lynch: 2012; Mahony and Hextall: 2001; Harold: 1998). 

School principals and senior management regulate their access to resources and structure their 

time and location through timetabling (Meyer and Rowan: 1988). Ball (1989) is critical of such a 

framework, arguing that it operates out of, and legitimates, a managerial perspective. Schools are 

understood within a management science framework as hierarchical bureaucracies in which 

power is invested in certain roles and accompanies specific responsibilities and exercised 

vertically downwards (Lynch: 2012).  

 

Teachers perceive power both vertically and laterally, as something that is exercised by others in 

positions of authority vis-a-vis themselves, and in relations with colleagues (Lynch: 2012).Power 

relations between colleagues is the result of the actions in which individuals and groups engage. 

Schools are limited democracies in which those in leadership positions attempt to dominate 

definitions of the institution’s purpose, while those in subordinate positions may well resist this 

(Ball: 1989). In relations with colleagues, teachers do not experience power equally. The subject 

area, age, gender and the perception of belonging to a higher status group within the school 

affect power relations between colleagues.  Groups of colleagues engage in power struggles 

regarding access to resources, information, level of influence and position within the school 

(Lynch: 2012). The hierarchical nature of schools can lead to the establishment of cliques or 

interest groups with different levels of power or value within the institution (Sikes at al: 1985). 

Maguire (2001) points out that there are very few key texts considering how power relations 

between teachers are played out in a school context. The negative classroom climate that can 

exist in some schools receives scant attention. 

 

Sachs (2003) identifies two contrasting forms of professional identities which equally put the 

onus on teachers ‘to perform and deliver’. It is argued that the first kind of professional identity 

mentioned by Sachs (2003) is particularly brought about by the many reforms which emphasize a 
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sense of corporate management. In order to be professional, teachers must meet corporate goals, 

work efficiently and effectively in meeting the standardized criteria and contribute to the 

school’s formal accountability processes (Brennan: 1996). According to Hargreaves (2003), 

teachers’ agency is being increasingly challenged as a result, and control on curriculum content, 

pedagogy and assessment which is historically associated with teacher professionalism, is now 

contested.  It is also argued that teachers are seen as having a ‘restricted’ role as learners (Smith 

and Erdogan: 2008) since their work is affected by external prescriptive policy interventions 

(Dymoke and Harrison: 2006). The ‘restricted’ role of learners raises questions about the extent 

to which professional practice is informed by ‘a professional knowledge base, since a reliance on 

direct transmission reflects a strong focus on ‘knowledge-for-practice’ (Cochran-Smith and 

Lytle: 1999). The ‘activist’ kind of professional identity outlined by Sachs (2003), on the other 

hand, requires teachers to have a strong knowledge base, to be committed to students’ needs, to 

have strong individual and collective identities and control over classroom practice (Day et al: 

2007). 

 

Day and Sachs (2004) put forward two distinct notions of professionalism – managerial 

professionalism and democratic professionalism (Table 2.3). The debate around these notions of 

professionalism centres on the struggle to make education productive in the economic sense but 

also strive to promote social and moral justice.  

 

Table 2.3: Managerial versus democratic professionalism 

Managerial Professionalism Democratic Professionalism 
System driven / end Professional driven / end 
External regulation Professional regulation 

Drives reform agenda Complements and moves beyond reform agenda 
Political ends Professional learning 

Competitive and market driven Collegial and profession driven 
Control / compliance Activism 

(Adapted from Day and Sachs: 2004: 7) 

 

Hargreaves & Goodson (1996) reveal five different but overlapping discourses, around teacher 

professionalism and professionalisation, which carry different connotations of what it means for 

teachers to be professionals: flexible, practical, extended, complex, and postmodern 
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professionalism. The scope of this study does not allow for detailed consideration of each 

discourse. However, for the purposes of this study, the author would like to put forward the 

discourse around postmodern professionalism based on Hargreaves & Goodson’s (1996) 

interpretation of what it means to be a professional in the postmodern era. This form of 

professionalism closely aligns with democratic professionalism (Day and Sachs: 2004). 

Postmodern professionalism advocates increased opportunity and responsibility to exercise 

discretionary judgments over such areas as teaching, curriculum and student care. Along with an 

opportunity to engage with the moral and social purposes and value of what teachers teach, 

postmodern professionalism is committed to the principles of a collaborative culture where 

teachers work collaboratively, with stakeholders in the wider community, serving professional 

practice ends rather than external mandates.  

 

The establishment of the Teaching Council (2006) has brought into focus the professional status 

of teachers in Ireland. Indeed one of the stated aims of the Council is the promotion of teaching 

as a profession (Sexton: 2007). In the aftermath of the Teaching Council’s establishment, Sexton 

(2007) studied teachers’ opinions of their professional status. He considered the implications of 

these opinions for the Teaching Council in light of its aim to promote teaching as a profession. 

Almost two-thirds of those surveyed believed that teaching had an understood but unwritten 

professional code and an extensive knowledge base both classroom-based and practical. 

Teaching was regarded as an altruistic activity involving high levels of responsibility and 

autonomy. These characteristics are considered to be one of the classical determinants of 

professionalism. 

 

Sexton’s (2007) study revealed growing concerns among teachers that professionalism was 

declining over time. Respondents deemed collaboration and interpersonal relationships as 

important but placed less emphasis on their engagement with the wider educational community. 

Sexton (2007) concluded that teachers adopt a very practical view of professionalism which is 

very much grounded in the realities of the everyday job. This led to Sexton’s (2007) conclusion 

that the remit of the Teaching Council should move beyond the practicalities of teaching towards 

addressing issues of accountability and the disconnection between theory and practice. Hill 

(1998) contends that teachers have a role to avoid becoming the mechanism for legitimizing the 
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surveillance, marketisation, and codification of their work practices. “Teachers must be prepared 

to be public intellectuals who show the moral vision, demonstrate the courage, and possess the 

analytical tools to develop the adults of tomorrow to be participants in a critical democracy” 

(Bates: 2008; McLaren and Farahmandpur: 2001; Giroux & McLaren: 1986; Freire: 1970). But if 

teachers are to be public intellectuals engaged in debate around issues such as critical 

democracy, adequate supports needs to be available for TPL. We as teachers need to be equipped 

to “teach against neoliberalism” (Lynch: 2012). 

 

2.5 A critical analysis of teacher education policy (2001-2015) 
Education systems reflect the societies that they are part of and have very different historical 

foundations that continue to influence the present (Reay: 2012). Teacher education policy ‘has 

been constantly reformed, and elaborated or cut back in different periods in history’ (Furlong et 

al: 2000). Hence, any analysis of TPL must take account of the national policy making context, 

the agents involved in the process, the identification of needs and the policy implementation 

(Clarke and Killeavy: 2012). Biesta (2009) uses an analytical lens to frame the purposes of 

teacher education within different discourses. This analytical lens is now used to analyse four 

influential policy documents (2001-2015) and reveal how contemporary policy-making features, 

which were discussed in the previous sections of this chapter, impact the purposes of teacher 

education. 

 

Biesta (2009) contends that teacher education performs three different, but related functions: 

qualification, socialization and subjectification. A major function of teacher education lies in the 

qualification of teachers. It is concerned with the knowledge, skills and understanding and 

enabling the teacher to ‘do something’. The qualification function is particularly, but not 

exclusively, connected to economic arguments i.e., to the role teacher education plays in the 

preparation of the teaching profession and through this in the contribution education makes to 

economic development and growth. Kennedy (2015) likens the qualification function (Biesta: 

2009) to the development of human capital, based on the premise that “the more and better 

education that individuals possess, the better their returns in financial rewards and the better the 

national economy flourishes” (Gilles: 2011: 225). Teacher education within this function may 
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manifest itself as addressing a “skills gap” in teachers. Knowledge and skills are important for 

teachers to have, but not for the sole purpose of addressing a “skills gap”.  

The second function that Biesta (2009) refers to is the socialization function. Through its 

socialization function education inserts individuals into existing ways of doing and being and, 

through this, plays an important role in the continuation of particular social, cultural, and 

political orders (Biesta: 2009). Education not only contributes to qualification and socialization, 

but it also supports and encourages individual processes, or what Biesta (2009) refers to as 

subjectification. Subjectification can be thought of as the opposite to the socialization function in 

that it is not about inserting individuals into existing orders. The degree of subjectification in 

TPL policies can be seen through values that promote autonomy, independence, creativity, and 

teacher voice (Kennedy: 2015). The three functions may co-exist in any country’s teacher 

education policy and what is important is how the underlying purposes of teacher education 

manifests itself in policy decisions. Equipped with an analytical tool (Biesta: 2009), a critical 

analysis of four policy documents on teacher education (2001-2015) is now presented. These 

particular policy documents were selected because it is felt that they significantly influenced the 

orientation of teacher education in Ireland. 

 

2.5.1 The Teaching Council (2001) Act 

Any analysis of the establishment of the Teaching Council Act (2001) must be viewed against 

the backdrop of the teacher education policy convergence that was happening at the time across 

Europe. During the 2000s, European education systems were converging along a common path 

in line with the principles of the Bologna process (Harford: 2010). The OECD (2005) report 

stated that “The overarching priority is for countries to have in place a clear and concise 

statement or profile of what teachers are expected to know and be able to do. This is necessary to 

provide the framework to guide initial teacher education, teacher certification, teachers’ on going 

professional development and career advancement and to assess the extent to which these 

different elements are being effective” (OECD: 2005:131). Three years previously, the EU 

Barcelona Council (2002), in the wake of Lisbon (2000) had identified “Teaching competencies 

and qualification profiles, based on the socially expected role of teachers … to be defined as 

criteria for the development and external quality assurance of teacher education provision”. The 

OECD (2005) report clearly outlined that one of the main barriers to a lack of reform in teacher 
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education was lack of clarity around competencies and considered that clear profiles and 

competencies for different stages of the teaching career would help to provide a purpose and a 

framework for CPD (Coolahan: 2007). The report went on to outline that the profile should be 

evidence-based and built on active involvement by the teaching profession in identifying teacher 

competencies and standards of performance. Interestingly, the report recognised the value of 

Teaching Councils in providing “a mechanism for profession-led standards setting” (Coolahan: 

2003:28).  

 

In 2001, The Teaching Council Act came into legislation. It can be viewed as the most important 

piece of legislation in relation to TPL in Ireland. The Teaching Council’s function in relation to 

TPL is set out in Sections 7 (2) (h) and 39 of the Teaching Council Act (2001). One of the 

objectives of the Act was to establish and promote “the continuing education and training and 

professional development of teachers” (Teaching Council: 2001:9). In 2006, the Teaching 

Council of Ireland was established as a statutory body. Its establishment as a self-regulating body 

for the teacher as a professional was a landmark development in Ireland.  The Teaching Council 

has statutory, licensing status and is used to determine whether or not a teacher becomes, and 

remains, fit to be registered to teach in Ireland. This may be viewed as teacher education for 

subjectification purposes. The mandatory nature of the standards for registration may also be 

viewed as a socialization purpose through the prioritization of what the Teaching Council deems 

important. 

 

Since its enactment, the Act’s implementation has been heavily influenced by policy formulation 

that uses educational indicators, which focus on ‘numbers’, such as the OECD’s Programme for 

International Student Assessment (PISA) and the Teaching and Learning International Survey 

(TALIS) to judge education. The OECD defines itself as a forum of countries committed to 

democracy and the market economy, providing a setting to compare policy experiences, seek 

answers to common problems, identify good practices, and coordinate domestic and international 

policies. This alignment is indicative of an emergent global education policy field (Linguard and 

Ozga: 2009). The performance data emanating from reports, such as TALIS (2007) dictates the 

orientation of national policy formation. The Teaching Council Act (2001) places responsibility 

for TPL with the school principal and moves the obligation away from the education system.  
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Just education can be regarded as a system designed to make this responsibility effective 

(Connell: 2012). The neoliberal turn in education is ethically damaging precisely because it 

undermines this responsibility. This movement is part of the global wind of neoliberal change 

blowing across Europe, and the rest of the world, that seeks to set the school free to take care of 

all its own requirements and increasingly absolves ministries of education from responsibility for 

important aspects of education, including the continuing education of teachers (Ball, 2012). The 

world of competencies is conceptualised through narrow, behaviourist thinking and results in a 

checklist approach to education. The achievement of competencies is important but it must be 

accompanied by cognizance of the attitudes, beliefs, and personal culture of the person who 

acquires the competency.  

 

2.5.2 Foreword by the Minister for Education and Skills to Irish Educational Studies (2012) 

Volume 2(1), 7-10. 

The scope, intensity and intent of accountability in teacher education is evidenced by the 

Foreword to the Irish Educational Studies (2013) journal given by the then Minister for 

Education and Skills, Ruairi Quinn (Conway and Murphy: 2013). The sentiment and language is 

reflective of a new managerialism discourse whose express purpose is to institutionalize market 

principles in the governance of education (Clarke at al: 2000). Its purposes align with the 

socialization function of education (Biesta: 2009). New managerialism is a management strategy 

for neoliberalism. It involves the indoctrination of market values and practices into the regulation 

and organization of the public sector, including education (Farrell and Morris: 2003). The values 

and practices are focused on target setting, outcomes, performance management systems and the 

overall design and implementation of accountability systems (Barber: 2005).  

 

Rothman (1995) defines educational accountability as the process [es] by which school and 

countries attempt to ensure that schools and school system meet their goals (189). But goals 

towards what purpose? The foreword in 2013 by the then Minister Ruairi Quinn indicates that 

value for money is one of the primary goals of educational policy, as opposed to educating our 

young people. Minister Quinn states that “As educationalists, we have a collective public duty to 

be able to demonstrate…that we are delivering on our exchequer-funded investment (Quinn: 

2013: 7). The purpose of ‘educationalists’ is clearly laid out here as one that delivers value for 
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money. The issue of budgetary constraints prompting greater transparency is an interesting one. 

No one denies that transparency is a good thing.  But is this transparency or is it accountability 

under the guise of transparency? Ruairi Quinn states that “greater accountability and more 

effective learning are not options, they are essential if we wish to retain the support of our 

taxpayers at home and the trust of our partners oversees (Quinn: 2013: 7). It would appear that 

the ‘support’ and ‘trust’ of the Troika are a central tenet of teacher education policy in Ireland.  

 

The increased “professional accountability” and devolved responsibility to “boards”, which is 

becoming widespread across education systems, is clearly laid out in the foreword.  The 

foreword talks about “quality of teaching and learning” and “fitness to teach” and “guidelines” 

(Quinn: 2013:7-8). The linking between teacher quality and student outcomes is clearly 

identified as the rationale for “effective systems of teacher accountability” (Quinn: 2013:8). The 

rationale being that if teachers comply with regulation-type accountabilities, for example, the 

registration process for individual teachers and accreditation systems for programs of teacher 

education (Conway: 2013), this will somehow enhance student learning. This “will best be 

achieved only when teachers and their organizations (i.e. schools) claim the responsibility” 

(Quinn: 2013: 8). This may be viewed as a type of subjectification but with a questionable 

rationale.  

 

According to Wolf (2006), this audit culture in education is being influenced by three spheres of 

influence. These spheres of influence are political, bureaucratic and technological. These spheres 

serve as a means to control teachers to ensure that modes of pedagogy that are congruent with 

the neoliberal agenda flourish. The Teaching Council is being invested with powers to apply 

conditions for renewal of teachers’ registration that is linked to participation in TPL. While any 

support given by the Teaching Council to promote TPL is welcome, is this the type of 

surveillance which promotes good teacher education? This is teacher education policy for 

qualification, socialization and subjectification purposes, but do these purposes constitute good 

education? 
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2.5.3 Policy on the Continuum of Teacher Education (2011) 

In 2011, the Teaching Council published its Policy on the Continuum of Teacher Education 

following research, consultation, sectorial meetings, drafting and redrafting of a policy document 

together with considerations from 200 submissions from individuals and organisations. The 

policy provided a definition for TPL: “Continuing professional development (CPD) refers to 

lifelong teacher learning and comprises of the full range of educational experiences designed to 

enrich teachers’ professional knowledge, understanding and capabilities throughout their 

careers” (4). The policy also set out the Teaching Council’s position with regard to the 

development of a coherent national framework for teachers’ ongoing TPL. This analysis is 

specifically concerned with the section of the continuum that deals with the CPD of teachers. 

 

The policy frames itself in line with the Teaching Council’s role as a regulatory body that sets 

the teaching standards and establishes best practice at all stages on the continuum of teacher 

education. This may be viewed as fulfilling the qualification function of teacher education 

(Biesta: 2009). The policy on CPD is underpinned by three pillars namely innovation, integration 

and improvement and the Council’s generic principles of ‘good’ teacher education.  This closely 

aligns with the socialization function by proposing what it deems as the generic principles of 

‘good’ teacher education (Biesta: 2009). According to Gramsci, words both inherit meanings 

from the past but also incorporate new meanings reflecting the political priorities in the present. 

Terms such as innovation, integration, improvement, growth, and investment reinforce the 

current political priority of the marketization of education both in Ireland and globally. These 

‘vocabularies of the economy’ and the attendant neoliberal ideology they imply is gaining 

increasing force by its acceptance by political currents (Holborrow: 2015). Massey (2013) 

contends that corporate vocabulary reclassifies the teacher’s role and “embodies and enforces the 

ideology of neoliberalism” (6). Teachers are the ‘technicians’ who must ‘leverage’ their skills to 

‘deliver’ a ‘service’ to students who are the ‘customers’. 

 

The policy document clearly outlines priority areas for TPL such as literacy, numeracy, ICT and 

inclusion as educational priorities. This represents a somewhat narrow conceptualization of TPL 

and teachers’ needs in this regard. It also fulfils a socialization purpose through the prioritization 

of what the Teaching Council deems as important educational priorities (Biesta: 2009). The 
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emphasis on literacy and numeracy is part of PISA testing which focuses on an assessment of 

young people’s ability to practically apply their skills in everyday life situations (Grek: 2009). 

The focus on ‘real-life’ circumstances and on students’ capacity to enter the labour market with 

core skills, such as literacy and numeracy, has taken PISA’s focus of interest away from less 

explicit educational aims that resist measurement (e.g. democratic participation, artistic talents, 

understanding of politics, history etc.), towards a more pragmatic view of education’s worth: ‘its 

relevance to lifelong learning’ (OECD: 2003). This emphasis on lifelong learning is indicative of 

the concern to embed responsibility for continuous self-improvement and upskilling in the 

individual learner from a relatively early stage in their development. It connects the production 

of data to the growing self-governance of active subjects, and extends governance into a system 

of self-regulation (Ball: 1998). 

 

It is my contention that a discursive tension exists in the Teaching Council’s (2011) Policy Paper 

on the Continuum of Teacher Education. The policy is congruent with a market orientation that 

links TPL to school improvement and effectiveness. It states that CPD “should be linked to 

school development and improvement”, yet on the other hand it “should empower teachers as 

professionals” (Teaching council: 2011:21). This seems a contradiction in ideology. If CPD is 

closely linked to school development and improvement then it may actually disempower 

teachers. If the emphasis on TPL is to meet system reform and / or goals only, then teachers’ 

TPL needs may be unmet. The policy does offer a broader conception of how TPL at the school 

site might develop all teachers. It promotes ‘school-based collaborative enquiry carried out by 

teachers in teams or groups and supported by teacher education departments’ (Teaching: 

Council: 2011: 20). The language used in the policy document is more reflective of a humanistic 

concept of teacher education, such constructs as ‘learning communities’, ‘holistic development’, 

‘critical reflection’, ‘professional collaboration’ (Teaching Council: 2011:19-21) etc. are evident. 

It provides at the least the language of possibility where whole schools could engage within a 

discourse of transformative education. The policy document on the one hand promotes a 

neoliberal agenda, but on the other is promoting values, such as holistic development, which is 

not congruent with a neoliberal discourse. 
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The Teaching Council viewed the publication of its Policy on the Continuum of Teacher 

Education (2011) as ‘a significant development because it provides the framework for the 

reconceptualisation of teacher education across the continuum’ (Teaching Council: 2011: 4). 

However, there is little commitment to the policy give substance to the publication. Policy 

documents produced in Ireland rarely if ever are accompanied by strategic implementation plans. 

Budget allocations, if they are at all conceived to be required, are generally drafted within a 

narrow training and managerial rationale. The document states that TPL is a right for all 

registered teachers and that it should be based on the identified needs of the teacher. An analysis 

of TPL needs has never been conducted in Ireland. Through consultation, the Teaching Council 

has elicited teachers’ feedback on TPL (Cosán: 2016). It is no doubt a welcome development. 

However, The Teaching Council could through their policy encourage the development of 

professional trust and responsibility, and steer the emphasis away from regulation and from 

administrative and market-orientated forms of accountability. The development of professional 

trust and responsibility, as compared to the emphasis on administrative and market-driven forms 

of accountability, may be worthwhile adopting. After all, one of the critical objectives of the 

Teaching Council is the support of teachers in their professional role. 

 

2.5.4 Cosán (2016) 

After a consultation process which began in late 2014, the Teaching Council adopted Cosán its 

framework document for TPL in March 2016. Research internationally informs us that the 

absence of a clearly articulated framework for TPL significantly impacts on the quality of 

teaching and learning in schools and on teacher attrition (Collinson et al: 2009; Latham and 

Vogt: 2007). In this sense, a framework for TPL in teacher education policy is welcome. In order 

to find out more about teachers’ experiences of TPL and to inform the development of a national 

framework for teachers’ learning, the consultation process involved three phases comprised of 

three avenues of consultation with the teaching profession; an online survey, consultation 

workshops and whole-school feedback following the workshops. In total 3,349 teachers 

participated in phase 1 of the consultation process. It was intended that the Teaching Council’s 

national framework for TPL would provide a long-awaited opportunity to recognize and 

acknowledge teachers’ formal and informal engagement in TPL. The initial draft framework was 
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adapted and changed in light of a second phase of consultation and the final framework 

document was adopted by the Teaching Council and launched on 15 March 2016. 

 

Cosán (2016) endorses the concept of lifelong learning and the teacher as a lifelong learner. 

Through Cosán, the Teaching Council as the professional standards body for teaching in Ireland, 

“is seeking to provide reassurance to the profession and the public that teachers are engaging in 

lifelong learning” (17). Lifelong is posited unproblematically in Cosán as if it will ultimately 

lead to ‘good’ education. There had been a significant shift in the discourse surrounding lifelong 

learning so that the democratic and personal functions are currently subordinate to a dominant 

economic focus (Flannery and McGarr: 2014). Lifelong learning originally emerged from a 

humanistic discourse that advocated holistic lifelong education in terms of solidarity, democracy, 

fulfilment, richness of personality, complex expressions and various commitments to the 

individual, family and community (Rubenson: 2004). Field (2006) suggests that many European 

policy-makers believe that lifelong learning can be both ‘an achievable strategy for competing in 

a fast-moving world market place’ and ‘a sensible way of tackling social inequality’ (45). 

However, this depends on the how the teleology of lifelong learning for the teacher is framed. If 

the purpose of lifelong learning for the teacher is directed towards organizational capital in terms 

of meeting the system needs, then it is technocratic in nature and merely meeting the 

instrumental needs of the ‘learning’ organization. 

 

The key values underpinning the proposal are; professional autonomy, flexibility, relevance and 

quality, accessibility, acknowledgement, and impact. The national policy framework is 

characterized by a high degree of discursive tension and competing interpretations. Teachers as 

professionals face complex and unpredictable situations which requires them to have a 

specialised knowledge base; if teachers are to apply this knowledge they need autonomy to make 

their own judgments (Furlong et al: 2000). However, there is an absence of reference to a 

specialised knowledge base in Cosán (2016). While professional autonomy is one of the values 

underpinning the framework, the lack of emphasis on the theoretical and specialised knowledge 

base of teaching is problematic when engaging in debate around professional autonomy. 
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Bowe and Ball (1992) distinguish between writerly and readerly policy texts, where policies are 

more writerly they have a broader scope for interpretation, while readerly texts offer less 

opportunity for (re)interpretation because they are precisely written. In Cosán the potential of 

meaning could be said to be more loosely defined and open to competing interpretations in some 

instances. For example, the framework talks about an inherent flexibility to take account of the 

culture and teachers’ work, teachers’ values, emotions, motivation and professional confidence.  

This enables the teachers’ emotional and moral needs to be taken into account. However, again 

there is an absence of reference to the theoretical and specialised knowledge base of teaching. 

Cosán (2016) talks about ‘the creation of a responsive and dynamic community of practice” (10); 

this is not going to just happen automatically. The development of communities of practice 

requires the building of connections between teachers, enabling dialogue, truly collaborative 

processes, and support. This requires a huge cultural shift and requires adequate support, the 

details of which are not included. 

 

One of the underpinning values in the Cosán (2016) framework is impact and “educational 

research can play a significant role in indicating for teachers the directions which are most likely 

to be impactful in terms of practice” (7). Many policy decisions are now driven by data. Teachers 

are being asked to be more deliberate in documenting and evaluating their practices. If 

educational research is used to inform communities of practices towards the development of 

holistic ends, then educational research can play a significant role (Darling-Hammond and 

Richardson: 2009). If teachers feel that the research or data collection they conduct is for the sole 

purposes of a public accountability agenda, teachers may not fully engage and the potential 

benefits of teacher research may be lost. 

 

The Teaching Council plans to develop criteria and procedures around inquiry (Cosán: 2015:17). 

If the Teaching Council views inquiry as a procedure that can be guided through cognitive 

learning, presumably it will need facilitation.  If teachers are to adopt an inquiry approach to 

their everyday practice, it seems imperative that ‘external experts’ or ‘facilitators of learning’ 

who are delivering inquiry- oriented TPL need to be able to make new knowledge meaningful to 

teachers. In a New Zealand study (Starkey et al: 2009), it was found that the external experts 

should have a good educational knowledge, a high level of expertise in teaching their subject 
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area, strong communications skills and the ability to create constructive relationships with the 

participants involved in the TPL activity. The learning processes identified in Cosán must be 

backed up with adequate support if they are to be both instrumentally and morally successful. 

 

Cosán (2016) depicts the core values and the ‘standards’ which it proposes would guide teachers’ 

learning and reflection. This direction seems to suggest that reflection can be measured against 

standards. Brookfield (1995) proposes four lenses that can be engaged by teachers in a process of 

critical reflection: (1) autobiographical, (2) students' eyes, (3) colleagues' experiences, and (4) 

theoretical literature. These conceptual lenses correlate to processes of self-reflection, student 

feedback, peer assessment, and engagements with scholarly literature. Cogitating upon these 

processes provides the foundation for good teaching. The linking of reflection to standards is an 

anomaly. If reflection is to be person-centred, it needs to be teacher driven; system supported and 

needs to be a genuinely joint endeavour. If reflection is for public accountability purposes, then 

its critical function is lost and it is reductionist in nature.  

 

Cosán (2016) contends that teachers demonstrate a sustained commitment to quality teaching and 

learning by the following indicators of best practice: structure and pace lessons; cover an 

appropriate range of material; support others; demonstrating their commitment to quality 

teaching and learning; contribute to the development of school policies and relevant national 

curriculum/syllabus, and practice in line with same; engage in long-term and short-term 

planning, individually and in collaboration with colleagues; collaborate with others to develop a 

range of appropriate teaching methodologies, resources and assessment techniques, and evaluate 

and refine them according to context. These best practices could be said to align with the 

socialization function of education (Biesta: 2009). One has to ask if professional autonomy can 

be exercised through these indicators? This policy is explicitly identifying and expressing what is 

required and expected of teachers. Teachers as professionals need autonomy to make their own 

judgments (Furlong et al: 2000).There is no identification or expression of the emotion and 

relationships that are at the heart of education and human development (Noddings: 2012). In 

Ireland, there tends to be failure to distinguish between education as a means of moral growth 

and education as a religious instruction (Sexton: 2007). Religious values are almost synonymous 

with general social values. Irish teachers value honesty, fairness, care for others, tolerance, 



51 

 

independence of thought, autonomy of the individual, cooperation, and self-respect (Collinson et 

al: 1998).  There is an absence of values that promote education for democratic or emancipatory 

purposes. 

 

2.6 Critical summary 
Teacher education policy in Ireland, 2000-2015, views the teacher predominantly within 

Fielding’s (2007) impersonal or high performance perspective. There is some consideration 

given to the primarily relational nature of teaching especially in the Policy on the Continuum of 

Teacher Education (2011) where teachers are seen within a collaborative community of learners, 

where reflection and co-inquiry are promoted.  Cosán (2016) portrays teachers as in need of 

improvement and re-casting as opposed to professionals involved in what is fundamentally a 

relationship of learning. The state has, as a central tenet of its TPL policy, increasingly linked 

educational attainment to economic development and prosperity and has identified the education 

system as critical to attaining its economic targets and in so doing has developed a view of TPL 

as intrinsically linked to “teacher” quality, “teacher” effectiveness. While policy appreciates 

teaching as an experiential continuum and recognizes the need to support teachers in each stage 

of their career, it limits its scope to efficient organization at school level and widespread 

provision of TPL in subject based curricular reform. Policy is mainly focused on effectiveness 

features such as data flows and evidence of successful learning outcomes for individual teacher 

learners. This linking of TPL with the efficient organization, i.e. school, must be seen not only 

within the local and national position but within the wider global context.  

 

Irish education policy is not the only national policy that is becoming saturated by the market 

mechanisms and new managerial discourses and practices. Globally, nations are restructuring 

their education systems for “human capital” development to prepare students for new types of 

work and labour relations (Lipman: 2011). This policy agenda has been aggressively pushed by 

transnational organizations such as the European Union (EU), World Bank, International 

Monetary Fund (IMF), and the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 

(OECD). Objectives and performance targets are the order of the day, and testing is a prominent 

mechanism to steer curriculum and instruction to meet these goals efficiently and effectively. 

The neoliberalisation of education is an ideological project which is redefining the purpose of 
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education and what it means to teach, learn, and participate in schooling (Apple: 2004). Tensions 

between democratic purposes of education and education to serve the needs of the workforce are 

longstanding. But in the neoliberal framework, teaching is driven by standardized tests and 

performance outcomes; principals are managers, and school superintendents are CEOs; and 

learning equals performance on tests, with teachers, students, and parents held responsible for 

failure (Lipman: 2004). Education, which was formerly perceived as a public good, is being 

converted into a private good, an investment one makes in one’s child or oneself to “add value” 

in order to better to compete in the labour market. It is no longer seen as part of the larger end of 

promoting individual and social development, but is merely the means to rise above others. TPL 

is being rearticulated as an individual interactive approach to learning and hence absolving the 

state of the need to provide the support and investment needed to support education for 

intellectual freedom, emancipation, moral development and the building of strong communities. 
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Chapter 3 Literature review 

3.0 Introduction 
Section one of the chapter explores learning and four main theories of learning. A theoretical 

framework by the philosopher Michael Fielding (2007) is presented and used to analyse and 

understand the orientation of TPL in this thesis. The process of conducting a systematic literature 

review is presented, along with the findings of same, which covered national and international 

literature on TPL over a period of 15 years from 2000 to Jan 2015. A rationale and description 

for the selection and analysis of articles is provided. The findings from the systematic literature 

review are synthesized to form a topology of TPL consisting of nine key orientations. These 

orientations are used to conceptualise TPL in an Irish context. 

 

3.1 Understanding learning 
The ideological perspective upon which education is built influences the nature of learning. In 

recent times, the nature of learning has been a subject of debate, not only for professionals and 

students in the areas of psychology, pedagogy and education, but also in socio-political and 

economic contexts (Paul: 2011). Learning is a contested construct, a complex phenomenon, and 

there is no universally accepted definition.  Many commentators offer many different definitions. 

It can be broadly defined as “any process that in living organisms leads to permanent capacity 

change and which is not solely due to biological maturation or ageing”(Illeris: 2007: 3). 

Traditionally, learning has been understood mainly as the acquisition of knowledge and skills. 

However, in more recent times, there has been a shift in this perspective. There is an increasing 

awareness that learning covers a much broader landscape that includes, for example, emotional 

and societal dimensions (Webster-Wright: 2009). Basil Bernstein’s (2000) work has raised 

awareness around the power relations that exist in education. Power relations and the level of 

official control in education have implications for the nature of learning and educational purpose 

(Mooney Simmie and Moles: 2011). 

 

The assumption that a fixed, physical and symbolic environment, rather than a construction or an 

interpretation of one, is the primary source of knowledge is now contested (Cobb: 2011; 

Desimone: 2009; Berry: 2009; Loughlan: 2006; Borko: 2004). Learners do not passively receive 
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information but instead actively construct knowledge as they strive to make sense of their worlds 

(Cobb: 2011). Vygotsky (1986) argued that knowing is relative to the situations in which 

knowers find themselves. More recent studies demonstrate that cognition is both socially and 

culturally situated (Miyamoto and Wilken: 2010; Krumsvic: 2009; Ovens and Tinning: 2009). 

There is now interest in learners as members of ‘communities of practice” and the ways in which 

they interact within this environment (Lieberman et al, 2008). Within this perspective, knowing 

becomes a social as well as an individual activity. According to Wenger (2009a), who coined the 

term “community of practice”, learning is in the context of the individual’s lived experience of 

participation in the world; “... learning is, in its essence, a fundamentally social phenomenon, 

reflecting our own deeply social nature as human beings capable of knowing” (210). 

 

3.2 Theories of learning 
There are many assumptions about learning that often remain tacit. When tacit theories are made 

explicit, one can think about them more critically. New theoretical frameworks have emerged 

during the last few years, together with a continuing critique of other more ‘established’ ones 

(Illeris: 2009; Wenger: 2009b; Edwards: 2007; Rice: 2007). The aim of this section is not to 

provide an in-depth analysis of learning theories, but to provide a brief overview of four 

influential learning theories. The learning theories are briefly summarized in Table 3.1 below. 

This summary of learning theories demonstrates a range of complex epistemological positions. 

Each theory emphasizes different aspects of learning, and each is useful depending upon the 

purposes of TPL. To some extent, the theories reflect fundamental differences in assumptions 

about the nature of knowledge, knowing, and knowers, and consequently about what matters in 

learning (Wenger: 2009a). Their varied nature highlights the multi- dimensional nature of 

learning and the learner. New perspectives on learning develop as researchers uncover the limits 

of current theories and seek to address questions they cannot address adequately with current 

theory (Rovegno: 2006).  Yet each theory attempts, in some way or another, to contribute to an 

understanding of the nature of the learning process. Therefore, theories of learning construct the 

nature of TPL and the learner. The need to understand learning in different ways or in different 

circumstances arises as national priorities, political agendas, and goals for education broaden or 

change” (Rovegno: 2006: 262). 
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Table 3.1: Learning theories 

Theory/ 
Theorists 

Purpose of 
education 

View of the learning 
process 

Learning principles TPL 
as 

Behaviourism 
Pavlov,  
Skinner,  
Thorndike 
 

Produce 
behavioural 
change in 
desired 
direction 

Behaviourism is a 
worldview that operates 
on a principle of 
stimulus-response. 
Assumes the learner is 
essentially passive. 
 

• Learner starts off as a clean 
slate 
• Behaviour is shaped through 
positive or negative 
• Behaviour in the learner. 

Lecture-based, 
highly structured 

Cognitivism 
Bandura,  
Briggs,  
Gagne,  
Merrill,  
Reigeluth, 
Wager   

Develop 
capacity and 
skills to learn 
better 

The cognitivist 
paradigm essentially 
argues that the “black 
box” of the mind 
should be opened and 
understood. The learner 
is viewed as an 
information processor. 

• Knowledge can be seen as 
schema or symbolic mental 
constructions. 
• Learning is defined as change 
in a learner’s schemata. 
• People are rational beings that 
require active participation in 
order to learn, and whose 
actions are a consequence of 
thinking. 
• Cognitivist uses the metaphor 
of the mind as computer: 
information comes in, is being 
processed, and leads to certain 
outcomes. 
 

Inquiry-oriented, 
Staged 
scaffolding 

Humanistic 
Dewey, 
Noddings, 
Maslow,  
Rogers,  
Knowles 

Become self-
actualized, 
autonomous 

Humanistic is a 
paradigm that believes 
learning is viewed as a 
personal act to fulfil 
one’s potential, focuses 
on the human freedom, 
dignity, and potential. 

• Learning is person centred. 
• Affective and cognitive 
needs are key and the goal is to 
develop self-actualized people 
in a cooperative, supportive 
environment. 
• It is necessary to study the 
person as a whole, especially as 
an individual grows and 
develops over the lifespan. 
 

Learner-driven, 
collaborative,  
reflective, 
inquiry-oriented 

Constructivism 
Bruner,  
Dewey,  
Jonassen,  
Piaget, 
Vygotsky 

Construct 
knowledge 

Constructivism as a 
paradigm posits that 
learning is an active, 
constructive process. 
People actively 
construct or create their 
own subjective 
representations of 
objective reality. New 
information is linked to 
prior knowledge, thus 
mental representations 
are subjective. 

• Learning is an active, 
contextualized process of 
constructing knowledge rather 
than acquiring it. 
• Knowledge is constructed, 
based on personal experiences 
and hypotheses. 
• Each person has a different 
interpretation and construction 
of knowledge process. 
• The learner is not a blank 
slate but brings past 
experiences and cultural 
factors to a situation. 

Experiential, 
collaborative 

 

http://www.learning-theories.com/
http://www.learning-theories.com/humanism.html
http://www.learning-theories.com/humanism.html
http://www.learning-theories.com/humanism.html
http://www.learning-theories.com/humanism.html
http://www.learning-theories.com/humanism.html
http://www.learning-theories.com/cognitivism.html
http://www.learning-theories.com/cognitivism.html
http://www.learning-theories.com/cognitivism.html
http://www.learning-theories.com/cognitivism.html
http://www.learning-theories.com/cognitivism.html
http://www.learning-theories.com/cognitivism.html
http://www.learning-theories.com/cognitivism.html
http://www.learning-theories.com/cognitivism.html
http://www.learning-theories.com/cognitivism.html
http://www.learning-theories.com/cognitivism.html
http://www.learning-theories.com/cognitivism.html
http://www.learning-theories.com/cognitivism.html
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3.3 Systematic review of the literature 
Most of the things teachers do entail professional learning of one sort or another. This 

interconnectivity between the act of teaching makes the distinction between TPL and teaching 

activities blurred. Little is known about how teachers interpret the understandings and use the 

particular knowledge offered during TPL opportunities, or the subsequent impact of TPL on their 

practice and student outcomes (Timperley et al: 2008). TPL is a contested concept and proves 

difficult to pin down conceptually. TPL is not a fixed construct and is strongly shaped by the 

context in which a teacher practices (Pitsoe and Maila: 2013). Teachers’ practices in classrooms 

are strongly influenced by the wider school culture and the community and society in which the 

school is based. Teachers’ daily experiences in their practice context shape their understandings 

and their understandings shape their experiences (Timperley et al: 2008). Despite decades of 

research and theorizing about learning in situ and knowledge as used in professional practice, an 

overall understanding of TPL is still ambiguous (Fenwick and Sommerville: 2006). Scant 

attention has been paid to teachers’ experiences and how teacher professionals continue learning 

through their lives. Webster-Wright (2009) has called for more research that examines the 

experience of TPL while questioning the philosophical assumptions underpinning such research. 

This study aims to address this gap. 

 

Many commentators offer descriptions of the characteristics of TPL but not an explicit definition 

of what TPL is (Hunzicker: 2010; Webster-Wright: 2009; Desimone: 2009; Darling-Hammond 

and Richardson: 2009). The literature casts a wide net for what might be included as TPL. 

TALIS (2009) defines professional development as “activities that develop an individual’s skills, 

knowledge, expertise and other characteristics as a teacher’ in the form of courses and 

workshops, education conferences and seminars, qualification programmes, observation visits to 

schools, participation in networks of teachers, individual or collaborative research, and 

mentoring and/or peer observation and coaching” (4). Darling-Hammond and Richardson’s 

(2009) review of the TPL literature identified the importance of active learning, collaboration, 

involvement in sustained communities of learning, the embedding of learning in teacher practice, 

the development of a collaborative approach, encompassing individual and collective 

responsibility and making professional learning an on-going process. Opfer and Pedder (2011a) 

believe that TPL must be conceptualised as a complex system rather than an event. They claim 
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that misunderstanding the complexity of TPL leads to a focus on the micro context, on individual 

teachers or on individual activities or programs to the exclusion of the influences from meso 

(institutional) and macro (school system) contexts (Bore and Wright: 2009). 

 

Meyer at al (2005) highlight the importance of teacher enquiry and research as critical to 

professional growth. TPL is seen as a long-term process that includes regular opportunities and 

experiences, planned systematically to promote growth (Wells: 2014). While Easton (2008) 

emphasizes that TPL is something which teachers actively participate in as opposed to being 

participants in TPL conducted by ‘outsiders’. Kelchtermans (2004) broadly defines TPL as “a 

learning process resulting from meaningful interaction with the context (both in time and space) 

and eventually leading to changes in teachers’ professional practice (actions) and in their 

thinking about that practice” (220). Sturrock and Lennie (2009) frame TPL as the maintenance of 

“quality, competence and accountability” (9) as opposed to Lammintakanen and Kivinen (2012) 

who focus on “lifelong learning”, including aspects of both personal and professional learning. 

Fraser et al (2007) differentiates between functionalist approaches to TPL, from which stems the 

accountability agenda, and Weberian perspectives, which focus on the status and rewards 

attached to professionalism and TPL. Swennen (2013) posits that TPL is still largely concerned 

with “accountability, standards and assessment’ (289). However, she argues that there is not 

necessarily a contradiction between a functionalist and more Weberian conceptualization of TPL. 

Teachers may be held accountable and standards may be raised within a collaborative 

environment that promotes both personal and professional learning (McMillian et al: 2014). 

 

TPL is not unlike peeling an onion; there are multiple layers to be uncovered (Timperley et al: 

2008). The multi-layering means the connections between cause and effect are complex 

(Timperley et al: 2008). Research shows that TPL activities are often characterized as ineffective 

(Templerley and Alton-Lee: 2008; Hanushek: 2005; Borko: 2004; Clarke and Hollingsworth: 

2002). Teaching is a complex activity that requires the integration of understanding to be 

presented to learners with different needs. TPL is not merely about the acquisition of knowledge 

and skills, but the formation and mediation of teacher professional identity (Mockler: 2013). This 

adds yet another complex layer to TPL. A study conducted by Mockler (2011) identified a range 

of ‘identity anchors’ through the intersection of domains of professional context, personal 
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experience and external political environment. Identity anchors include subject area, pastoral 

care, learning, literacy, equity, and leadership. TPL can potentially provide a catalyst for the 

emergence of identity anchors where TPL becomes more about formation and the on-going 

‘becoming of teachers’. Through TPL, teachers can begin to link their moral purpose with 

elements of their work (Mockler: 2011) and merge professional and personal relevance to their 

practice. 

 

If TPL is technocratic in nature and serves the goals of efficiency and effectiveness only, there is 

the danger of the personal being swallowed up within the functional (Hargreaves and Preece: 

2014). Teaching and learning are interdependent and hence affective and involve a considerable 

amount of emotional investment on behalf of teachers (Lynch: 2012). Teachers have an 

emotional history as well as social class, gender, and ethnic history. Stern and Backhouse (2011) 

argue for sustaining spirituality in education; they stress that teachers need to give students both 

technical information but should also include treating people as ends in themselves, maintaining 

friendships, supporting the development of creativity, engaging in genuine dialogue, and 

showing generosity of spirit. Education involves encounters between persons, and that encounter 

involves care (Connell: 2013). However, there is an absence of the term ‘care’ or ‘love’ in the 

educational discourse surrounding TPL. The force of performativity in our education system 

today has left no room for care, or the ‘soul’ of the teacher (Ball: 2003). If care is the means and 

the ultimate goal of interactions between teacher and student, the distinction between pastoral 

and academic becomes less clear and less significant (Fielding: 2006). However, that distinction 

cannot be made in TPL because all interactions affect the development of the people who are 

interacting (Torrance: 2012). 

 

Across the educational literature, there has been somewhat of a reconceptualisation from 

professional development to professional learning (Webster-Wright: 2009; Dall’Alba: 2004: 

Putnam and Borko: 2000). The term professional development is seen as part of a discourse now 

that focuses on the professional as deficient and in need of developing and directing rather than 

as a professional engaged in self-directed learning (Webster-Wright:2009). There exists a tension 

between generative visions of TPL and technical-rational, auditable notions of professional 

development (Mockler: 2013). The ‘learning’ variant was first coined in the 1990’s to distinguish 
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more active forms of TPL from the more passive implications of ‘professional development’ 

(Liberman:1995).  In recent times, the terms have been used interchangeably. Mockler (2013) 

contends that this interchangeability is an attempt by neoliberals to ‘co-opt and commandeer 

both language and ideas’ (35) and that many professional development providers have rebranded 

their ‘professional development’  programs as ‘professional learning’ programs without changing 

the way in which they were conceptualised or delivered.  

 

For the purposes of this thesis, the two terms are examined because without professional 

learning, professional development is unattainable; just as learning is an integral part of 

developing as a professional. Across the literature, there are calls for a re-evaluation of TPL 

(Cameron et al: 2013; Sugrue; 2011; Webster-Wright: 2009; Gravani: 2007; Hodkinson and 

Hodkinson: 2005: Borko: 2004). ‘Drive by’ (Senge et al: 2000) TPL programs may lead to 

professional learning, but on their own do not equate with it. However, Timperley at al (2008) 

warn that a re-evaluation of TPL may not necessarily lead to change. What is known to be 

effective is not always what is practised and what is effective for one teacher may not be for 

another. One size does not fit all. 

 

Researchers have mapped and compared various professional development programmes (Doecke 

et al: 2008; Darling-Hammond: 2004), but there is little agreement among professional 

development researchers regarding the characteristics of effective TPL (Guskey: 2003). Due to 

its contested nature, TPL “has a history of raising vexing questions, and frequently the same 

vexing questions” (McRae et al: 2001:1). Consensus does exist about the value of TPL 

(Ingvarson et al: 2003), but there is less agreement around the issue of what makes TPL 

“effective” (Cameron et al: 2013). The non-consensus in the literature surrounding the 

characteristics of “effective” TPL make clear cut patterns of TPL difficult to discern (Wilson and 

Berne: 1999). Despite its contested conceptual nature, the fundamental concept underlying TPL 

is that teachers who know more can potentially enhance student learning, both academically and 

pastorally, but also derive personal and professional fulfilment themselves as a result. Kennedy 

(2014) contends that the state of the literature on TPL “as a whole is partial in its coverage, is 

fragmented and is under theorized” (689). She calls for us to develop sophisticated but accessible 

means of understanding TPL because the dominant global discourse continues to promote a 
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policy trajectory that good teacher learning equates to good student learning. This results in a 

technocratic, managerial approach to measure student performance which is then used to 

promote the “improve teacher quality” agenda. 

 

An increasing amount of empirical research suggests that  TPL is based on a notion of 

professional learning as continuing, active, social, and related to practice (Webster-Wright:2009; 

Brookfield: 2005). However, it is contested that there is a disparity between research findings 

and practice in teaching (Sandholtz and Scribner: 2006; Borko: 2004). Although, professional 

learning activities are more flexible and learner centred, more engaging and interactive, many 

remain as episodic updates of information delivered in a didactic manner, separated from 

engagement with authentic work experiences (Gravani:2007). Darling-Hammond et al (2009) 

contend that such episodic workshops, which are disconnected from practice, do not allow 

teachers the time to try out new ideas or reflect on what they have learnt. It is important to 

acknowledge there are moves away from TPL that consists of discrete finite episodes with a 

beginning and an end, which is removed from the everyday practice (Oakes et al: 2006; Clarke: 

2001).  

 

The findings of a research synthesis into the processes by which TPL impacts student learning 

provides a theoretical framework for conceptualising TPL (Timperley et al: 2008). The empirical 

work included in the synthesis came from North America, Europe, and Australia. The theoretical 

framework used to analyse the empirical studies comprised of 84 different characteristics of TPL 

environments to determine which had the greatest impact on teacher effectiveness in terms of 

improving outcome for students. The findings suggest that the professional learning approaches 

that had the greatest impact were focused on problem-solving or meeting particular challenges 

with respect to student engagement, learning, and well-being. In the study, success was not 

measured by changes to practice but by the extent to which the challenges faced were met. While 

the learning of new knowledge and skills was embedded within this context, teachers were able 

to go beyond it through developing deep understandings in ways consistent with the principles of 

how people learn (Muijs et al: 2014). 
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The findings concur with a study conducted by Bransford et al (2000) which identifies three 

main principles associated with professional learning. The first principle is that people come to 

learning with preconceptions about how the world operates and if these preconceptions are not 

engaged, the new concepts may only be learned superficially or the learner may revert to their 

preconceptions in real situations (Timperley at al: 2008). For a theoretical understanding to 

replace a preconception there must be an opportunity for the preconception to be revealed in 

order for the learner to see its shortcomings. The second principle is that if the learner is to 

develop competence in an area of inquiry; they must have factual knowledge, understand facts 

and ideas in the context of a conceptual framework and organize knowledge in ways that 

facilitates retrieval and application (Timperley et al: 2008). The third principle contends that a 

metacognitive approach to instruction can help the learner take control of their own learning by 

setting their own goals and monitoring their progress towards achieving goals (Timperley at al: 

2008; Dignath et al: 2008; Veenman et al: 2000). In research with experts who were asked to 

verbalize their thinking as they worked, it was revealed that they monitored their own 

understanding carefully, making note of when additional information was required for 

understanding, whether new information was consistent with what they already knew, and what 

analogies could be drawn that would advance their understanding (Bransford et al: 2000). 

 

3.4 Theoretical framework  
To understand the current nature of the TPL within a broader neoliberal and managerial context, 

this study draws upon Michael Fielding’s (2007: 2006: 1997) theoretical framework. Fielding’s 

(2007) work emerges at a time “in both our advocacy and our practice of schooling where the 

optimism, energy and goodwill of contemporary approaches are leading us down a road which, 

albeit unintentionally, is likely to produce a society that diminishes our humanity, destroys much 

that is of worth, and denies much we seem to desire” (383). Fielding (2007) firmly lays blame 

with the failure of those responsible for the direction, as well as the detail of education policy, to 

pay sufficient regard to their intellectual and cultural responsibilities, which invites the demise, 

rather than the fulfilment of laudable educational aspirations. Fielding (2007), who draws on the 

works of the Scottish moral philosopher John Macmurray, has referred to TPL in his writings 

(for example, Fielding 2006, 2007), but his main focus has so far been on schooling, teachers and 

pupils. This study applies Fielding’s theoretical framework beyond student learning into TPL 
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because the issues in this field are in need of philosophical scrutiny (Hargreaves and Fleece: 

2013).  

 

Fielding (2007; 2006) stresses the dangers of an over emphasis on the functional, or technocratic, 

aspects of education and the subsequent subordination of the personal, or humanistic, aspects. 

Drawing on the work of Macmurray, Fielding (2007) argues for the nature of the self, the nature 

of what it is to be human and become a person, to be seen as preeminent amongst society’s 

enduring and contemporary tasks. Functional, or technical, relations are what allow us to get 

things done in order to achieve our life purposes. Functional relations are typical of society, as 

opposed to community. In society, people cooperate to achieve common purposes. Their unity is 

a functional unity and if these purposes disappear, then society disappears. By contrast, personal 

relations allow us to be and become ourselves through our relations with others. Personal 

relations are typical of community, as opposed to society. Community is a personal form of 

unity, not an organic one. In other words “a unity of persons as persons, a unity of people which 

engages their whole selves, rather than an aspect or part of themselves typical of the functional 

dynamics of society” (Fielding: 2007: 388).  

 

Our current systems of TPL have no inherent value in themselves from a philosophical 

perspective, only value in as far as they achieve both efficiency and human fulfilment 

(Hargreaves and Preece: 2013). Fielding’s (2007) point is that attention to practical systemic 

detail, technical aspects are not unimportant; but that attention to detail needs to serve the greater 

goals of human fulfilment, human aspects rather than to make those more difficult. If care is the 

ultimate motive of the supportive educator, then TPL would reflect the personal nature of those 

ends (Hargreaves and Preece: 2013). Fielding (2007) took the ontological and axiological 

building blocks of Macmurray to develop a fourfold topology, called “impersonal”, ”affective”, 

”high performance” and “person-centred” that sees schools as differently oriented towards these 

basic assumptions (see Table 1.1). This study applies this topology to TPL and discusses how 

TPL may be oriented in both ideology and format. 
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3.4.1 TPL as impersonal 

The impersonal perspective results from TPL that valorises the functional at the expense of the 

personal. TPL that is grounded in an impersonal perspective sees the learner as irrelevant and at 

ends with the core purpose of TPL. This results in a technocratic form of TPL that is concerned 

with the efficiency of the outcomes of TPL. TPL is dominated by processes and outcomes, is 

closed and narrowly focused on the attainment of external prescribed outcomes that are often 

subject / curricular specific. TPL grounded in an impersonal perspective encourages a pedagogy 

that is tightly controlled by the teacher. “The teacher’s role being primarily one of a skilful 

provider of knowledge” (Fielding: 2007: 396). This is reflected in the nature of TPL which is 

very much based on the acquisition of knowledge and skills as opposed to any other 

considerations. The evaluation of TPL is focused on system requirements and dominated by 

measurable outcomes. This perspective would draw mainly from behaviourist and cognitivist 

learning theories (see Table 3.1). There is limited room for inquiry-oriented, collaborative, 

reflective, or theory-practice oriented models of TPL which are for democratic purposes within 

an impersonal approach. On the surface, TPL may appear progressive, for example, it may have 

an evidenced-based orientation, but in fact it would succumb to a one size fits all approach to 

evidence based practice. The TPL is supported to a degree by external experts but would not 

involve support structures such as meaningful mentoring. Mentoring can be used to support and 

encourage, but it also can be used as a means of control. The system resources within an 

impersonal approach are solely directed at the support of this form of TPL. TPL as impersonal 

results from the functional being the only goal, efficiency the only outcome and hence the 

personal is marginalized. 

 

3.4.2 TPL as affective 

The affective perspective results from TPL that valorises the personal at the expense of the 

functional. The over concern with the needs of the teacher results in a lack of concrete TPL that 

helps the teacher to learn in a variety of ways. “The commitment of the learner is to the 

development of the young person as a person, and subjects / externally set curricula are seen as 

either an irrelevance or an impediment to real learning” (Fielding: 2007: 396). This results in 

TPL that lacks a theoretical base because it is solely the students, and not the subjects, which are 

of the uppermost importance. It is quasi-humanistic in its approach but lacks the cognitive 
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aspects for the learner to grow, which is needed for TPL to be meaningful. Assessment tends to 

be based upon urging someone to do something, as opposed to a focus on outcomes, and 

restorative both in its intensions and accomplishments. TPL from an affective perspective is a 

closed system and there is no room for theory, inquiry, collaboration, reflection that promotes the 

individuals cognitive growth.  

 

3.4.3 TPL as high performance 

Fielding (2007) differentiates between two modes of high performance; manipulative mode and 

totalitarian mode. TPL from a high performance perspective, manipulative mode, is dominated 

by outcomes and measured by attainment. The contribution of TPL is seen purely in terms of the 

performance of the teacher and the school. Ball (2003) suggests “increasingly we choose and 

judge our actions on the basis of their contribution to organizational performance, rendered in 

terms of measurable outputs” (223). Fielding (2007) contends that it is this focus on 

performativity which allows high performance to ensure compliance through a sophisticated 

psychology of emotion accent (400). By making teachers, and students, aware that they are being 

measured is actually a means of controlling teachers. This in turns ensures that they contribute to 

the high performing ‘organization’. TPL from a high performance perspective results in TPL that 

is standardized and measurable. The personal is used for the sake of the functional. A sense of 

community is valued, but this is primarily for instrumental purposes. The purposes of TPL are 

primarily to achieve results. The assessment of TPL is focused on visible outcomes and teachers 

are very much focused on delivering as a result of the mode of TPL. TPL based on a high 

performance, manipulative mode is high on accountability and may encourage collaboration. But 

the collaboration may be contrived, to meet organizational goals, as opposed to real collaboration 

that may promote teacher personal and professional growth. The same could be said of 

reflection. The TPL may say that it claims to empower teachers, but again it will only be 

empowerment towards organizational goals. 

 

TPL from a high performance, totalitarian mode, pays no regards to the personal aspects of TPL. 

The personal aspects are used only as a means to serve the functional. The functional and the 

personal actually collapse into each other. Any use of the personal is purely for organizational 
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goals. The collapse of the personal and functional aspects benefits those who control and have 

power in education. 

 

3.4.4 TPL as person-centred 

Fielding (2007) differentiates between two different modes of person-centeredness: the 

expressive mode and the intentional mode. TPL originating from a person-centred intentional 

mode is committed to the functional but is firmly anchored in wider humanistic purposes. The 

functional is for the sake of the personal but Fielding (2007) contends that it is built upon a need 

to adapt to traditional arrangements in order to extend the basic commitment to the development 

of a learning community. This results in TPL that is humanistic in perspective but can be based 

upon traditional technocratic approaches which have been adapted to meet this humanistic 

perspective. TPL, within this perspective, is open to negotiation and creative adaption. 

Subsequently, the role of the teacher is broader and more open to holistic purposes. TPL in this 

vein makes real attempts to include evidence from both inside and outside the classroom and 

from formal learning. TPL that is person-centred uses modes of assessment that takes account of 

the learner. There is an acknowledgement of TPL as a humanly engaging undertaking. 

 

TPL originating from a person-centred expressive mode is more fully developed than the person-

centred intentional mode. In the expressive mode, the functional is expressive of the personal. 

TPL is only justifiable in that it helps the teacher become personally and professional fulfilled. 

TPL is undertaken, not solely to meet curricula / and or syllabi changes or the acquisition of 

knowledge and skills, but because it is seen to be both worthwhile and interesting. The TPL is 

negotiated and discussed with teachers as opposed to being mandated and top-down. The teacher 

is viewed as an educator, rather than having a facilitative, or affective role. Assessment is 

through dialogue and is broad in terms of processes and outcomes. There is room for the 

unanticipated and unpredictable which is at odds with a standards-based, prescribed form of 

TPL. In a person-centred approach to TPL “outcomes are widely and imaginatively conceived 

and its success as satisfying morally and interpersonally as it is instrumentally (Elliott: 2001). 

TPL from a person-centred approach would manifest itself as school-based TPL which is based 

on interpersonal relations. This may lend itself to teachers involved in TPL in small groups in 

schools who would know each other and could collaborate and reflect meaningfully together. 
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Both the teacher and student voice would be heard and would listen to each other, real listening 

as opposed to circumscribed structures of formal consultation. TPL would originate from a 

“community situated individuality” (Fielding: 2007) which affirms a shared humanity. TPL 

would be inquiry-oriented, evidence based, have a strong theoretical base that is connected to 

teachers’ daily lives and work with students, it would be reflective and collaborative, be 

supported by and supported for, and would ultimately lead to the empowerment of teachers. 

 

3.5 Systematic literature review of teacher professional learning 
3.5.1 Systematic literature review process 

Systematic literature reviews are used as a method of making sense of large bodies of research 

(Petticrew and Roberts: 2006).  The objective of this systematic literature review was to make 

sense of the research around TPL and determine the orientation of TPL. Dixon-Woods et al 

(2006) state that systematic literature reviews are distinguished from a traditional literature 

review by a particular emphasis upon the following features: 

 

• Should be comprehensive in its coverage of the literature 

• Pay careful attention to the quality of included evidence 

• Take a clear, systematic approach to the synthesis of the data 

• Generally follow transparent and rigorous processes 

 

These features are designed to allow greater validity and reliability to be attributed to the 

synthesized findings. The process of systematic reviews is staged: covering definition of the 

review scope, questions and protocol; search for and selection of evidence; quality appraisal of 

evidence; data extraction and synthesis; and reporting and dissemination (Victor: 2008). The 

staged process of systematic reviewing is now discussed. 

 

To attempt to answer the research question, a search was conducted of the subject of TPL in the 

SCORPUS database (search undertaken 30 January 2015) using the search string ‘teacher 

professional learning’ in the article title, and covering the period from 2000 (Jan) to 2015 (June) 

to probe the most recent decade of research. The intension was to obtain an overview of previous 

research published in national and international journals relating to TPL. This initial search 
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yielded 445 documents. The search was narrowed down to the subject area of ‘Social Sciences’, 

which resulted in 435 hits. The journals which yielded the greatest number of results were 

“Teaching and Teacher Education” and “Professional Development in Education”, 31 and 28 

respectively. Articles that dealt specifically with student teachers and new qualified teachers 

were excluded, as were articles that dealt with both early childhood and primary school teachers. 

Research studies that included and analysed digital tools were also excluded. It was felt that 

these exclusion areas would be best dealt with by conducting separate review studies. Of the 435, 

114 articles were brought into focus. The focus of the present study was retained on in-service 

teachers teaching in second-level education.  

 

When reviewing the selected articles, the focus was to pinpoint the dominant characteristics 

associated with TPL presented in the articles. Articles were excluded from the review if they 

presented only an evaluation of, or research on, a specific program or learning technique. After 

reading the abstracts and articles that had been identified, a final set of eleven articles was 

selected to pursue the research question for this review: one article from 2015, four articles were 

from 2014, one article from 2012, four articles were from 2011, and one article from each of 

years 2010, 2009, 2007. After reading the abstracts and articles that had been identified from 

both the searches in SCORPUS and ERIC, an international meta-study (Timperley et al: 2007) 

was also selected for inclusion. It was considered that these articles, as a group, give a good 

overview of research on TPL and/or professional development. The papers offered research 

findings into various regions from around the world. The contents of the articles were structured 

and reduced by coding and categorizing the texts in open and axial analysis processes (Strauss 

and Corbin: 1998). The open analysis process gave rise to 30 characteristics of TPL on the same 

horizontal level, which is presented in Table 3.2. In order to ensure that the systematic literature 

review findings were more reportable, axial analysis (Strauss and Corbin; 1998) was conducted 

on the 30 characteristics of TPL. In the interest of reliability and validity, the characteristics were 

validated by two critical friends, one colleague within the field of education, while the other was 

outside the field of education.  
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The axial analysis process resulted in finding the following nine orientations of TPL:  

 

(1) Inquiry-oriented (InqOr), involves problem-solving, and a willingness to adopt 

an attitude of inquiry and engagement in professional learning 

(2) Evidence-based (EvBas) and includes investigations in which data is collected, 

analysed, and acted upon to change practice 

(3) Collaborative (Coll), interactional, involves sharing knowledge, and promotes the 

formation of professional learning communities in which teachers share, cooperate, 

understand, and support each other 

(4) Accountable (Acc), time allocated, sustained over a period of time, ongoing, and 

intensive 

(5) Theory – practice oriented (ThPrac), connected to daily work and teachers’ work 

with students, interest values of social justice and equality 

(6) Supported by (SuppBy) mentoring and / or coaching and outside experts where 

appropriate.  

(7) Supported for (SuppFor) system resources 

(8) Reflective (Ref) in nature, experiential in nature, and builds on teachers’ existing 

knowledge  

(9) Teacher empowerment (Emp), leads to teacher personal and professional growth 

and change 
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 Table 3.2: The characteristics of teacher professional learning 

Acknowledges teachers’ prior experience 
Active learning 
Collective participation 
Collaboration with colleagues 
Focused on content 
Engaging in inquiry 
Entering into dialogue and reflection 
Experimenting with new ideas 
Feedback 
Focuses on practical and relevant issues identified by teachers 
Incorporates adult learning features 
Keeping up to date with professional learning 
Learning that is purposeful and needs based 
Learning that work is embedded 
Linking between theory and practice 
Making evidence based decisions 
Ongoing learning 
Opportunities to access and gain support from the expertise of academic researchers 
Problem centred approaches 
Self-directed learning 
Shared goals 
Skills to creatively impart knowledge in a way that engages and ensures learning 
Sufficient contact hours and time span 
Striving for continuous improvement 
Surfacing of ideas, assumptions, histories and prior knowledge 
Sustained opportunities to study 
Translates theory into practice 

 

The systematic literature review was able to identify the nine orientations of TPL presenting in 

the literature. The findings from the systematic literature review are summarized in Table 3.3. In 

Section, 3.6, the literature around each orientation is then discussed in detail. 

 

 

 

 



70 

 

3.6 The orientations of teacher professional learning 
3.6.1 Inquiry orientation 

TPL requires teachers to understand new knowledge, but also to think about what they know and 

how they have come to know it. An inquiry-oriented stance can enable the identification of 

existing practices and assimilate new practices. This may require an expert from inside or outside 

the school to challenge the teacher’s existing thinking and present teachers with new 

possibilities. An expert may come from within the school, (for example, the principal) or outside 

the school (for example, a researcher) (Timperley et al: 2008). Existing assumptions may prevent 

teachers from challenging the social norms by which collegial groups operate and this may 

constrain TPL. Someone looking in from outside can challenge these assumptions. If teachers are 

to adopt an inquiry approach to their everyday practice, it seems imperative that outside experts 

who are delivering TPL need to be able to make new knowledge and skills meaningful to 

teachers. This new knowledge must be manageable within their practice context and connect 

theory and practice in ways that teachers find helpful (Timperley: 2008). This enables teachers to 

use inquiry and assessment data to inform their teaching. 

 

Timperley et al (2008) developed a cyclical process of inquiry and building new knowledge from 

a synthesis of the international evidence on approaches to TPL that resulted in positive outcomes 

for students’ engagement, learning and well-being. The cycle emphasizes the importance of 

teachers’ identifying what knowledge and skills that they already have and what new areas of 

understanding they need in order to meet the goals that they have identified for their students. A 

metacognition approach can help teachers develop a greater awareness of their learning 

processes and become self-regulating by taking control of their learning, by setting their own 

goals and monitoring their progress towards achieving goals (Muijs et al: 2014). This kind of 

analysis usually requires evidence of teachers’ existing competencies and the assistance of 

someone with specific expertise in the particular area of inquiry (Timperley et al: 2008). 

Webster-Wright (2009) emphasises the importance of this type of TPL being carried out 

collaboratively in trusting environments as a basis for an inquiry orientation to TPL. This allows 

teachers to raise issues, take risks, address dilemmas in and find solutions to their own practice. 
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Table 3.3: Findings from the systematic literature (2000-2015) review  

X = present      0 = not present 

Watson (2014) differentiates between inquiry that is conceived as scientific assessment to 

enlighten and improve practice and inquiry which supports practical deliberation of means and 

ends. Viewing inquiry as scientific assessment is “problematic and radically at odds with 

learning and knowledge that that is embedded in and emergent through shared practice” (24). 

Inquiry which supports practical deliberation of means and ends can initiate change through an 

awareness and creative use of the dissonance arising from the coexistence of justified 

competing/conflicting values (Watson: 2014). Therefore, inquiry can promote an awareness of 

what is discordant in values and therefore may act as a driver for change. Similarly, Webster-

Wright (2009) contends that it is only through challenging implicit assumptions that TPL can 

lead to changes in practice. Webster-Wright (2009) contends that we need to understand more 

about ways of supporting critical inquiry among teachers that allows awareness and disruption of 
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Cameron et al (2013) 

 

O O X X X X X X X 

De Vries et al (2014) 

 

O X X X X O X X X 

Hargreaves and Preece  (2014) 

 

O X O O X X O X X 

Muijs et al (2014) 

 

O O O X X X O X O 

Opfer and Pedder (2011) 

 

X O X X X X X X X 

Postholm (2012) 

 

X X X X X X X X X 

Sugrue (2011) 

 

O X X X O O X O X 

Timperley et al (2010) 

 

X X O X X O X X X 

Vermunt and Endedijk (2011) 

 

O O X O X O O O O 

Watson (2014) 

 

X O X O X X X O O 

Webster –Wright (2009) 

 

X X X X X O X X X 

Yates (2007) 

 

X O X X O O O O O 
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taken-for-granted discourses in practice. The range of such inquiry could include questioning the 

forces of performativity and professional socialization and issues surrounding authentic 

questions of social importance for all involved in educational relationships (Webster-Wright: 

2009:723). 

 

3.6.2 Evidence-based orientation 

In recent years, there has been an increasing emphasis on the ‘teacher as researcher’ and action 

research as a means of TPL precipitated by the emergence of school-based decision making. 

Postholm (2012) contents that the skills which researching teachers need include analysis of their 

own practice and seeing new possibilities in relation to standards applicable to this practice. 

They also need to develop methods for examining their practice with the aim of finding ways of 

making improvements and be given theoretical grounds for alternative practices. Presentation of 

theory in isolation from the implications in practice is insufficient. Postholm (2012) contends 

that through feedback conversations with students and colleagues, teachers develop a researcher 

attitude and a researcher view in cooperation with the researchers from outside the school, such 

as a university. Postholm (2012) cites research conducted by Richter et al (2011) which 

interestingly found that more experienced teachers read more theories and research on teaching 

and learning than teachers in their initial years in the job (412-413). Hargreaves and Preece 

(2014) emphasize the importance of the relevance of the research for the teacher rather than it 

being relevant solely to system needs. 

 

Teacher-researchers can be characterized as those practitioners who attempt to better understand 

their practice, and its impact on their students, by researching the relationship between teaching 

and learning in their world of work (De Vries et al: 2014). Teacher research projects can be used 

to investigate possible causes and solutions once a problem or question arises in a teachers’ 

practice. Action research projects give the opportunity for teachers to work closely together, 

developing, applying and evaluating new educational practices and theories based on teaching 

and learning issues selected by the teachers (De Vries et al:2014). Action research as a research 

philosophy can assist policymakers in identifying the needs, assessing the development 

processes, and evaluating the outcomes of the changes they define, design, and implement. 
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Sugrue (2011) contends that self-evaluation through ‘evidence based practice’ can serve as an 

aid to external evaluation (798). The self-evaluation aspect of an evidence-based orientation to 

TPL is congruent with the philosophies of outcome based education and accountability 

movements currently being advanced by governments globally. If teachers feel that the research 

or data collection that they conduct is for the sole purposes of public accountability, teachers 

may not fully engage and the potential benefits of teacher research may be lost. Teacher research 

for public accountability purposes represents a somewhat narrow conceptualization of the 

teacher as researcher. If research is only carried out to enhance student learning, it may be 

merely meeting system goals, as opposed to teacher goals. The two goals are not mutually 

exclusive, and in reality, aspects of both may exist concurrently. The issue is when teacher 

research is used for public accountability purposes as opposed to morally and instrumentally 

successful purposes.  

 

However, Webster-Wright (2009) claims that by collecting evidence about their teaching, 

analysing the evidence and using it in planning for future teaching, teachers can start to 

demystify the whole climate of public accountability in which they now function. In this way, an 

evidence based orientation to TPL has the potential to empower teachers to own professional 

knowledge because teachers through the process of inquiry conceptualise and create knowledge, 

interact around knowledge, transform knowledge, and apply knowledge (Webster-Wright: 2009).  

 

3.6.3 Collaboration orientation 

Research literature shows that working collaboratively has the potential to contribute to learning 

while providing opportunities for reflection on practice and the development of deeper 

understandings of teaching and learning (Cameron et al: 2013; Yates 2007). Teachers are seen to 

learn most when they have an opportunity to discuss their experiences together in a trusted, 

confident and constructive atmosphere (Postholm: 2012). De Vries et al (2014) distinguish 

between two kinds of collaborative activities; exchange activities (e.g. discussing teaching 

problems, exchanging instructional materials) and professional collaboration (e.g. developing 

educational materials, team teaching) (341-342). Collaboration is seen as contributing to the 

establishment of the learning environment (Muijs et al: 2014; De Vries et al: 2014). 
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Collaborative activities refer to collaboration with colleagues within and outside the school 

(Cameron et al: 2013; De Vries et al: 2014; Webster-Wright: 2009).  

 

Lave (2006) describes five competing discourses on teacher collaboration which help to 

conceptualise different purposes of teacher education. Cultural discourses describe teacher 

collaboration as being embedded in cultural forms that blur the boundaries between personal and 

professional and stimulate interdependency and collective responsibility. School effectiveness 

and improvement discourses depict teacher collaboration as a product of cultural management 

led by the school's principal. School–as–community discourses embed teacher collaboration in a 

vision of schools as communities, where contractual models of relationships are transcended in 

pursuit of more inclusive environments. Restructuring discourses elaborate the idea of a “new 

professional” capable of getting involved in collaborative practices within an ever–learning 

organization. Finally, critical discourses articulate an approach that integrates democratic 

practices, community participation, and shared reflection on teaching as a social and political 

praxis. . Levine and Marcus (2010) argue that practices of teacher communities, or communities 

of learners as they are often referred to, can be understood both as sociocultural traditions, that 

is, socially-constructed ways of being and acting in the world, and as teleological entities 

containing with them specific purposes or ends. 

 

Vermunt and Endedijk (2011) contend that organized learning environments that promote 

collaborative team learning elicit qualitatively better learning activities and outcomes than 

informal learning in the workplace. Collaboration can also have both supportive and therapeutic 

benefits, which can reduce stress and help improve confidence (De Vries et al: 2014). 

Collaboration can also provide teachers with feedback and bring about new ideas and challenges. 

Successful collaboration efforts include strategies that open practice in ways that encourage 

sharing, reflection, and taking the risks necessary to change (De Vries et al: 2008).Collegial 

learning is said to be particularly important during times of change and is generally valued by 

teachers (Postholm: 2012). However, the extent to which teachers’ value collaboration may be 

dependent upon their beliefs. In a study conducted by De Vries et al (2014), which focused on 

student-oriented and subject matter-oriented beliefs, it was found that teachers who were more 
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subject matter oriented were less likely to participate in collaborative activities than student-

oriented teachers. 

 

Opfer and Pedder (2011c) suggest that the frequency of collaboration is not as important as the 

different types and intensity of collaboration in different contexts. Webster-Wright (2009) 

similarly claims that TPL is now acknowledged as sociocultural, yet research often focuses only 

on the collaborative learning of a community of practice often separating the learner from the 

context in which learning occurs or specifically examine features of the context. Opfer and 

Pedder (2011c) are critical of the process-product approach to TPL (i.e. affects literature), which 

they say “has committed an epistemological fallacy by taking empirical relationships between 

forms of activity or task (e.g., being activity based), structures for learning (e.g., collaboration 

between teachers), location (e.g., situated in practice), and so on, and some measure of teacher 

change to be teacher learning” (377). They are critical of this research approach to TPL because 

it is based on the assumption that TPL consists of a series of activities and methods for learning 

and that TPL follows more or less directly from the frequency with which TPL programs use 

these specific activities and structures, such as teacher collaboration.  

 

Opfer and Pedder (2011c) use Nuthall and Alton-Lee’s (1993) Goldilocks Principle to explain 

that the relationships between variables are often “curvilinear—too little and learning will not 

occur, too much and it is counterproductive or negative” (378).The focus on the absence or 

presence via aggregate tendencies of certain characteristics of  TPL (or of the teacher learners 

themselves, their environment, etc.) limits the ability to understand the way these mechanisms 

work in different intensities and at different scales in different contexts. Watson (2014) states 

that too much collaboration is stifling, too little results in teacher isolation and inhibits growth 

but ‘just enough collaboration and teachers receive the stimulation and support from colleagues 

necessary for change’(25). However, finding this correct balance may not be without its 

challenges and supportive structures need to be in place. 

  

Cameron et al (2013) found that some teachers can experience isolation, both geographical and 

professional, which is not conducive to collaborative practices. It seems imperative that 

collaboration needs to be supported, promoted and valued if it is to positively contribute to TPL. 
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Sugrue (2011) cautions that without release time from teaching, and attendant budgeting or 

provision for substitute cover, a combination of ‘stealing’ time and appealing to the goodwill of 

colleagues become the only basis on which collaboration and sharing expertise can occur (808). 

This can lead to a potential quagmire for school principals whereby goodwill becomes the 

currency in which relations and responsibilities are bartered – leading to unnecessary and 

sometimes unwarranted bending and breaking of the rules. 

 

3.6.4 Accountable orientation 

TPL is considered a long-term process that includes regular opportunities and experiences 

planned systematically to promote growth in the profession (Yates: 2007).Research on TPL has 

concluded that teachers need time to develop, adsorb, discuss and practice new knowledge 

(Postholm: 2012). As a result much research has concluded that activities that effectively support 

TPL need to be sustained and intensive rather than brief and sporadic (Opfer and Pedder: 2011c: 

Webster-Wright: 2009). Traditional learning formats such as one-time workshops and 

conferences are less likely to lead to teacher change (Webster-Wright: 2009). For substantive 

learning teachers need extended time in which to learn and change. Teacher change is a slow 

process, with teachers requiring time to assimilate the changes into their pedagogical repertoire 

and to become confident in their knowledge (Yates: 2007).  

 

According to Timperley et al (2010), this “typically takes one to two years for teachers to 

understand how existing beliefs and practices are different from those being promoted, to build 

the required pedagogical content knowledge, and to change practice (15). Sugrue (2011) says 

that one of the major reasons for the lack of time in Irish schools to engage in TPL is that the 

structure of the school day and year is almost identical to patterns established in the nineteenth 

century. He suggests the issue of time has to be tackled since there is no release time from 

teaching but neither are teachers obliged to remain in school after official closing time. In such 

circumstances, ‘stealing’ time in various ways, which is more feasible in some respects in large 

schools, becomes a means of facilitating TPL, often achieved by reducing ‘teaching’ time. An 

iterative learning process, as opposed to a linear learning process, allows the learner time to 

experiment with new ideas, assess their impact on practice, and revisit the idea again. Despite 

calls for TPL to be ongoing and sustained over a period of time, many TPL practices have not 
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altered in response to research findings. There are many possible reasons for this. Teacher 

professionals may be working in, for example, highly bureaucratic environments, professional 

issues such as time pressures and stress at work  and problems with introducing change in such 

change-weary times (Webster-Wright: 2009). 

 

Although time is not the only variable that matters, it is cited as a prerequisite for effective 

learning. Postholm (2009) suggests that the TPL activity should last for at least one term and 

include 20 hours or more contact time between participants. Other commentators suggest a 

longer duration of TPL than one school term (Webster-Wright: 2009). Postholm (2012) citing 

research conducted by Zwart et al (2009) indicates that participation in TPL programmes over 

one year may be too short a period to establish systematic changes in practice. Two separate 

evaluations found that teachers who had 80 or more hours of TPL in inquiry-based science 

during the previous year were significantly more likely to use this type of science instruction 

than teachers who had experienced fewer hours. Some studies indicate that the duration of time 

may not be as important as how the time is used during the TPL activity. Professional 

opportunities over extended time periods are associated with both low impact and high impact on 

student outcomes (Timperley et al: 2010). Postholm (2012) states that if teachers have internal 

motivation for learning, they will take part in TPL even if the school principals do not or cannot 

support this through time and scheduling. Even if TPL activities were relatively short, powerful 

ideas can form the basis of new practice and subsequent high impact on student outcomes. This 

impact appears to particularly apply when teachers are working with students that may be 

experiencing low levels of success (Webster-Wright: 2009). However, under most circumstances 

an extended timeframe where the learning process is iterative is necessary for substantive TPL 

that challenges existing beliefs, values, and / or the understandings that underpinned that practice 

(Timperley et al: 2008).  

 

Cameron et al (2013) state that while TPL is seen as appropriate and desirable, teachers’ 

willingness to take on mentoring roles could be negatively impacted if consideration were not 

given to their own learning needs and the costs to them in time and effort. Muijs et al (2014) 

contend that the amount learned is related to opportunity to learn, and achievement is maximized 

when teachers prioritize academic instruction and allocate available time to TPL. Time and space 
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for personal lives played a role in determining what was relevant to teachers and what and how 

they learned (Cameron et al: 2013). To ensure that TPL is both morally and instrumentally 

successful a more holistic approach to TPL needs to be advanced. A successful understanding of 

TPL must acknowledge the important aspects of the teacher’s life equally. An improved 

theoretical framework for understanding TPL must attend to contextual issues such as isolation 

,monetary and emotional cost, professional issues such as learning in community and teachers’ 

professional life stages, as well as meeting the needs of educational systems and simultaneously 

supporting teachers’ individual personal and professional needs (Cameron et al: 2013). A 

suitable working and learning context for teachers may be a school that is organized as a learning 

environment for both students and with a shared vision of education, focus on learning , and 

sufficient time and support for teachers (De Vries et al: 2014).  

 

3.6.5 Theory-practice orientation 

Muijs et al (2014) contend that elements of behavioural learning theory and methodology 

derived from psychology heavily influenced education as researchers sought to apply some of 

the methods and insights of these theories to teachers’ practice. They claim that during the last 

35 years, researchers have therefore turned to teacher behaviours as predictors of student 

achievement in order to build up a knowledge base on ‘effective teaching’. However, Opfer and 

Pedder (2011c) state that many researchers have argued for more complex understandings of 

teaching or learning. They say that during the mid to late1980s and early 1990s, many authors 

were discussing teaching and learning as being situational, contextual, or ecological. However, 

coinciding with a rise in public “accountability and the push in education research for 

scientificity in the late 1990s and 2000s, research on teaching and learning became more 

mechanistic and linear in response to the call for causal studies, effects, and the growth of linear 

statistical modelling” (Opfer and Pedder: 2011c:380). Although the situational, contextual, and 

ecological literatures understand teaching and learning as complex practices, they differ in 

substantial ways from how complexity theorists, such as Opfer and Pedder (2011c) characterize 

teaching and learning. 

 

Webster-Wright (2009) contends that Schön (1983) challenged the theory–practice divide as 

artificial and many researchers have concurred with him. Although Schön’s work has been 
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influential in professional education, a separation remains today between what is perceived to be 

theoretical knowing and practical know-how. According to Webster-Wright (2009), this 

separation persists in TPL and is perpetuated in professional discourse because of 

epistemological assumptions implicit in much research into TPL, including Schön’s work, which 

foregrounds cognition and underplays the impact of sociocultural context of knowing in practice. 

 

Opfer and Pedder (2011c) distinguish between conceptualizing teaching and learning analytically 

in complex but systematic ways (i.e. complexity-like thinking) as opposed to complex systems 

(i.e. complexity theory) ways. They claim that complexity-like thinking sees the contextualized 

nature of knowledge, teaching, and learning as a single entity and hence there is an inability to 

lead to generalizations, whereas the complexivists see both contextualization and 

decontextualisation at work and believe patterns can be generalized across highly contextualized 

instances (Opfer and Pedder: 2011c: 380). Webster-Wright (2009) contends that 

decontextualisation essentially disregards the value of ongoing and situated learning, thereby 

reinforcing the perceived divide between theory (what you learn in a course) and practice (what 

you do at work every day). This decontextualisation results in TPL as episodic updates of 

information delivered in a didactic manner, separated from engagement with authentic work 

experiences.  If we view TPL as the foundation for specialist knowledge and theory (Cameron et 

al: 2013), then TPL that is decontextualized is not beneficial to teachers.  

 

Opfer and Pedder (2011c) adopt the principle that there are many ways to produce teacher 

learning and taking all these into account helps to understand, not just the effect, but explain the 

effect. The principle behind complexity theory is variation (Opfer and Pedder: 2011c). However, 

they claim that variation does not mean that patterns and generalized understandings of TPL are 

not possible. An adequate explanatory theory of TPL should be able to distinguish between those 

aspects of TPL that are unique and those that are generalizable to other teachers and contexts of 

practice. Opfer and Pedder (2011c) reject notions of linear causality and propose the Goldilocks 

Principle to explain a “curvilinear relationship—too little and learning will not occur, too much 

and it is counterproductive or negative” (378). 
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Timperley et al (2010) examined teachers’ practice theories which comprised of conviction and 

values, knowledge, skills and the practices that follow from these, and the desired student 

learning outcome. Without starting from and ‘involving’ current theories on what they would 

like to do, according to Timperley et al. (2010), new theories and new practice will probably be 

placed outside the existing practice instead of replacing it or developing it. This integration 

allows teachers to use their theoretical understandings as the basis for making ongoing, 

principled decisions about practice (Timperley et al: 2010: 11).Without a thorough understanding 

of the theory, teachers may believe they are teaching in ways consistent with the promoted 

practice when in fact they are not. Conversely, using approaches to TPL that integrate theory and 

practice is more effective than merely teaching theoretical constructs to teachers without helping 

them translate those constructs into practice (Timperley et al: 2010).  

 

According to epistemological belief theory in adult learning, beliefs about the nature of 

knowledge and learning influence teacher learning and teaching (De Vries et al: 2014). 

Therefore, teachers’ learning (i.e. theory) and teaching (i.e. practice) need to be connected 

because they are influenced by the same underlying epistemological beliefs. Theory was found to 

be essential in illuminating different perspectives and invaluable as a mean to discussion and 

‘throwing it all about’ (Hargreaves and Preece: 2014: 142). Experts need to be able to make new 

knowledge and skills meaningful to teachers and manageable within their practice contexts, to 

connect theory and practice in ways that teachers find helpful, and to develop teachers’ ability to 

use inquiry and assessment data to inform their teaching (Timperley et al: 2010). TPL needs to 

ensure that teachers develop strong theoretical frameworks that provide them with a basis for 

making principled changes to practice in response to situations that present themselves. When 

confronted with specific teaching–learning challenges, teachers can go back to the theory to 

determine what adjustments they need to make to their practice (Timperley et al: 2010). 

Theoretical understandings give coherence to these judgments and decisions.Theory that is 

presented in TPL which is isolated from the implications in practice is insufficient (Postholm: 

2012). Teachers need help in transforming theory into practice through opportunities to discuss 

and state their opinions relating to the new learning and its implications for their practice 

(Postholm: 2012). However, the degree of support that teachers may need to transform theory 

into practice may vary. Vermunt and Endedijk (2011) citing a study that Vermunt (2011) 
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conducted, found teachers who were meaning-directed in their learning wanted to know why 

things in class worked as they worked, looked for reasons behind it, worked on extending their 

theory of practice, often brought in knowledge and ‘theory’ from outside, and often worked for 

longer on a certain theme. Meaning-directed learners were teachers with personality variables 

associated with self-esteem, extraversion, emotional stability and tolerance of ambiguity 

(Vermunt and Endedijk: 2011). 

 

3.6.6 Supported by orientation 

Opfer and Pedder (2011c) point to the importance of schools supporting TPL and understanding 

the importance of expertise and supportive networks to their TPL. Yates (2007) proposes that 

TPL be supported by modelling, coaching and collective problem solving around specific 

problems of practice. Teachers are supported to engage in TPL when the focus is how teachers 

must acquire new knowledge, test it in practice and reflect upon the results with colleagues so 

that the learning occurs in co-operation with them (Postholm: 2012). Knowledgeable persons in 

schools can be utilized as a resource in their own schools and in external networks through TPL 

activities. However, Cameron et al (2013) found that high-performing teachers questioned a 

culture where good teachers were asked to guide the learning of others, but were not supported in 

the development of their own knowledge and skills. Watson (2014) contends that after the appeal 

to shared vision and values, the importance of ‘support’ ‘trust’ and ‘openness’ in the working of 

the professional learning community (PLC) emerges most consistently in the literature (21). She 

posits that the emphasis on trust, support and openness perhaps reflects a desire to counter the 

traditional understanding of teaching as a strangely solitary activity, taking place behind closed 

doors. 

 

Postholm (2012) outlines the importance of supportive leadership and good relationships 

between colleagues for TPL.TPL must be supported through a culture among teachers that 

encourages and appreciates learning. If a school culture has an ordered, hence top-down, strategy 

for promoting teacher performance, teachers can develop a negative attitude to TPL. The school 

culture that is understood as the school’s ethos means that teachers share opinions and act on the 

basis of these (Postholm: 2012). It is necessary that both failure and innovation are allowed and 

invited as a necessary part of TPL among co-operating colleagues. Opfer and Pedder (2011c) 
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place emphasis on the importance of schools communicating a clear vision, supporting TPL and 

understanding the importance of expertise and supportive networks. It is not enough just to 

communicate convictions but they also must be practiced. Opfer and Pedder (2011c) contends 

that the most important factors in determining support for TPL was the ability to get teachers 

involved in co-operating activities such as mentoring. 

 

Webster-Wright (2009) proposes that “small-scale interventions led by local communities, but 

supported by outside agencies, have been demonstrated to be highly successful, in comparison to 

the failure of many blanket one-size-fits-all TPL programs of aid” (727). According to Webster-

Wright (2009) local action research projects, led by practitioners in collaboration with 

community members and framed around issues of authentic social concern, are emerging as a 

useful theoretical framework for supporting authentic TPL. Indeed personalised support such as 

mentoring in a caring environment provides an opportunity to transform TPL for morally and 

instrumental successful purposes. Hargreaves and Preece (2014) found that teachers who held 

care as the ultimate goal in teacher education ensured that this was the case by selecting mentors 

for themselves who offered personalised support (135). It was the personal nature of the support 

that made it meaningful to these teachers.  

 

Postholm (2012) citing a study conducted in New Zealand (Starkey et al: 2009), found that the 

quality of the support teachers receive is important in TPL. The teachers who participated in the 

study stated that the external experts should have a good educational knowledge, a high level of 

expertise in teaching their subject area, strong communications skills and the ability to create 

constructive relationships with the participants involved in the TPL activity. The study also cited 

sensible reflection skills, the ability to challenge thinking and practices, good data skills 

combined with knowledge about the school’s needs and the ability to model teaching practice as 

other desirable attributes of support services. 

 

3.6.7 Supported for orientation 

Teachers alone cannot meet new challenges in teaching and learning. Muijs et al (2014) claim 

everyone has a responsibility in the chain of influence from policy to practice to ensure that the 

right conditions are in place for TPL. Creating opportunities for TPL that are both morally and 
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instrumentally successful involves a process of learning both up and down the system layers and 

involves looking at TPL within the context of a broader educational system. School-level system 

support involves the contexts of the school that support teaching and learning, the collective 

orientations and beliefs about learning, the collective practices or norms of practice that exist in 

the school, and the collective capacity to realize shared learning goals (Opfer and Pedder: 

2011c). De Vries et al (2014) too emphasize the importance of teachers needing support “to 

make their beliefs explicit, through opportunities to confront the potential inadequacy of their 

beliefs and the provision of new information that they can examine, elaborate and integrate into 

their existing systems of knowledge and beliefs” (352). 

 

Schools need to have a support system for TPL that affords teachers the opportunity to plan, 

implement and evaluate their practice based on reflections starting from studies of their own 

practice. System support through adequate time needs to be a priority if teachers are to engage in 

TPL (Postholm: 2012).Teachers need to see the reasons that learning is important in the present 

as well as in the future and they need to have confidence in the supportive nature of their work 

environment. Systems can do much to provide a supportive working environment for teachers by 

acknowledging the relevance of all that impacts on the teacher-learner (Cameron et al (2013). In 

a study conducted by Hargreaves and Preece (2014), the teachers spoke of the extent to which 

they felt “the educators who supported their TPL demonstrated care and interest in their personal 

well-being and valued human fulfilment as an over-riding priority” (135). 

 

Opfer and Pedder (2011c) contend that creating systems, supports, and norms that encourage 

both individual and school learning and getting the balance right between internal and external 

sources of learning is a challenge for most schools. An individual teacher’s orientation may lead 

them to engage in TPL activities, but the access, support, and encouragement to participate are 

heavily determined by the school. Furthermore, the specific sets of activities, systems, and 

supports for TPL used in one context, with one set of teachers, may be quite different from those 

that would be necessary to achieve the same end in another context with a different set of 

teachers (Opfer and Pedder: 2011c:394). 
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Webster-Wright (2011) is critical of evaluative research which often compares methods of 

delivery of TPL through evaluating learning outcomes, focusing on evaluating solutions to the 

problem of learning rather than questioning assumptions about learning. She contends that the 

“focus is on expert intervention to “develop” professionals rather than on supporting ongoing 

TPL and on specific factors affecting TPL rather than studying the holistic, situated experience 

of learning” (711). Webster-Wright (2011) goes on to say that the lack of change is not 

surprising when a scan of this literature reveals that the discourse of TPL is focused on the 

development of professionals through delivering programs rather than understanding more about 

the experience of TPL which would support it. (712). 

 

Opfer and Pedder (2011c) talk about the cyclic nature of the learning and change process. 

Change can occur in one area of influence but may not lead to change in another. For example, 

“teachers may change their beliefs but not their practices, may change their practices but not 

their beliefs, and ultimately may change their practice but not the learning outcomes of their 

students” (Opfer and Pedder: 2011c:386). For TPL to affect change it must occur in multiple 

areas of influence. Learning in one system must affect, be enacted and supported in another 

system. As a result, TPL requires multiple and cyclic movements between the systems of 

influence in teachers’ worlds (Opfer and Pedder: 2011c: 386). 

 

Webster-Wright (2009) discusses the work of researchers who have built on a Vygotskyian 

theoretical framework to investigate how the school can either support or hinder TPL (721). This 

research, she says, highlights strategies for supporting TPL in schools, such as staged or 

scaffolded participation involving mentoring or modelling. As discussed earlier time or social 

constraints at work may limit participation or interaction that supports learning. In addition, 

school cultures may afford more value to the learning and development of some practices than 

others. For example, the ability to engage and challenge may be valued in some contexts, 

whereas the ability to spend time quietly listening is important in others (Webster-Wright: 2009). 

Action learning or action research strategies are based on a cyclic and iterative approach that 

involves some form of planning, action, evaluation, and reflection (Webster-Wright: 2009). Both 

have been proposed as effective strategies for supporting authentic TPL, especially where social 

change or improvement is a desired outcome. Both are presented by Webster-Wright (2009) as 
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ways of structuring active engagement with experience while accounting for the importance of 

context, dialogue, and collaboration.  

 

According to Hargreaves and Preece (2014) it is the relationships in which the teachers engaged 

during TPL that determines its fruitfulness in terms of supporting human values in education. 

The data from their study revealed the following as highly supportive of the TPL needs: formal 

teacher education, formal support by senior management in schools, observations by experienced 

teachers and of experienced teachers, teacher communities in schools; and more personal and 

less structured interactions, such as with family, colleagues and students. What was evident from 

the study was that where sight was lost of the personal during TPL experiences, they were less 

likely to help teachers flourish in their profession. The reasons for this seem to be, firstly, the 

development methods themselves did not provide opportunities for the teachers’ human 

fulfilment. Secondly, the methods did not accord with the teachers’ own beliefs that teaching is 

both a personal and a functional enterprise. 

 

3.6.8 Reflective orientation 

In educational research, reflection has remained integral to learning since Dewey’s (1938) 

contributions. The capacity to reflect on action and to engage in a process of continuous learning 

is one of the defining characteristics of professional practice (Postholm: 2012). It was Schön 

(1983) who highlighted the notion of reflection as central to professional practice. Subsequently, 

Schön’s work has had significant impact on professional education across disciplines by 

generating a substantial literature on the value of reflective practice in learning (Webster-Wright: 

2009). Schön (1983) contented that the model of professional training, which he termed 

“Technical Rationality” where learners were charged up with knowledge so that they could 

discharge when they entered the world of practice was never appropriate to practice in a fast 

changing world and was not how professionals thought ‘in action’. It is against this backdrop that 

the importance of critical reflection in TPL has been highlighted in education practice. The 

recent rapid economic and social changes which affect teachers’ professional practices and have 

consequences for TPL, have further necessitated the need for reflective practice (Apple: 2000; 

Fullan: 2007). In current TPL literature, reflective practice is widely recognized as a central tenet 

of the teaching and learning process (Webster-Wright: 2009). Using reflective practice in TPL is 
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based on the belief that teachers can improve their own teaching by consciously and 

systematically reflecting on their teaching experiences. 

 

In the research literature, reflection is used to describe a range of activities, from individual 

contemplation to vigorous critical dialogue between people. In professional education, an ability 

to critically reflect is a ‘learning objective’ of many courses, yet there is confusion and empty 

rhetoric about the term “critical reflection” and what being a reflective practitioner entails 

(Webster-Wright: 2009). According to Webster-Wright (2009), “the value of critical reflection in 

TPL is the possibility of transformative change for the learners and those with whom they are 

engaged, through questioning of assumptions that underlie habitual patterns of thought and 

action” (722). Transformative learning refers to reflective learning that involves “reassessing the 

presuppositions on which our beliefs are based upon and acting on insights derived from the 

transformed meaning perspective that results” (Mezirow: 2000:18). However, challenging 

assumptions involves conscious awareness of them because they are usually taken for granted. In 

fact Stephen Brookfield (1995) maintains reflection begins by “hunting assumptions.” 

 

De Vries et al (2014) contend that reflection is a major professional activity and vitally important 

to TPL because it helps teachers explicate their implicit or tacit knowledge and beliefs, granting 

them more control over their routine actions in the classroom and, if necessary, the ability to 

make changes. However, participation in reflection differs across teachers. Teachers in a study 

conducted by De Vries et al (2014) show significantly more participation in updating and 

collaborative activities than in reflective activities. The authors explain this finding as one 

involving the nature of reflection, which is active and problem solving, but which in practice can 

tend to overemphasize shortcomings and anomalies and turn into its more passive and 

maladaptive counterpart, self-rumination (De Vries et al: 2014: 350).To prevent this, a teacher 

might decide to participate less, if at all, in reflection. 

 

Murijs et al (2014) content that “reflection is more effective when teachers’ priorities for 

improvement are taken into account, and when they are encouraged to develop action plans that 

address their professional needs” (251). Research findings have indicated that professionals learn 

through practice experience, that reflection has a valuable role in learning that requires change, 



87 

 

and that such learning is contextually mediated (Webster-Wright: 2009). Opfer and Pedder 

(2011c) question the literature that expects an orientation to change if TPL provides more and 

better opportunities for reflection. Opfer and Pedder (2011c) discuss a study conducted by 

Tillema (2000) which demonstrates that reflection after practice had a positive effect on belief 

change, whereas reflection prior to practice did not result in belief change, resulting in unstable 

change of practice. This would appear to suggest that TPL orientations are more likely to change 

when TPL activities have a conceptual and practical coordination or coherence across programs 

and activities. 

 

Through reflecting on teaching, everyday terms and scientific constructs may be interwoven, 

thus bringing theory and practice closer together (Postholm: 2012). Hence, reflection may 

contribute to developing both theory and practice. According to De Vries et al (2014) a 

“theoretical knowledge base is a necessary prerequisite of meaningful reflection” (341). De Vries 

et al (2014) citing research conducted by LaBoskey (1993), which investigated student teachers’ 

beliefs about learning and teaching in relation to the reflection. Interestingly, the study found a 

relationship between conceptualizing the teacher as a transmitter (subject matter orientation) and 

a lack of motivation to engage in reflection, as well as between conceptualizing the teacher as a 

facilitator (student orientation) and an internal motivation to engage in reflection. 

 

TPL activities must not only encourage teachers to be reflective but also require them to 

communicate openly with one another about pedagogical issues (Cameron et al: 2013). This 

reflective open communication must happen independently, and with colleagues (Postholm: 

2012). Schon’s (1983) reflective practice has been integrated into many education programmes 

for teachers which adopt his core notions both in organizing experiences and in the teaching 

content. Reflective practice frees teachers from routine behaviours, enables teachers to act in a 

deliberate manner and improves teaching practice (Webster-Wright: 2009). If TPL is to be 

reflective, it can only happen through challenging implicit assumptions and questioning practices 

that are taken for granted (Postholm: 2012). Webster-Wright (2009) contends that the impact of 

reflection is mediated by teachers’ professional contexts that encompasses dimensions of time 

(age, generation, biography) and of space (the structural and cultural working conditions), and 

these then shape TPL. Rowland (2009) warns against the hijacking of the critical function of 
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reflection. In some areas of professionalism reflection has been reduced to a trivial training 

mantra by the application of such logic. This transformation of reflection to a transferrable skill 

is how performativity works. 

 

Criticality demands reflection among teachers about their professional practice in its widest 

context, and the audacity to break away from obedient subservience within tradition and habit, 

recognising that many of these are merely sustaining the privileges of those in the most powerful 

social positions (Hargreaves and Preece: 2014). “Criticality is most likely to be achieved in 

learning sites… where students and staff [and teacher educators] involved in radical work 

encourage the [learning community] to begin to engage as equals, as co-enquirers in and co 

contributors to understanding how as a community it helps its members to live good lives 

together” (Fielding: 2006: 365). 

 

3.6.9 Empowerment orientation 

Opfer and Pedder (2011c) contend that the intersection of experience and belief creates a 

powerful combination that empowers teachers to determine not only instructional decisions but 

also what they themselves are willing to learn. The self-determination and self-identification of 

TPL needs is a way of ensuring relevance and provides powerful motivation to both engage in 

and challenge scholarship (Cameron et al: 2013). Sugrue (2011) contends that “it is only when 

teachers have been empowered through creating participative opportunities to further their 

learning, personal and professional, can the system more legitimately put its needs on the table 

and expect to have them adequately addressed” (810). As discussed earlier, if TPL is seen as the 

policy solution then teachers must be given  an opportunity “to re-engage with and re-assert 

more holistic understandings of education, beyond the knowledge economy, thus re-asserting the 

importance of the public sphere, and the public good, and teachers’ contribution to it” (Sugrue: 

2011:810). This emphasizes the need for teachers to have certain levels of autonomy, 

professionalism, and intellectual stimulation in order to be empowered. 

 

Fielding (2007) characterized the personal as transformative, suggesting that when engaged in 

personal activities, people are transformed rather than just improved. This suggests that teachers 

educate rather than instruct through prescribed performance. Fielding (2007) suggests that 
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learning “… brave, exploratory, vibrant in their willingness to challenge, to listen, to laugh, to 

risk adventure and to do so together in ways which affirm a shared humanity” (403). To nurture 

transformative and dynamic TPL, the content of study and learning needs to be ‘more open to 

negotiation and creative adaptation’ TPL (Fielding: 2007:402). Hargreaves and Preece (2014) 

state that sites of professional learning, including formal sites, need to be flexible, encouraging 

exploration and tolerate ‘ambiguity and unpredictability, inclusive in a dialogic and expansive 

way’, and open to an engagement in which a range of aspects of the person was likely to emerge 

(139).  If teachers are to feel empowered then TPL opportunities should be tailored to meet their 

needs at different stages in their careers. Teacher empowerment can give a voice to teachers. 

 

Opfer and Pedder (2011c) encourage complexity theory and reject reductionist epistemological 

positioning of much of the TPL literature, which propose an invariant model of TPL that 

assumes that structures and sequences repeat themselves time after time in essentially the same 

form because such invariance ignores transformative processes and promotes premature 

simplification. Their point being that transformative learning that can lead to teacher 

empowerment cannot be brought about if TPL is viewed as invariant because it is over 

simplistic. They argue that for transformative learning to occur “disequilibrium is necessary” 

(Opfer and Pedder: 2011c:393). However, Webster-Wright (2009) contends that there continues 

to be little acceptance of transformative learning, which means reconsidering assumptions that 

convictions build – and, subsequently, acting on the basis of the insight that the transformed 

perspective of meaning gives. 

 

Sugrue (2011) assesses the extent to which pedagogical reforms in Ireland have been surface and 

superficial or seismic and transformative – both professionally and systemically. He posits that 

“retrenchment rather than transformation has becomes the new orthodoxy, and unprecedented 

numbers of teachers and principals are seeking the calmer waters of early retirement” (Sugrue: 

2011: 809). Webster-Wright (2009) contends that we support transformative learning remains 

poorly understood. She suggested that we need to “understand more about ways of supporting 

critical inquiry among communities of practitioners that allow awareness and disruption of 

taken-for-granted discourses in practice” (723). The range of such inquiry could include 

questioning the forces of performativity and issues around social justice values which are of 
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social importance for all the stakeholders in education. The empowerment of teachers can meet 

quite different ends depending upon the intended telos. 

 

For Freire (1970) and Dewey (1938), education was the gateway to empowerment in work and 

life. Within a discourse of empowerment, McLaren and Giroux (1994) claim that teacher 

empowerment can equip teachers to make critical and informed judgments with respect to both 

practice and what they consider to be the meaning and purpose of education. Teacher 

empowerment can be a means by which teachers understand and make sense of broader 

educational issues. Teacher empowerment is seen by such authors as Giroux (1992) as a 

significant concept in understanding the complex relations between schools and the dominant 

society. Empowerment can be viewed as a means by which teachers can resist and struggle 

against the domination in society produced by neoliberalist discourses. However, teacher 

empowerment can be directed towards quite different ends. 

 

Teacher empowerment can be used to serve the goals of narrow political reform agendas and 

promote teacher consensus towards system needs. Apple (2006) claims that teachers are being 

disempowered because of the encroachment of technical control procedures into the curriculum 

in schools. He uses prescribed competencies for ‘good’ teachers as a case in point. The current 

focus on standardization, accountability, and managerial professionalism are roadblocks to 

teacher empowerment leaving teachers’ paralyzed and ineffectual because they are forced to 

prepare students for exam rather than teach actual content (Webb: 2009). In this paralysis, 

teachers lose their professional voice to articulate valid pedagogy. Their compliance overtakes 

their actual professional identity because they lose the ability to assert their professional 

judgment regarding education. Teacher isolation is another road block to teacher empowerment. 

When teachers work in isolation, they are unaware of the potential collaboration and support 

they can receive from other teachers. Teachers can be quite territorial (Conway: 2013) and this 

culture creates competition among teachers, weakening the collective voice teachers can have as 

professionals. 

 

Even if teachers are mandated to implement prescribed curricula, TPL can enable curriculum 

adaptation or integration. Teachers can professionally adapt the existing curricula to meet the 
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individual needs of their students or integrate outside information into the existing curricula to 

fill what they see as gaps (Meidl and Meidl: 2011:18). These adaptive and integrative decisions 

can be generated through TPL and can strengthen teachers’ professional voice. TPL can 

empower teachers to reclaim their professional autonomy by becoming experts within their own 

schools. Collaborative TPL can limit some of the isolation that teachers may feel and promote a 

shared sense of professional judgment among teachers. If teachers have power over their own 

TPL and can talk about and reflect on learning in independent processes and in processes with 

colleagues; this can lead to increased autonomy and subsequent teacher empowerment 

(Postholm: 2012).Teachers that are empowered are also more likely to become activists and 

agents for education reform within their own schools and advocates for themselves. 

 

3.7 Critical summary 
TPL that stems from a democratic discourse results in a humanistic model of TPL. This suggests 

that teachers have a certain level of professional autonomy over their own learning (Mockler: 

2013). From a humanistic perspective, learning is viewed as an entire experience with insights 

gained through evidence, collaboration, support, reflection and critical inquiry. It is not purely 

about acquisition of knowledge but the holistic development of a teacher (Freire: 1970). TPL 

should ultimately lead to empowerment. While the environment and how the learner reacts with 

it are recognised as part of the learning experience, the learner’s own insights and experiences 

play a dominant role in the overall learning process. TPL that emerges from this perspective 

relies heavily on the development and exercise of teacher professional judgment (Furlong et al: 

2000). A humanistic orientation to TPL recognizes that the technical aspects of TPL are 

important but also recognizes the humanistic aspects of TPL (Fielding: 1970). TPL needs to be 

both morally and instrumentally successful. These humanistic aspects are not always visible, not 

always easy to evaluate, but this does not make them any less valuable to the learning experience 

(Biesta: 2009). 

 

The one-off workshop approach, involving teachers as passive recipients of information 

generated elsewhere (Webster-Wright: 2009), remains the dominant mode of TPL. There is an 

over emphasis on the technocratic at the expense of the humanistic aspects. Teachers are ‘in-
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serviced’ in specific programmes or initiatives often relating to literacy, numeracy, science and 

information and communications technology (ICT), content knowledge, classroom management 

strategies or specific teaching strategies deemed beneficial by the state (Grundy and Robison: 

2004); they may contest this situation but are also often compliant with broader school/systemic 

needs (Burns: 2005). Teachers are construed as being in ‘deficit’ – as lacking necessary skills to 

ensure improved, usually academic, outcomes for students (Day and Sachs: 2004). While 

present, alternative approaches to TPL have been unable to challenge the hegemony of the 

dominant workshop model (McRae et al: 2001). Perhaps, what is needed, and suggested by our 

President Michael D. Higgins (2011), is a refocus on our ideology, a refocus on the purposes of 

education, a refocus on what type of society we want to build.  
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Chapter 4 Research methodology  

4.1 Introduction 
This chapter provides an overall description of the methodology employed to answer the key 

research questions. Section 4.1 commences with a discussion of the epistemological and 

ontological foundations on which this inquiry is constructed. The methodological approach is 

provided and rationalised in section 4.3. The following three sections regard data collection, the 

selection and characteristics of the research sample and the way in which the recorded data are 

transformed into transcripts. Section 4.6 discusses the approaches taken for analysing and 

interpreting the data. Section 4.7 regards the strategies chosen to enhance the quality of the 

research, in terms of validity, reliability, reflexivity and triangulation. The role and identity of the 

author within this study is explored in Section 4.8. Section 4.9 discusses the ethical 

considerations undertaken in this study and the steps taken to ensure protection for the 

participants involved and the responsibilities of the researcher in this regard. Section 4.10 

concludes the chapter. 

 

4.2 Author’s perspective and philosophical stance 
The study is largely a qualitative interpretivist study. The study examines TPL through three 

analytical tools: a critical interpretation of teacher education policy (2001-2015), a systematic 

literature review (2000- Jan’ 2015) surrounding TPL, and the contextual understandings and 

perspectives of a purposive (self-selecting) sample of Irish secondary teachers in 2015. As stated 

in chapter one, it is essential for a researcher in the field of education to be clear about their 

philosophical position before embarking on the research inquiry. Clarifying the philosophy and 

the process of inquiry provides insight into the assumptions on which the study conceptually 

rests (Silverman: 2013). The philosophical position influences the chosen paradigm, or set of 

beliefs, which underpin the inquiry. Through justification of the chosen methodology as matched 

to the research questions, credibility of the research can be strengthened (Sikes: 2004) and 

awareness of the philosophical underpinning for the research can secure the quality of the 

research (Creswell: 2014). The philosophical assumptions and researcher positioning are crucial 

to research and are discussed. 
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A philosophical position represents a worldview and defines, for its holder, the nature of the 

world, the individual’s place in it, and the range of possible relationships to that world and its 

parts (Guba and Lincoln: 1994). The nature of the beliefs, or paradigm, which defines the 

inquiry, can be elicited by the answers to four fundamental questions. The answers are 

interconnected and the answer to one question constrains how the others are answered. These 

questions are: ontological, epistemological, axiological and methodological. Their 

interconnectedness is demonstrated in how different ontologies, epistemologies and axiologies 

demand particular research methods which are appropriate to both the area of inquiry and to the 

researcher’s way of seeing the world (Creswell: 2014).  Hence, the four are intertwined, 

operating within a chosen research paradigm. There is no one correct paradigm. Any given 

research paradigm represents the most informed view, which its proponent has devised, based on 

the way they have chosen to respond to the three defining questions (Guba and Lincoln: 1994). 

Although philosophical ideas remain largely hidden in research, they still influence the practice 

of research and need to be identified (Creswell: 2014).  

 

Any inquiry begs the question of ‘‘what it is and for whom’, “how does the researcher’s values 

and beliefs influence the research” and “how will the research be used”. Utility as a concept is 

contested and it raises some challenging questions about how such a concept could be defined. 

Biesta (2010) contends that utility maybe used as a philosophical vehicle for addressing many of 

the unhelpful dualisms at the centre of the aforementioned ‘paradigm wars’. Do we refer back to 

the consensus among our peers about the questions that are worth asking (Morgan: 2007) and 

possibly miss the opportunity to ask some worthwhile questions? It may be more useful to 

suggest that the notion of utility calls for reflexive research practice. It is this critical reflexivity 

that needs to be expressed by the researcher to make the study more than an attempt to mirror the 

reality of a phenomenon. At the level of translating epistemological concerns into research 

methodology and finally the decision of research methods, a pragmatic paradigm, poses some 

methodological questions. If phenomena have different layers how can these layers be measured 

or observed? A mixed methods research approach aims to answer this question by using 

quantitative methods to inquire into some aspects of the phenomenon in question and qualitative 

methods for others.  
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Research is often reported with an explicit and/or implicit bias for or against a particular mode of 

data collection (Desimone: 2009). The issue of bias within the research method chosen is 

addressed by Silverman (2013). The contention is that researchers who conduct mixed methods 

research are more likely to select methods and approaches with respect to their underlying 

research questions, rather than with regard to preconceived biases about which research 

paradigm has supremacy in the social sciences. This proposed study supports this view and 

hopes that it reduces the risk of bias by the use of different quantitative and qualitative research 

instruments to answer the research questions posed. The researcher is aiming to limit the bias 

inherent in the use of only one method of data collection, by triangulating, national teacher 

education policy documents (2001-2015), the findings from a systematic literature review, an 

online questionnaire with teachers and in-depth interviews with teachers.  

 

With specific regard to interviewing, sources of bias include misinterpretation of questions or 

responses, as well as the desire on the part of the interviewer to hear answers that conform to 

preconceived notions or opinions (Bryman: 2012). Questionnaires are sometimes criticized for 

eliciting biased, socially desirable response that over-report ‘good’ implementation and 

underreport ‘bad’ implementation (Desimone: 2008). Research instruments have inherent biases 

along with the bias of the researcher, the subject being interviewed and those resulting from the 

subject-researcher interaction. This further justifies the case of a mixed method approach to 

minimize bias and other sources of invalidity in this study. The researcher must be aware of the 

‘self’ in analysing qualitative data (Denscombe: 2008). The researcher’s self is inevitably an 

integral part of the analysis and should be acknowledged as such (Denscombe: 2007). 

 

4.3 An interpretative approach 
An interpretivist stance is adopted in this research study. The contextual understanding of 

teachers’ perspectives of TPL necessitated going beyond the descriptive data. It means attaching 

significance to what is found, offering explanations, drawing conclusions, making inferences and 

attaching meaning. A qualitative approach enlightens the reader’s understanding of the 

phenomenon that may be limited by using quantitative data only. An interpretivist position is 

concerned with how the social world is interpreted, understood, experienced, produced or 
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constituted. The emphasis is on illumination, understanding and extrapolation rather than causal 

determination, prediction and generalization. Creswell (2003) describes the characteristics of 

qualitative research, which are outlined in the table below. 

 

Table 4.1: The characteristics of interpretative research 

Characteristic 

1.Takes place in a natural setting 

2.Uses methods that are interactive and humanistic 

3.Looks for involvement of the participants 

4.Is emergent rather than prefigured 

5.Is based on open-ended observations, interviews, and documents 

6.Has flexible questions and data-collection process that can change or be  refined 

7.Is fundamentally interpretive 

8.Views phenomena holistically 

9.Finds the researcher self-inseparable from the personal self 

10.Uses complex reasoning 

11.Adopts or uses one or more strategies of inquiry 

(Creswell: 2003: 181-183) 

In accordance with the researcher’s epistemological and ontological positions, the analysis is less  

a complete accurate representation and more of a reflexive, reactive interaction between the 

researcher and the decontextualised data that are already interpretations of a social encounter 

(Bryman: 2012). An interpretative approach enables the inquiry to focus on the personal and 

humanistic aspects of the research (Creswell: 2013). The qualitative research, which applied 

humanistic methods and flexible questions, complemented the initial quantitative findings of the 

study. The qualitative expands beyond the statistics gathered, through quantitative measures, to 

reveal a deeper interpretive format based on interviews complemented by rich descriptive text. 

 

An interpretive method of research adopts a position where “... our knowledge of reality is a 

social construction by human actors” (Walsham: 1995: 374). Thus value-free data cannot be 

obtained, since the researcher uses their preconceptions to guide the process of inquiry, and 
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furthermore the researcher interacts with the research participants in the inquiry, changing the 

perception of both researcher and research participants. These preconceptions are shaped by the 

researcher’s prior experiences. Yanow (2005) argues that new understandings derived from these 

experiences may refine a priori knowledge brought to bear on subsequent experiences.  In this 

sense, all knowledge is “social knowledge” (Yanow: 2005:13). The reality of the world, from a 

qualitative approach, is very much attuned to how people interpret their experiences of it, and 

moreover, to the way the researcher presents, and hence constructs, these interpretations 

(Bryman: 2012). 

 

It must be acknowledged that knowledge obtained by research is partial, situative and relative. 

The meaning heard by one individual may not be the same as that intended by the speaker.  The 

words employed to represent experiences, realities, points of view and expressions of self are all 

open to alternative meanings.  No single truth is possible because reality is neither single nor 

regular. There are multiple realities and therefore multiple truths. The aim of this research study 

is to capture the meaning teachers attribute to TPL through authentic interaction and 

interpretation. The primary data sources are teachers, and their interpretations, perceptions, 

meanings and understandings of TPL experiences. The meanings that teachers attribute to their 

TPL experiences are used to understand the orientation of TPL in Ireland and the way teachers 

relate to that TPL. This largely interpretive study provides pictures of the understandings, ideas 

and experiences of the participants, which are rich in significance and which can give an in-depth 

understanding. These understandings are directly factored into the analyses and explanations of 

the research. 

 

Different preoccupations may lead to emphasis on different aspects of analysis. Data, regardless 

of method, are in fact produced by the researcher. Collecting data always involves selecting data, 

and the techniques of data collection and transcription affect what finally constitutes ‘data’ for 

the purposes of research (Bryman, 2012). Interpretivist approaches face a major challenge - the 

question of how the researcher can be sure that they are not simply inventing data, or 

misinterpreting the participants’ perspectives. In this research study, the researcher tried to 

ensure that data were interpreted in a meaningful and sensitive way by recording interviews as 

fully and as explicitly as possible. The researcher was also considered a participant in the 
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research and through critical reflexivity aimed to minimize the distorting effect of personal bias 

(Lather: 1986).  

 

4.4 Selection and justification 
A mixed methods (MM) study involves the collection or analysis of both quantitative and 

qualitative data in a single study in which the data are collected concurrently or sequentially, are 

given a priority, and involve the integration of data at one or more stages in the process of 

research (Creswell et al: 2003). The origins of mixed methods research can be traced to its use 

among fieldwork sociologists and cultural anthropologists in the early 20th century (Johnson et 

al: 2007; Creswell: 1999). However, those who have sought to put a chronological timeline to its 

evolution as a research paradigm have tended to place it against a backdrop of the ‘paradigm 

wars’ (Denscombe: 2008). Although, there is no agreement on a timeline, it is generally agreed 

that the positivist paradigm was dominant in the 1950’s to mid-1970s, while the interpretive 

paradigm came to prominence around the mid-1970s to 1990s. Mixed methods, as a research 

paradigm, is seen as emerging from the 1990s onwards, establishing itself alongside the previous 

paradigms so that ‘we currently are in a three methodological or research paradigm world, with 

quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods research all thriving and coexisting’ (Johnson et al: 

2007:117). Mixed methods can be said to have evolved historically from the notion of 

triangulating information from different data sources (Lund: 2012). Denscombe (2008) outline 

the defining characteristics of a mixed methods research approach, which are summarized in the 

table below. 

Table 4.2: The characteristics of a mixed method research approach 

Characteristics of a mixed methods research approach 

quantitative (QUAN) and qualitative (QUAL) methods within the same research project 

a research design that clearly specifies the sequencing and priority that is given to the QUAN 

and QUAL elements of data collection and analysis 

an explicit account of the manner in which the QUAN and QUAL aspects of the research 

relate to each other, with heightened emphasis on the manner in which triangulation is used 

pragmatism as the philosophical underpinning for the research 

(Denscombe: 2008: 272) 
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Creswell and Garret (2008) argue that conceptualizing mixed methods is problematic because of 

the diverse community engaged in mixed methods research. Therefore, it is not surprising that 

what constitutes mixed methods varies. The different stances can be seen from those who focus 

on methods, on the process of research, on philosophical issues, and those who build on existing 

research design (Creswell and Garett: 2010). This inquiry adopts a mixed-methods approach 

from an interpretive standpoint.  

 

One emphasis, particularly among philosophers, such as Dewey (1938), is the discussion of 

research as a social endeavour and the meaning of knowledge creation within the context of 

community and the social good (Maxcy: 2003). This is an inquiry into TPL in Ireland from an 

interpretivist perspective. Therefore, an acknowledgement of one’s axiological position, through 

ongoing researcher reflexivity, and critical subjectivities are central to this study. This is done 

not only for acknowledging and mitigating potential validity-threatening biases shaped by an 

unexamined, but operative axiology, but also for strategically incorporating researcher values 

and experiences into the research process (Maxwell: 2013; Nagy Hesse-Biber: 2010; Oakley: 

1998; Peshkin: 2000). It is hoped that a mixed methods approach represents a more holistic 

approach to answering the key research questions. It was also hoped that baseline data into 

teachers’ perceptions of the orientation of TPL could be gathered through quantitative data. 

However, TPL is a human endeavour.  It is important that contextual issues are addressed rather 

than relying solely on statistics and mathematical observations (Denzin and Lincoln: 2003).  

 

4.5 Research design 
There are specific approaches to integrate quantitative (QUAN) and (+) qualitative (QUAL) 

research procedures (Creswell et al: 2011; O’Cathain et al: 2010). These integrative approaches 

can be implemented at the design level, the methods level, and in the interpretation and reporting 

of the research findings. In this study, QUAN + QUAL data are integrated at the design, methods 

and interpretation and reporting levels. The integration of QUAN + QUAL can dramatically 

enhance the value of mixed methods research (Creswell et al: 2011; Bryman: 2012).  
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This study utilised a mixed methods concurrent design to collect QUAN data through a nine item 

questionnaire using questions with a 5 point Likert scale, and QUAL data from semi-structured 

interviews. The scales on the questionnaire assessed the teachers’ perceptions of the orientation 

of TPL. The QUAL questions in the interviews elicited why research participants feel that TPL is 

oriented as it is. A mixed methods approach was implemented to elucidate teachers’ 

perspectives, to identify the reasoning behind the perspectives, and to integrate the data together 

to provide the broadest possible understanding. One-hundred and sixty one (n=161) participated 

in the QUAN data collection phase, while sixteen (n=16) participated in the QUAL data 

collection phase. The QUAN + QUAL data was collected and analysed during a similar 

timeframe.  

 

A concurrent design was deemed the most appropriate design because the data was collected in 

parallel and analysis for integration began after the data collection process had completed. In this 

study, the QUAN sample was used to help generate the QUAL sample and explain the findings 

from the QUAN data. The two forms of data were analysed separately and then merged. 

Integration is conceptualised to occur through linking the methods of data collection and analysis 

(Creswell: 2014). Linking can occur in several ways: (1) connecting; (2) building; (3) merging; 

and (4) embedding (Fetters et al: 2013). Integration may occur through one or more of these 

approaches as outlined in Table 4.3. 

 

Table 4.3: Integration through methods 

Approach                                                                      Description     
Connecting                                 One database links to the other through sampling. 

 
Building                                     One database informs the data collection approach of the other. 

 
Merging                                    The two databases are brought together for analysis.     

Embedding                                 Data collection and analysis link at multiple points. 
 

(Fetters et al: 2013) 

 

In this study, integration occurred at design level through connecting, as outlined above and at 

the methods level through merging. Integration through connecting occurs when one type of data 
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links with the other through the sampling frame. The data collection and analyses occurred at the 

same time for the baseline questionnaire and the participant interviews. Integration at the method 

level occurred through merging the two databases together for analysis and for comparison. 

During the design phase, a plan for collecting both forms of data were devised which was 

conducive to merging the databases. The types of questions posed in the QUAL data collection 

phase, were similar to the questions that were posed in the QUAN phase through a series of 

scales. Merging occurred after the statistical analysis of the numerical data and qualitative 

analysis of the textual data. 

 

In this study, integration also occurred at the interpretation and reporting level. When integrating 

researchers describe the QUAN + QUAL findings in a single or series of reports (Fetters et al: 

2013). A weaving approach was taken which involved writing both QUAN + QUAL findings 

separately and then discussing them together on a theme-by-theme basis. The fit of data 

integration refers to the coherence of the QUAN +QUAL findings (Fetters et al: 2013). The 

assessment of fit of integration can lead to three possible outcomes; confirmation, expansion or 

discordance.  

 

4.6 The sampling frame 
In qualitative research, the intent is not to generalize to a population, but to develop an in-depth 

exploration of a central phenomenon, which is best achieved by using purposeful sampling 

strategies (Creswell: 2014). The purpose of an exploration of TPL in this study is not to generate 

a representative sample and then generalize the results to other contexts, but rather to learn from 

the teachers who are 'information rich' and can best help to understand TPL. Therefore, the 

purposive sample was drawn from teachers who were registered with the Teaching Council of 

Ireland. It was felt these teachers would have experience of TPL and therefore would be 

knowledgeable. For example, drawing the sample from the Teaching Council of Ireland 

excluded student teachers who would not have as much experience as in-service teachers.  A 

letter of invitation (Appendix D) outlining the nature and purpose of the study was sent to the 

Teaching Council. The Teaching Council agreed to participate in the research and tweeted a link 

to its Twitter followers where the online questionnaire could be completed. This study uses a 
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sequential mixed method (MM) sampling technique where information from the first sample is 

required to draw the second sample (Kemper et al: 2003). In this study the QUAN sample was 

used to generate the QUAL sample. Of the 162 teachers who self-selected to complete the 

online survey, 19 volunteered to participate in the semi-structured interviews. They indicated 

their wish to be interviewed by selecting a checkbox in the questionnaire and providing their 

contact details. All the interviewees who volunteered to be interviewed were contacted about 

participating to be interviewed. Three volunteers dropped out because of time constraints and 

family commitments. The volunteers who were interviewed were not known personally to the 

researcher. Two of the volunteers had previously studied at the University of Limerick.  

 

The 16 teachers who were interviewed were geographically dispersed all over the country. The 

breakdown per county was as follows: Clare (1), Cork (4), Donegal (1), Dublin (2), Kerry (2), 

Limerick (2), Tipperary (2), and Wicklow (2). One of the 16 teachers who volunteered to be 

interviewed studied at the University of Limerick. The profile of schools is interesting to note. 

56% of teachers in this study were teaching in community / comprehensive schools, while 

37%% of teachers taught in voluntary secondary schools.  The second-level education sector in 

Ireland comprises of different types of second-level schools; voluntary secondary schools, 

community schools and comprehensive schools, and vocational schools and community 

colleges. Voluntary secondary schools are privately owned and managed and are under the 

trusteeship of religious communities, boards of governors or individuals. In the past, voluntary 

secondary schools provided a more academic education but increasingly, they provide a range of 

academic, practical and vocational subjects. Community and comprehensive schools were 

established in the 1960s in order to provide a broad curriculum for all the young people in a 

community. Many of these schools were established as the result of the amalgamation of 

voluntary secondary and vocational schools. They offer a wide range of both academic and 

vocational subjects. They are managed by boards of management which are representative of 

local interests. The schools are financed entirely by the Department of Education and Skills. 

Vocational schools and community colleges are owned by the local Education and Training 

Board (ETB). Vocational schools and community colleges are non-denominational. The boards 

of management for these schools are sub-committees of the ETB. The membership of the boards 

includes ETB representatives and parent, teacher and community representatives. Vocational 
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schools and community colleges are largely funded by the Department of Education and Skills. 

Initially, these schools were orientated towards providing a technical education and developing 

manual skills. Today, they generally provide a wide range of both academic and practical 

subjects. 

 

The subject areas of the teachers are also noteworthy with 11 of the 16 teachers coming from the 

humanities subjects, while 5 of the 16 teachers come from the STEM area. For the purposes of 

clarity, teachers in this study are referred to by a pseudonym. Table 4.4 presents the participants’ 

profiles. 

Table 4.4 Participant profiles 
Pseudonym Referred 

to as 

Teaching 

exp (years) 

Subject area School 

Aine Teacher 1 35 Early Childhood Studies Third-level 

Amy Teacher 2 20 Art Community school 

Audrey Teacher 3 20 Commerce Community school 

Chris Teacher 4 35 Physics and Science Secondary school 

David Teacher 5 15 Biology Secondary school 

Edgar Teacher 6 12 Special Needs Community school 

Fiona Teacher 7 15 English and Music Comprehensive 

Joanne Teacher 8 10 French and English Community school 

John Teacher 9 17 Business and Economics Secondary school 

Kate Teacher 10 33 Maths and Religion Secondary school 

Liz Teacher 11 14 EAL and Special Needs Community school 

Paul Teacher 12 14 English and History Secondary school 

Peter Teacher 13 7 P.E. and Biology Community school 

Rachel Teacher 14 17 Geography and Special Needs Community school 

Sandra Teacher 15 36 English, Religion and SPHE Secondary school 

Steve Teacher 16 29 Construction Studies and Technical 

graphics 

Vocational school 

 

The group of 16 teachers fell under three main profile groups which are identified in Table 4.5.  

The purpose of the table is to bring the participants to light, highlight the context within which 

they are working and provide a summary of their perceptions and perspectives of TPL. 
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Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 
Strong engagement in scholarship 
Engagement with theorists / literature 
All either had a Masters or was completing at the    
time of interview 
Keenly away of the social and political context 
within which they were working 
Expressed dissatisfaction with current orientation of 
TPL 
Strong commitment to TPL and its promotion within 
their communities 

Engaged in TPL but less engaged with the theory / literature 
Aware of social and political context within which they were 
working 
Expressed of frustration with current orientation of TPL 
Less able to articulate their feelings 
Engagement with reading and literature but of a less 
theoretical nature 
 

Less aware of context within which they worked 
Less interested in TPL  

Amy 
Demotivated by broader education issues 
Expressed an increased confidence as a result of the 
ability to engage in educational discourse 

Paul 
Expressed strong dissatisfaction with a lack of TPL in this 
subject area 
Strong sense of professional values 

Rachel 
Had completed a Masters 
Felt that TPL was not relevant to her career stage 

Aine 
Interested in rural teachers and entrenchment  
Big Brother is watching 

Chris 
Had completed a Masters in Edu. Management / Leadership 
Heavily involved with student teachers in school 

Kate 
Recently involved in TPL around Project Maths 
Felt that TPL was not relevant to her career stage 

David 
Deeply engaged with theory and theory/practice  
In an age of measurement 
Felt culture needs to change 

Edgar 
Instrumentally in developing a community of practice in 
area for teachers of Special Needs 
Research driven 

 

Fiona 
Strongly involved with student teachers at national 
and local level 

Audrey 
Enthusiastic about education / learning / debate 
Time/ availability/lack of colleague support as TPL barriers 

Liz 
Involved in critical literacy project 
Driver of TPL initiatives in her school 

Joanne 
TPL tick box exercise offers nothing to practice 
Teaching is a lonely profession 

John 
Cynical about educational initiatives 
Reforming our middle management structure in the 
school 
Teachers are paid appallingly badly 

Steve 
Strongly involved with student teachers in his school 
Only became interested in educational debate recently 
Feels on his own in terms of support to engage in TPL 

Sandra 
Struggled with classroom management 
Felt debate is only coming of age now 
Felt collaboration is only at surface level 

Peter 
Research driven – strengthen school-university partnerships 
Holistic education 
 

Table 4.5 Teacher profile group
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4.7 The pilot study 
Bowden (2005) recommends the pilot study as a means to helping the researcher refine his data 

collection plans with respect to both the content of the data and the procedures to be followed. 

The scope of the inquiry for the pilot case can be much broader and less focused than the 

ultimate data collection plan. Pilot data provides considerable insight into the basic issues being 

studied and provides information about relevant field issues and informs the logistics of the field 

investigation. This piloting phase helped in this research to ensure that the actual study reflected 

the dominant theoretical issues of the study. Both the questionnaire and the process of 

conducting semi-structured interviews were piloted during the early stages of the research. Both 

the questionnaire and interview schedule in this study was piloted with a group of teachers 

‘similar to the intended interview sample’ (Bowden: 2005:19). Firstly, each teacher was asked to 

complete the questionnaire and comment on the clarity of questionnaires, the length of time it 

took to complete and the difficulty, or otherwise, in completing it. Following this valuable 

feedback, for example, some questions were ambiguous; modifications were made where needed 

in terms of the wording of the questions and the order of the questions. Secondly, the process of 

semi-structured interviewing was trialled and again refinements were made to both the questions 

asked and the number of questions. Amongst the feedback was that two of the questions were 

asking the same thing. Through the process of interviewing, it was realized that the questions 

needed to be more open in structure in order for a free flowing conversation in interview and the 

interview schedule was refined accordingly. Also, feedback suggested that there were too many 

questions and the number of questions was reduced. The data from the pilot study was then 

‘discarded and not used as part of the research study’ (Bowden: 2005:19).  

 

4.8 Data collection tools 
The process of effectively describing complex phenomena is a challenge for the social sciences 

(Creswell: 2014). There are different data collection tools which are appropriate for the 

collection and measurement of different kinds of data. The data collection tools should be chosen 

on the basis of their effectiveness in answering the research question (s). The data collection 

tools that were used in this study were the questionnaire and the semi-structured interview.  
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4.8.1 The online questionnaire 

The first phase, QUAN phase, of the study involves research participants completing an online 

questionnaire (Appendix E) through Survey Monkey. Questionnaires have the advantage of 

gathering data from a relatively large number of people in a short period of time and they also 

present the possibility of being replicated with a different population. Questionnaires can take 

many forms and structures and the style and format will depend on the purpose and use of the 

data. The questionnaire was initially distributed to teachers as part of the pilot study. Following 

the refinement of the questionnaire, the questionnaire was posted via a link on my Twitter 

account. This link was then retweeted by Teaching Council so that the Teaching Councils twitter 

followers could complete the online questionnaire if they so wished. The questionnaire was 

designed based on the orientations of TPL identified through the systematic review of the 

literature (2000-2015 May). From the systematic literature review, it was found that there were 

certain characteristics of TPL (Table 3.2) associated with a particular orientation. For example, 

an evidence based orientation may be indicated by collecting data to informing practice, or the 

degree to which teachers felt that research was the domain of experts outside the classroom.  

These orientation indicators, which were drawn from across the 13 papers in the systematic 

literature review, became the basis of the questions asked under each orientation in the 

questionnaire. The questionnaire was designed following certain considerations. The 

questionnaire was designed to be short, clear, precise, and complete with an awareness of 

possible bias (Thomas: 2009). Red herring and negatively worded items were included in the 

design of the questionnaire to help prevent response bias (Pallant: 2013). Red herring questions 

associated with one construct, for example evidence based, were placed under a different 

construct, for example, empowerment, to identify those who were fully engaged in the 

questionnaire. Red herring questions were separated from the main data-set and reverse coding 

was applied to relevant questions to orient categories in one direction to enable meaningful 

analysis. 

 

The first section of the questionnaire was designed to gather demographic information, such as 

gender, number of years teaching experience, attendance at TPL activities etc. The following 

nine sections of the questionnaire were designed to gather teachers’ perceptions of the 

orientation of TPL based upon the findings from the systematic literature review (Table 3.3). The 
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questionnaire had twenty-one questions in total. Research participants were required to give their 

level of agreement/disagreement with a series of statements generated from the systematic 

literature review that reflect the orientation of TPL. A five-point Likert scale was used for this 

purpose. The questionnaire took approximately 25 minutes for participants to complete. The 

questions asked were non-intrusive and user friendly. Closed questions were predominantly used 

in the questionnaire with the purpose of gaining baseline data into the orientation of TPL. Open-

ended questions, which gain subjective data, were kept to a minimum because they take more 

time and thought on the part of the research participant. Therefore, they may adversely affect the 

response rate. In the questionnaire, research participants were asked to contact the researcher if 

they wished to participate in an interview. However, the research participant was assured that 

they could complete and submit the questionnaire without any obligation to partake in the 

interview.  

 

There was a high response rate in the three - four days following the Teaching Council tweeted 

the link to the online questionnaire. The response rate improved each time after two further 

reminders were sent to teachers by The Teaching Council. The questionnaire was closed after 

one-hundred and sixty two teachers had completed the online questionnaire (n=162). The data 

reports several aspects of the teachers’ perceptions of the orientation of TPL, including how 

teachers view the knowledge base of teaching, if research informs their practice and in what 

ways, if engagement in TPL leads to changes in practice and leads to empowerment. The data 

collected was analysed through SPSS where both descriptive and inferential statistics were 

generated from the quantitative data to describe, attempt to understand, and make inferences 

about the orientation of TPL in the purposive sample.  The process of data analysis is detailed in 

section 4.10. 

 

The data that was collected from the questionnaire was initially stored on the confidential Survey 

Monkey database tool. The tool protects questionnaire responses through secured technology that 

protects data by using both server authentication and data encryption. This ensured that the data 

was safe, secure, and available only to the researcher. The Survey Monkey account had a unique 

user name and password that was required at log in. The account was not accessible to anyone 

else. When a research participant completed an online questionnaire, I exported the data to the 



 

108 

 

hard drive on my laptop which is password protected. When all the data was collected and stored 

on my laptop, I closed my Survey Monkey account and all the data was deleted from the Survey 

Monkey database. The data that was collected from the interviews was exported from the 

dictaphone to an audio database on my PC, which was again password protected. The interview 

recordings were then erased from the dictaphone. The data that was collected from the telephone 

interviews was exported from the mobile to an audio database on my PC, which was again 

password protected. The telephone interviews were then erased from the mobile telephone. The 

names of the research participants were anonymized immediately and a list of the real names 

together with their pseudonyms was kept in a separate file. The pseudo name was given to each 

interview recording that was stored in the audio database on my PC.  

 

4.8.2 The semi-structured interview  

The second phase of the study, QUAL phase, involved conducting 16 interviews with research 

participants who volunteered in the questionnaire to participate in an interview. The interviews 

were semi-structured in format and took approximately 40 minutes to complete. Of the 16 

interviews, 12 were conducted face-to-face in either the school where the teacher taught or a 

suitable location determined by the researcher and interviewee. The remaining four interviews 

were conducted over the telephone due to the geographical location of the interviewee. The 

interviews were audio-recorded through a mobile application (with the research participant's 

consent) and transcribed verbatim. The transcribed interviews were sent to the interviewees to 

ensure the accuracy of transcription and enhance the validity of the study. 

 

Interviewing can be very flexible when the interviewer has the freedom to formulate questions as 

they come to mind around the issue being investigated; on the other hand, it can be inflexible, 

when the investigator has to keep strictly to the questions decided beforehand (Creswell: 2005). 

Semi-structured interviews allow not only for assessing the participants' opinions, statements and 

convictions, they also allow to elicit narratives about their personal experiences (Nohl: 2009). 

The interview schedule (Appendix F) had specific questions, but was flexible to initiate 

interview prompts which were used to elicit teachers’ views. Results obtained through semi-

structured interviews can be compared among each other since all participants are required to 

express their views about the same general themes (Nohl: 2009). The questions to elicit 
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demographical information were designed in a similar vein to questionnaires such as TALIS 

(2007). The remaining questions focused on teachers’ perceptions of each of the nine 

orientations of TPL identified through the systematic literature review and what it means to be a 

professional. Again, the questions were designed to be non-invasive and user friendly. The 

research participants were assured that the significant factor was their experience and viewpoint, 

as opposed to any type of 'right' answer. The objective was to provide an environment that 

encouraged and protected the spontaneity of response. Teachers had the opportunity to talk about 

areas of TPL which they felt were significant to them. The prompts created were governed by an 

overarching research question in order to produce interview material for analysis. Interventions 

from the researcher took place where necessary, encouraging further depth to the teachers’ 

responses. Each of the teachers was asked the same questions and this led to them covering 

approximately the same themes. This approach permitted the experiences of one teacher to be 

contrasted with the experiences of the others. The interview schedule included questions relating 

to the following areas:  

 

o Teachers’ understanding of the term professional and their professional role  

o Teachers’ efforts at TPL  

o Teachers’ perceptions of TPL as inquiry-oriented  

o Teachers’ perceptions of TPL as evidence-based  

o Teachers’ experiences of collaboration and peer observation 

o Teachers’ perceptions of TPL as accountable  

o Teachers’ perceptions of theory informing practice 

o Teachers’ perceptions of TPL as reflective 

o Teachers’ perceptions of supports that are available to engage in TPL  

o Teachers’ feelings of empowerment as a result of engagement in TPL 

 

Once the interview recordings, both face to face and telephone, were transcribed, they were 

deleted from the audio database on my PC. The interviews were transcribed verbatim (Appendix 

G) and as with all transcriptions there is a potential for data loss and misrepresentation. 

Transcription is derived from the social interaction of an interview and loses that record of 

interaction in becoming a record of data (Bryman: 2012). The dangers of moving from the 
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spoken context of an interview to the typed transcript include superficial coding and 

decontextualisation (Gibbs: 2007). To minimize these potential risks, I listened back to the 

audio-recordings as I transcribed. However, the analysis of an interview is always open to the 

interpretation of the researcher and hence there is no single correct way to transcribe.  

 

4.9 Data analysis  
This section and subsections comprehensively details how the data was managed, coded, 

analysed and presented as findings. Data analysis starts in the field, with the first data being 

collected, and to some extent even before, because previous texts, research studies and policy 

documents were analysed. This analysis influences and shapes the researcher’s interpretation of 

the data being collected. The quantitative data was analysed through SPSS where both 

descriptive and inferential statistical data was gathered to determine teachers’ perceptions of 

TPL. The qualitative data from interviews was analysed through thematic content analysis. If 

qualitative data is to be meaningful, it needs to be interpreted through analysis in order to 

recognize the ways the participants frame their interpretations. In this type of data analysis, 

interpretation and analysis are fused and concurrent (Creswell: 2014). The process of 

interpretation is complex, lengthy, and the phased analysis used in this study is now outlined. 

 

4.9.1 Analysing the quantitative data 

Firstly, the quantitative data was exported from Survey Monkey into a Microsoft Excel 

spreadsheet in order to clean the data before importing the data into SPSS. The responses were 

then categorized numerically and coded in a coding-book. The data was then exported to SPSS 

for management, coding and analysis. Descriptive and inferential statistics were generated from 

the quantitative data to describe, attempt to understand, and make inferences about the 

orientation of TPL in the population sampled. There were red herring and negatively worded 

questions included in the design of the questionnaire to help prevent response bias (Pallant: 

2013). The red herring questions associated with one construct, for example evidence based, 

were placed under a different construct, for example, empowerment, to identify those who were 

fully engaged in the questionnaire. Red herring questions were separated from the main data-set 

and reverse coding was applied to relevant questions to orient categories in one direction to 
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enable meaningful analysis. The data was checked to ensure that the column headings were 

appropriate and non-responses were coded. After all the data was cleaned, the Microsoft Excel 

spreadsheet was imported into SPSS.  

 

Reliability of the scale 

The importance of scale reliability cannot be over-emphasized when conducting quantitative 

analysis. There are a number of different aspects to reliability. One of the main concerns is the 

scale’s internal consistency i.e. are the questions within each orientation measuring the same 

underlying construct. One of the most commonly used indicators of internal consistency is the 

Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. Ideally, the Cronbach alpha coefficient of a scale should be above 

.7. Cronbach alpha values are quite sensitive to the number of items in a scale. With short scales 

(e.g. scales with fewer than ten items), it is common to find a quite low Cronbach’s alpha values 

(e.g. .5). In the case of a quite low Cronbach’s alpha due to a low number of items, the mean 

inter-item correlation is deemed a more appropriate statistic to report the measure of internal 

consistency (Briggs and Cheek: 1986). The recommended optimal range for the inter-item 

correlation is .2 to .4. (Pallant: 2013). All orientations were internally consistent with the 

exception of the Evidence-Based (EvBas) orientation. The low Cronbach’s alpha (.25) and mean 

interterm correlation value (.081) indicates that the evidence-based orientation was internally 

inconsistent. Omitting the following question “The knowledge base of teaching is predominantly 

research-based and theoretical rather than classroom-based and practical” from analysis and 

rerunning the analysis restored the construct’s internal consistency of the Evidence-Based 

(EvBas) orientation (mean inter-tem correlation value (.299)). 

 

Exploring relationships between orientations 

Relationships between different variables (for example, InqOr) were explored using cross-

tabulation of variables. To determine statistical significance between variables the Chi-square 

test is normally used. The Chi-square test is also called a "test of independence" statistic, because 

it measures how well the observed distribution of data fits with the distribution which would be 

expected when the variables are independent. The Chi-square test is intended to test how likely it 

is that an observed distribution is due to chance. The data does not meet the assumption of 

“minimum expected cell value”. This in effect invalidates the use of the chi-square statistic. An 
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alternative is the use of exact tests. Exact Tests provides two additional methods for calculating 

significance levels for the statistics available through the crosstabs and non-parametric tests 

procedures. These methods, the exact and Monte Carlo methods, provide a means for obtaining 

accurate results when your data fail to meet any of the underlying assumptions necessary for 

reliable results using the Chi-Square test. The Fisher-Freeman-Halton statistic was used which is 

analogous to the Chi-square test for m x n contingency tables. It is shown as the “Fisher’s exact 

test” in the output but is in fact Fisher-Freeman-Halton statistic. 

 

4.9.2 Analysing the qualitative data  

This study uses Thematic Content Analysis (TCA) to analyse the qualitative data. TCA is a 

method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data. Braun and Clark 

(2006) describe a theme as capturing ‘something important about the data in relation to the 

research question, and represents some level of patterned response or meaning within the data 

set’ (10). It minimally organizes and describes the data set in rich detail and interprets various 

aspects of the research topic (Clark and Braun: 2006). The thematic analysis employed in this 

study seeks to reflect reality and unpick the surface of reality. This means attaching significance 

to what is found, offering explanations, drawing conclusions, making inferences and attaching 

meanings. The emphasis is on illumination, understanding and extrapolation rather than causal 

determination, prediction and generalisation (Creswell: 2014).  

 

In accordance with the researcher’s previous epistemological and ontological position, the 

analysis is less of a completely accurate representation, but more of a reflexive, reactive 

interaction between the researcher and the decontextualised data that are already interpretations 

of a social encounter (Cohen, Manion, et al.: 2011). These reflexive interactions include what 

counts as a theme in data analysis, whether the researcher is seeking a rich description of a data 

set or a detailed account of one particular aspect of the data across the whole or majority of the 

data. Braun and Clark (2006) contend that before analysis begins one must reflect on whether an 

inductive approach to analysis or a theoretical thematic analysis is going to be used. The themes 

were chosen in this study in terms of whether they captured something important in relation to 

the overall research questions. A rich thematic description of the data was hoped for to enable 

the reader to get a sense of the dominant and important themes. It was also hoped that through 
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the identification, coding and analysis of the data ‘an accurate reflection of the content of the 

entire data set’ was presented to the reader (Braun and Clark: 2006: 11). Themes or patterns 

within the data can be identified in one of three primary ways the thematic analysis in an 

inductive or ‘bottom up’ approach, a theoretical or deductive or ‘top-down’ approach (Clarke 

and Braun: 2013) or ‘abductive reasoning’ which values both inductive and deductive 

approaches (Wheeldon: 2010).  

 

This study uses abductive reasoning (see Fig 4.1) which can be understood as a process that 

values both deductive and inductive approaches but relies principally on the expertise, 

experience, and intuition of the researcher (Wheeldon: 2010). Abductive reasoning encourages 

testing intuitions theoretically and empirically through the intersubjectivity of researchers and 

their understanding based on shared meaning. Based on the best information at hand, tentative 

explanations and hypotheses emerge through the research process and can be developed and/or 

tested using methods that are either quantitative, qualitative, or a mix of both. By relying on 

abductive reasoning, mixed-methods research offers an important new way to conceive research 

and can produce more robust measures of association while allowing that multiple paths to 

meaning exist (Wheeldon: 2010). A six phase TCA process devised by Clarke and Braun’s 

(2013) was used. The model is non – linear and the process of coding was recursive. The six 

phases of TCA that was used to analyse the qualitative data are now briefly outlined. 

 

 
Figure 4.1: Process of abductive reasoning (Wheedon: 2010: 117) 
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Phase 1 – Reading and familiarisation with the text 

The first phase involved becoming familiar with the content. To this end, the data was read and 

re-read by the researcher after transcription. Any initial observations were noted and cross-

referenced with notes that were taken during the face-to-face and telephone interviews. NVivo 

was used to auto code i.e. group responses together to each of the 14 interview questions. A node 

was created for each question in the interview and the responses were coded at each node. 

 

Phase 2 – Generating initial codes  

Phase two of the data analysis involved open coding. The first cycle of open coding involved the 

selection of words, phrases, and patterns of behaviour which stood out in the data. The process 

opened up the text exposing the thoughts, ideas, and meanings contained within (Silverman: 

2013). The codes that were generated at this phase were descriptive labels of the text derived 

from the engagement with and reading of the text. As far as possible any analysis was avoided. 

As a beginning researcher, the decision was made to code all responses to all 14 interview 

questions. The initial coding resulted in 76 open codes (Table 4.6). In subsequent coding cycles, 

the 76 initial open codes were refined, relabelled, subsumed by other codes, or dropped all 

together. This resulted in 45 codes (Table 4.7). Abbott (2004) likens these cycles of coding to the 

process of decorating a room: ‘you try it, step back, move few things, step back again, try a 

serious reorganization, and so on’ (215). In this study the approach used to initially organise the 

data was under the 14 questions which focused on the nine key orientations of TPL which 

emerged from the literature. These themes were also explored quantitatively through the online 

questionnaire. 
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Table 4.6 Phase one initial open codes 

Open code Sources References 

Accountability 8 25 

Accountable 12 21 

Altruism 9 10 

Autonomy 1 3 

Availability of TPL 3 5 

Awareness 4 5 

Behaviour 1 1 

Career stage 11 19 

Change 5 7 

Collaboration 14 60 

Commitment 1 1 

Communication 7 12 

Confidence 3 5 

Confidentiality 1 1 

Croke Park hours 1 1 

Culture 7 15 

Departmental inspections 1 1 

Deprofessionalisation 0 0 

Discourse 8 12 

EBSCO resources 10 12 

Empowerment 10 19 

Exams and results 6 10 

Feedback 6 12 

Frustration 1 1 

Guilt 2 2 

Holistic TPL 1 1 

Humanist 5 17 

Information overload 3 3 
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Inquiry-oriented 11 19 

Interest 4 5 

Isolation 7 13 

Local issues 1 1 

Mandatory TPL 11 31 

Mentoring 4 9 

Models of TPL 1 3 

Motivation 3 3 

Participation in TPL 12 61 

Peer observation 10 30 

Perception 1 4 

Personal fulfilment 3 3 

Political influence 4 29 

Pressures 1 5 

Professional role 10 43 

Reflection 11 33 

Relationships 3 4 

Research 11 20 

Resistance and fear 3 11 

School leadership 1 1 

School management 3 4 

School principal 7 21 

School relations 1 3 

School-based learning 2 2 

Space 2 3 

Strengths and limitations 13 49 

Strong views 1 1 

Student voice 1 3 

Support by experts 5 10 
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Supported through 5 9 

Supported to engage 8 13 

Sustainability 1 1 

Teacher personalities 1 12 

Teacher voice 2 3 

Teaching Council 7 23 

Technology 3 15 

Theoretical basis 8 18 

Theory-practice oriented 12 35 

Time 9 25 

Understanding of reflection 1 3 

Understanding of term professional 14 67 

Untapped resources 3 3 

Up-skilling 3 11 

Usefulness 1 1 

Values 1 6 

Whole-school planning 0 0 

Work-life balance 1 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

118 

 

Table 4.7 Phase two codes   

              Focus of interview questions Sources References 

1. Professionalism/Professional role 14 67 

Understanding of term professional 13 49 

Strengths and limitations as a teacher 10 46 

Humanistic relationships holistic 8 22 

              Being engaged in TPL 5 16 

              Individual differences 3 14 

              Values of awareness and honesty 5 11 

Altruism 9 10 

2. Empowerment   

Educational discourse 9 24 

Engagement with theory literature 10 19 

Voice 3 16 

3. TPL experiences and preferences   

Engagement in TPL 14 71 

Mandated TPL 11 31 

School principal’s role 9 27 

Career stage 11 19 

Influence of technology 3 15 

Influence of culture 7 15 

Feeling of isolation 7 13 

Motivation 8 11 

Pressures 4 10 

Models of TPL 5 8 

Autonomy and confidence as outcome 4 8 

4. Accountable   

Measurement 13 48 

Political influence 4 29 

Lack of time 9 27 

Negative impact of Teaching Council 7 23 

Resistance fear guilt 7 18 

Exams and results 6 10 

Change 5 7 

5. Supported for   
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School level support context specific 8 13 

Expert support outside the school 5 10 

Lack of system support 5 9 

6. Supported by   

              Left to own devices 8 13 

              School level support context specific 5 10 

              Lack of support at system level 5 9 

              Mentoring 4 9 

7. Reflection   

Experiences of reflection 11 33 

Lack of understanding 1 3 

8. Evidence – based / Inquiry-oriented   

              Openness to research 11 20 

              Subject specific 11 19 

              Lack of awareness of EBSCO resource 10 12 

9. Theoretical   

              Theory-practice oriented 12 35 

              Theoretical-basis 8 18 

10. Collaboration   

              Collaborative culture 14 60 

              Peer-observation 10 30 

              Lack of feedback 6 12 

 

Phase 3 Organising categories and themes 

The next phase sought to ‘re-focus the analysis at the broader level of themes, rather than codes, 

involving sorting the different codes into potential themes and collating all the relevant coded 

data extracts with identified themes’ (Braun and Clark: 2006: 19). The process involved two 

levels of reviewing and refining of themes where the coded data extracts and the chosen themes 

are initially re-examined, re-organised and collapsed into 13 themes (Table 4.8). In this way, 

meaning was ascribed to the codes that were gathered from the initial open coding. This 

produced themes which pulled the data together into smaller and more meaningful pieces of 

information. As the themes were being refined, it was decided to reorganise the interview 

questions into four categories: Teachers’ perceptions of their personal and professional role, TPL 

experiences, TPL orientation and  
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Table 4.8 Phase three codes    

              Categories Theme Sources References 

1. Teachers’ perceptions of their personal and 

professional role 

 14 67 

Understanding of term professional Professional value 13 49 

Strengths and limitations as a teacher Professional value 10 46 

Humanistic relationships holistic Professional value 8 22 

              Being engaged in TPL Engagement in TPL 5 16 

              Individual differences Humanistic 3 14 

              Values of awareness and honesty Humanistic 5 11 

Altruism Humanistic 9 10 

Educational discourse Theoretical 9 24 

Engagement with theory literature Theoretical 10 19 

Voice Voice 3 16 

2. TPL experiences     

Engagement in TPL Engagement in TPL 14 71 

Mandated TPL Accountability 11 31 

School principal’s role Support 9 27 

Career stage Support 11 19 

Influence of technology Technology 3 15 

Influence of culture Culture 7 15 

Feeling of isolation Support 7 13 

Motivation Motivation 8 11 

Pressures Pressures 4 10 

Models of TPL Engagement in TPL 5 8 

Autonomy and confidence as outcome Engagement in TPL 4 8 

3. TPL Orientation    

Measurement Accountability 13 48 

Political influence Accountability 4 29 

Lack of time Accountability 9 27 

Negative impact of Teaching Council Resistance 7 23 

Resistance fear guilt Resistance  7 18 

Exams and results Accountability 6 10 

Change Change 5 7 

School level support context specific Support 8 13 
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Teachers working and learning together. There was an overlap identified in the description of 

themes and the coding of relevant data to similar themes and nodes.  Nine themes were identified 

to merge similar nodes and unify the resultant themes more strongly (Table 4.8). Nodes or data 

sets were re-assigned to themes more appropriate and relevant to their description.  

 

Phase 4 – Reviewing, recoding and defining themes 

In the fourth phase of data analysis, the nine themes were reviewed and checked to ensure that 

the themes worked in relation to both the coded extracts and the full data-set (Clarke and Braun: 

2013). This stage involved reflecting on the nine themes that were identified in phase three and 

deciding if they were reflective of the data as a whole. Braun and Clark (2006) recognise that ‘re-

coding from the data set is to be expected as coding is an ongoing organic process’ (21).  

 

 

 

 

Expert support outside the school Theoretical 5 10 

Lack of system support Support 5 9 

              Left to own devices Support 8 13 

              School level support context specific Support 5 10 

              Lack of support at system level Support 5 9 

              Mentoring Engagement in TPL 4 9 

Experiences of reflection Engagement in TPL 11 33 

Lack of understanding  1 3 

              Openness to research Theoretical 11 20 

              Subject specific Support 11 19 

              Lack of awareness of EBSCO resource Engagement in TPL 10 12 

              Theory-practice oriented Theoretical 12 35 

              Theoretical-basis Theoretical 8 18 

4. Teachers working and learning together    

              Collaborative culture Culture 14 60 

              Peer-observation Engagement in TPL 10 30 

              Lack of feedback Engagement in TPL 6 12 
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Table 4.9 Phase four codes 

Theme  Sub-theme Sources References 

1. Professional value    
 Understanding of the term professional 14 67 

 Strengths and limitations 13 49 

 Being a professional 10 46 

 Values of awareness and honesty 5 11 

 Altruism 9 10 

2. Orientation of TPL    

 Collaborative culture 14 60 

 Experiences of reflection 11 33 

 Peer-observation 10 30 

 Engagement in TPL 5 16 

 Individual differences 3 14 

 Lack of feedback 6 12 

 Mentoring 4 9 

3. Humanistic Humanistic relationships holistic 8 22 

4. Theoretical    

 Theory-practice oriented 12 35 

 Educational discourse 9 24 

 Openness to research 11 20 

 Engagement with theory literature 10 19 

 Theoretical basis 8 18 

 Expert support outside the school 5 10 

5. Voice Voice 3 6 

6. Support    

 Subject specific 11 19 

 Left to own devices 8 13 

 School level support context specific 13 23 

 Lack of support at system level 5 9 

 Lack of understanding of reflection 1 3 

7. Accountability    

 Measurement 13 48 

 Political influence 4 29 

 Lack of time 9 27 
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 Exams and results 6 10 

 8. Resistance    

 Negative impact of Teaching Council 7 23 

 Fear resistance guilt 7 18 

 Lack of awareness of Teaching Council 

EBSCO 

10 12 

9. Change Change 5 7 

 

 
Table 4.10 Phase five codes 

Theme  Sub-theme Sources References 

Professional value 

 

 

Humanistic 

   
Understanding of the term professional 14 67 

Strengths and limitations 13 49 

Being a professional 10 46 

Values of awareness and honesty 5 11 

Altruism 9 10 

Humanistic relationships holistic 8 22 

Orientation of TPL 

 

Accountability 

 

 

 

 

 

Support 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Voice 

   

Collaborative culture 14 60 

Experiences of reflection 11 33 

Peer-observation 10 30 

Engagement in TPL 5 16 

Individual differences 3 14 

Lack of feedback 6 12 

Mentoring 4 9 

Measurement 13 48 

Political influence 4 29 

Lack of time 9 27 

Exams and results 6 10 

Subject specific 11 19 

Left to own devices 8 13 

School level support context specific 13 23 

Lack of support at system level 5 9 

Lack of understanding of TPL 1 3 



 

124 

 

Voice 3 6 

Theoretical 

 

 

 

 

Resistance 

 

 

 

 

Change 

   

Theory-practice oriented 12 35 

Educational discourse 9 24 

Openness to research 11 20 

Engagement with theory literature 10 19 

Theoretical basis 8 18 

Expert support outside the school 5 10 

Negative impact of Teaching Council 7 23 

Fear resistance guilt 7 18 

Lack of awareness of Teaching Council 

EBSCO 

10 12 

Change 5 7 

 

Phase 5 Organising themes 

In the fifth phase of analysis the data, which had been coded four times, was organised into 

newly named thematic subsets. At the end of this phase you should have a fairly good idea of 

what your different themes are, how they fit together, and the overall story they tell about the 

data (Braun and Clark: 2006: 21). This involved writing a detailed analysis of each theme and 

identifying the essence of each theme. Writing-up weaves together the analytical narrative and 

data extracts to tell the reader a coherent and persuasive story about the data and contextualizing 

it in relation to existing literature (Clarke and Braun: 2013). Once this was decided upon, the 

titles of the themes were reorganized to be more informative to the reader and easily understood 

(Table 4.10). The themes are discussed in depth in Chapter 6. 
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Table 4.11: Interview questions, categories, sub-themes and final themes 
Focus of interview questions Categories Sub-themes Final themes 
Teachers’ understanding of the 
term professional 
Teachers’ understanding of 
their professional role 
Why teachers wanted to 
participate in the study 
Teachers’ perceptions of TPL 
leading to empowerment 

Teachers’ 
perceptions of 
their personal and 
professional role 

Professional  
 
Value 
 
 
 
Humanistic 
 

 
 
 
 
Managerial 
technocratic  
orientation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Professional value 
of care  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Engagement in 
scholarship 

Teachers efforts towards TPL 
Teachers’ perceptions of TPL 
as accountable 
Teachers’ perceptions of TPL 
as being supported by and for  
Teachers’ TPL preferences 

TPL experiences Orientation of TPL 
 
Accountability 
 
Support 
 
Voice 
 

Teachers’ perceptions of TPL 
as inquiry-oriented 
Teachers’ perceptions of TPL 
as evidence-based 
Teachers’ perceptions of TPL 
as reflective 
Teachers’ perceptions of TPL 
having a theoretical basis 
Teachers’ perceptions of the 
relationship between theory 
and practice in TPL 

TPL orientation  Theoretical 
 
 
 
 
 
Resistance 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Change 
 

Teachers’ perceptions of TPL 
as collaborative 
Teachers’ perceptions of peer 
feedback 

Teachers working 
and learning 
together 

 

 

4.10 Constant comparison and theory building  
As the coding proceeds through the phases of data analysis, concepts and connections between 

the concepts are developed. New data are compared with existing data and categories to ensure 

that categories achieve a better fit with the data. If there is a poor fit between data and categories, 

or between theory and data, then the categories and theories have to be modified until all the data 

is saturated. Saturation is reached when no new insights, properties, dimensions, relationships, 
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codes or categories are produced (Creswell: 2014). A core variable is identified which accounts 

for most of the data and around which most data are focused. This core variable integrates the 

greatest number of codes, categories or concepts. The repeated coding of data leads to denser 

concept-shaped relationships and thereby to the core of an emerging theory. The richness of the 

data is included in the theoretical formulation. Yet as theory development evolved data reduction 

occurred, so that a data set is represented by a manageable number of relevant categories. The 

final list of codes, the emergent categories and the themes are outlined in Table 4.5. 

  

4.11 The self-reflective journal   
According to Moon (2006) most adults reflect in an informal, or even unconscious way, and for 

those who do reflect, being reflective can represent a deeply seated orientation to their lives. 

Writing is seen as a vehicle for such reflection because it is the writing down of thoughts which 

clarify thought and enables creativity and connections to be made (Bolton: 2005). The process of 

writing inevitably leads to reformulation, added clarity and ideas for further analysis (Miles and 

Huberman: 1994). Writing reflectively can bring the personal into the professional which can 

increase empathy. This leads to a greater understanding of oneself and the research participants 

within the study. In this sense, writing can bridge the gap between the personal and professional 

self (Bolton: 2005).  Prior to the commencement and during this research study, I kept a journal 

of critical reflections. The notion of reflection and reflexivity are closely entwined and can be 

viewed as concepts on a continuum (Finlay and Gough: 2003). At one end is reflection which is 

viewed as ‘thinking about’ something after an event. Reflexivity stands at the other end and 

involves a continuing self-awareness. Critical reflection lies somewhere in between. 

When researchers are reflexive they are attentive to how their experiences, knowledge and social 

positions might impact each aspect and moment of the research process (Pillow: 2003). Being 

critically reflexive is important so that researchers are more aware of and thoughtful about the 

ethical dilemmas in the research process (Hastings: 2010).  With critical reflexivity we must 

strive to be aware of how power operates in the various aspects of conducting and writing 

research (Bettez: 2015). Keeping a self-reflective journal is a strategy that can facilitate 

reflexivity, whereby researchers use their journal to examine personal assumptions and goals and 

clarify individual belief systems and subjectivities (Russell and Kelly: 2002). Critically reflective 



 

127 

 

writing is not without a need for guidance and refinement (Morley: 2007). A researcher must 

find ‘a way to write that includes making visible the technologies of self and of researcher-selves 

that are engaged in analysis and writing: reveals the limits of the knowledge, particularly in the 

research act; and makes clear the political orientation driving the work’ (Fox and Allan: 

2014:102). I had to consciously adopt critical thinking skills and techniques particularly in the 

interpretation and analysis of data at both a granular and critical interpretative level. 

 

NVivo supported the analysis of qualitative data in terms of managing and organising the data, 

managing ideas, querying the data, graphically modelling the ideas and concepts that are being 

built from the data, and reporting from the data. For my study, the time and effort spent in 

learning NVivo was of great value. I attended a two-day workshop on NVivo prior to data 

collection which gave me an appreciation of what the program had to offer. But the real learning 

occurred as I progressed through the various stages, for example, when I was importing 

interviews, auto coding questions, creating case nodes, coding and writing memos. NVivo is 

designed for qualitative researchers who need deep levels of analysis for small or large volumes 

of data. I chose NVivo for pragmatic reasons: its license was available to me through the 

University’s library, ongoing training and support were available from an NVivo expert, and I 

could access the support remotely at any time. The facility to have an expert access my project 

remotely to view any problems or issues I had was of great benefit as the data analysis phase 

progressed. 

 

Having imported my interviews into NVivo 10, I began creating nodes. I read and re-read 

through the transcripts and coded the references to nodes, creating 404 codes in total. When 

writing in my journal at times, I felt both overwhelmed with the large number of codes and felt 

that I had somehow decreased the richness of the data to 404 nodes. A feature of qualitative 

analysis is the creation of nodes which become less frequent as you progress through the phases 

of data analysis because references begin to fit nodes that already exist. The number of 

references coded to each node varied from 67 for the theme ‘understanding of the term 

professional’ to 1 reference to themes such as ‘Sustainability’ and ‘Usefulness’. The nodes that 

had a small number of references were combined with other nodes; for example, I combined 

‘Values’ and ‘Better society’ with ‘Humanistic’. Of the original 404 nodes that I created, I coded 
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on to 45 nodes to create a hierarchical structure of parent and child nodes. I found the software 

worked well for coding the data and did not restrict my ability to create categories and sub-

categories. The hierarchical structure made it easier and more convenient for me to view and get 

a sense of my findings. I noted in reflections that this compared more favourably to my Masters 

research, where I used pen, paper and highlighters, and had a feeling that the data was ‘all over 

the place’. 

 

However, I was concerned that NVivo was mechanizing the qualitative analysis and thus 

compromising the exploratory, interpretative character of the research (Bazeley: 2007). At the 

same time, I had an obligation to be methodical in reporting sufficient details of data collection 

and the processes of data analysis to permit others to judge the quality of the research findings 

(Patton: 2002). I reconciled this concern through reflecting on the fact that I was deciding how 

and which data to code and ultimately I would draw conclusions from the data. NVivo was not 

designed for nor is capable of analysing the data for the researcher. It only provides the tools to 

assist in analysis. The software "cannot resolve essential dilemmas of inquiry, nor eliminate the 

important role of creativity” (Cousins and McIntosh: 2005: 597). Once I had completed this 

phase of coding, I wrote a summary for each node.  These summaries were in essence reflections 

on the themes that were emerging from the analysis. I determined if the summaries were 

sufficiently supported by the 16 cases and references. I revisited these interpretations throughout 

the phases of the data analysis. Bazeley and Richards (2000) contend that coding is a process of 

moving through the material but they also suggest staying with a process which moves back and 

forth between the coding, writing memos and journal entries.  This iterative process allowed me 

to see that there were fewer references from two research participants than others. When I 

discovered that there was this significant difference, I reviewed all the references under these 

research participants and the reflective summaries associated with the nodes. There are a number 

of reasons to explain this inconsistency in coding these research participants' responses. I coded 

3127 references to the 404 nodes. Each case node had research participants references sequenced 

alphabetically. I worked through each research participant’s transcript alphabetically. The last 

two research participants on the list had significantly less references than the other 14 research 

participants. Hence, by the time I got to these transcripts some of the themes had already 

emerged in the preceding transcripts. Also, one of these participants fell into the Group C 
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category of teachers who were less interested in TPL and the interview was significantly shorter 

in duration than the other interviews. Hence, there was less physical data to code from. The 

graphical modelling capabilities of NVivo identified inconsistencies and allowed me to 

investigate these early on in the data analysis rather than leaving it to a stage where data analysis 

is well advanced.  The exploration and subsequent explanation for the inconsistency advanced 

the robust interpretations of the research. 

 

The writing of the reflection journal made me aware of the tensions in trying to balance the 

mechanics of working through NVivo while remaining conscious of the value of all sources in 

my study. These included reconnecting with my research decisions, my interpretations and 

ultimately the control I had in drawing my own conclusions from the data analysis. Despite its 

strengths, the NVivo package is not a magic wand through which bad analysis or sloppy data 

could deliver great results (Marshall: 2002). Just like with manual research methods, the 

researcher remains the person in charge of interpreting the text and drawing conclusions (Gibbs: 

2007). My research journal allowed me to critically reflect on my perceptions of where I stood in 

relation to the research participants and also to reflect on how the research participants viewed 

me as a researcher (Hellawell: 2006).  I no longer worked as a second-level teacher. Did this 

affect how research participants viewed me? Did they think that I was out of touch with second-

level schools five years on? Was I removed from the classroom? Is this affecting how I am 

interpreting the data? This ability to stand back from the data through critical reflective writing 

provided another layer of data to the analytical process. Critical reflective writing acknowledges 

my own centrality in the research process and thus enhances the trustworthiness of the study 

(Guba and Lincoln: 1985). As another data source, reflective writing contributes to the 

legitimacy of the knowledge claims by the researcher (Hellawell: 2006). The use of reflective 

writing facilitated creativity, critical thinking and strategies for analysis and innovative 

discovery. 

 

4.12 Ensuring trustworthiness 
The data collection tools and process of data analysis employed in this study have been outlined. 

In this section, the measures taken to ensure the trustworthiness of the research are discussed. 
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Silverman (2013) contends that the trustworthiness of qualitative research is often questioned by 

positivists because the concepts of validity and reliability cannot be addressed in the same way in 

naturalistic work. Guba and Lincoln (1985) propose four criteria for judging the quality of 

qualitative research and offer these as an alternative to more traditional quantitatively-oriented 

criteria (Table 4.12). They feel that these criteria better reflect the underlying assumptions 

involved in much qualitative research. How each of these criteria was addressed in this study is 

discussed and then summarised in Table 4.13. 

 

Table 4.12 Criteria for judging quantitative and qualitative research 

Traditional Criteria for Judging 

Quantitative Research 

Alternative Criteria for Judging Qualitative 

Research 

internal validity credibility 

external validity transferability 

reliability dependability 

objectivity confirmability 

Guba and Lincoln (1985) 

 

4.12.1 Credibility / Internal validity  

In the literature there is much debate which focuses around validity and its application to an 

interpretative research approach. Depending on one’s philosophical perspectives, qualitative 

researchers reject the framework of validity that is commonly accepted in more quantitative 

research in the social sciences (Silverman: 2013). They reject the basic realist assumption that 

there is a reality external to our perception of it. Consequently, from this perspective it doesn't 

make sense to be concerned with the "truth" or "falsity" of an observation with respect to an 

external reality which is the primary concern of validity.  In quantitative data, validity might be 

improved through sampling, appropriate instrumentation and statistical treatments of the data. In 

qualitative research, the credibility criterion involves establishing that the results are credible or 

believable (Guba and Lincoln: 1985). According to Merriam (2009), credibility deals with the 

question, “How congruent are the findings with reality”? Ensuring credibility is one of the most 

important factors in establishing trustworthiness in research (Lincoln and Guba: 1985).  
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In this study, the research methods used are well recognised and appropriate for the phenomenon 

under study. Yin (2014) emphasises the importance of incorporating correct operational 

measures for the concepts being studied. This research study sought to determine the orientation 

of TPL in national teacher education policy (2001-2015) and elicit teachers’ perceptions of the 

orientation of TPL. This was the focus of questions in both the online questionnaire and 

interviews. A mixed methods approach was deemed appropriate to elucidate teachers’ 

perspectives, to identify the reasoning behind the perspectives, and to integrate the data together 

to provide the broadest possible understanding. Guba and Lincoln (1985) recommend prolonged 

engagement between the researcher and the research participants in order to establish a 

relationship of trust. There was no prior relationship with the research participants prior to this 

research study. However, I am a teacher and mentor and was thoroughly engaged with the 

teacher education policy and the literature in the area of TPL. This gave me a perspective of 

where the teachers may be coming from prior to conducting the data collection and analysis 

phases.  

 

In qualitative research, the intent is not to generalize to a population, but to develop an in-depth 

exploration of a central phenomenon, which is best achieved by using purposeful sampling 

strategies (Creswell: 2014). A random sampling strategy would be inappropriate for the 

exploration of TPL in this study because the purpose was not to generate a representative sample 

and then generalize the results to other contexts. The purpose was to learn from the teachers who 

are 'information rich' and can best help to understand TPL. This excluded certain teachers such 

as student teachers. But it was felt that student teachers perceptions and perspectives of TPL 

would be best explored in a different research study. Therefore, the purposive sample was drawn 

from teachers who were registered with the Teaching Council of Ireland. It was felt these 

teachers would have experience of TPL and therefore would be knowledgeable. The Teaching 

Council tweeted a link to its Twitter followers where they could complete the online 

questionnaire if they so wished. The nature of the sample therefore excluded teachers who did 

not have a Twitter account. All participants self-selected to participate in both the online 

questionnaire and volunteered to be interviewed. The research participants were told that there 

were no right answers to the questions that would be asked in both the online questionnaire and 

interviews. It was made clear to the participants that they could withdraw from the study at any 
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time. In this study, tactics were employed to reduce response bias and measure the validity of the 

constructs under each orientation. For example, red herring and negatively worded questions 

were designed into the online questionnaire. One of the best ways of overcoming the limitations 

of a perspective is to engage with a critical friend, a concept open to different interpretations, but 

essentially someone who will provide the outside or ‘objective’ perspective so necessary to 

provide for a balanced approach to interpretation (MacBeath: 1999).Throughout the research 

project, the project was open to scrutiny by my supervisor and critical friends both within and 

outside the field of education. Both the questionnaire and interview schedule in this study was 

piloted with a group of teachers ‘similar to the intended interview sample’ (Bowden: 2005:19). 

These fresh multiple perspectives challenged my assumptions, leading to refinement and 

ultimately leading to a greater explanation of the research design and the strengthening of my 

arguments in light of the comments made. 

 

As discussed earlier, I wrote a reflective journal prior to and during the study. This played a key 

role in the progressive subjectivity, or the monitoring of the researcher’s own developing 

constructions, which is critical in establishing credibility (Guba and Lincoln: 1985). According 

to Patton (2002), trust in the researcher is of equal importance to the adequacy of the procedures 

used in the research itself. In this study, I clearly outlined my position in relation to the research 

and TPL. I included any personal and professional information that I felt was relevant to TPL 

from the outset. The use of member checks is considered the single most important provision that 

can be made to bolster a study’s credibility (Guba and Lincoln: 1985). To this end, research 

participants verified the accuracy of the transcribed interviews. The axial coding process 

conducted on the systematic literature review findings (Strauss and Corbin: 1998) was validated 

by two critical friends, one colleague within the field of education, while the other was outside 

the field of education. The emerging codes, categories and themes were discussed extensively 

with my supervisor to consider what the information may represent in terms of its possible 

contextual meanings. At the reporting level, I defined the emergent categories and themes (Table 

4.11) from the data analysis and illustrated these with exemplar quotations from research 

participants. This enables the reader to assess how far the defined categories and themes embrace 

the actual situations.  
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Silverman (2013) considers that the ability of the researcher to relate his or her findings to an 

existing body of knowledge is a key criterion for evaluating works of qualitative inquiry. In this 

respect, reports of previous studies in the same or similar settings which addressed comparable 

issues in TPL were provided. For example, the managerial and technical-rational discourse of 

teacher professionalism has been well-documented in Ireland by Lynch (2012) and Sugrue 

(2011). One of the key findings supports that of Sexton (2007) who found that teachers strongly 

identify with care and altruism. However, the study differs from other studies in the area in that 

the teachers in this study are displaying an appetite for TPL and an engagement in scholarship. 

This is inconsistent in light of other studies of TPL in Ireland which provide evidence of the 

atheoretical stance that Irish teachers tend to adopt (Glesson: 2010). This may be explained by 

the apparent atypical nature of the sample which had significantly higher numbers of teachers 

who held Master’s degrees (52%). As of July 2015, the Teaching Council’s registered teachers’ 

database report that 6.64% of registered teachers hold a Master’s degree, while .44% of 

registered teachers hold a doctorate degree. However, the Teaching Council states that these 

percentages may not be an accurate representation of the actual numbers. The numbers are 

reflective of teachers who declared these qualifications and deemed them relevant for 

registration. This does not include all qualifications at level 9 and 10 because many teachers 

declare the minimum qualifications only required for registration. In many instances, teachers do 

not update qualifications received post-registration. While this study offers results that are not 

entirely consistent with other studies of teacher engagement in TPL, this does not necessarily 

imply that one or more is untrustworthy. What is important is that an appreciation can be gained 

of the reasons behind the variations. In this study, the high number of teachers holding a 

Master’s degree maybe explained by the fact that it is teachers who have already extensive 

research experience of continuing education and learning programs, and who already displayed 

an appetite for learning who were most motivated to partake in the research. In order to assess 

the extent to which this finding may be true of other teachers, similar studies employing the same 

methods but conducted with different teachers may be of value. 

 

4.12.2 Transferability / external validity 

External validity is concerned with the extent to which the findings of one study can be applied 

to other situations (Merriam: 2009). In quantitative research, the concern lies in demonstrating 
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that the results of the work can be applied to a wider population. The findings of qualitative work 

are specific to the participants and therefore it is impossible to demonstrate that the findings and 

conclusions are applicable to other situations and populations. In fact, to aim to generalize the 

findings may belittle the contextual factors of the research (Gomm et al: 2000). However, 

Denscombe (2007) argues that although each case may be unique, it is also an example within a 

broader group and, as a result, the prospect of transferability should not be immediately rejected. 

Guba and Lincoln (1985) argue that transferability is primarily the responsibility of the one 

doing the generalising. It is the responsibility of the researcher to ensure the contextual 

information is provided to enable the reader to make a transfer. In this study, the boundaries of 

the study were clearly outlined. The justification and selection of the data collection tools as well 

as the timeline and duration of the data collection phases are discussed in detail. The duration 

and nature of the interviews are explored. The number of research participants and relevant 

biographical information about the participants is provided (Table 4.4). Other contextual factors 

such as the type of school in which the research participant taught was discussed and my 

perception of the teachers’ level of interest and engagement with TPL was presented (Table 4.5). 

The person who wishes to "transfer" the results to a different context is responsible for making 

the judgment of how sensible the transfer is (Guba and Lincoln: 1985). 

 

4.12.3 Dependability 

Joppe (2000) defines reliability as the extent to which results are consistent over time, are an 

accurate representation of the total population under study, and could be reproduced with the 

same methodology and the same participants. The traditional quantitative view of reliability is 

based on the assumption of replicability or repeatability. It is concerned with whether we would 

obtain the same results if we could observe the same thing twice (Patton: 2002). Reliability is 

dependent on the resolution of both external and internal design problems (Lecompte and Goetz: 

1982). External reliability addresses the issue of whether independent researchers would discover 

the same phenomena or generate the same constructs in the same or similar settings. Internal 

reliability refers to the degree to which other researchers, given a set of previously generated 

constructs would match them with data in the same way as did the original researcher.  
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The criteria of reliability in qualitative methodologies differ from those in quantitative 

methodologies (Silverman: 2013). Reliability can be regarded as a fit between what a researcher 

records as data and what actually occurs in the natural setting that is being researched (Creswell: 

2014). The changing nature of the phenomenon under study by qualitative researchers renders 

replicability or repeatability as problematic (Marshall and Rossman: 2016). Bryman (2012) 

argues that maintaining reliability in qualitative research is not to strive for uniformity because 

two researchers may come up with very different findings, but both sets of findings may be 

reliable. The idea of dependability, on the other hand, emphasizes the need for the researcher to 

account for the ever-changing context within which research occurs. The researcher is 

responsible for describing the changes that occur in the setting and how these changes affected 

the way the researcher approached the study. In this study, the research design including the 

adoption and subsequent adaption of Michael Fielding’s (2007) theoretical framework was 

detailed in light of my own epistemological and ontological beliefs. Dependability is further 

demonstrated by triangulation through the use of multiple data collection tools. The operational 

detail of the data gathering was discussed. The data source types, for example, national teacher 

education policy documents, the online questionnaire responses and interviews are reported in 

detail. These methodological descriptions enable another researcher to repeat the work, if not 

necessarily find the same results. Lincoln and Guba (1985) stress the close relationship between 

credibility and dependability arguing that a demonstration of credibility goes some way to 

ensuring dependability.  

 

4.12.4 Confirmability 

The concept of confirmability is the qualitative researcher’s comparable concern to objectivity 

(Patton: 2002). As a qualitative researcher, I recognise the difficulty of ensuing real objectivity. 

For example, the design of questionnaires and interview schedules are designed by me and so 

biases are inevitable. To help reduce this inherent bias, I took steps throughout the study to 

ensure the study’s findings are the results of the perceptions and perspectives of the research 

participants, rather than my own perspectives and preferences as a researcher. The role of 

triangulation was critical in promoting confirmability and the reduction of researcher bias. 

Triangulation is the verification of information with the use of more than one method of data 

collection within a single study (Thomas: 2010). So complex is the teacher-learning process that 
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a single method approach yields only limited and sometimes misleading data making 

triangulation imperative (Silverman: 2013). A mixed-method approach (triangulation) to 

educational research attempts to map out or explain more fully the richness and complexity of 

human behaviour by studying it from more than one stand point (Creswell: 2014). When 

research is brought into an educational setting it becomes all the more imperative to triangulate 

data.  

 

In this study, the critical policy analysis (2001-2015), the use of an online questionnaire, semi-

structured interviews, and the writing of a reflective journal provide an element of triangulation 

which enhances the trustworthiness of the data collected. By triangulating the data gathered, it is 

hoped that a more comprehensive picture of TPL is gained. Also, the presentation of in-depth 

methodological description allows the integrity of the research results to be scrutinised. The 

phases of data analysis are discussed and the output from the stages of analysis is provided, 

thereby, providing an audit trail. A key criterion for confirmability is the extent to which the 

researcher admits his or her own predispositions (Miles and Huberman: 1994).To this end; I 

outlined how my beliefs underpin the methodological decisions that were adopted. For example, 

the adoption of Fielding’s theoretical framework is in line with my own philosophical position. 

Through critical reflexivity and its clarification through the process of reflective writing, I feel 

that I significantly bracketed myself out from the study in order to interpret and report the 

findings as objectively as is humanly possible. 

 

4.13 Ethical considerations  
Every effort was made to conform to ethical guidelines such as those of BERA (2004). 

Permission for the study was sought from the ethics committee of the University of Limerick 

(Ref: 2014_06_16). The BERA (2011) guidelines are an important reference for engaging in 

education research (Taber: 2007). The guidelines most relevant to this study are those pertaining 

to the researcher’s responsibility to both participants and the educational research community. 

The purpose of ethical guidelines is to ensure research participants enter research projects 

voluntarily, understanding the nature of the study and the dangers and obligations that are 

involved (Boghan and Birklen: 2006). Research participants should not be exposed to risks that 
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are greater than the gains they might derive. In qualitative studies, research is based on a certain 

relationship between the researcher and the subject, one where the subject is free to regulate the 

information provided (Bogdan and Biklen: 2006). It is accepted that participants should be fully 

informed of the research, information should be provided on how the data will be used, consent 

sought, identities protected and that research findings are reported faithfully (Bogdan and Biklen: 

2006). 
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Table 4.13 Summary of validity checks 

 Validity check Explanation Literature 
1 Critical reflexivity Attendance to the choices made, perspectives, attitudes and beliefs that 

shaped the research study design and how sense was made of the data.  
Engagement in critical reflection through a reflective journal to unearth 
hidden assumptions underlying practice. 
 

Creswell(2014) 
Bolton (2005) 
Brookfield (2005) 

2 Critical friend Engagement with a critical friend to provide an outside perspective. 
 

MacBeath (1999) 

3 Inter-rater reliability Use of inter-rater reliability with two critical friends to identify the 
characteristics of TPL. 
 

Silverman (2013) 

4 Nvivo Use of Nvivo 10 to organize and analyse the data. 
 

Gibbs (2007) 

5 SPSS  Use of SPSS 21 to generate both descriptive and inferential statistics. Pallant (2013) 
Briggs and Check (1986) 

6 Pilot Use of a pilot study with a group of teachers ‘similar to the intended 
interview sample. 
 

Bowden (2005) 

7 Thematic content analysis Use of thematic content analysis to analyse qualitative data from interviews. 
 

Clark and Braun (2013) 

8 Theoretical framework Use of a theoretical framework by the philosopher Michael Fielding (2007) 
was adapted to analyze and understand TPL. This framework was also 
supplemented by theoretical underpinnings of Bernstein (2000), Biesta 
(2009) and Ball (2010).  
 

Fielding (2007) 
Biesta (2009) 
Bernstein (2000) 
Ball (2010) 

9 Multiple perspectives Use of three analytical tools: critical teacher education policy analysis (2001-
2015), systematic review of national and international literature (2000-
May’2015), and teachers’ contextual understandings and perspectives. 
 

Creswell (2014) 
Bryman (2012) 
 

10 Multiple methodologies Use of a mixed methods concurrent research design. Creswell(2014) 
Bryman (2012) 
Silverman (2013) 
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Meaningful consent can only be given if participants are well informed. Taber (2007) advocates 

the researcher must clearly explain why they are doing the study and what they expect of the 

participants. To protect participants and ensure quality of the research measures must be taken in 

advance to guard against physical or psychological harm which may occur, or harm which may 

occur due to breaches in confidentiality (Denscombe: 2008). In the context of educational 

research physical harm is unlikely to occur. There may be issues around the possible effect of 

intrusive questions on participants. To safeguard against this participants should be made aware 

that they can control the amount and type of information they choose to divulge. The researcher 

should at all times strive to be honest and protect the integrity of their work. The researcher must 

ensure to produce a faithful representation of their findings, by providing fair and unbiased 

analysis of findings (Denscombe: 2008). Taber (2007) elaborates suggesting that the onus rests 

with the researcher to provide details of the methodology and context of the study. This allows 

the reader to judge its quality and relevance to guard against electing to report only the findings, 

or discuss only the literature that supports a certain hypothesis or a favoured outcome, and to 

acknowledge limitations where they exist. Every effort should be made to use the data only as 

originally intended, ensure its accuracy, secure it in a safe place for the period it is to be retained 

and no longer, restrict access to it and preserve the anonymity of the participants 

(Denscombe:2008). All of the above guidelines have been adhered to in this study. 

 

Minimizing risks to participants 

As a researcher you have a responsibility towards the research participants, the research 

community and the research itself. The British Educational Research Association states 

“Educational researchers should operate within an ethic of respect for any persons involved 

directly or indirectly in the research they are undertaking, regardless of age, sex, race, religion, 

political beliefs and lifestyle or any other significant difference between such persons and the 

researchers themselves or other participants in the research” (Council of the British Educational 

Research Association: 2011). The primary concern for the researcher is the physical and 

psychological well-being of the research participant. The respect for and dignity of the research 

participant takes precedence over expected benefits to knowledge (Thomas: 2010). For the 

quantitative data collection phase, an anonymous questionnaire was employed. Therefore, this 

implies consent. However, in order to further safeguard the research participant, a descriptive 

text type question was created on the first page of the questionnaire and the following consent 

statement was added here: "By clicking next, you consent that you are willing to answer the 

questions in this questionnaire." I obtained consent for phase two, the qualitative stage, of the 
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project by providing the research participants who wish to be interviewed with a consent form. 

These participants self-nominated to partake in the interview. Participants’ indicating interest in 

doing the qualitative interview was kept completely separate from survey responses to ensure 

that the participants’ survey results remained anonymous. In the qualitative data analysis phase, 

interviews were conducted with respect and dignity for the research participant. Questions that 

could be deemed sensitive were not asked. All questions were openly listened to and reported 

accurately. 

 

Gaining access 

The dignity, privacy and interests of the participants should be respected and protected at all 

times (Council of the British Educational Research Association, 2011; Creswell: 2014; 

Silverman: 2013; Bryman: 2012).  In this research study, the guarantee of confidentiality was 

offered in both the completion of the online questionnaire and the interview. The data collected 

is individual and personal. The identity of the participants was not revealed and pseudonyms 

were used throughout. The nature of the in-depth interviews allowed the participants to talk at 

length and in depth about issues that they do not normally address in their school day. I revealed 

my identity in the questionnaire and both my identity and background in the interviews. I clearly 

defined the purposes and procedures of the research in the questionnaire and the interview. The 

research participants received information sheets which fully explained the research. Interviews 

were not conducted with research participants whom the researcher knew. This allowed teachers 

to feel comfortable relating to the researcher as someone to whom they could speak freely with. 

The data collection process is itself socially situated and not always a straightforward negotiation 

(Creswell: 2014).  I did not assume that I had access to research participants and negotiated this 

right with the Teaching Council. I did not expect access to a school to conduct an interview as a 

matter of right. I demonstrated that as an ethical researcher I needed to be granted access to the 

schools to carry out the interviews. In this respect, I arrived on time and to the location in the 

school agreed with the research participant. In all cases, I signed in at the school’s reception. 

Permission was granted through the University’s Research Ethics Committee to conduct the 

research. 

 

Beneficence 

Research emanating from a transformative paradigm extends the principles of beneficence 

(Mertens: 2015). Within this paradigm beneficence is defined in terms of the promotion of 

human rights and an increase in social justice (Morgan: 2007). An explicit connection is made 
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between the process and outcomes of research and evaluation studies and furtherance of a social 

justice agenda (Mertens: 2015). This thesis as a critical interpretivist study is committed to the 

promotion of social justice values that embody essential principles of equity and access to all 

opportunities in society, in accordance with democratic principles and respect for all persons in 

society. The concept of beneficence ensures that researchers have the welfare of the research 

participant as a goal in their research (Guba and Lincoln: 2005). At all times, I strove to practice 

beneficence from the protection of the participants’ anonymity to the sensitive nature of 

questioning to the expression of gratitude to the research participants after the interviews were 

completed. I invited the interviewees to an information evening at the University of Limerick 

where the findings of the research would be presented along with some light refreshments. All 

the research participants enjoyed the opportunity to talk about their TPL. I felt that the creation 

of a space for further discussion may go in some way to show the gratitude of the researcher for 

their participation. 

 

4.14 Critical summary 
Throughout this chapter it is indicated that a critical interpretivist study (Creswell: 2014) is 

favoured in this research study. The search for meaning focuses upon the orientation of TPL and 

teachers’ perceptions of the orientation of TPL in Ireland. An interpretative approach is adopted 

to answer the key research question because what is important is to provide the best 

understanding of the research problem (Creswell: 2014). To answer the second research 

question, i.e. what are teachers’ contextual understandings and perspectives of TPL, data was 

gathered through quantitative and qualitative means. To answer the third key research questions, 

who, if anyone, is benefitting from the current orientation of TPL, the analysis centred on the 

findings of the critical analysis of teacher education policy and the meanings and interpretations 

which teachers placed on TPL through the data collection tools. The researcher’s interest lies in a 

subjective, relativistic social world rather than an absolutist, external reality (Bryman: 2012). 

This chapter demonstrates how an idiographic tendency has influenced my choice of the 

research, the key research questions, the methodological concerns, the types of data that is 

collected and the way the data is managed, analysed and reported on. 
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Chapter 5 Findings from on-line questionnaire  

5.1 Introduction 
This chapter presents and analyses the quantitative findings gathered through the online 

questionnaire to illicit an understanding of teachers’ perceptions and perspectives of TPL in 

Ireland in 2015. The chapter is structured into eleven main sections. The first section presents the 

demographic findings and findings in relation to attendance at TPL. The following nine sections 

present the findings in relation to teachers’ perspectives on the orientation of TPL. The findings 

from the quantitative analysis are presented for each question posed on the online questionnaire 

and an interpretative analysis of that finding is offered. The number of teachers in the sample 

was 162 (n=162). Chapter seven takes up the analysis and explores the findings more thoroughly, 

in relation to how the qualitative findings underlie the theoretical framework and the research 

questions posed in this thesis. 

 

The importance of scale reliability cannot be over-emphasized when conducting quantitative 

analysis. One of the main concerns is the scale’s internal consistency i.e. are the questions within 

each orientation measuring the same underlying construct. One of the most commonly used 

indicators of internal consistency is the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. Ideally, the Cronbach alpha 

coefficient of a scale should be above 0.7. However, Cronbach alpha values are quite sensitive to 

the number of items in a scale (Pallant: 2013). With short scales (e.g. scales with fewer than ten 

items), it is common to find a quite low Cronbach’s alpha values (e.g. 0.5). In the case of a low 

Cronbach’s alpha due to a low number of items, the mean inter-item correlation is deemed a 

more appropriate statistic to report the measure of internal consistency (Briggs and Cheek: 

1986). The recommended optimal range for the inter-item correlation is 0.2 to 0.4. (Pallant: 

2013). All orientations were internally consistent with the exception of the Evidence-Based 

(EvBas) orientation. The low Cronbach’s alpha (0.25) and mean inter-tem correlation value 

(0.081) indicates that the evidence-based orientation was internally inconsistent. The omission of 

the following question “The knowledge base of teaching is predominantly research-based and 

theoretical rather than classroom-based and practical” from the analysis and rerunning the test 

restored the Evidence-Based (EvBas) construct’s internal consistency (mean interterm 

correlation value (.299)). 

 

Relationships between different variables (for example, InqOr) were explored using cross-

tabulation of variables. To determine the statistical significance between variables the Chi-square 
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test is normally used (Pallant: 2013). The Chi-square test is a test for independence because it 

measures how well the observed distribution of data fits with the distribution which would be 

expected when the variables are independent (Briggs and Cheek: 1986). The Chi-square test is 

intended to test how likely it is that an observed distribution is due to chance. The data does not 

meet the assumption of “minimum expected cell value”. This in effect invalidates the use of the 

chi-square statistic. An alternative is the use of exact tests. Exact Tests provides two additional 

methods for calculating significance levels for the statistics available through the crosstabs and 

non-parametric tests procedures. These methods, the exact and Monte Carlo methods, provide a 

means for obtaining accurate results when your data fail to meet any of the underlying 

assumptions necessary for reliable results using the Chi-Square test. The Fisher-Freeman-Halton 

statistic was used which is analogous to the Chi-square test for m x n contingency tables. The 

result labelled as the “Fisher’s exact test” in the output is the Fisher-Freeman-Halton statistic. A 

significance level of less than 0.05 was chosen to indicate a statistically significant relationship 

between variables (Pallant: 2013). 
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5.2 Findings: Demographics  
 
5.2.1 Gender 

In this research, a little over two-thirds of females (67.70%) and a little under one-third of males 

(32.30%) completed the online questionnaire. 

 

 
Fig 5.1 Gender 

Analysis: 

The % of female respondents in this study mirrors that of TALIS (2009). In Ireland, 69% of 

teachers teaching in lower secondary schools (first to third years) in Ireland are female (TALIS: 

2009).  
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5.2.2 Age 

The highest number of respondents came from the 30-39 year age group, while the 50-59 year 

age group were the least represented in the sample. 

 

 
Figure 5.2 Age 

Analysis: 

The 30-39 and 40-49 year age group are the most represented age group in this study. This may 

be due to career stage where teachers have completed the initial years of teaching and are now in 

a space where they can focus on TPL. As the cohort of teachers self-selected, it may also indicate 

that teachers in the 50-59 years appeared to be less motivated as a group in progressing TPL. 

This finding may be important for policymakers and needs further research. 
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5.2.3 Duration teaching (years) 

Of the 162 respondents, one-third of the teachers had over 20 years teaching experience. 

 
Fig 5.3 Duration teaching 

Analysis: 

The findings in relation to the duration of teaching (years) also has some resonance with the 

finding in TALIS, where 35% of lower-secondary teachers had 20 or more years of teaching 

experience (TALIS: 2009). 
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5.2.4 Educational attainment 

52% of respondents had achieved a level 9 qualification (Masters). 

 
Fig 5.4 Educational attainment 

Analysis: 

Over half of the respondents in this study had completed a Master’s degree (52%). As of July 

2015 the Teaching Council’s registered teachers’ database report that 6.64% of registered 

teachers hold a Master’s degree, while .44% of registered teachers hold a doctorate degree. The 

Teaching Council states that these percentages may not be an accurate representation of the 

actual numbers. The numbers are reflective of teachers who declared these qualifications and 

deemed them relevant for registration. This does not include all qualifications at level 9 and 10 

because many teachers only declare the minimum qualifications required for registration. In 

many instances, teachers do not update qualifications received post-registration. In this study, the 

high number of teachers holding a Masters maybe be explained by the fact that it is teachers who 

have already extensive research experience of continuing education and learning programs, and 

who already displayed an appetite for learning who were most motivated to partake in the online 

questionnaire. 
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5.2.5 Attendance (total = optional +compulsory) in days at TPL activities in the last 18 

months 

The mean number of days attended at TPL activities in the last 18 months was 4.76 (total). 

Findings show that 18 out of the 142 (11.2%) respondents did not attend any TPL activities in 

the last 18 months. 

 
Fig 5.5 Total attendance at TPL 

Analysis: 

87% of respondents in this study participated in TPL activities in the last 18 months. This 

mirrors the findings of the TALIS report. In the TALIS (2009) report, 90% of teachers reported 

that they had participated in some TPL in the previous 18 months (TALIS: 2009). In 2009, 

TALIS reported that teachers attended on average 6 days of TPL in the previous 18 months. The 

respondents in this study attended on average 4.76 days. 
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5.2.6 Attendance in days at compulsory TPL in the last 18 months 

Findings show that 94 out of the 152 (58%) respondents did not attend any compulsory TPL 

activities in the last 18 months. The mean number of days attended at compulsory TPL activities 

was 1.41 in the last 18 months. Comparison of the means (total TPL versus compulsory TPL) 

shows the disparity between the two. The findings indicate that teachers’ engage in TPL for 3.35 

days that is not required. 

Fig 

5.6 Total attendance at compulsory TPL 

Analysis: 

This study found that 30% of all TPL was compulsory, while 70% of the TPL attended by 

teachers was optional. The TALIS (2009) report found that 41% of all TPL was compulsory. 

This may point to this group of teachers as being highly motivated to engage in TPL. 
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5.2.7 Did teachers want to participate in more TPL? 

 

 
Fig 5.7 Did teachers want to participate in more TPL? 

 

Analysis: 

The findings from this study indicate that 58% wanted to participate in more TPL. This finding 

mirrors that of TALIS which indicated that 54% of teachers wanted to participate in more TPL in 

the previous 18 months (TALIS: 2009). This finding is not surprising because teachers self-

selected to participate in the research. These teachers displayed an appetite for learning and 

engagement in further TPL. 
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5.2.8 Reasons preventing teachers from participating in TPL 

The most frequent barrier to participation in TPL was conflict with work schedule. 

 
Fig 5.8 Barriers to engaging in TPL 

Analysis: 

In this study, barriers to engaging in more TPL included conflict with work schedule (35%), lack 

of suitable TPL (27%), family responsibilities (19%), expense (11%), lack of management 

support (7%), and a lack of prerequisites (1%). The corresponding percentages from the TALIS 

(2009) report are 43% (conflict with work schedule), 45% (lack of suitable TPL), 29% (family 

responsibilities), 12% (expense), 14% (lack of management support), and 6% (lack of 

prerequisites). In this study, conflict with work schedule was the greatest barrier to participation, 

while lack of suitable TPL was the barrier most cited across the countries surveyed in TALIS 

(2009). The lack of time for learning and teacher burnout has been reported in many studies as 

impeding on teachers (Perryman et al: 2011; Stoll and Fink: 2003). 
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5.2.9 Most important influences for TPL to be effective 

Findings show that competencies (knowledge, skills, and attitudes) were cited as the factor most 

important for TPL to be effective. 

 
Fig 5.9 Most important influences on TPL  

Analysis: 

The findings from this study indicate that competencies (knowledge, skills, and attitudes) are the 

most important factor for TPL to be effective. This finding supports the view held by various 

commentators, who see TPL as increasingly conceptualised in terms of the maintenance of 

competencies and accountability (Mockler: 2013; Ball: 2012). This could be viewed by what 

Biesta (2007) calls the ‘qualification’ function of teachers. It is concerned with the knowledge, 

skills and understanding and enabling the teacher to ‘do something’. This is consistent with a 

managerial and technical-rational discourse of teacher professionalism that already has been 

well-documented in Ireland (Lynch: 2012; Sexton: 2007). 
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5.2.10 Relationship between age and most important factors that make TPL effective 

 
Fig 5.10 Relationship between age and most important factor for TPL to be effective 

 

Analysis: 

The Fischer Exact Test method was used to calculate the level of significance between the age 

and factor most important for TPL to be effective variables through the crosstabs procedures. A 

significance level of less than 0.05 was chosen to indicate a statistically significant relationship 

between variables (Pallant: 2013). Findings show in Table 5.1 that a respondent’s age did not 

have a statistically significant influence on what factor respondents deemed the most important 

for TPL to be effective because the significance level (0.738) is greater than 0.05. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

154 
 

Table 5.1 Chi-Square Test results of independence between age and most important factor for 

TPL to be effective 
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5.2.11 Relationship between gender and most important factors that make TPL effective 

 
Fig 5.11 Relationship between gender and most important factors that make TPL effective 

 

Analysis: 

The Fischer Exact Test method was used to calculate the level of significance between gender 

and the factor most important for TPL to be effective variables through the crosstabs procedures. 

A significance level of less than 0.05 was chosen to indicate a statistically significant 

relationship between variables (Pallant: 2013). Findings show in Table 5.2 that a respondent’s 

gender did not have a statistically significant influence on what factor respondents deemed the 

most important for TPL to be effective because the significance level (0.700) is greater than 0.05. 
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Table 5.2 Chi-Square Test results of independence between gender and most important factors 

that make TPL effective 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

157 
 

5.2.12 Relationship between gender and reason preventing participation in more TPL 

 

 
Fig 5.12 Relationship between gender and reason preventing participation in more TPL 

 

Analysis: 

The Fischer Exact Test is a method of calculating the levels of significance between variables 

through the crosstabs procedures (Pallant: 2013). A significance level of less than 0.05 was 

chosen to indicate a statistically significant relationship between variables (Pallant: 2013). 

Findings show in Table 5.3 that gender did not have a statistically significant influence on the 

reason preventing participation in more TPL because the significance level (0.109) is greater 

than 0.05. 
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Table 5.3 Chi-Square Test results of independence between gender and reason preventing 

participation in more TPL 
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5.2.13 Relationship between duration teaching and factors most important for TPL to 

effective 

 
Fig 5.13 Relationship between duration teaching and factors most important for TPL to effective 

 

Analysis: 

The Fischer Exact Test is a method of calculating the levels of significance between variables 

through the crosstabs procedures (Pallant: 2013). A significance level of less than 0.05 was 

chosen to indicate a statistically significant relationship between variables (Pallant: 2013). 

Findings show in Table 5.4 that duration teaching did not have a statistically significant 

influence on what factor was deemed the most important for TPL to be effective because the 

significance level (0.599) is greater than 0.05. 
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Table 5.4: Chi-Square Test results of independence between duration teaching and factors most 

important for TPL to effective 
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5.2.14 Age and educational attainment  

 
Fig 5.14 Age and educational attainment 

 

Analysis: 

Findings show in Table 5.5 that over just over half (75 of the 146) had a Master’s degree (51%). 

The 60 + age group were the most likely to have a Masters.  The 50-59 age group were the least 

likely to have a Masters considering that the under 25 age group would not typically have 

Masters because they would have graduated in recent years from their initial teacher education 

programmes. 
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Table 5.5 Cross tabulation between age and education level 

 
 

5.2.15 Critical summary 

162 (n=162) secondary teachers self-selected to participate in this online questionnaire. The 30-

39 year old age group was the most represented in the sample, while the 50-59 year old age 

group was the least represented. The low numbers of teachers in the 50-59 year old age group 

participating in the study may be explained by low levels of motivation to engage in the research 

among this age group. However, it may also be explained by the fact that the questionnaire was 

online and hence this age group may not be as comfortable using ICT as those in other age 

brackets. 34% of teachers in Ireland identified ICT as an area in which they had high levels of 

unmet TPL needs (TALIS: 2009).  

 

A significant finding in this study was the large number of teachers who held Master’s degrees 

(51%). This is a strong indication of the appetite for learning and engagement in TPL amongst 

teachers. It is the teachers in the 60+ year old age group in this study who are most likely to hold 

a Master’s Degree (70%) (7 out of 10 respondents). This may be explained by their career stage 

and the possible availability of time to engage in TPL because family responsibilities may have 

reduced. Additionally, over half (58%) of the teachers in this study wanted to participate in more 

TPL but cited conflict with their work schedule as the greatest barrier to further engagement in 
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TPL. Conflict with work schedule was the greatest barrier to engagement for both male and 

female teachers in this study. Despite teacher busyness and lack of time for learning, the teachers 

in this study participated in 3.35 days of TPL more than was required of them. This is an 

indication of the motivation and commitment of these teachers to their own professional 

learning. Regardless of the age, duration teaching or gender, the competencies (knowledge, 

skills, and attitudes) of the teacher was cited as the important factor for TPL to be effective.  
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5.3 Findings: Nine orientations of teacher professional learning 
5.4. Inquiry-orientation 

Findings show that 74% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that TPL is inquiry-oriented. 
Table 5:6 Total Inquiry oriented 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

Strongly Disagree 10 6.2 6.9 6.9 

Disagree 27 16.8 18.8 25.7 

Agree 81 50.3 56.3 81.9 

Strongly Agree 26 16.1 18.1 100.0 

Total 144 89.4 100.0  

Missing System 17 10.6   

Total 161 100.0   
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Analysis: 

When specifically asked if TPL was inquiry-oriented 43% agreed or strongly agreed. This 

finding may be explained by the use of the term “inquiry” which may be difficult to 

conceptualise. An inquiry orientation was indicated through the degree to which respondents 

were involved in problem-solving and the degree to which they identified their own TPL needs 

through monitoring student progress. Bransford et al (2000) claim one of the first principles of 

TPL is that learners come with preconceptions and if these preconceptions are not challenged, 

new concepts may only be learned superficially. 61% of respondents indicated that the TPL they 

engaged in had encouraged them to problem-solve.  

 

65% of respondents felt that monitoring the learning and progress of individual students 

informed their TPL needs. Timperley et al (2008) emphasize the importance of teachers’ 

identifying what knowledge and skills that they already have and what new areas of 

understanding they need to meet the goals that they have identified for their students. If the 

monitoring of student’s progress is solely for the telos of informing TPL needs, this TPL is 

moving towards an impersonal or high performance orientation where the functional 

marginalizes the personal (Fielding: 2007).  
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5.5 Evidence-based orientation 

Findings show that 67% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that TPL is evidence-based.  
Table 5:7 Total Evidenced-based 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

Strongly Disagree 6 3.7 4.6 4.6 

Disagree 37 23.0 28.2 32.8 

Agree 74 46.0 56.5 89.3 

Strongly Agree 14 8.7 10.7 100.0 

Total 131 81.4 100.0  

Missing System 30 18.6   

Total 161 100.0   
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Analysis: 

An evidence based orientation was indicated through determining teachers’ perceptions of 

research, the knowledge base of teaching, whether teachers collect, analyse and use data and 

evidence to inform their practice, and whether they felt engagement in TPL had impacted their 

practice significantly. 46% of teachers felt that the knowledge base of teaching is predominantly 

research-based and theoretical rather than classroom-based and practical (46%). This finding 

supports that of Sexton (2007) who found that teachers primarily view teaching and learning as 

practical and classroom-based. 60% of teachers routinely collect analyse and use data and 

evidence to inform their practice while almost the same percentage (57.6%) felt research is 

predominately the domain of experts outside of the classroom. This may signify that teachers are 

using evidence to inform their practice as driven by the system agenda, but not feel altogether 

comfortable in the area as they feel it is the domain of ‘experts’ outside the classroom. This 

evidence-based orientation to TPL is congruent with the philosophies of outcome based 

education and accountability movements currently being advanced by governments globally 

(Mockler: 2013; Apple: 2001). 
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5.6 Collaborative orientation 

Findings show that 68% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that TPL is 

collaborative. 
Table 5.8: Total Collaborative 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

Strongly Disagree 6 3.7 4.8 4.8 

Disagree 34 21.1 27.2 32.0 

Agree 78 48.4 62.4 94.4 

Strongly Agree 7 4.3 5.6 100.0 

Total 125 77.6 100.0  

Missing System 36 22.4   

Total 161 100.0   
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Analysis: 

78% of teachers felt that TPL had encouraged them to share what they had learned with 

colleagues, while 64% of teachers felt TPL builds on teachers’ capacities to learn together. When 

teachers were asked if there was a collaborative process that developed a shared sense of values 

in schools only 50% of teachers agree or strongly agree. Teachers are seen to learn most when 

they have an opportunity to discuss issues, challenges, and assumptions with colleagues in a 

trusted, confident and constructive atmosphere (Postholm: 2012). The lack of shared values is 

indicative of contrived collaboration. If the telos of collaboration is to support the system agenda 

only, then this represents Fielding’s (2007) high performance orientation to TPL. Within this 

orientation, community is valued but only so far that it achieves the organizational goals. So, 

collaboration is encouraged, which gives the appearance of community being valued, but in 

reality the personal is for the sake of the functional. When asked if the school goals focused 

beyond that of exam results and grades only one third of teachers agreed or strongly agreed. This 

indicates a school effectiveness and improvement discourse of collaboration (Lave: 2006) and is 

symptomatic of a public managerial accountability discourse of education (Lynch: 2012; 

Mockler: 2013). 
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5.7 Accountable orientation 

Findings show that 64% of respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed that TPL is accountable. 
Table 5.9: Total Accountable 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

Strongly Disagree 23 14.3 19.5 19.5 

Disagree 52 32.3 44.1 63.6 

Agree 41 25.5 34.7 98.3 

Strongly Agree 2 1.2 1.7 100.0 

Total 118 73.3 100.0  

Missing System 43 26.7   

Total 161 100.0   
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Analysis: 

An accountable orientation was indicated through the types of TPL that teachers were engaged 

in, if the TPL was sustained to build real and deep professional knowledge, and if teacher felt 

that they had time to engage in collaborative activities.74% of teachers indicated that the TPL 

that they had been involved in was sustained to build real and deep professional knowledge. 

However, only 19% of teachers felt they had time for collaborative work such as giving or 

receiving mentoring. And some 50% of teachers reported that the TPL which they had been 

involved in was mostly in the form of short-one-day courses. Teachers need time to develop, 

absorb, discuss and practice new knowledge. As a result much research has concluded that TPL 

activities which support TPL need to be sustained and intensive rather than brief and sporadic 

(Opfer and Pedder: 2011c; Webster-Wright: 2009; Stoll et al: 2006; Garet et al: 2001).  

 

Traditional learning formats such as one-time workshops and conferences, what Ball (2004) 

described as “style shows”, are less likely to lead to teacher change (Hawley and Valli: 1999). 

Interestingly, while 19% of teachers felt they did not have time for collaborative TPL activities, 

over one-third of teachers had time for involvement in whole school planning and development 

(34.6%). This is indicative of an impersonal or high performance orientation of TPL (Fielding: 

2007). It is also consistent with a managerial discourse of teacher professionalism (Sahlberg: 

2007; Day and Sachs: 2004).  A managerial oriented discourse is mainly bureaucratic and for the 

most part provides support for TPL that is directed towards the fulfilment of system agendas 

only. 
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5.9 Theory practice orientation 

Findings show that 77% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that TPL is theory practice 

oriented. 
Table 5.10: Total Theory-practice oriented 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

Strongly Disagree 2 1.2 1.7 1.7 

Disagree 25 15.5 21.0 22.7 

Agree 71 44.1 59.7 82.4 

Strongly Agree 21 13.0 17.6 100.0 

Total 119 73.9 100.0  

Missing System 42 26.1   

Total 161 100.0   
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Analysis: 

Findings show that 77% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that TPL is theory practice 

oriented. 85.3% of teachers felt that TPL deepens and strengthens their practice. However, 

approximately 33% of these teachers felt that TPL was not connected into the key concerns, 

issues and problems of teacher's practice, and differentiated according to these. Two thirds felt 

the ideas that are presented through TPL are too difficult to put into practice (65%). Again, 66% 

of teachers felt that TPL integrates and models 'good' pedagogical practice.  This finding 

supports a similar finding by Sexton (2007) that teachers believe teaching to have a knowledge 

base but it is considerably less well defined than that of other professionals and it is 

predominantly craft-based rather than theoretical. Teachers feel that the learning they are 

involved in is theoretical but is disconnected from their everyday practice. The non-connection 

of theory with teachers’ key concerns and issues is symptomatic of a managerial discourse 

(Lynch: 2013) which manifests itself in TPL that is system driven. If theory does not connect 

with teachers practice then the functional marginalizes the personal, and the knowledge for 

teaching is always conceived as knowledge in practice, thereby inhibiting any expansive view of 

TPL or teaching as a specialist professional practice (Fielding: 2007; Hordern: 2015). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

174 
 

5.10 Supported by orientation 

Findings show that 65% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that TPL is supported by 

mentoring / and or coaching and outside experts where appropriate. 
Table 5:11 Total Supported by 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

Strongly Disagree 8 5.0 6.8 6.8 

Disagree 33 20.5 28.2 35.0 

Agree 63 39.1 53.8 88.9 

Strongly Agree 13 8.1 11.1 100.0 

Total 117 72.7 100.0  

Missing System 44 27.3   

Total 161 100.0   
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Analysis: 

80% of teachers felt that they made the key decisions about their TPL. While 66% of teachers 

felt that TPL supported their capacities to learn, regardless of their experience or career stage. 

56% of teachers felt that engagement in TPL supported opportunities to give and / or receive 

mentoring. Only 52% of teachers regularly read professional literature (e.g., journals, evidence-

based papers, thesis papers) to support their TPL. Only 44% of teachers seek advice from 

external educational support structures (e.g. The Teaching Council, Education Canters) on 

matters related to TPL. It appears teachers do not use some of the support structures that are 

available to them. This may be explained by teachers’ lack of awareness of such supports as the 

EBSCO database provided by the Teaching Council. It may also be indicative of teachers’ 

feelings that the supports in place are not useful and will not meet their needs.  
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5.11 Reflective orientation 

Findings show that 89% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that TPL is reflective. 
Table 5.12: Total Reflective 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

Strongly Disagree 2 1.2 1.7 1.7 

Disagree 11 6.8 9.4 11.1 

Agree 78 48.4 66.7 77.8 

Strongly Agree 26 16.1 22.2 100.0 

Total 117 72.7 100.0  

Missing System 44 27.3   

Total 161 100.0   
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Analysis: 

Almost all teachers felt that TPL encouraged them to reflect upon aspects of their teaching 

(92%).74% felt that engagement in TPL encourages them to reflect with colleagues. While 72% 

felt that TPL challenged them to question their knowledge and beliefs. Some 63% felt that TPL 

is mediated by their professional context. This is a significant finding as it concurs with studies 

which state that teacher commitment to a learning-orientation needs to be matched by a similar 

commitment to a learning-orientation by the school community. If mediated professional 

contexts that encompasses dimensions of time (age, generation, biography) and of space (the 

structural and cultural working conditions) (Kelchtermans: 2005), and which shape TPL, are not 

been taken into account, then reflection may not be happening at a deep level. This may be 

systematic of an impersonal orientation (Fielding: 2007) of TPL where the functional 

marginalizes the personal. Rowland (2009) warns against neglecting the critical function of 

reflection which is always mediated by context. 
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5.11 Supported for orientation 

Findings show that 50% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that TPL is supported. 
Table 5.13: Total Supported for 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

Strongly Disagree 8 5.0 7.5 7.5 

Disagree 46 28.6 43.4 50.9 

Agree 47 29.2 44.3 95.3 

Strongly Agree 5 3.1 4.7 100.0 

Total 106 65.8 100.0  

Missing System 55 34.2   

Total 161 100.0   
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Analysis: 

78% of teachers felt that TPL supports their career stage. Less than one third of teachers felt that 

the school system promoted collective TPL and shared practice (31%).  While a large proportion 

of teachers were involved in collaborative oriented TPL (68%), one may infer that the 

collaboration if through their own goodwill as opposed to something that is actively supported by 

the system. Only 44% of teachers felt there was adequate communication around TPL 

opportunities in their schools. Just less than one quarter of teachers felt that stakeholders assume 

shared responsibility for TPL without evidence of imposed power and authority (24%). This is 

indicative of a neoliberal discourse of education which absolves ministries of responsibilities and 

places them at school-level with school principals and teachers (Ball: 2012). 
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5.12 Teacher empowerment orientation 

Findings show that 87% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that TPL leads to teacher 

empowerment. 
Table 5.14: Total Teacher empowerment 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid 

Strongly Disagree 2 1.2 1.9 1.9 

Disagree 12 7.5 11.4 13.3 

Agree 50 31.1 47.6 61.0 

Strongly Agree 41 25.5 39.0 100.0 

Total 105 65.2 100.0  

Missing System 56 34.8   

Total 161 100.0   

 

 
Fig 5.12 
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Analysis: 

79% of teachers felt that TPL had increased their sense of empowerment while 89% felt it had 

renewed their enthusiasm for teaching. 84% felt it had built on their capacity to engage in 

authentic professional discourse while 71% felt it had increased their opportunities to engage in 

debate around educational policy. 74% agreed or strongly agreed that TPL had demotivated 

them. The teachers in this study are clearly feeling the benefits of engagement in TPL. In order 

for teachers to adequately be empowered; they need certain levels of autonomy, professionalism, 

and intellectual stimulation (Webb: 2009).  Teachers feel that TPL encourages them to be more 

involved in debates around educational issues. This finding is consistent with a philosophical 

conception of education and TPL as being about personal intellectual freedom and moral 

development, consistent with the writings of Friere (1973), Dewey (1938), and Fielding (2007). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

182 
 

5.13 Relationship between duration teaching and perception of TPL as reflective 

Table 5.15: Relationship between duration teaching and perception of TPL as reflective 

 

 Duration Teaching Total 

< = 1 

year 

1-3 

years 

4-10 

years 

10-15 

years 

15-20 

years 

> 20 

years 

Total_Ref 

(Binned) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

0 0 0 0 0 2 2 

Disagree 0 3 1 5 1 1 11 

Agree 3 2 11 18 13 30 77 

Strongly 

Agree 

0 0 10 4 4 8 26 

Total 3 5 22 27 18 41 116 
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Table 5.16 Chi Square Test results of independence between variables duration teaching and 

TPL as reflective  

 
 

Analysis: 

The Fischer Exact Test was used to calculate the levels of significance between variables through 

the crosstabs procedures (Pallant: 2013). A significance level of less than 0.05 was chosen to 

indicate a statistically significant relationship between variables (Pallant: 2013). Findings show 

in Table 5.10.1 that duration teaching did have a statistically significant influence on whether 

teachers viewed TPL as reflective because the significance level (0.018) is less than 0.05. This 

may be explained by the fact that teachers may become more reflective as they progress through 

their teaching career. It is well documented in the literature that beginning teachers are very 

much concerned with classroom management etc. Perhaps this is the cost of taking the time to 

reflect. It also point to the supported that is needed for teacher to engage in critical reflection. 
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5.14 Relationship between duration teaching and perception of TPL as being supported by 

system resources 

Table 5.17: Relationship between duration teaching and perception of TPL as being supported 

by system resources 

 

 Duration Teaching Total 

< = 1 

year 

1-3 

years 

4-10 

years 

10-15 

years 

15-20 

years 

> 20 

years 

Total_SuppBy 

(Binned) 

Strongly 

Disagree 

0 0 4 2 2 0 8 

Disagree 1 2 8 7 5 10 33 

Agree 2 2 5 16 10 27 62 

Strongly 

Agree 

0 1 5 4 0 3 13 

Total 3 5 22 29 17 40 116 
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Table 5.18 Chi Square test results of independence between variables duration teaching and TPL 

supported by 

 
 

Analysis: 

The Fischer Exact Test was used to calculate the levels of significance between variables through 

the crosstabs procedures (Pallant: 2013). A significance level of less than 0.05 was chosen to 

indicate a statistically significant relationship between variables (Pallant: 2013). Findings show 

in Table 5.11.2 that duration teaching did not have a statistically significant influence on whether 

teachers viewed TPL as supported by system resources because the significance level (0.387) is 

greater than 0.05.  
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5.15 Lack of time to engage in TPL but time to engage in whole school planning 

 
Fig 5.15 Relationship between lack of time to engage in TPL and time to engage in whole school 

planning 

 

Analysis: 

The teachers who stated that time was a barrier to engagement in TPL were analysed further to 

find out if they had time to engage in whole school planning. Findings show 50% of teachers that 

cited time as a barrier to engagement in TPL had time to engage in whole school planning. These 

findings point to a technocratic orientation to TPL where the focus is on the achievement of 

external mandated policies and the fulfilment of system needs (Biesta: 2007). The allocation of 

time to whole-school planning may appear person-centred. However, in reality the allocation of 

time to engage in whole school planning but not to other TPL activities may be indicative of 

Fielding’s (2007) high performance organisation. If teachers are only given time to engage in 

TPL which achieves organizational goals (i.e. school goals) but not to activities that also meet 

their own needs it may be viewed within Fielding’s (2007) high performance, manipulative 

mode. While whole-school planning is important and is valuable for teachers, time needs to be 
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provided for teachers to engage in TPL to pursue TPL for personal intellectual freedom and not 

just for the fulfilment of system goals. 

 

5.16 Teacher empowerment and TPL deepening and strengthening practice 

 

 
Fig 5.16 Relationship between teacher empowerment and TPL deepening and strengthening 

practice 

 

Analysis: 

The teachers who agreed or strongly agreed that TPL lead to a feeling of empowerment were 

further analysed to find out if they felt that TPL had deepened and strengthen their practice. 

Findings show that 94% of teachers who agreed or strongly agreed that TPL led to empowerment 

felt that TPL deepened and strengthened their practice.  
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5.17 Relationship between attendance at TPL (days) and sense of empowerment 

Ordinal logistic regression was run in SPSS to find out if attendance at TPL (days) had a 

statistically significant relationship with sense of empowerment. Ordinal logistic regression takes 

account of demographic variables, for example, age, gender, duration teaching etc.  

 

Table 5.19 Relationship between attendance at TPL (days) and sense of empowerment 

 
 

A significance level of less than 0.05 was chosen to indicate a statistically significant 

relationship between variables (Pallant: 2013). Findings show in Table 5.20 that there is a 

statistically significance because the significance level (0.049) is less than 0.05.  

Table 5.20 Level of significance 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

189 
 

Table 5.21 Parameters 

 
 

Analysis 

Findings show that there is a statistically significant relationship between the two variables 

(attendance at TPL (days) + sense of empowerment). As can be seem from Table 5.17.3 the 

‘ProfDays_MOut’ (professional days minus outliers) is the only coefficient that has a statistically 

significant effect on a higher sense of empowerment. We can tell that is statistically significant 

because we have a p value of .001 which is below the significance level of 0.05. This means that 

a 1 day increase in TPL (days) results in a 0.216 unit increase in probability of being in a higher 

sense of empowerment category while the other variables are held constant.  The odds of 

progressing to a higher sense of empowerment increases by 1.24 (Log-odds of 0.216 = odds ratio 

of 1.24) with each day of engagement in TPL. However, this connection between empowerment 

and number of days engaged in TPL may not be a simple, linear causality and may be curvilinear 

as suggested by Opfer and Pedder (2011c).  
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5.3 Critical summary 
The demographic findings from this study reflect that of the TALIS (2009) report. Overall 

findings support the view that TPL is orientated towards inquiry, evidence-based, collaboration, 

theory, accountable, supported by and through, reflective and teacher empowerment. A 

significant finding in this study was the large number of teachers who held Master’s degrees 

(51%). This is a strong indication of the appetite for learning and engagement in TPL amongst 

teachers. Additionally, over half (58%) of the teachers in this study wanted to participate in more 

TPL but cited conflict with their work schedule as the greatest barrier to further engagement in 

TPL. Conflict with work schedule was the greatest barrier to engagement for both male and 

female teachers in this study. Despite teacher busyness and lack of time for learning, the teachers 

in this study participated in 3.35 days of TPL more than was required of them. This is an 

indication of the motivation and commitment of these teachers to their TPL.  
 

Just over two-thirds of teachers felt that TPL is evidence-based. 60% of teachers routinely collect 

analyse and use data and evidence to inform their practice. While 65% of teachers monitored the 

learning and progress of individual students to inform their TPL needs. 78% of teachers felt TPL 

had encouraged them to share what they had learned with colleagues and enhanced their ability 

to learn together. However, only half of teachers felt that collaboration had developed a shared 

sense of value amongst teachers in their schools. Only 19% of teachers felt that they had time to 

engage in TPL, yet one third of teachers said they had time to get involved in whole-school 

planning. The traditional short-one-day courses are reported by 50% of teachers as the format 

TPL takes. Only 19% felt they had time to get involved in mentoring in their school.  

 

The internal consistency of each of the questions under each of the nine orientations (constructs) 

was verified to ensure that the questions were measuring the same underling construct. When the 

responses to some questions under each orientation were analysed individually there are what 

appears at first contradictions.  For example, findings show that 87% of respondents agreed or 

strongly agreed that TPL leads to teacher empowerment. This construct was measured by 

renewed enthusiasm for teaching (89% agreed or strongly agreed), capacity to engage in 

authentic professional discourse about practice (84 % agreed or strongly agreed), sense of 

empowerment (79 % agreed or strongly agreed), increased opportunities to engage in debate 

around educational policy (71 % agreed or strongly agreed) and demotivation to engage in 

further professional learning (74% agreed or strongly agreed). While a sense of empowerment 
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and demotivation may appear at face a contradiction, there are explanations that may warrant 

consideration. The sense of empowerment may be a temporary or initial feeling which ultimately 

leads to demotivation because of system constraints. Also, the personal hopes of the teacher may 

not be fully realised or sustained over the longer term. For example, while TPL offered as 

external in-service and networks may be emancipatory for teachers, teaching in nonetheless a 

community practice and TPL-orientation is dependent on the contextual and cultural supports 

offered and felt (Postholm, 2012). 

 

Overall 77% of teachers said that TPL was theory-practice oriented. Yet, one third of teachers 

felt that TPL was not connected to the key concerns, issues and problems of teachers’ practice 

and differentiated according to these. This may be explained by the fact that while TPL connects 

with their practice broadly, it is not tailored specifically for their needs. The non-connection of 

theory with teachers’ key concerns and issues is symptomatic of a managerial discourse which 

manifests itself in TPL that is system driven (Lynch: 2013). If theory does not connect with 

teachers practice then the functional marginalizes the personal (Fielding: 2007).  Just under half 

of teachers felt that the knowledge base of teaching is predominantly research-based and 

theoretical rather than classroom-based and practical. Interestingly, just over half of teachers 

(51%) surveyed held a Master’s degree. Perhaps, engagement in scholarship and TPL has 

enabled these teachers to make the connections with research and theory and this has influenced 

their perception of the knowledge base of teaching. At the same time, there are over half of 

teachers who feel that the knowledge base of teaching if classroom-based and practical. This 

finding supports that of Sexton (2007) who found teachers that feel the knowledge base of 

teaching is predominantly craft-based rather than theoretical. 
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Chapter 6 Findings from interviews 

6.0 Introduction 
This chapter is structured into five main sections. Sections 6.1 to 6.4 present the findings from 

the granular data analysis that was conducted on the data gathered from each question combined 

with a brief analysis. Each of the four sections represents a category of the coded data; Teachers’ 

perceptions of their personal and professional role, TPL experiences, TPL orientation and 

teachers working and learning together. Section 6.5 draws the three over-arching themes together 

from the qualitative data analysis. The findings address the second key research question, i.e. 

what are teachers’ contextual understandings and perspectives of TPL. The following chapter, 

chapter seven, discusses these themes from the totality of the critical interpretation and analysis 

of selected national teacher education policy documents (2001-2014), the systematic literature 

review of TPL (2000-2014) and teachers’ conceptual understandings and perspectives. Firstly, 

each of the four categories (illustrated in Fig 6.1) is presented in turn. 

 
    Fig 6.1: Categories of findings 

Teacher  

Rich data, using the words of the participants, are used to illustrate the findings. The excerpts 

presented in this chapter are sourced from the interviews. The number of teachers sharing 

particular views is given so as to demonstrate the amount of teachers linked to each particular 

issue. However, issues pertaining to individual teachers are also explored. These unique cases 

TPL 

Profesionalism 

Collaboration Orientation 

Experiences 
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contribute to illustrating similarities and differences between the teachers’ experiences and 

views, and in demonstrating how theory is developed from them.  

 

6.1 Teachers’ perceptions of their personal and professional role 
In this section, data will focus on teachers’ perceptions of the word professional, their 

professional role and how they perceive themselves in terms of their strengths and limitations as 

a teacher. What it means to be a professional, to show professionalism or to pursue 

professionalisation is a contested concept (Furlong et al: 2000). Debates around the notion of 

what it means to be a profession usually focuses on knowledge, as well as autonomy and 

responsibility (Furlong et al: 2000). Hoyle and John (1995) argue that professionals are seen to 

have a professional knowledge base that requires both scientifically valid and supported by 

theoretical models. 

 

6.1.1 Teachers’ perceptions of the word professional  

The first discussion of the data is the way in which teachers perceive the word professional and 

their role as a professional. Teachers’ understandings of the meaning of the word ‘professional’ 

broadly fell under the following three categories: humanistic, standards and knowledge. In this 

research study, teachers’ perceived professionalism is bound up in the notion of ‘morals’ (T1), ‘a 

better society’ (T3),’ values’ (T5), ‘responsibility for guiding young people’ (T7), ‘ethics’ (T10), 

‘a human side’ (T1), ‘teacher voice’ (T2),’concern for others’ (T13), and ‘vocation’ (T12). 

There was a strong emphasis on students and “helping them achieve whatever they can achieve” , 

“doing the best for the students” (T14) and “care” (T15) for the students. These perceptions 

align with the responsibility concept associated with professionalism (Hoyle and John: 1995). 

This finding also concurs with that of Sexton (2007) who found that teaching was regarded as an 

altruistic activity involving high levels of responsibility and autonomy.  

 

The word standard was used in terms of teaching standards but also in terms of a professional 

body. Peter (T13) maintained that professional is about keeping the “standards up to scratch”, a 

viewpoint which was reiterated by other teachers, Aine (T1), David (T15) and Joanne (T8). 

Teachers also viewed the word professional in terms of “regulation” (T4), “controlling entry 

into the teaching profession” (T15), as including “more accountability in recent years” (T7), 

“qualifications” (T10) and “fulfilling the curriculum” (T13). Sachs (2003) contends that 

teachers are now expected to be entrepreneurial, efficient, responsible and accountable. They are 
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expected to comply to externally imposed policy imperatives with high quality teaching as 

measured by externally set performance indicators. Amy viewed professional as “coming from a 

knowledge base and not from an emotive base and knowledge base that’s in touch with the 

practice of teaching, not the history of teaching or not the reputation of teaching, but the actual 

practice of it” (T2).  

 

Sexton (2007) contends that teachers have tended to align themselves with classical 

professionalism. Classical professionalism is characterised as having “a specialised knowledge 

base or shared technical culture; a strong service ethic; self-regulated: collegial control: codes of 

ethics and standards of practice” (Hargreaves & Goodson: 1996: 5). Liz (T11) stated that the 

word professional was not “talked about in the staffroom because staffrooms are not that kind of 

place”. Chris (T4) stated that he thought that “our profession is only just beginning to have that 

conversation”. 

 

6.1.2 Teachers’ perceptions of their professional role 

When teachers were asked how they viewed their role as a professional the responses were 

multi-faceted (Furlong et al: 2000). While teachers felt that their role as a professional 

encompassed standards and professional learning, humanistic aspects were also prominent. Some 

of the teachers in this research study viewed their role as having a moral purpose. Paul (T12) said 

he viewed himself as “a moral guardian” and as having a “moral compass” and talked about 

the notion of “democracy and listening to other people”. Audrey (T3) spoke about helping 

students with their “sense of self-esteem” and Peter (T13) talked about his role as going “a bit 

deeper into the philosophy of life” and “how society entrusts us with their children”. Amy (T2) 

emphasized that her role as a professional “was not about results and not about judging people” 

and carries “responsibility“(T9). This closely aligns with Fielding’s concept of TPL as person-

centred and / or Sexton’s (2007) concept of ‘altruism”. However, Paul (T10) expressed 

dissatisfaction with the deprofessionaisation of teachers and their role which has led to what he 

said is“less payment, dumbing down and become glorified baby sitters, that seems to be trend” 

(T10) and “is all managing them rather than educating them” (T10).  

 

 

 

6.1.3 Why teachers wanted to participate in the study? 
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When asked why teachers had volunteered to participate in the study the responses were varied: 

“had completed research themselves” (T2), “empathy”, “opportunity to get involved in debate”, 

“interest in the area” (T4), “to be supportive” (T5), “appreciated the help they got when 

conducting research” (T6), “helps to contribute to the body of knowledge and recognition of the 

lifelong learning process” (T8), “spur of the moment decision” (T9), “interested in new ideas in 

education” (T11), “teaching needs a body of research on TPL, enjoyment of the system of 

inquiry and frustration with the Irish system of CPD” (T12), “help with my own TPL goals” 

(T13), and “becoming more interested with what’s happening in the classroom” (T16). Aine 

(T1) said she was “very committed to teacher development” and that she had “strong views” in 

the area. Audrey (T3) said that she “gets a high from education” and loved to talk and engage in 

debate around the area. The responses closely align with Irish teachers’ views of themselves as 

professionals and what Sexton (2007) cited as Irish teachers’ altruistic nature. It also 

demonstrates that these teachers want to progress TPL and the research aspect of TPL. 

 

6.1.4 Teachers’ perceptions of their strengths and limitations as teachers 

The teachers in this study were asked what they felt their strengths and limitations as a teacher 

were. Again, the responses were varied but had a humanistic orientation. Only one teacher (T3) 

said that a lack of TPL was a limitation to her as a teacher. Some teachers began talking about 

limitations and ended up calling these strengths as the conversation progressed. Therefore, both 

the interpretations of strengths and limitations are reported together in Table 6:2. 

 

These strengths and limitations could be said to fall broadly under four categories: 

• Personal attributes 

• Inner sense of commitment 

• Discipline 

• Innovation 

 

 

 

 

Table 6:2 Interpretations of teacher’s perceptions of their strengths and limitations as teachers 

Good with the students Be more organized 

Ability to build relationships  Good communicator 
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Flexibility Understanding 

No training in special needs Forgetful 

Not as exam focused as should be Experienced 

Not strict enough Committed 

Cut students too much slack Thinking outside the box 

Feel a responsibility towards student learning Not a disciplinarian 

Hard-working Honest 

Conscientious Overly critical of myself 

Personable Lack knowledge of Irish society 

Not diplomatic Ability to offer encouragement 

Inflexible Great listener 

Ability to try new things Caring 

Like people Relaxed 

Be more reflective Be more organized 

 

6.1.5 Summary of key points to “Teachers’ perceptions of themselves” 

This section reports that the teachers perceive their role as professionals in largely humanistic 

terms and closely aligns with classical professionalism. The word professional is bound up in the 

notion of standards, accountability and humanistic aspects. The concept of a ‘professional’ 

remains deeply contested (Furlong et al: 2000). When posed with the question of what it means 

to be a professional, teacher replies are usually layered. Teachers view ‘being professional’ as 

associated with the quality of their work but also their behaviour and increasingly with the 

standards which guide it. Teachers also view being a professional in relation to how others 

perceive them in terms of status and regard within the wider community. This thesis contends 

that Irish teachers tend to align with certain aspects of classical professionalism. There was a 

strong alignment with a strong service ethic and codes of ethics. Teachers saw it their 

responsibility to engage in TPL and there was strong support for research in the area of TPL. 

Many of the teachers feel a social benefit of TPL expressed through the opportunity to talk will 

colleagues and like-minded individuals. Also, the personal benefits derived from TPL are evident 

and the interrelatedness between the personal and the professional is apparent.  

 

6.2 Teachers’ professional learning experiences 
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In this section, the data focuses on the way that teachers feel about their experiences of TPL and 

the available support structures. Although all the teachers believe that TPL in general is 

beneficial and necessary and is essential for them to grow as professionals, keep themselves 

updated with educational developments and become more effective in their practice. Teachers 

were asked if any specific TPL experience stood out for them as being particularly useful. It is 

interesting to note that when teachers are asked to analyse these specific TPL experiences, they 

tend to be more critical, especially in terms of its effectiveness and its links to classroom 

practice. They argue that the theoretical input from TPL was not transformed into opportunities 

which they, personally, can apply to their immediate realities. Teachers’ felt when TPL was 

presented well both in terms of delivery and content, it was beneficial and opened the door into 

further engagement in TPL. The time to engage and lack of relevant TPL were reported as 

barriers to TPL. Teachers point to the importance of schools supporting TPL and understanding 

the importance of expertise and supportive networks to their professional learning (Opfer et al 

(2011a). The literature also points to the utilization of knowledgeable persons as a resource in 

their own schools and in external networks through TPL activities (James and McCormick: 

2009). 

 

6.2.1 Teachers’ efforts towards TPL 

Aine (T1) said that the only enjoyable aspect of TPL for her was the “social aspect” and “the 

freedom of a day off”. She said that “these one day seminars we had weren’t very helpful”. This 

sentiment supports the literature which states that if TPL is over too short a time period it cannot 

establish systematic changes in practice (Zwart et al: 2009). Aine (T1) said that teachers were 

expected to cover a whole subject area in one, come back to the school and implement it. She felt 

that this approach was unproductive. Aine (T1) also felt there was no follow-up after the TPL. 

However, Aine (T1) did like the fact that new ideas were presented and often the information 

was well-presented but it was just too much information in one day, too difficult to implement 

into the classroom and lacked follow-up. Aine (TI) also spoke about feelings of “guilt” if she 

had to take study leave and this “would have been resented by the other staff for taking that 

time”. However, if all staff were attending a seminar or a CPD event that feeling of guilt would 

not be there. Traditionally, teachers have felt that time spent away from the classroom is 

unproductive and this thesis supports the view that some teachers experience guilt if they are 

learning away from the classroom. 
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Amy (T2) experiences of TPL had made her “investigate where she is at and find out the 

problem isn’t me, because for ages I thought what is wrong with me that I can’t do this 

assessment for learning thing properly” (T2). She said she had been feeling inadequate asking if 

she was hitting every student in class. She said I was “thinking how many hoops do I have jump 

through or how many bells and whistles do I have to come in with” (T2). She said these feelings 

of inadequacy had stemmed from “hearing one thing at in- services and then coming back to the 

school and realising it’s all about results and that there is this mismatch between improving your 

teaching and seeing the results and the results is only shown by A’s, B’s and C’s instead of a 

student feeling better about themselves or a student’s attendance improving or a student caring 

enough about themselves to have a shower, those little things that don’t get noticed” (T2). Amy 

(T2) had been involved in DEIS planning and really enjoyed that because it was school-based 

and all the staff got involved. She said the “principal and the Deputy Principal didn’t drive it 

on”. She said “It was like OK we get so far so that a document was created so if somebody came 

into the school it would be look we did this, tick that box please” (T2). Amy felt that there was 

real hope around the time the school got involved in the DEIS planning. She felt the school’s 

staff was “looking for something like that to create a vehicle to have conversations like that and 

it was very easy for conversations to become positive or constructive rather than just moaning, 

do you know and it going nowhere” (T2). 

 

Audrey (T3) said in years gone she had tried to participate in TPL every year but this year she 

had no time.  Audrey (T3) felt that increased accountability had eroded time into TPL. “We have 

being measured so much more and even the inspections, you know, and I think the drive by, we 

call them the drive by, the drive by shootings as we call them”(T3). David (T5) found that it’s 

difficult to engage in TPL because of “the structures of schools and teacher contracts and all 

that sort of stuff, it doesn't really help, it actually in a lot of respects I think it hampers it”. David 

(T5) talked about the media and how it was reporting teacher “resistance to making CPD 

compulsory” and how the structure and subject-specific nature of post-primary education in 

Ireland did not lend itself to engagement in TPL. David stated that “there’s a lot of history of not 

collaborating. But also the way schools are organized doesn’t help” (T5). However, David (T5) 

found recent TPL held by the local Education Centre was “fantastic.  It's school based, it's a 

group coming together in school talking about how the classroom is going, how the school is 

going, looking at challenging areas and areas that we feel maybe we could do better on. So, for 

example here we looked at question, classroom question. So we'd four teachers from different 

subject areas, five of us who all worked together on it and we sat down and we spoke about some 
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of the issues around it, we narrowed our focus, we've wanted to find out what we were talking 

about so we engaged in a bit of research, collected data, did surveys, talking to colleagues, 

talked to students, did surveys” (T5). David also emphasised the importance of “teacher voice” 

in TPL and stated that teachers “know what they are talking about sometimes I think as a 

profession we're not confident in saying that” (T5). 

 

Fiona (T7) felt that undertaking a Masters in Mentoring encouraged her to further participate in 

TPL. She said “once the door opens you just keep going; it just becomes kind of a real interest” 

(T7). For her the most satisfying part of TPL was meeting other teachers and getting the 

opportunity to talk about teaching and learning. Fiona’s preference was for structured TPL. She 

found that motivation levels would have to be high to complete online TPL. John (T9) said much 

of the TPL that he was involved in was school-based. One course he particularly enjoyed was 

that of curriculum development. John felt it was both the “content” and “delivery” that made the 

course so enjoyable. Paul (T12) felt his efforts at TPL were “the exception to the rule”. He felt it 

“most teachers if they are honest about it, they have had to sit through a lot of guff from people 

who profess to be experts but frankly are not.  It is abstract, it is theory, it is not applicable, it’s 

waffle and that is the one thing that you hear a lot of teachers say, I think across the board” 

(T12). Paul (T12) felt that encouragement to engage in TPL was very much driven by market 

needs “I think the government talk a lot of pants about you know special needs and resources 

and then they cut the hours, they cut this and this, they cut this, they cut that yet IBEC comes 

along and complains about maths graduates and there are courses or somebody complains 

about, so, I mean you know I’m not going to go down the line of conspiracies but...” (T12). He 

went on to say “whenever IBEC starts whining about maths graduates and science graduates 

there is a sudden departmental initiative” (T12). Paul felt that the Croke Park hours that teachers 

are assigned teachers are a waste of time saying teachers “ feel like it is detention for teachers, 

you know and you are sitting for meetings where two hours go by and it’s on a loop, nothing gets 

done, nothing gets implemented” (T12). 

 

Peter (T13) had engaged recently with a local university to work with student teachers. He was 

also involved in sports with the university and felt that the TPL that he was involved in could be 

transferred across the curriculum. “I definitely can transfer many ideas or methods from the 

training process into the teaching process”. (T13). Peter (T13) had worked in another education 

system and felt connections are not always made with TPL across the curriculum in Ireland. 
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Steve (T16) found the TPL which he had engaged in around his subject area was very beneficial. 

However, he felt there was a lack of TPL “around dealing with kids with difficulties” (T16). 

 

6.2.2 Teachers’ perceptions of TPL as accountable 

Aine (T1) and Rachel (T14) preferred a more structured approach to TPL. Aine (T1) liked input 

from outside experts through universities and felt outside experts “provide direction.  I also 

respect them very much for their continuous research. So I feel that their knowledge is current” 

(T1). Fiona (T7) also said she preferred a more structured approach to TPL and felt it was a 

“personality thing” (T7). Amy (T2) felt that there was no structure to current TPL provision and 

likened it to “a menu and I just pick and choose the things that I think I am interested in or that 

would be useful to me” (T2). She felt that provision of TPL was not joined up. Amy (T2) 

expressed dissatisfaction with the framework for TPL being devised by the Teaching Council  

“when I reading the Teaching Council’s proposal for this framework that they are going to make 

for professional learning and when I hear of credits being attached to different types of courses, 

I don’t like that” (T2).  Amy (T2) felt that this would be replicating the negative aspects of our 

education system “it’s fostering all the bad things about education that we are actually engaged 

in and it’s not person centred or context centred or anything like that at all.  So yes there does 

need to be a structure, but not a structure that is replicating what’s in schools already, 

something with flexibility and something that considers the individual and the individual’s needs 

depending on what stage they are at in their profession” (T2). Audrey (T3) preferred a more 

structured approach and liked attending lectures, workshops, taking notes and discussion. 

 

Chris (T4) felt all of his TPL has been self-driven and he felt “anything I learned I felt about 

teaching I had learned from sports coaching so my education as a sports coach was very 

structured and quite formal but one side my teaching job there was no CPD frankly” (T4). David 

(T5) felt that most TPL was in the form of one-day workshops and a lecture style approach. 

However, he did feel that the Department of Education now acknowledges “that we need to get 

into schools, we need to go where the learning is happening and talk to individuals” (T5). He 

felt what needs to happen is “we need to get to a system where there's groups of teachers in 

schools, able to meet, able to look at their practice, able to regularly meet, able to reflect 

together” (T5). John (T9) felt that the format of the TPL was very much context specific. He 

said “I prefer the more informal end of things I prefer you know researching my own stuff and 

reading up my own papers and all the rest of it and discussing that with colleagues that I like 

and get on with but that’s you can’t certify for that you know” (T9). On the proposal of 
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mandatory CPD, John (T9) said that it will no longer stand up that you read a paper or a book 

because “you can’t sell that to the IMF” (T9). However, John (T9) said that he understood that 

for “for economic reasons they have to bring in box ticking bureaucratic, bureaucratic CPD that 

they have to sell” (T9). But this he felt would lead to more cynicism on the part of teachers, in 

particular, younger teachers. John (T9) felt that increased accountability in the UK education 

system through target setting for individual students is just “rubbish paperwork”  and that the 

Irish Education system will “go down that way” (T9). 

 

Kate (T10), a Maths teacher, preferred more structured TPL and had found the TPL around 

Project Maths excellent. She said she would have liked to go on more TPL but you would “have 

to get the principal to agree to a cover for you and there was no money for that” (T10). Liz 

(T11) felt that structured and informal TPL “serve different purposes” (T11). Paul (T12) said 

most of the TPL that he had been engaged in was structured and formal and more “theory based 

and a result I think a lot of teachers switch off” (T12). He said of some TPL “sometimes it is a 

bit more touchy-feely and they want, it can be more painful when they want you to get involved 

and that can cause more chaos again, the opinions of people arguing” (T12). For Peter (T13) 

variety in TPL activities was vital and for Sandra (T15) the most important part of TPL was “not 

reporting it’s more about sharing” (T15). 

 

 

6.2.3 Support to engage in TPL 

Teachers point to the importance of schools supporting TPL and understanding the importance of 

expertise and supportive networks to their professional learning (Opfer et al: 2011c). Many of 

the teachers in this study felt supported at the school level but felt unsupported at system level. 

Aine (T1) felt very much supported to engage in TPL by the institution that she worked in “our 

college culture anyway that I’m involved in now definitely supports” (T1). Across the TPL 

literature, the importance of school culture is emphasized. If a school culture has an ordered, 

hence top-down, strategy for promoting teacher performance, the teachers may have a negative 

attitude to informal learning in the school (Postholm: 20012). When Aine (T1) worked in schools 

she felt supported financially because there was a salary increase for engagement in TPL but that 

had “disappeared” (T1). She felt the only motivation nowadays to engage in TPL was “personal 

fulfilment” (T1). Audrey (T3) felt that the knowledge that she required now was out there and 

she could learn independently herself, but she felt unsupported at the system level to engage in 
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TPL. She said she felt “left to her devices” (T3) when it came to support to engage in TPL. She 

said she would like to engage further but family commitments were a barrier. 

 

Chris (T4) said his school principal was very supportive of releasing him for TPL but that “he 

would have colleagues that their principals just won’t release them to do stuff, you know.  I have 

colleagues that they will attend courses and some principals will recognise those hours for 

Croke Park and others won’t, it seems to be at the whim of the principal” (T4). Chris (T4) said 

that time needs to be timetabled in the school day to engage in TPL activities such as mentoring. 

Chris (T4) felt that the Teaching Council is “very aware that as a profession we have a huge gap 

in the whole CPD area” (T4). Chris felt that the support required to get to where we want to be 

as a profession would “require incredible investment” (T4). Chis (T4) has been trying to recruit 

teachers in his school to engage in mentoring but a lot of teachers say “look I just don’t have the 

time to do it” (T4).Chris (T4) felt that we were losing out on huge untapped resources in the form 

of retired teachers leaving the school with so much experience that is never used to support TPL. 

James and McCormick (2009) emphasise the importance of utilizing knowledgeable persons in 

schools as a resource in their own schools and in external networks through TPL. Chris felt that 

“there is no formal vehicle for them to access the kind of experience” (T4), which leaves schools 

when a teacher leaves or retires. Chris (T4) talked about the poor salaries of new teachers and he 

himself said that if he didn’t provide out of school tuition he couldn’t survive. Chris (T4) had 35 

years teaching experience. 

 

David (T5) felt supported to engage in TPL at the school level but not as system level. He felt the 

“space” (T5) to engage in TPL is the most important factor to engagement. He pointed to 

teachers in his school who were completing Masters and there was no facility there for study 

leave. He felt that staff engaging in TPL was a means to bring knowledge back into the school 

“but again it comes back to the economics, the tick box thing and what matters is that you're in 

front of students, that's what matters, you must be there for 22 hours and that's what matters” 

(T5). If TPL is person-centred, as opposed to meeting organizational needs, teachers should be 

given the opportunity to plan, implement and evaluate their practice (James and McCormick: 

2009). 

 

Edgar (T6) felt extremely supported to engage in TPL at the school and system level. Fiona (T7) 

felt supported at school level and at the system level the support was increasing and she used the 

example of “scheduled time for mentoring” (T7). However, Fiona (T7) did make the point of 
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there being an issue with TPL and being away from your classes and that required individual 

planning on the part of teacher, which was unaccounted for. Joanne (T8) felt that the support a 

teacher received to engage in TPL was very much dependent upon the relationship the teacher 

had with the principal “I’ve got a good relationship with my principal and I can go to him and I 

can ask him... it is within the gift of management to support or not support you. That’s not fair” 

(T8). Supportive leaders, such as school principals, who focus attention on teacher needs and 

interests, are imperative for TPL. Kate (T10) again felt supported by the principal and school. 

Liz (T11) felt she was supported by the principal to engage in TPL both through the giving of 

time and finance. However, she felt the issue was when she tried to implement what she had 

learned through TPL in the school “you are not really 100% supported in doing it when you get 

back to the school on the ground so that’s really hard... putting it into practice is really difficult” 

(T11). Liz (T11) also found egos and the politics within the school as unsupportive. 

 

Paul (T12) stated that he did not feel supported to engage in TPL at either the school or system 

level “I don’t feel terribly supported, no” and he does things “off my own back” (T12). Paul 

(T12) felt that TPL was not supported within the school because of “a lot of scepticism, a lot of 

resistance, you know cultural resistance to it” (T12). Both Rachel (T14) and Peter (T13) felt 

supported to engage in TPL but Peter (T13) said he was “not over reliant on the system” (T13). 

Sandra (T15) felt time was the reason why TPL was not as supported as it might be. She also felt 

that TPL was not as recognized as it should be in schools. Steve (T16) felt “supported in terms of 

encouragement no but I guess there are financial incentives there” (T16). 

 

 

6.2.4 Teachers’ perceptions of TPL supporting their career stage 

Teachers at different points in the life cycle have varied orientations to change and improvement 

as well as different professional needs (Hargreaves and Fullan: 1992).  It seems appropriate that 

any discussion of TPL should take into account career cycles of teachers. If teachers are to feel 

empowered from TPL, then the TPL opportunities should be tailored to meet their needs at 

different stages in their careers. Amy (T2) felt that TPL does not support her career stage in 

terms of technology. She felt “the whole ICT thing I missed that… I don’t see an ICT course for 

teachers that’s at my level...It’s like I have missed the boat kind of” (T2). Amy (T2) felt that 

technology was “devaluing what we do in the classroom” (T2). Chris (T4), who was teaching 35 

years, felt at his career stage his TPL needs are met by working with student teachers. Sandra 

(T15) similarly felt that student teachers and learning from them was a support for her career 
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stage. David (T5) did feel that there was more out there in terms of support for career stage than 

previously. However, he said the issue arose when you tried to get support to take time off. Fiona 

(T7) expressed a similar sentiment to David (T5) saying “I think there is a wider range now then 

there ever has been” (T7). However, the ability to engage in TPL is often hindered by logistics 

“sometimes you get frustrated around availability, you think you can see the idea of great things 

you can do and then maybe find that they are too far away to be reasonable” (T7). Fiona (T7) 

also stated as you get older you are less likely to be able to travel due to family commitments.  

 

Joanne (T8) expressed a similar opinion to Amy (T2) and Kate (T10) around technology and 

how some teachers were uncomfortable around it yet there was very little TPL in the area of ICT 

to support teachers. Joanne (T8) said there needs to be less talking about ICT and more “showing 

us how to use it” (T8). Liz (T11) similarly said that “it has to be better now” (T11) than before 

given its current status. Peter (T13) felt the logistics and his family commitments were barriers to 

TPL and that if TPL was to support his career stage it needed to take account of these factors. 

Rachel (T14) felt there was not TPL available for her for her career stage “there’s nothing there. 

You know, I’ve done my masters, I’ve done everything, I’ve done my qualifications. What I’m 

looking for now is general day to day ideas and things, and it’s not really there at the moment” 

(T14).  

 

6.2.5 Teachers’ perceptions of TPL leading to empowerment 

If TPL is person-centred expressive mode, the functional is expressive of the personal (Fielding: 

2007). TPL helps the teacher become personally and professionally fulfilled. For person-centred 

purposes, TPL is undertaken, not solely to meet curricula / and or syllabi changes or the 

acquisition of knowledge and skills, but because it is seen to be both worthwhile and interesting. 

In this research thirteen out of sixteen teachers felt that TPL empowered them personally or 

professionally or both. Aine (T1) felt TPL empowered her personally and professionally. She felt 

engagement in TPL gave options to people and “it fulfils a hunger if one wants to find out more” 

(T1). Aine (T1) also cited career development, opportunity to write, opportunity to express 

opinions, and confidence as other ways in which TPL made her feel empowered. Audrey (T3) 

said that engagement in TPL “makes me feel better at what I am doing… I couldn’t quantify it… 

it’s almost like it subconsciously affects me…change my attitude” (T2). David (T5) felt TPL had 

empowered him in terms of increased knowledge and the ability to apply that knowledge ” just 

having the knowledge that actually what the research is talking about is mixed ability and that's 

as a general thrust, it's a general move” (T5). Edgar (T6) felt that TPL had empowered him and 
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he used the example of being able to explain student behaviour through theory, the ability to 

debate with colleagues, confidence in the increased knowledge and professional experience. 

Fiona (T7) talked about an increased confidence as a result of engagement in TPL and it helped 

her to take on extra responsibility in the school. Similar to Edgar (T6), Fiona (T7) felt more 

willing to share her opinions about education and get involved in educational debate. Joanne 

(T8) felt that teaching “is an extremely lonely profession” (T8) and engagement in TPL gives 

you the opportunity to talk to your peers. Liz (T11) said that “when you leave a course you 

usually come out with a few good ideas” and “it’s meeting other likeminded teachers who chose 

to go on these courses” (T11). Rachel (T14) found TPL empowered her but only “when it’s 

good” highlighting the need for TPL to be relevant to the teacher. Sandra (T15) stated that she 

felt empowered through the involvement with “research and the knowledge base” (T15). 

 

If TPL pays no attention to the personal, and focuses primarily on the functional, then TPL can 

be viewed as having a high performance purpose (Fielding: 2007). Paul (T12) felt that 

engagement in TPL makes him feel empowered “a little bit” (T12). Paul (T12) expressed 

frustration with “reality not matching theory” (T12). He felt the Department of Education came 

out with initiatives around TPL “with no backup. They want to do some sort of change with no 

resources, no time, no training “(T12). Paul (T12) stated that “principals are having to juggle 

and cut hours and do what they can, it’s a nightmare and it is a disgrace from the government’s 

point of view, it’s a disgrace from the Department of Education” (T12). He went on to say “I 

mean they talk about the department of education, you would imagine that they care about the 

children.  They don’t and it sounds terrible but it’s like the department of health caring about 

sick people.  You think that they do but they don’t. The policy is dehumanizing” (T12). This 

sentiment clearly expresses a view that current TPL is perceived as focused on efficiency, 

intellectual and organizational capital with less focus on the humanist aspects of TPL. 

 

Amy (T2) felt that engagement in TPL had led her to feel less empowered because she realised 

“the education debate is so far away from where the level of debate needs to be, that’s it actually 

damaging the profession” (T2). Amy (T2) said that she does not tell anyone that she is a teacher 

and stated that “we don’t do ourselves any favours, we really don’t” (T2). Amy (T2) felt that we 

need to start arguing our case as teachers from “an educated place” (T2). Amy has recently 

embarked on a Master’s in Education and as result views education and the Irish education 

system through a different lens. In an Irish educational discourse and debate, the technical 

paradigm is dominant (Glesson: 2010). It is within this context that a prevailing anti-intellectual 
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culture exists (Lee: 1989; Kane: 1996). A culture of this type does not promote or equip teachers 

with the necessary skills to engage in educational debate.  In Ireland, teachers are facing many 

challenges, but without the language to express and debate the issues surrounding these 

challenges there can be no democratic dialogue. 

 

6.2.6 Summary of key points to “TPL experiences” 

This section reports on teachers’ experiences of TPL. Their experiences are very bound up with 

the level of support they felt. For the most part, teachers felt supported at the school level 

through school principals. However, this was not always the case and the degree of support 

appears to be dependent upon the relationship with the principal. Supportive leaders, such as 

school principals, who focus attention on teacher needs and interests, are imperative for TPL. 

The quality of the support that teachers receive is also paramount (Starkey et al: 2009).At the 

system level, teachers did not feel supported. Many of the teachers expressed dissatisfaction at 

the lack of time to engage in sustained TPL and the geographical location of TPL activities. Two 

teachers attributed this to economics and the value that is placed on time in the classroom. TPL is 

considered a long-term process that included regular opportunities and experiences planned 

systematically to promote growth in the profession (Wells: 2013). However, two teachers said 

they felt that system support was increasing. There was an acknowledgement of the huge level of 

investment that would be required to get to a level of quality support for TPL. Teachers felt for 

the most part that there was TPL available for their career stage but cited family commitments 

and logistics as barriers to engagement. A number of teachers expressed concern around ICT and 

their perceived competence in the area and the lack of suitable TPL for their career stage. One 

teacher felt supported both by school management and the system to engage in TPL; however, 

she lacked the support of colleagues in the school to implement what she had learned in the 

classroom.  

 

6.3 Teachers’ perceptions of the orientation of TPL 
In this section, the data focuses on teachers’ perceptions of the orientation of TPL. For the most 

part, teachers felt that TPL was not inquiry-oriented and if it was, it was directed at more system 

priorities such as literacy and numeracy. When asked if research informed teacher practice, some 

teachers felt that it did but it was unconscious. One teacher felt that teacher research was bound 

up in system agendas.  In this research only two (T5, T11) out of the sixteen teachers had used 

the EBSCO database provided by the Teaching Council. Teachers attributed their lack of 
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awareness of the resource as due to lack of time and the fact the Teaching Council does not 

publicize the resource adequately. Some teachers felt that the lack of awareness was bound up 

with the negative feelings some teachers felt towards the Teaching Council. All sixteen teachers 

interviewed were involved in reflection either individually or collectively with colleagues. Some 

were involved in writing reflections while others were involved less formally. Three of the 

sixteen teachers felt that TPL was theoretically based, but felt it was unconscious. Some teachers 

felt that TPL needed to make the connection between theories and practice more explicit because 

teachers were too busy to do this type of work. 

 

6.3.1 Teachers’ perceptions of TPL as inquiry-oriented 

In this thesis, Aine (T1), Amy (T2), Audrey (T3) and Joanne (T8) felt that the TPL that they had 

engaged in had not been inquiry-oriented. Amy (T1) stated that the TPL she engaged in was 

“more kind of demonstrations of techniques or strategies”. Chris (T4) had been involved with the 

Professional Development Service for Teachers (PDST) and much of the learning there was 

inquiry-oriented. He said that they work “with scenarios and teachers have to figure out, you 

know, what happens”. David (T5) spoke about a Masters he was completing and said that while 

it was “more lecture style you get to discuss at lectures”.  Edgar (T6) stated that a lot of teachers 

attend CPD “have a specific question and it isn’t really the form you are going to get an answer 

to that question being honest, if someone is there delivering a presentation”. Fiona (T7) felt that 

professional learning was moving more towards an inquiry orientation but viewed this in terms 

of “school improvement planning”. The emphasis was on “picking targets and setting your 

targets to suit your school, you have come to conclusions by looking at the students and looking 

at the teachers and by that kind of inquiry that’s gone on beforehand” (T7). 

 

John (T9) stated that through the literacy and numeracy programme that CPD had become more 

inquiry-oriented.  He stated that outside experts were invited into the school and there was 

opportunity to discuss issues and ask questions. Timperley (2008) encourages the use of outside 

experts to help teachers to challenge teachers about their existing knowledge and skills in order 

to identify what new areas of understanding they need to meet to achieve their professional 

learning needs.  Liz (T11) said that recent Barrie Bennett in-service training that she had went on 

was very much inquiry-oriented. Peter (T13) stated that most of his experience of inquiry-

oriented TPL was school-based “through talking to other teachers” that the solution will be 

found. Rachel (T14) found that most of the TPL that she had been involved was not inquiry-

oriented but more “traditional style”. 
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6.3.2 Teachers’ perceptions of TPL as evidence-based 

Aine (TI) felt that evidence and research was at the core of TPL and said she felt “private 

research is useless without direction from higher institutions like universities and people who 

know”.  Amy (T2) felt initially research did not inform her practice but said “But I am probably 

doing it, I haven’t prepared for it, I see that this could work here but I am not thinking I am 

going to, I haven’t gone in, I haven’t researched it before I have used it and I am probably using 

it and I am not even aware that I have used it”.  Amy (T1) said that she would read about 

research from “workshops, rather than reading an article or reading something from a 

magazine”. Chris (T4) felt up to now that research had not informed his practice but now “that 

the Teaching Council have made a lot of material available now online definitely is a help but I 

find most it is on You Tube”. Chris felt that You Tube was very accessible and there are Google 

groups that write blogs and post and share relevant research there. Chris had embarked on a 

recent action research project to change the middle management structure of the school from a 

task based to a responsibility based system. The project involved a “huge cultural change in the 

school and I certainly learned a lot about how change actually happened in a school” (T4). 

Chris also felt from the project that he had learned a lot about himself, for example, his ability to 

communicate. 

David (T5) felt evidence was very much part of recent TPL that he engaged in “stuff was superb 

for that because it grounded what we were trying to do. We brought it to a staff meeting and it 

explained the challenges we were finding and it explained how we might go about it and it 

explained what our focus should be, as in student learning, if we focus on that we would get 

everything else right”. Fiona (T7) stated that it depended on the context and on what she was 

doing at the time. Fiona had responsibility for NQTs in the school and through that she would 

use evidence to inform her work. But I suppose there is a time issue around research.  Fiona said 

“I mean I would love to have time and I would love to be doing kind of something now that was, 

you know a little bit more academically I just don’t have the time really, you know” (T7). Joanne 

(T8) felt that much of the evidence that informed her work “I suppose with exam classes we 

track people’s attainment in each skill so listening, speaking, writing and reading or whatever 

and you try to see if there is upward progress.  You try to note what might be the thing that’s 

stopping it if that’s the case but I wouldn’t say that it’s systemic for me”. Kate (T10) cited time 

as the main impediment to research informing her practice. Liz (T11) had recently completed a 

research project on developing critical literacy and used evidence to complete this TPL activity 

within her school. 
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Peter (T13) felt the research was driven by people with agendas. He said “the commissioner of 

the research might not necessarily listen to the experiences of the teacher, there's not much we 

as inexperience or less experienced teachers can do because we don't have the power, we might 

have the power if we go through the unions and ask for that but you can see what's happening 

these days, they've applied quite a lot of pressure on every teacher, extracurricular activities are 

not growing, they are reducing based on the substitution and based on these covers we do for 

each other. So research is important yes because that's the way forward but the way research is 

conducted is up to the commissioner really because the money's going that way, nobody's doing 

research for free, maybe somebody is but I don't know too many details about it”. Rachel stated 

that family commitments were an impediment to her using research. Sandra (T16) felt that a 

recent TPL, a programme in mentoring, had increased her enthused her towards research. 

 

6.3.3 Use of the EBSCO database resource 

In this research two (T5, T11) out of the sixteen teachers had used the EBSCO database provided 

by the Teaching Council. Aine (T1) had seen the EBSCO database but had not used it. Amy (T2) 

heard about the database but she did not use it. Audrey (T3) never knew it existed. Audrey (T3) 

cited that perhaps the Teaching Council needed to change their approach to publicising such 

resources  “ you see the Teaching Council giving out a leaflet isn’t going to, we have no time to 

be reading leaflets, you know, we need bullet points, you know, we literally need ‘This is what we 

can do for you.  We can provide research, we can do…’, I don’t know what they can do for us 

actually to be honest with you except I know that I need to pay every March that’s it”. (T3) 

Joanne (T8) had never heard of the EBSCO database and asked “Should the Teaching Council be 

informing us of the things that having membership gives us access to?” John (T9) did not use the 

EBSCO database and said in the school in which he taught that “we kind of look on the Teaching 

Council as an extra, a small extra tax for which we get a nice little card every year it’s not even 

a proper plastic card I want a plastic one.  But other than that I’m not sure what they do they 

certainly don’t wade in and comment on any media debate about reform”. John (T9) felt the 

Teaching Council was “tight-lipped” and should as a professional body become more involved in 

media debate instead of leaving “that to the unions”. He said that The Teaching Council registers 

teachers and “then threatened to not, that we won’t be paid if we don’t register on time” (T9). 

Kate (T10) had not heard of the EBSCO database but felt that there was information overload 

with the amount of resources that is out there for teachers. 
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Liz (T11) had looked at the database when it came on stream but had not used it since then 

because she felt at the time there wasn’t much material there and “it was all about the research 

they were funding” (T11). However, she felt that teachers “are really angry at the Teaching 

Council so they probably don’t go on their website that often” (T11). Paul (T12) had not heard of 

the EBSCO database and stated “you mention teaching council and they kind of go, ‘Ugh’ but at 

the same time they didn’t care when it was setup.  I saw that coming because I had seen it in 

England but now they are aware of it.  Now they have legal powers and they have teeth and you 

will see it a lot more.  That is an interesting point and I don’t think it is really documented” 

(T12). 

 

6.3.4 Teachers’ perceptions of TPL as reflective 

All sixteen teachers interviewed were involved in reflection either individually or collective with 

colleagues. Some were involved in writing reflections while others were involved less formally. 

The degree of reflection varied from teacher to teacher. David (T5) stated that in recent TPL he 

was involved in he reflected with colleagues “they were bringing their reflections to meetings 

every week, writing them down, bringing examples of student work, it was an open, honest 

discussion”. When asked if this is something that would happen normally, David said “in the 

school day it's not routine, a group of teachers sitting down and talking about what's going on 

maybe once or twice a year as a part of the formal meeting at the start of the year, there's a 

couple of hours given to it, on the first day back or something. But outside of that, it's just chats 

in corridors which I think is a mistake among most teachers that that is professional 

collaboration and conversations, it's not, it's a chat in the corridor, that's different” (T5). Liz 

(T11) reflected both individually and collective with colleagues and wrote reflections under the 

guidance of theorists such as Jean McNiff. The focus of the reflections was “testing people for 

different things, keeping records, who’s in charge of what that’s all the special ed’s meetings 

that’s, it’s all administration, loads of administration” (T11). 

 

Peter (T13) found that he reflected “quite often on behaviour, on methodology, on 

communication, on improvement”. Fiona (T7) stated that she felt that teacher were “becoming 

more and more reflective as the years go by”. Fiona went on to say that when she started 

teaching “we never discussed anything with interest” (T7). TPL activities must not only 

encourage teachers to be reflective but also require them to communicate openly with one 

another about pedagogical issues (Cameron et al: 2013).This increased reflection was seen as 

very much connected to the idea that “classroom doors are slowly opening” and “there is far 
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more openness surrounding it” (T7). Paul (T12) stated that while he would not write reflections 

down with colleagues “we would certainly talk about it”. He felt that teaching “is a strange 

profession because I have often thought of it as very schizophrenic in class.  Teachers 

fundamentally are very individualistic, in a way I suppose.  In a way we share that maybe with 

lawyers, we are very individualistic, we can be fairly territorial and you tread on toes but at the 

same time you’re supposed to work as a team” (T12). 

 

Not all teachers in the study had positive experiences of reflection with colleagues. Audrey (T3) 

expressed that while she would reflect herself, she said that reflection with colleagues was 

unwelcome in the staffroom. One colleague said to her “oh you are just bringing work on 

yourself, you are going to make us all have to do it now” (T3). Audrey went on to say “I was 

almost like bullied into you shouldn’t be doing that so now I’m doing it and saying nothing” 

(T3). As a result, Audrey “wouldn’t have a seat, I wouldn’t have a friend, I would sit near 

anyone, you know, I would talk to anyone and I suppose I would talk to the newer teachers a lot 

because I would feel that I want to mind them a small bit” (T3). John (T9) felt that reflection was 

something he did everyday but felt it was not always for its own purposes but for some other 

aims. He said “things I’ve undertaken over the years on the façade may lip service to reflection 

but they’re actually very instructive and this here is my cynical bit they often seem to follow a 

very, a very prescribed political and economic agenda that I think younger teachers mightn’t 

cop, that’s the scary thing”. 

 

Aine (T1) questioned both teachers’ understanding of what it means to reflect and the level of 

reflection that teachers are engaged in. She said “teachers, particularly teachers who haven’t up-

skilled, need to have it explained and the benefits that ensue pointed out to them” (T1). Aine 

continued regarding the level and format of reflection saying “it’s not a dear diary, you know 

and I think that’s it’s no good reflecting either if it’s not shared and if it’s not a staff thing”. 

Sandra (T15) said when her department would come back from TPL that would “share our notes 

and we’ve actually got very good at sharing notes does that sound awful?” Sandra felt that her 

involvement in mentoring had increased her use of reflection and in particular she used reflection 

to deal with challenging behaviours in the classroom. 

 

6.3.5 Teachers’ perceptions of TPL as theoretical 

Aine (T1) felt that theory informed her practice “even though you may not always be conscious” 

of it. Audrey (T3) felt that it was the theory that she learned as a student teacher which 
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underpinned her practice now. David (T5), as a deputy principal, found that recent TPL around 

leadership and change management informed his practice. Edgar (T6) found that theories helped 

him to get a “deeper understanding of where your students are coming from” (T6). Fiona (T7) 

reiterated a similar sentiment about using theory to understand the underlying causes of an issue 

and also as an aid to promoting a discussion around teaching and learning. Fiona (T7), similar to 

Aine (T1), found that “inadvertently” she uses theory to inform her practice particularly in the 

area of mentoring. Fiona (T7) adapted different models of mentoring when working with NQTs. 

She attributed this to the Masters in Mentoring which she completed “it’s almost having kind of 

been immersed in something for quite a while, it’s almost without thinking that you do and then 

you kind of afterwards realising it fits into this or that” (T7).  Joanne (T8) used theories of 

groups and group dynamics to inform her practice. Group work was something that she was 

trying to implement in the classroom. Joanne also found Barrie Bennett’s workshops very 

insightful and increased her confidence as regards trying “new strategies” in the classroom. 

 

John (T9) said that theory informs his practice but the theory changes “over time because the 

more I read and the more I you know and I go backwards and forwards”. John (T9) felt there he 

was bias towards using the theories that he knew. John also felt that it was “it’s very hard to 

verbalise I mean it’s something that teachers don’t yeah it’s natural you don’t think about it” 

(T9). Kate (T10) was unsure if theory informed her practice. Liz’s (T11) recent TPL had 

encouraged her to look at Paulo Freire’s models of empowerment and applied what she had 

learned about voice and developing voice in the classroom. Liz (T11) also used “scaffold and 

language, scaffold and learning, dialog, teacher helping student, the importance of voice, 

intonation accent, repressed voices, and expressed voices. And how a teacher’s role is to assist 

that you know the expression I suppose rather than to impose their own or sometimes the version 

of what’s correct on students”.  Paul (T12) an advocate of Gardner’s Multiple intelligences, 

stated that “humans are complicated and I think it is a good framework, so I do like some of the 

theory if I can apply it” (T12). Paul also emphasised the importance of the relevance of the 

theory to practice “you need to make that connection for teachers because like, teachers are 

often under pressure.  If they are working a full timetable, their days are fully jam-packed and if 

you cannot apply it, if you can’t make it relevant to the kids” (T12). 

 

While Peter (T13) said “theorists, I'm not using names of any philosophers or any major 

educators really, as far as I remember from my studies about the pedagogy and the philosophy 

and the psychology, they were very important people who did some research and created these 
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categories which we follow” (T13). For Peter (T13) the most important aspect was the 

relationship “for me the most important thing is not about the theorist, it's a reversal, I think it's 

about the relationship between people” (T13). Aine (T1) said for her this was focused around 

reading. Amy (T2), who had recently begun a Masters, said that she had not used theory up until 

now but “just seeing what is being debated in the moment, what are the main issues and big 

concerns in education” really interested her. Chris (T4) felt that “most of the CPD I have been 

involved in it would have a strong theoretical base but it’s very much about the application of 

the theory there is much more of an emphasis I find now on the application of it and on trying to 

analyse what is happening in my classroom, what am I doing that is affecting the learning, what 

can I change and while you are bringing in theories about let’s say assessment theories or 

bringing in motivational theories it’s very much about well what does that look like in my 

classroom.”  

 

David (T5) felt that “Irish teachers dismiss theory and as a result they don’t have a grounding to 

critique practice and to interrogate practice and that’s probably where it’s useful”. Edgar (T6) 

felt the TPL he had been involved in was theoretically- based as indicated through “statistics 

given articles quoted, different examples, different angles”. Fiona (T7) assumed that the TPL 

which she was attending was based “on theory and best practice”. John (T9) felt there was a 

strong theoretical basis to the literacy and numeracy TPL that he had attended. Not all teachers, 

for example, Sandra (T15) felt that there was a theoretical basis behind the TPL.  

 

6.3.6 Summary of key points to “Teachers’ perceptions of TPL orientations” 

An orientation is considered to be an integrated set of attitudes, beliefs and practices as well as 

the alignment of oneself and ones ideas to circumstances and context (Opfer et al: 2011a). 

Orientations are heavily context dependent. Thus, we assume that while an orientation may 

remain unchanged overtime, the influence of the context, the stage of career development, 

previous teaching experiences and the students a teacher has at any given time, are primary 

determinants in the orientation to what, how and why teachers learn as professionals. The 

orientation of TPL in Ireland may be viewed as having a subjectification purpose (Biesta: 2009). 

In a few instances, teachers reported that TPL was inquiry-based, but when probed further it 

appeared to be directed towards system needs. For the most part, teachers felt that TPL was 

reflective. However, when probed further the reflection was of a haphazard nature and was not 

always carried out with colleagues or took a written form. Again, some teachers said that TPL 

was theoretical but when probed further teachers expressed that this was an “unconscious use of 
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theory to inform practice”. Other teachers clearly felt that theory was outside the domain of the 

teacher and the classroom. Two of the sixteen teachers felt that theory was something that they 

learned in college and that it was removed from their everyday context. 

 

6.4 Teachers working and learning together 
This sub section of the data concerns the way teachers interact with their colleagues and engage 

in TPL. The teachers participating in this study often spoke of their teaching methods in relation 

to others, in terms of how they teach similarly to, or differently from their colleagues. They 

discuss with whom they collaborate, the contexts which give rise to this collaboration and the 

challenges which arise as a result of working with other teachers. Some teachers spoke about the 

isolation they felt as a teacher. They did not feel their school was somewhere they could 

collaborate with others in a meaningful way (Lortie: 1975). Much of the collaboration happens 

because of the goodwill of teachers rather that purposive collaboration, which is supported 

through and by system resources. There is evidence that collaboration between teachers has 

increased over time, but the purposes appear to be driven towards subjectification and 

socialization (Biesta: 2009), as opposed towards a person-centred purpose (Fielding: 2007). 

 

6.4.1 Teachers’ perceptions of collaborative TPL 

All sixteen teachers in this study felt that TPL was collaboratively oriented. Aine (T1) felt that 

collaboration was a skill “that one develops over time”. Amy (T2) said the collaboration that she 

had been involved in “has been very erratic in phases and it is, like the DEIS planning thing 

there would have been collaboration there, but the Principal and the Deputy Principal didn’t 

sustain it, or encourage it.  So there wasn’t the opportunity”. Amy went onto say that “I wouldn’t 

do the collaboration with everybody, there are certain people I know, I just wouldn’t bother 

going there, because it’s like you would have to get in, you would have to change their mind set 

altogether” (T2). Audrey (T3) stated that time was a barrier to her being involved in more 

collaboration. Chris (T4) stated that collaboration between staff had increased as a result of 

“school evaluation”. Chris also felt that his involvement with the Professional Development 

Service for Teachers (PDST) and his concerted efforts at his own TPL. David (T5) said that he 

found collaboration challenging “It's very difficult, I suppose I'm freer in terms of deputy 

principal, you've so much pressure from other areas as well, it's almost sometimes as if student 

learning comes secondary to the other fires that are going on”. When asked what he felt was the 

driving force behind this, David said “I'd say it's bigger than this school, it's bigger than the Irish 
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education system, we're in a world of measurements and comparisons and your classic one I 

mean look at literacy and numeracy, numeracy is laden down with accountability and OECD 

stuff and schools self-evaluation and there is a culture air of it's that accountability culture, 

that’s managerial as well” (T5). David went on to say that “we’re not set up to be collaborative 

really, the structure just it mitigates against it” (T5). David went onto say that efforts towards 

collaboration can be met with “passive resistance” and teachers “who want to contribute 

sometimes can be intimidated in a way not to contribute, that can be negative and often it’s 

nothing to do with the school” (T5). David went on to say that many arguments out against 

change are met with the economic argument. He felt that until we are able to say “show it to me, 

let me come in and see it and you can come in and see what I'm talking about” (T5) then we 

won’t be truly collaborative as a profession. 

 

Edgar (T6) felt that it very much depended on the teacher and with “some of the more open 

teachers” it was possible to work collaboratively. When asked if he would collaborate with 

teachers outside the school, he said “to a large degree in isolation” (T6). Joanne (T8) felt, as did 

other teachers, that “there was very little time to organize that collaboration”. Joanne went on to 

say that a lot of collaboration and organized collaboration was done through the “goodwill” of 

teachers (T8). Liz (T11) felt that she was constrained by both time and other teachers to 

collaborate “ Yeah it’s a little bit limited because of time but it’s also limited because of peoples 

roles that they’ve already set up for themselves in the schools and the system itself is very much, 

what’s the word, territorial and people kind of set themselves up in a corner for life and they just 

want to go a certain way and probably aren’t that happy when they see different things coming 

in or new ideas or something that might upset that arrangement that they have”.  Liz went on to 

say that she felt the principal was an important factor when it came to collaboration and the 

principal in her school was often afraid “he would rock the boat” (T11). Liz also felt threatened 

by another teacher in the school whom she was involved in team teaching with saying “she 

nearly attacked me in the corridor another day about it she couldn’t, she went on about it for 

about two months afterwards, I never went in again like” (T11). Paul (T12) felt the way teachers 

had authority in their own classrooms did not lend itself well to collaboration. He said that 

“individual tendency” sometimes meant teachers did not speak freely and that “different 

agendas”, “Politics” and “Perceptions” all played a part in collaboration. Paul (T12) also felt in 

recent times that as a teacher  “you were watching your back” and  “doing risk assessment” to 

ascertain “ what was in vogue with the principal sometimes they are like kids in a sweet shop; 

they want all the new shiny toys and you have to be aware of that too”. Paul (T12) said that the 
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principal of his school had tried to initiate collaboration with two other schools in the area. But 

the results were limited due to what he called “three different cultures” (T12). He went on to say 

that schools were individualistic and that it was all “about the results, the results” (T12). Peter 

(T13), who collaborated well with teachers inside his school, said that he did not collaborate 

outside the school and was not looking at anything “external if we can work it out amongst 

ourselves”. 

 

 

6.4.2 Teachers’ experiences of peer observation 

When Aine (T1) was asked about peer-observation she talked of it in terms of the inspectorate 

visiting the schools. She said she found the experience negative and found it was all about 

accountability. She proposed what may be useful in schools was for outside experts to come in to 

schools, observe teachers, provide guidance and then follow up with visits. Amy (T2) had never 

experienced formal peer observation with a colleague. She said she might go into another 

teacher’s classroom to ask for something and might stay for “a bit of fun” and that it was 

“informal and inconsistent” (T2). Audrey (T3) and Chris (T4) said that they are involved in 

peer-observation with students and find that invaluable in terms of what they learn from the 

student teachers. Both teachers (T3) (T4) very much viewed the relationship they had with 

student teachers as reciprocal and a “sharing of expertise” (T4). Chris (T4) stated that it was 

important that protocols were followed between schools and universities around the whole area 

of peer-observation. An incident had happened in the school where a student teacher had asked a 

member of the teaching staff, who was not the co-operating teacher, if they could come in and 

observe a lesson. Chris said “This teacher got upset anyway and understandably I suppose.  I 

suppose that was a collaboration that didn’t go well because there weren’t shared expectations 

about the protocols involved and the observations” (T4). Chris said that this incident had “done 

quite a lot of damage to our own mentoring programme” (T4). 

 

David (T5) stated that he felt there should be a formal mechanism in place prior to observation 

because he felt it was more beneficial. He has worked with students teachers to observe and 

provide feedback. But he has never been involved in peer observation with colleagues. Edgar 

(T6) similar to other teachers stated that it would depend on the teacher as to whether he would 

get involved in peer observation.  Joanne (T8) stated that peer observation does not happen in a 

“systemic way, you know, there was no sort of tradition then in the school.” Joanne (T8) said she 

did enjoy the “pressure” of being observed anytime it might have happened with student teachers 
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or the inspectorate. John (T9) felt that openness to peer observation was dependent on the years 

of experience a teacher had “you have to either start off doing that when you are young and 

assume that to be natural or else you have to get older and not be too bothered by it.  I think the 

in between is you know are the ones probably most resistant to it” (T9). John (T9) went on to say 

that “teaching is a very lonely job”. John felt the autonomy in the classroom was “really 

important for your mental health” (T9) but with that comes a loneliness and an inability to talk 

with colleagues about what goes on in your classroom. And if you do talk with colleagues “you 

are going to be judged” (T9). John (T9) felt there was no structure to allow peer observation in 

the school day but that if you did introduce something teachers would “rebel against you and say 

no, no we’re overworked” (T9). 

 

Liz (T11) said that any peer-observation that she would be involved in was “pretty informal” 

(T11). She felt as a resource teacher there was increased accountability in recent times “it’s 

constant paperwork I mean there’s like we took over you know Irish exemptions, schools of 

evaluations, ISPs, standardised testing I run all that in the school as well, marking them, 

compiling databases, sharing them with the teachers sure it’s nonstop” (T11). She went on to 

say that “you need evidence like to take any action” (T11). Paul (T12) who is involved in peer-

observation said that he found it useful but that sometimes “you can bruise egos but I mean the 

alternative is denial”. Peter (T13) felt that feedback was an extremely important aspect of 

teaching “feedback is always there, it must be there, if there is no feedback then there is no 

cooperation” (T13). Rachel (T14) had been involved in peer observation but questioned the 

validity of the feedback that she received “being told I should have checked the colour ink in the 

printer, that’s really annoying!” (T14). Steve (T16) stated that he thought there was “fear” 

around peer observation. He felt that the unions had a problem with observation because they felt 

that principals may abuse it because if they don’t like a teacher they can go sit in their classroom. 

However, Steve (T16) felt himself peer observation was an attempt by The teaching Council “to 

get it opened up to get people in and get used to this whole idea” (T16). 

 

6.4.3 Summary of Key points to “Teachers’ perceptions of teachers working and learning 

together” 

One factor which teachers feel can heavily influence the degree and quality of collaboration is 

the amount of time and opportunities available for them to pursue it. All the sixteen teachers in 

the study claim that there are few opportunities to interact, mainly because time is very limited. 

Some of the teachers report that sometimes they manage to interact and intentionally collaborate 
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during ‘free’ lessons, or in “chats on the corridors”. Time constraints are often identified as the 

major barrier to collaboration (Sugrue: 2011). Time is a teacher’s most precious commodity and 

existing demands on teachers’ time can limit the opportunities available to them to engage in 

meaningful TPL. The lack of time allocated in the schools’ schedules for teachers to meet and 

collectively reflect does not promote a collegial sharing of practice, and individual teachers have 

limited control over their time to be able to overcome these constraints. Teacher communities do 

not just happen, and if schools do not facilitate these encounters, they are not valued. In turn, 

teachers need to be highly motivated to make time to engage in TPL. There is evidence in the 

findings that some teachers feel isolated (Lortie: 1975). Teachers’ isolation leads them to adopt 

an attitude of individualism where they trust only their own judgments and experiences. The 

education system promotes this sense of individualism if they do not facilitate sufficient 

opportunities for teachers to interact. All of the sixteen teachers do not conceive it possible that 

they would enter the class of her colleagues to observe them. However, they did express that they 

would welcome other teachers observing their teaching. 

 

6.5 Keys themes and critical interpretations 
The qualitative data collected through interviewing 16 teachers throughout Ireland was examined 

and organised through five phases of coding for thematic analysis as described by Braun and 

Clark (2006). The three major themes that run through the interviews are: a managerial 

technocratic orientation to TPL, teachers’ identification with the professional value of care and 

teacher engagement with scholarship. The three themes with exemplar quotations from research 

participants are now presented. The three themes are fully discussed in Chapter seven against the 

back drop of the national and international literature on TPL and the national teacher education 

policy (2001-2015) documents selected for critical analysis in Chapter three.  

 

Theme 1 – A managerial technocratic orientation 

The teachers in this study reveal the managerial technocratic context within which they are 

teaching and learning. The implementation of the Teaching Council Act (2001) and its heavy 

influence on policy formulation which focuses on measurement and accountability is clearly 

been felt by some of the teachers in this research study. While some teachers are clearly able to 

articulate their feelings, other teachers are less well able to articulate their feelings. It appears 

that the teachers who have Masters, half of whom had Masters or were studying for Masters 

Degrees, were more clearly able to articulate their awareness of the political and economic 
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environment within which they were working. The current orientation of TPL is clearly not 

benefitting some of the teachers in this study. 

 

Aine was teaching for 35 years in a school in the west and had completed a Master’s in 

Education. She had volunteered to be interviewed because her research interest was in CPD and 

in particular the CPD of rural teachers in Ireland. She talked about the increased feeling of 

surveillance and deprofessionalisation that she felt as a teacher: 

It’s like big brother watching me and if I don’t do as he says…. Less payment, dumbing down 
and become glorified babysitter that seems to be the trend…. When you hear something from the 
Teaching Council it’s all accountability….. 
 

Sandra, an English, Religion and SPHE teacher, with some 36 years teaching experience 

expressed a similar feeling about departmental inspections: 

… you know they are they are kind of like a watchtower really… 
Sandra was at the time of interview studying for a Master’s in Education. Sandra was keenly 

aware of the socio-political context within which she worked. She spoke about the challenges 

she faced as a teacher in trying to understand where different students were coming from: 

I would find it quite difficult at times to sometimes understand that, when a student comes in to 
school and they’re in a very different lifestyle or living to what I have that, you know, you know, 
I would have, you know, huge expectations this is our class and we learn but sometimes I find 
that difficult you know that they’re in a different… they’ve come in on a different agenda…..our 
education system quite middle-class…. 
 

Sandra was critical of the Teaching Council and felt their role should be more supportive of 

teachers:  

when you hear something from Teaching Council it’s all accountability. It’s all ‘you have to have 
this to get this’ you know, that’s a big factor that has, you know, distance… it’s that business like 
image… I think the Teaching Council needs to take on a more caring and more supportive and 
I’m sure that’s what it was meant to be day one….. 
 

Aine felt that recent policy developments such as mandated TPL would not be good for the 

profession: 

I don’t think it will do anything for the profession, that type of attitude or approach…. It’s a type 
of intimidation.  I think it takes the joy out of being a teacher 
 

Joanne, a French and English teacher teaching in a community school in the midlands for the last 

10 years, expressed a similar sentiment: 

I’m not in favour of that because it’s just another blanket measure.  If it’s not accompanied by 
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actual streams of possibilities it’s just a tick box exercise and it’s irritating in the extreme to be 
expected to sit as a professional in a room for something that ticks a box but offers you nothing 
to your practice.   
 

David, who was a deputy principal in a secondary school in the mid-west and completing a 

Masters at the time of interview, was keenly of the context within which he was working and 

learning as a teacher: 

We're in a world of measurements and comparisons and your classic one I mean look at literacy 
and numeracy, numeracy is laden down with accountability and OECD stuff and schools self-
evaluation and there is a culture air of it's that accountability culture, that managerial as well 
 

David was highly committed to his own TPL and that of the teachers in his school. David invited 

a member of the professional development service for teachers (PSDT) to run an educational 

project on questioning techniques in the classroom. He said that the programme was very 

successful in bringing teachers together and breaking away from the procedurally oriented 

collaboration that was prevalent in his school: 

It's rarely talked about, I mean you go to staff meetings or you go to staff rooms and it's about 
procedural things and mundane things like students not wearing uniform or going home early or 
taking roll calls… your core business is learning, student learning, it's not talked about a lot, it's 
not talked about in any sort of meaningful way, projects like that, that's the focus. 
  

David felt that the space to engage in TPL was the most important thing but felt the current 

school structure does not allow the space to engage in TPL: 

It comes back to the economics, the tick box thing and what matters is that you're in front of 
student that's what matters, you must be there for 22 hours and that's what matters. So we can 
talk about collaboration, we can talk about qualifications but that's all pie in the sky really.” 
 

Audrey, a Business Studies teacher with 20 years teaching experience, worked in a community 

college in the south-east of Ireland. She too felt the effects of measurement education: 

We have being measured so much more and even the inspections, you know, and I think the 
drive by, we call them the drive by, the drive by shootings as we call them” 
 

Audrey was finding some groups that she was teaching extremely challenging and talked about 

how her role as a teacher had changed over the 20 years since she started teaching. Audrey was 

very involved in raising awareness around mental health issues in the school. She had recently 

attended courses on suicide prevention and was spear heading raising awareness around this area 

in her school. 
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Kate was a Maths and Religion teacher. She was teaching for 33 years and was currently 

teaching in a secondary school. Kate was less interested in TPL than most of the other teachers. 

However, she had attended TPL around the new project maths syllabus and found it extremely 

beneficial. But Kate expressed dissatisfaction around the reality of putting the theory into 

practice: 

this school is very academic and results driven and while the spirit of Project Maths was 
fantastic there isn’t enough time allocated to the subject to be able to let them learn by 
discovery 
 

The managerial environment within which Kate was working diminished the value of the 

learning that she was involved in. 

 

A managerial technocratic orientation is illustrated by the fact that certain areas of the 

curriculum, such as literacy and numeracy, are in receipt of investment in TPL, whilst other 

subject areas which are not undergoing curricular reform are not in receipt of similar investment.  

Paul, who had worked as a History and English teacher in a secondary school in the mid-west of 

Ireland, felt that certain subjects such as Maths received support for teachers to engage in TPL 

while he as a History and Special Education teacher did not receive the same level of support: 

They offer free courses to maths teachers to train up on maths because of the shortage of 
maths teachers and because teachers were teaching maths that didn’t have it….. I paid over a 
thousand pounds myself this year… 
 

This lack of emphasis on particular subject areas as a result of perceived pressure by certain 

interest groups was a source of frustration for Paul:  

I think the government talk a lot of pants about you know special needs and resources and then 
they cut the hours, they cut this and this, they cut this, they cut that yet IBEC comes along and 
complains about maths graduates and there are courses or somebody complains about…. It 
seems to be and I mean, whenever IBEC starts whining about maths graduates and science 
graduates there is a sudden departmental initiative 
 

John was a Business and Economics teacher for 17 years. He taught abroad for seven years and 

was teaching in the east coast of Ireland in a secondary school for the last 10 years. John was 

very involved in TPL and strong views on the current orientation of TPL. He was very interested 

in research and enjoyed reading and discussing educational issues with colleagues. However, he 

felt that this type of TPL was not valued within the current system: 

I spent you know months this year reading this book and that book and that paper and that 
paper you know…you can’t sell that to the IMF….so I understand why you know for economic 
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reasons they have to bring in box ticking bureaucratic, bureaucratic CPD that they have to sell…I 
got friends in Winchester teaching over there and like they show me all this stuff about you 
know individual targets for individual students and graphing this and it’s just, it’s just rubbish 
paperwork 
 

John who was an advocate of reflection and reflective thinking, felt that the notion of teachers as 

reflective practitioners: 

rammed down our throats  
He felt that reflection was something that teachers did naturally and disagreed with its 

‘prescribed’ nature’: 

a lot of other things I’ve undertaken over the years on the façade may pay lip service to 
reflection but they’re actually very instructive and this here is my cynical bit they often seem to 
follow a very, a very prescribed political and economic agenda…… reflect the way you’re 
expected to…. 
 

Amy was an Art teacher in a Community college in the east which also offered Post Leaving 

Cert (PLC) programs to students. She was teaching for 20 years and had recently embarked on a 

Master’s in Education. Amy decided to take up the Masters because she was feeling the 

pressures of performativity on her as a teacher. Engagement in scholarship enabled her to 

conceptualise the environment in which she was working and learning as a teacher: 

it has allowed me investigate where I am at and find out that the problem isn’t me, do you 
know, because for ages I thought what is wrong with me that I can’t do this assessment for 
learning thing properly, I can’t, I am not hitting every student in my class with my differentiated 
learning styles and kind of thinking how many hoops do I have jump through or how many bells 
and whistles do I have to come in with, do you know.  So I have kind of realised that this isn’t 
just Amy’s problem, do you know 
 

Amy saw the accountability movement as an opportunity for teachers to voice their concerns as 

professionals: 

This whole accountability movement, we can use it to our advantage in terms of like what you 
are saying, arguing our case from an educated place instead of whining and moaning so that we 
become professionals 
 

Amy also talked about the frustration with the current orientation of TPL and the over emphasis 

on results and student performance: 

Hearing one thing in-services and then coming back to the school and realizing it’s all about 
results and that there is this mismatch between improving your teaching and seeing the results 
and the results is only shown by A’s, B’s and C’s instead of a student feeling better about 
themselves or a student’s attendance improving or a student caring enough about themselves 
to have a shower, those little things that don’t get noticed. 
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She recounted an initiative that had started in her school but sadly was not sustained due to a 

perceived lack of commitment. This was a huge source of dissatisfaction and demotivation for 

Amy as it left her with a feeling that it was a ‘tick the box’ exercise as opposed to a real 

engagement that could offer a real opportunity for change and growth: 

Schools had to create a code of conduct and the school started really working on the DEIS 
planning and I loved those two things because the whole school was involved in planning and 
we were talking about teaching and learning at meetings and how to improve children’s or not 
children’s, students’ readings ages and numeracy levels, numeracy ages but it just, it wasn’t 
sustained because the Principal and the Deputy Principal didn’t drive it on.  It was like OK we get 
so far so that a document was created so if somebody came into the school it would be look we 
did this, tick that box please…it was an opportunity to feel like we were actively doing 
something which could improve conditions in the school….it was a chance for us to actually talk 
about teaching and learning in a very, very structured way and just the code of behaviour 
outline was very, very good.  It was very easy to follow and it involved consultation with 
everybody, just the prompts were great and I think people just wanted, they were looking for 
something like that to create a vehicle to have conversations like that and it was very easy for 
conversations to become positive or constructive rather than just moaning, do you know and it 
going nowhere. 
 

Interestingly, Amy’s engagement with scholarship and her increased awareness of the 

technocratic environment in which she was working, had led her to a reassessment of where she 

was in her career and where her future was as an educator: 

I do feel I need to press pause on where I am at and do something different within education but 
just so that I can get a different perspective. 
 

Amy too expressed dissatisfaction with the proposed mandated teacher learning:  

when I hear of credits being attached to different types of courses, I don’t like that….it’s 
fostering all the bad things about education that we are actually engaged in and it’s not person 
centred or context centred or anything like that at all.  So yes there does need to be a structure, 
but not a structure that is replicating what’s in schools already, something with flexibility and 
something that considers the individual and the individual’s needs depending on what stage 
they are at in their profession……  
 

Peter was a PE and Biology teacher on the east coast of Ireland. Peter was teaching for seven 

years in total but some of these years were spent in another country teaching. The school had 

opened six years ago with students from 20 different countries. In four years, the school had 

students of 39 different nationalities. Peter really enjoyed teaching in this multicultural school 

and enjoyed collegial working relationships with his colleagues. Peter spoke about the pressures 
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that were on teachers and the lack of power teachers had to influence education. However, he felt 

that teacher research maybe a way for teachers to reassert their voice: 

Research affects the teaching in the way of its outcome, if the research finds that something is 
working then the recommendation goes through and the research is usually founded by 
somebody who wants the results, if the results are positive the change is going to happen, if the 
results are negative the change is not going to happen. The commissioner of the research might 
not necessarily listen to the experiences of the teacher once the decision was made by those in 
power, there's not much we as inexperience or less experienced teachers can do because we 
don't have the power, we might have the power if we go through the unions and ask for that 
but you can see what's happening these days, they've applied quite a lot of pressure on every 
teacher, extracurricular activities are not growing, they are reducing based on the substitution 
and based on these covers we do for each other. So research is important yes because that's the 
way forward but the way research is conducted is up to the commissioner really because the 
money's going that way, nobody's doing research for free, maybe somebody is but I don't know 
too many details about it 
 

Theme 2- A professional value of care 

The teachers in this research study strongly identify with the notion of professional care. 

Teachers’ view their role in humanistic terms such as ‘morals’ , ‘a better society’ ,’ values’ , 

‘responsibility for guiding young people’ , ‘ethics’ , ‘a human side’ , ‘teacher voice’ , ’concern 

for others’, and ‘a vocation’. There was a strong emphasis on students and ‘helping them achieve 

whatever they can achieve’, ‘doing the best for the students’ and ‘care for students’. John felt 

that his motivation to engage in TPL, however it might be conceived, was to make him a better 

teacher: 

Some people would think that there could be ulterior motives and some people would be a bit 
more sceptical.  A lot of scepticism, a lot of resistance, you know cultural resistance to it.  I don’t 
feel terribly supported, no.  I feel that I do it off my own back and I do it because I think it would 
make me a better teacher 
 

For Paul his sense of professionalism was bound up with integrity and respect for the students: 

I think we have a duty of care.  I feel that I am trusted, you know, that my position that there is 
a certain amount of, a lot of trust there by the students that I feel the notion of integrity that is 
mentioned in the code of practice, I would feel that that is very important to me.  The fourth 
pillar of that is respect and it does colour how I interact with students that, you know, there is 
my professional persona, you know, I would always wear a shirt and tie, I would feel that, you 
know, there is a certain uniform that goes with the profession, there is a certain vocabulary that 
goes with the profession 
 

The notion of care extending beyond the teacher-student relationship to a broader societal value 

was highlighted by Paul: 
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I mean they talk about the department of education, you would imagine that they care about 
the children.  They don’t and it sounds terrible but it’s like the department of health caring 
about sick people.  You think that they do but they don’t…. The policy is dehumanising… 
 

For Paul, professionalism, care, interest and desire were essential for quality teaching: 

I think that is a quality that should be there with teaching, it should be more than just a 
transmission of facts, that interest, that desire 
 

Amy felt being a professional was very closely linked to practice, as opposed to a history or 

reputation of teaching. She felt an emphasis on practice enables teachers to care for students by 

connecting with students and the realities of today’s society: 

A teacher voice that is coming from a knowledge base and not from an emotive base and 
knowledge base that’s in touch with the practice of teaching, not the history of teaching or not 
the reputation of teaching, but the actual practice of it and maybe using professionalism to 
empower teachers in a way that’s in touch with students and the reality of schools and the 
reality of teaching in society today….. professionalism is caring about every student and caring 
about every school.  
 

Through Amy’s engagement in TPL she felt more of a moral responsibility as a teacher to care 

beyond her own students and school:  

It’s not just about individual schools; it’s about every school in society. 
 

Joanne felt that the current orientation in the education system towards performance was eroding 

student confidence and influencing students’ mental health: 

Tony Humphries I would have attended talks by him.  That’s the reason I became a teacher in 
fact, a different kind of teacher because I was like I would love to make a difference because I 
had teachers that were just, you know, and I just think that it’s so important the role of a 
teacher in a child’s life. Even in mental health we see that all they need is a good adult and 
maybe, you know, that positive role to make them realise that OK you don’t have to be good at 
Irish, English and Maths to be successful and it helps your sense of self-esteem and self-harm 
and all these things that come as a result of being so called stupid 
 

Audrey too saw her professional role in broader humanistic terms beyond that of educating the 

tax payers of tomorrow: 

I mean economically speaking we are trying to produce people to pay taxes essentially but I 
honestly believe that it’s more than that, it’s about making better mom’s or dad’s so that they 
can be better parents to their kids 
 

Chris is a Physics and Science teacher with some 35 years teaching experience. Chris taught in a 

school in the south of the country. I interviewed Chris by telephone due to difficulties finding a 
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suitable time to conduct the interview. He was highly engaged and committed to TPL and was a 

driving force behind TPL initiatives in his school. He was motivated to take part in the research 

study because he was involved in giving talks to newly qualified teachers. He described the 

teacher- student relationship in the following way: 

Almost a bit like a doctor might treat a patient as opposed to a painter might treat somebody that 
they are painting a wall for. 
 

Chris also talked about the importance of having the ability to separate the student from the 

behaviour: 

I would have great respect for them. I feel I would treat them very much as people first. I think I 
have certainly managed to separate their behaviour from who they are”. 
 

The pressure on teachers to deliver and trying to balance care for students proves difficult for 

teachers. This is illustrated by Chris: 

A lot of the kids would have challenging enough backgrounds and, you know, boundaries as 
regards are we, you know, do we care about them or care for them.  It’s sometimes hard to 
distinguish where that line is drawn. You know, we have some kids where probably the best 
thing we could do for them is give them a breakfast without talking to them about quadratic 
functions or anything…. is there a point in me trying to get them to self-actualise if they can’t 
even, if they are hungry, you know, but it’s quite a big issue…. 
 

Steve, a Construction Studies and Technical Graphics teacher was teaching for 29 years. At the 

time of interview he was teaching in a vocational school in the north west of Ireland. Due to 

Steve’s geographical location he was interviewed over the phone. He felt that his TPL had really 

only began in the middle years of his career. He felt up until then he didn’t have the time to get 

involved as he was rearing his family. The vocational school where Steve taught was next door 

to a secondary school. Steve’s school had approximately 300 students, while the secondary 

school had 900 students. He felt that the vocational school had some of the weaker students. 

What comes through despite the challenges is a desire to make things better for students: 

A lot of students with emotional and behavioural difficulties etc., and that’s very challenging. It 
is very, very challenging and trying to find, constantly looking for ways of trying to make it 
better for us and for them… 
 

 

Theme three – Teacher engagement in scholarship 

A significant finding from the interviews was the high number of teachers; eight out of 16 of 

teachers that were interviewed either held a Masters or were completing a Masters at the time of 
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the interview. This is a strong indication of the increasing appetite for scholarship amongst these 

teachers. The high numbers of teachers holding, or studying for, Masters degrees maybe 

explained by the fact that it is teachers who already have experience of continuing education and 

learning programs, and who already displayed an appetite for learning, who were most motivated 

to participate in the online questionnaire and interview. 

 

In this study 13 out of 16 of the teachers felt that their engagement with theory had increased 

their sense of empowerment as a professional. Aine who had completed a Master’s in Education 

in the research area of CPD and rural teachers felt theory is at the heart of TPL: 

Research is at the core of anything I do really but in saying that it’s important to be pointed in a 
direction.  So I feel private research is useless without direction from higher institutions like 
universities and people who know… 
 

She felt that engagement in scholarship had given her increased self-confidence to engage in 

educational debate: 

it fulfils a hunger if one wants to find out and on a professional level it gives options to 
people…..and provides opportunities.  And it also provides an opportunity to write and engage 
with professional journals and offer opinions…..It gives one the confidence to do that…. 

 

I’m entitled to some respect in that I have spent some time, you know, learning and educating 
myself.  I believe that I’m entitled to express opinions in the field I’m in without feeling inferior 
 

Edgar is a Special Educational Needs teacher in a community school in the south of Ireland. 

Edgar was committed and motivated to engage in TPL. He had recently begun to operationalise a 

community of practice in the county where he lived: 

I set up a communal Dropbox as well for every ASD programme in the county.  It’s just setting up 
an email address, and email them all the password and it’s just as a communal resource for 
people, I put everything that I could…………. naturally you just build up a lot of expertise in the 
area and experience in the area 
 

The community was at the time of interview in its infancy and Edgar recognised the challenges 

ahead: 

I mean to build up a critical mass of knowledge is going to take a very long time and that’s just 
the nature of it 
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Amy expressed frustration at the perception of teachers in the public. Her engagement in 

scholarship had raised her awareness of educational theory and debate and felt that the recent 

focus on teachers was damaging to the teaching profession: 

I listen to debate about education in the media and I just think it’s so far away from where the 
level of debate needs to be, that’s it actually damaging the profession.  So to such a degree that 
if I am standing in a queue in Penney’s I am not going to tell people that I am a teacher, people 
in the building that I live in, I don’t tell them I’m a teacher, because everybody looks at teachers 
and the holidays we get and how we are moaning our pay and conditions.  We don’t do 
ourselves any favours, we really don’t.” 
 

Fiona taught English and Music in a comprehensive school in the south-west of Ireland. She had 

been teaching for 15 years and had recently completed a Masters. She was heavily involved with 

mentoring student teachers in her school.  Her engagement in scholarship had directly impacted 

her both personally and professionally: 

I have read so much over the last few years that I feel that it informs what I do…we have been 
kind of sitting down and trying to formalise what goes on with mentoring in the school….we 
have kind of drawn on different kind of mentoring models and combined them…. 
 

On a personal level, engagement in TPL and scholarship had given her an increased self-

confidence in her teaching and a renewed enthusiasm in teaching and learning: 

I had been teaching for a while, I was happy that I was able to teach, I was able to do my 
subjects, but you know I wouldn’t have taken a lot of risks…I found that doing the masters as a 
form of professional development, it got me really, it caused my confidence really to go, in that I 
could then almost look at, you know, trying things as little action projects and if they didn’t 
work, I wasn’t - it didn’t worry me as much as before… I had more confidence to go in and take 
risks in the classroom and try new things… once the door opens you just keep going; it just 
becomes kind of a real interest.   
 

Liz taught English as an Additional Language (EAL) and Special Educational Needs in a 

community school for 14 years. Liz was highly committed to her own TPL having completed 

various post graduate diplomas and courses offered by the PDST. Liz had recently completed a 

research project in her school on developing the critical literacy of second language learners. Liz 

was drawing on the work of Paulo Friere to theorise student voice in secondary schools:  

Paulo Freire’s model of empowerment ….. of second language learners in the post primary 
system because it is designed for other people not for them so and listening to their voices and 
developing their voice so it was just to see could it work in a post primary school…I would have 
done a research project in my school last year for it was based it was, it was developing the 
critical literacy of second language learners using product based learning and activities so I 
would have done a lot of research around that because to literature review and everything 
basically I used the Northampton University sort of database of research and journals…scaffold 
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and language, scaffold and learning, dialog, teacher helping student, the importance of voice 
and that kind of thing. …how a teacher’s role is to assist that you know the expression I suppose 
rather than to impose their own or sometimes the version of what’s correct on students that 
kind of thing 
 

Liz had been asked to disseminate her research findings at the Irish Association of Teachers in 

Special Education (IATSE). 

 

Peter felt that theory and research were important to teaching and learning. He was a co-

operating teacher for student teachers from a nearby university. Peter felt that PE did not have 

the regard that it should in the Irish curriculum because it was a not a leaving certificate subject. 

He believed strongly that by developing close school-university partnerships and using research 

and theory that PE could be further promoted as a subject in Irish schools: 

“Society at the moment or teaching strategy in many countries do not recognize this and I would 
like to change that but in order to change it I have to prove myself, that the programme is bullet 
proof and it works and it has worked well so that's my first step and second step would be going 
into things like cooperating with the universities more and going to meetings more and trying to 
change the curriculum and make it a valued subject…. I need to go through philosophy and 
psychology and experience to prove them wrong and realize that, I strongly believe it is very 
important, society today is recognising this but not strongly enough……” 
 

Rachel was a Geography and Special Needs teacher for 17 years in a community school in the 

south of Ireland. She had taught in the UK for a number of years before coming to Ireland to 

settle down and start a family. She completed her Masters directly after she graduated from 

college and felt that this was an advantage to her: 

the masters was fantastic, yeah. Yeah that was brilliant for my confidence and for doing 
presentations and people skills, it was excellent for everything… 
 

Rachel was less interested in TPL compared to the other teachers in this research study. She 

didn’t feel that there was any TPL that was relevant to her now at her career stage.  

 

 

John was involved in a number of action research projects in his school: 

I have been involved in a few action research projects mostly physics based but because of, well 
with the Toraiocht we did two very, I thought very useful action research projects.  One involved, 
well we designed it ourselves but I did one on reforming our middle management structure in 
the school.  It was a big project and it was a big learning curve but we managed to change our 
middle management system from a kind of a task based to a responsibility based system and 
that has been effectively the one that I would be most proud of in my teaching. It really involved 
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a huge culture change in the school and I certainly learned a lot about how change actually 
happens in the school…. 
 

David recounted a time when the school he was teaching was undergoing some challenges. He 

noted how theory was something he could draw on as a way to focus on student learning: 

I felt some of the research we were looking at there really beneficial. It was about 4 or 5 years 
ago looking at the school development planning initiative. And some of that we were trying to 
improve the school at the time, we had a few challenges, some of the stuff, the Christopher Day 
stuff and the stuff was superb for that because it grounded what we were trying to do. We 
brought it to a staff meeting and it explained the challenges we were finding and it explained 
how we might go about it and it explained what our focus should be, as in student learning, if 
we focus on that we would get everything else right, that is just the way it works. 
 

However, David felt that teachers weren’t always confident in their theoretical knowledge: 

Teachers know what they're talking about. It's great to get the teacher voice; they know what 
they're talking about. Sometimes I think as a profession we're not confident in saying that” 
 

Joanne was highly motivated an involved in TPL. When asked why she was interested in 

participating in the research study she said: 

I am interested and I felt like, you know, anything that helps to contribute to the body of 
knowledge around this is useful. So it will kind of help I guess 
 

She was a regular attendee at CPD courses in her local education centre. She recently applied 

and received funding to go on a professional learning course in Vichy: 

Department of Education and French Embassy sponsored supported grant to go to France last 
year to a college in Vichy to do professional learning aimed at teachers of French as a foreign 
language and it was excellent 
 

Joanne was particularly interested in theories of group dynamics and experimented with these 

theories in her classroom: 

You know, and occasionally you put the cart before the horse you go backwards and try it again.  
I would like to try and encourage my learners to think about their thinking, think about why they 
are reacting a little bit and sometimes that’s a bit optimistic because you are dealing with 
teenagers who aren’t necessarily all together, you know, where they are at.   
 

Through engagement in TPL, Joanne was in a place where she could experiment and takes risks 

in the classroom. She was comfortable with something not always going to plan and in that space 

to interrupt her practice. 
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6.6 Critical summary 
The aim of this chapter was to present both the granular findings, by organising the findings into 

four significant categories, and the key themes form the critical interpretative analysis of the 

research study’s findings. The discussion is by no means exhaustive as the data are significantly 

extensive, so I had to be selective in those areas which are elaborated. At a granular level, four 

main areas are emphasised, namely that teachers’ perceptions of themselves, TPL experiences, 

TPL orientation and teachers working and learning together. The findings are interspersed with 

anecdotes and with excerpts taken from the interviews which help the reader achieve a more 

authentic feel of teachers’ contextual understandings and perspectives of TPL. From the critical 

interpretation of the findings, three key themes emerged: a managerial technocratic orientation, 

the professional value of care, and teacher engagement in scholarship. The author does not claim 

that the findings emerging from this research are representative of all teachers. Generalising the 

data from one social setting to another is inappropriate. But the study raises issues that may be of 

interest to other schools, and may be reflective of TPL practices across them. This suggestion is 

made on the basis that teachers share experiences of the broader social, cultural, historical and 

political influences structures of schools and TPL experiences. 
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Chapter 7 Critical interpretation and discussion 

7.1 Introduction 
This chapter aims to analyse, discuss, merge, integrate, and synthesize the three key themes 

arising from the findings, which were derived from the use of three analytical tools; the critical 

teacher education policy analysis, the systematic literature review of TPL and the critical 

interpretation of teachers’ contextual understandings and perspectives of TPL. The thesis 

findings concur with the arguments presented in the international literature which state that TPL 

cannot be understood using a simplistic conception of input output models or functional models 

of one size fits all. The author selectively focuses on the three major themes perceived to 

represent the distinctive ideas which illuminate the findings derived from the use of the three 

analytical tools. These themes are: the influence of a managerial technocratic orientation, the 

professional value of care, and teacher engagement in scholarship. The arguments developed aim 

to address the research questions posed; identify how the themes underlie the theoretical 

framework proposed; integrate with teachers’ contextual understandings and perspectives of TPL 

and the literature in the area of TPL.  

 

The first key research question which this thesis aims to address is “What is the current 

orientation of TPL in national teacher education policy documents (2001-2015)?”A managerial 

technocratic orientation to TPL is identified through both the critical policy analysis of four 

selected policy documents and the critical interpretation of teachers’ understandings and 

perspectives. The second key research question which this thesis aims to address is “What are the 

contextual understandings and perspectives of a purposive (self-selecting) sample of Irish 

secondary teachers of TPL in 2015?” Through a critical interpretivist analysis of the data, the 

author addresses this question. Teachers’ contextual understandings and perspectives are 

explored in relation to the literature and the policy orientation of TPL, which was identified 

through the critical policy analysis of four selected policy documents. This approach magnifies 

the teacher and the particular policy context in which teachers are working in order to explore 

TPL. The third research question which this thesis aims to address is “Who, if anyone, is 

benefitting from the current orientation of TPL in Ireland?”  The answer to this question is 

threaded through the critical interpretation of the three key themes and in the concluding chapter.  

 

The aim is not to generalise or show trends, but to explore in detail the contextual understandings 

and perspectives of teachers. For this reason, some points within the chapter run the risk of being 
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repeated, as they arise within different arguments. These overlaps serve to reinforce the 

identified themes which are deemed important by these teachers, as the themes explored are 

grounded in the data and developed from the data itself.  Firstly, a summary of the theory 

supporting these themes is presented in Fig 7.1. Each of the three themes is then discussed in 

detail. 

 

 

 
 

Fig 7.1 Summary of literature 

 

7.2 A managerial / technocratic orientation 
The first question which this thesis aims to address is “What is the current orientation of TPL in 

national teacher education policy documents (2001-2015)? This thesis contends that the teacher 

education policy in Ireland emerges from a managerial technocratic discourse. A managerial 

technocratic approach results in TPL that is dominated by a marketisation ideology where 

education is judged by outcomes and measured by attainment (Apple: 2006; Ball: 2010). The 

contribution of TPL is seen mainly in terms of the performance of the teacher and the school 

with the expressed purpose of achieving narrowly defined teacher education policy goals (Ball: 

2010). TPL conceptualised in managerial technocratic terms is oriented towards impersonal high 
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performance perspectives (Fielding: 2007). Educational principles and values, such as 

intellectual freedom, emancipation, moral development and the building of strong communities, 

are compromised for commercial ends (Ball: 2010) and the personal is for the sake of the 

functional (Fielding: 2007).  

 

A managerial / technocratic orientation is illustrated through the ‘emergence of a global 

trajectory which is currently dominated by a drive to seek policy solutions that will improve 

student outcomes which are measured by attainment’ (Kennedy: 2015: 185). As a consequence, 

TPL programs are established and implemented to transform teaching practices to accommodate 

standardisation (Wang et al: 2011). This translates in TPL for a high performance telos (Fielding: 

2007). This manifess itself through policy formulation which focuses on improving ‘teacher 

quality’ in the belief that ‘teacher quality’ is the one determining factor of improved student 

outcomes (Mockler: 2013). The teacher is viewed as deficient and as a vessel that needs to be 

filled up with knowledge, what Friere (1970) refers to as the ‘banking concept’ of education. 

This leads to TPL that is oriented towards a transmission view of knowledge rooted in 

behaviourist and cognitive learning theories. TPL that is completely rooted in behaviourist and 

cognitive learning theories may not be meeting the needs of all teachers. A neoliberal agenda 

promotes one-size-fits all formula for teacher education (Ball: 2010). While this approach maybe 

benefitting policymakers, it is clearly not benefitting teachers as it does not take account of 

individual differences between teachers. 

 

The implementation of the Teaching Council Act (2001) is heavily influenced by policy 

formulation that uses education indicators, which focus on ‘numbers’, such as the OECD’s 

Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) and the Teaching and Learning 

International Survey (TALIS) to judge education. The ‘education indicators’ emerging from a 

managerial technocratic orientation focus primarily on values that can be measured (Biesta: 

2009). The emphasis on literacy and numeracy is part of PISA testing which focuses on the 

assessment of young people’s ability to practically apply their skills in everyday life situations 

(Grek: 2009). The focus is on ‘real-life’ circumstances and on students’ capacity to enter the 

labour market with core skills, such as literacy and numeracy. An over emphasis on TPL 

associated with literacy and numeracy, and information and communication technology (ICT) is 

reflective of the dominance of a broader field of power which ascribes greater prominence to the 

areas that more closely align to economic prerogatives (Bernstein: 2000). An over emphasis on 

TPL in certain subjects at the expense of others, is clearly not of benefit to the teachers teaching 
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in these subject areas, nor the students who have chosen to study these subjects. This over 

emphasis on literacy and numeracy, and ICT, which is the driving force behind policy by 

numbers, has taken the focus of interest away from less explicit educational aims that resist 

measurement, for example, democratic participation, artistic talents, understanding of politics, 

history etc. (Biesta: 2009).  

 

The teachers in this study reveal the managerial technocratic context within which they are 

teaching and learning. This is illustrated by the fact that certain areas of the curriculum, such as 

literacy and numeracy, are in receipt of investment in TPL, whilst other subject areas which are 

not undergoing curricular reform are not in receipt of similar investment. David who was 

completing a Masters at the time of interview said “We're in a world of measurements and 

comparisons and your classic one I mean look at literacy and numeracy, numeracy is laden 

down with accountability and OECD stuff and schools self-evaluation and there is a culture air 

of it's that accountability culture, that managerial as well”. The focus of TPL is directed to the 

areas of the curriculum which are perceived as important in gaining a ‘foothold in the market’ 

and a ‘competitive advantage’. There is an expectation that this investment will provide ‘value 

for money’ or a ‘return on investment’ exemplified through high test score results in ‘education’ 

indicators such as PISA. The foreword in 2012 by the Minister Ruairi Quinn indicates that ‘value 

for money’ (Quinn: 2013) is one of the primary goals of current educational policy. 

 

TPL directed to areas such as literacy and numeracy are undoubtedly important and some 

teachers in this study spoke about how valuable they found TPL to be in these areas. However, if 

TPL is directed solely towards particular agendas, such as the development of literacy and 

numeracy; this translates into other areas of the curriculum, which are perceived as not ‘adding 

value’, being neglected in terms of the availability of TPL. Cosán (2016) identifies literacy and 

numeracy as one of the ‘priority learning areas’. If TPL is directed only towards certain subject 

areas one would have to ask “Are we measuring what we value, or are we measuring what we 

can easily measure and hence end up valuing what we can measure?” (Biesta: 2009). In Ireland, 

the policy context is subject to influence both at a national and international level. The influence 

of business groups on teacher educational policy was a source of frustration for Paul who said “I 

think the government talk a lot of pants about you know special needs and resources and then 

they cut the hours, they cut this and this, they cut this, they cut that yet IBEC comes along and 

complains about maths graduates and there are courses or somebody complains about…. It 
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seems to be and I mean, whenever IBEC starts whining about maths graduates and science 

graduates there is a sudden departmental initiative”. 

 

A managerial and technocratic orientation to teacher education policy is reflected in the way in 

which there is a reluctance to explore TPL options other than traditional workshop approaches. 

Traditional TPL formats such as one-time workshops and conferences, what Ball (1994) 

described as “style shows”, are less likely to lead to teacher change (Hawley and Valli: 1999). 

Yet over half of teachers surveyed in this study say that their engagement in TPL is mostly in the 

form of short one-day mandated CPD. While any type of TPL is welcome, research shows that 

traditional TPL formats do not benefit all teachers. More traditional forms of TPL, such as one 

day workshops and lecture style formats, emerges from behaviourist and cognitivist theories of 

learning where teachers are viewed as deficient in knowledge and need to be filled up with 

knowledge that is deemed to be important -  the ‘banking concept’ of education (Friere: 1970). 

Within a banking concept of education, the functional marginalized the personal (Fielding: 

2007). There is little room for a learning community perspective where teachers can collaborate 

and learn together. One-time workshops are evidence of an impersonal orientation to TPL which 

strives for ‘teacher efficient’ and ‘teacher effectiveness’ and meeting the needs of the learning 

organization (Fielding: 2007). This traditional format of TPL has its place; the issue is when TPL 

is for the most part narrowly conceptualised through this format only. This narrow 

conceptualisation is benefitting policymakers because it neglects the complex nature of TPL and 

the messiness associated with the provision of TPL that would acknowledge this complexity. 

 

Research indicates that the duration of time may not be as important as how the time is used 

during the TPL activity (Opfer and Pedder: 2011c). The Goldilocks Principle is used to explain 

that the relationships between variables are often “curvilinear—too little and learning will not 

occur, too much and it is counterproductive or negative” (Opfer and Pedder: 2011c:378).The 

focus on the absence or presence via aggregate tendencies of certain characteristics of TPL (or of 

the teacher learners themselves, their environment, etc.) limits the ability to understand the way 

these mechanisms work in different intensities and at different scales in different contexts. Even 

if TPL activities are relatively short, powerful ideas can form the basis of new practice. Liz, who 

was working with students with learning difficulties, had recently completed a critical literacy 

project which involved conceptualizing student voice. While it was short in duration Liz felt that 

it helped her to understand and “appreciate how student voice is positioned in post-primary 

schools”. However, under most circumstances an extended timeframe where the learning process 
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is iterative is necessary for substantive TPL that challenges existing beliefs, values, and / or the 

understandings that underpinned that practice (Timperley et al: 2008). This clearly is not the case 

for the teachers in this study with over half of teachers surveyed saying that their engagement in 

TPL is mostly in the form of short one-day mandated CPD. 

 

The scope, intensity and intent of public accountability in teacher education are evident in the 

Foreword to the Irish Educational Studies (2012) journal given by the then Minister for 

Education and Skills, Ruairi Quinn (Conway and Murphy: 2013). Ruairi Quinn (2013) states 

“greater accountability and more effective learning are not options, they are essential if we wish 

to retain the support of our taxpayers at home and the trust of our partners oversees” (7). It would 

appear that the ‘support’ and ‘trust’ of the Troika are central tenets to current teacher education 

policy in Ireland. Throughout the Foreword, the sentiment and language is reflective of a 

managerial technocratic discourse whose express purpose is to institutionalize market principles 

in the governance of education (Clarke at al: 2000). Paul, keenly aware of the political terrain, 

when talking about reading books and journal articles surrounding TPL said  “you can’t sell that 

to the IMF….so I understand why you know for economic reasons they have to bring in box 

ticking bureaucratic, bureaucratic CPD that they have to sell”. It would appear that the 

formulation of some teacher education policy is for the benefit and appeasement of policymakers 

and this is being felt by some teachers in this study. 

 

Accountability in education is undoubtedly important and it is not necessarily antithetical to a 

democratic conceptualization of TPL. However, it must not be at the expense of the autonomy 

and freedom of teachers to carry out their professional role and exercise professional judgment. 

Liz feeling the effects of the increased demand for accountability in recent times said “it’s 

constant paperwork I mean there’s like we took over you know Irish exemptions, schools of 

evaluations, ISPs, standardised testing I run all that in the school as well, marking them, 

compiling databases, sharing them with the teachers sure it’s nonstop” . She went on to say that 

“you need evidence like to take any action”. This is evidence of a managerial technocratic 

orientation where teachers are not trusted to make decisions and value judgments. What is called 

for is “intelligent accountability and a movement away from global accountability in education 

towards accountability that sits comfortably with social democratic conceptualizations of 

education. Intelligent accountability “requires more attention to good governance and few 

fantasies about total control” (O’Neill: 2002: 57). The pressures of a narrowly articulated agenda 

too often jeopardize an adequate realization of genuinely educative endeavour (Fielding: 2001). 
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However, merely knowing power relations dictate educational discourse does not necessarily 

mean we can change it (Apple: 2001). The critical resistant perspective, which rallies against the 

reduction of education to a sub-sector of the economy, has been of minimal influence in shaping 

existing policy regarding teacher education Wang et al (2011). It is ironic that policy documents 

are littered with references to public accountability yet the very same policy makers carving out 

these policies are abdicating responsibility for TPL away from themselves and towards the 

school and the teacher.  

 

A managerial technocratic orientation brings a new language of learning that has implications on 

how teachers perceive themselves and their professional role. In the national teacher education 

policy documents critiqued, a new language of learning has emerged, the ‘learnification’ 

educational discourse, or an ‘empty discourse of learning’ (Biesta: 2010). Teachers as now 

referred to as facilitators of learning, teaching as the creation of learning opportunities, schools 

as learning environments, students as learners, adults as adult learners, the field of adult 

education as that of lifelong learning and the very idea of education as that of  

‘teachingandlearning’” (Biesta: 2012:37). Lifelong learning originally emerged from a 

humanistic discourse that advocated holistic lifelong education in terms of solidarity, democracy, 

fulfilment, richness of personality, complex expressions and various commitments to the 

individual, family and community (Rubenson: 2004). This discourse, if it had remained, would 

have been oriented towards person-centred TPL (Fielding: 2007). There had been a significant 

shift in the discourse surrounding lifelong learning so that the democratic and personal functions 

are currently subordinate to a dominant economic focus (Flannery and McGarr: 2014). This 

movement is an illustration of how ‘viewing the personal as a means towards achieving 

instrumental goals negates the over-riding value of the personal itself’ (Hargreaves and Preece: 

2014: 131). This is indicative of a managerial technocratic orientation which treats “personal 

forms of human relations as the servant of wider functional ambitions and intentions” (Fielding: 

2007: 398). The dominant economic focus on teaching and learning / lifelong learning is for 

educational systems to fit with the imperatives of the marketplace. Instead of supporting a broad-

based educational system, the OECD for instance and other neoliberal policy development 

agencies promote the development of leaner, more focused, and more accountable educational 

systems for the benefit of the economy (Apple: 2002). 

 

Cosán (2016) endorses the concept of lifelong learning and the teacher as a lifelong learner. 

Through Cosán, the Teaching Council, as the professional standards body for teaching in Ireland, 
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“is seeking to provide reassurance to the profession and the public that teachers are engaging in 

lifelong learning” (17). Lifelong is posited unproblematically in policy documents as if it will 

ultimately lead to ‘good’ education. At EU level, the European Framework of Competences for 

Lifelong Learning (2006) proposed a set of attributes that may be considered as essential for the 

personal fulfilment of individuals and for participation as active citizens in society. If personal 

fulfilment could be gained through devising a set of attributes, then we may not experience much 

of the inequality and social injustice that exists in our world today. Biesta (2006) contends there 

have been shifts from a ‘learning democracy’ to a ‘learning economy’, and from ‘learning to be’ 

to ‘learning to be productive and employable’. Field (2006) suggests that many European policy-

makers believe that lifelong learning can be both ‘an achievable strategy for competing in a fast-

moving world market place’ and ‘a sensible way of tackling social inequality’ (45). However, 

this depends on the how the teleology of lifelong learning is theoretically framed. If the purpose 

of lifelong learning is directed towards organizational capital in terms of meeting the system 

needs, then it is merely benefitting the needs of the learning organization and is evidence of a 

managerial technocratic orientation to TPL (Fielding: 2007). 

 

The findings from this study show that half of the sixteen teachers understand the term 

professional as bound up with the notion of keeping standards up to scratch, regulation, 

controlling entry into the teaching profession, more accountability in recent years, qualifications 

and fulfilling the curriculum. Teachers viewed professional in terms of your ability as a teacher, 

planning, evaluating and lifelong learning. Amy viewed the term professional “as coming from a 

knowledge base and not from an emotive base and knowledge base that’s in touch with the 

practice of teaching, not the history of teaching or not the reputation of teaching, but the actual 

practice of teaching”. Sachs (2003) contends that teachers as professionals are expected to 

comply to externally imposed policy imperatives with high quality teaching as measured by 

externally set performance indicators. The weight of these expectations on teachers is clearly 

highlighted throughout this study. This translates into strict regulation of teachers and pedagogy 

(Boxley: 2003). The control is teachers benefitting policymakers and the enforcement of their 

agenda. The control and surveillance of teachers, partly through the imposition of tightly 

monitored testing of chunks of knowledge deemed by neoliberal governments to be suitable, is 

not benefitting teachers (Hill: 2003).  

 

Autonomy, the ability to make decisions and judgments, and affect change is a cornerstone of 

any profession (Furlong et al: 2000). A managerial technocratic ideology exerts influence and 
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seeks to redraw professional accountability. Rothman (1995) defines educational accountability 

as the process [es] by which schools and countries attempt to ensure that schools and school 

system meet their goals. But goals towards what educational purpose(s)? The word 

‘accountability’ is now being utilised under the banner of ‘raising standards’ in educational 

policy (Biesta: 2009). Thus, the focus of public accountability is on ‘performance’ and the 

raising of ‘student achievement’ which are closely tied to the process of promotion, inspection 

and ultimately rewarding or punishing schools and teachers based on accountability measures, 

especially standardized testing as the main criterion of success. The ideological roots of public 

accountability, referred to as ‘consequential accountability’, are in standardisation (Sahlbery: 

2007). Consequential accountability has “de-emphasized the strength….of teachers as decision 

makers and change agents” (Cochran-Smith and Lytle: 2009: 6). As professionals, teachers need 

to be accountable, but this need not be at the expense of the autonomy and freedom to carry out 

their professional role and exercise professional judgment.  

 

A managerial technocratic orientation to TPL is likely to be counter-productive in enhancing 

teacher professionalism, since it overlooks and in the end deprives teachers as professionals of 

their capacities for inwardly-motivated judgment (Hordern: 2015). TPL is a matter of teachers 

fulfilling goals and standards that stand externally to their actions in the fulfilment of system 

goals (Fielding: 2007). Accountability no longer rests with teacher professionals who are trusted 

to draw from their own inner resources to respond to exigencies (Hoyle and John: 1995). Amy, 

who was completing a Masters at the time of interview, expressed dissatisfaction about the 

ending of a DEIS planning initiative that had went on in her school. She valued the initiative and 

the collaborative nature of it but said, “it wasn’t sustained because the Principal and the Deputy 

Principal didn’t drive it on. It was like OK we get so far so that a document was created so if 

somebody came into the school it would be look we did this, tick that box please…it was an 

opportunity to feel like we were actively doing something which could improve conditions in the 

school….it was a chance for us to actually talk about teaching and learning in a very, very 

structured way…I think people just wanted, they were looking for something like that to create a 

vehicle to have conversations like that and it was very easy for conversations to become positive 

or constructive rather than just moaning, do you know and it going nowhere”. Despite teachers 

like Amy valuing the initiative as a means to engage in dialogue with colleagues around teaching 

and learning, the initiative was not continued because the box had been ticked. TPL that is a ‘tick 

the box’ exercise is of no benefit to teachers and as Amy illustrated can lead to demotivation and 

disillusionment. 
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Teaching as a profession is subject to a high degree of external control and influence (Giroux and 

McLaren: 1996). Educational policies, the curriculum, modes of assessment and quality 

assurance are regulated externally and are subject to the influence of powerful stakeholders both 

within and outside the country. The teaching profession is the focus of public scrutiny; this has 

been exacerbated because of the increasing scrutiny particularly in terms of measured attainment 

and because of ongoing concerns regarding quality and effectiveness (Lynch: 2012; Mahony and 

Hextall: 2001). The public scrutiny is clearly felt by teachers like Audrey who said “We have 

being measured so much more and even the inspections, you know, and I think the drive by, we 

call them the drive by, the drive by shootings….”. One of values underpinning the Cosán (2016) 

framework is professional autonomy; yet the framework is proposing the core values and the 

standards which would guide TPL and reflection. This appears to be a contradiction in terms and 

is evidence of the discursive tensions that exist in some national teacher education policy.  

 

In a managerial technocratic orientation, TPL is a matter of teachers fulfilling goals and 

standards that stand externally to their actions in the fulfilment of system goals. Teachers are 

expressing dissatisfaction with the deprofessionaization of teachers in Ireland. Kate felt that 

teachers nowadays “is all managing them rather than educating them”. Within this process, 

professionalism is undermined and consequential accountability reduces the value of that which 

it intended to enhance. For the teacher there is a loss of autonomy because their judgment is not 

considered valid (Hordern: 2015). Much of teachers’ knowledge is uncodifiable, unmeasurable 

for it derives from their tacit knowledge and awareness of the world, in the educational setting 

(Furlong et al: 2000). It appears, the very reason why teachers’ knowledge is so valuable is the 

very same reason why teacher professionalism is being eroded – it can’t be measured. 

 

The findings from this study show that collaboration is mainly oriented towards administrative 

pressures within the field of teachers’ learning. The main purpose for teacher collaboration was 

whole-school planning, DEIS planning and literacy and numeracy. Interestingly, findings reveal 

that 50% of teachers that cited time as a barrier to engagement in TPL reported that they had 

time for whole school planning. Collaboration for this teleos can be said to be fulfilling the 

‘school effectiveness and improvement’ discourses proposed by Lave (2006). While 

collaboration for any purpose is welcome and teachers directly benefit from the social aspects of 

collaboration. This type of collaboration is evidence of TPL that is oriented towards instrumental 
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goals and the performance motif of effectiveness (Fielding: 2007). If collaboration is for the sole 

telos of meeting system needs then the personal is for the sake of the functional (Fielding: 2007). 

 

The lack of time allocated in the schools’ schedules for teachers to meet and collectively reflect 

does not promote a collegial sharing of practice, and individual teachers have limited control 

over their time to be able to overcome these constraints. Within a ‘school effectiveness and 

improvement’ discourse, teacher collaboration is a product of cultural management led by the 

school's principal. School principals and senior management are powerful in schools because 

they regulate access to resources and structure teachers’ time and location through timetabling 

(Meyer and Rowan: 1998). The findings of this study support this contention where the school 

principal was the main driving force behind many collaborative initiatives for school 

effectiveness and improvement. Some teachers felt that this type of collaboration was a “tick box 

exercise” and expressed dissatisfaction with this approach. The worrying aspect of this is that if 

collaboration is not meaningful for teachers it may demotivate them to engage in further 

collaboration.  

 

While national teacher education policy documents may promote collaboration, this needs to be 

backed up with adequate resources to give substance to the policy or else it amounts to rhetoric. 

Findings from this study show that conflict with work schedule was the reason most frequently 

cited as a barrier to engagement in TPL (35%). Not only is time a barrier to engagement in TPL, 

but all the sixteen teachers interviewed claim that time heavily influences the quality of 

collaboration. However, 64% of teachers surveyed felt that the TPL that they had engaged in is 

collaborative and builds on their capacities to learn together. So, engagement in TPL not only 

promotes collaboration but it also enhances humanistic learning theories which promote the 

development of affective and cognitive needs whose purpose is to develop self-actualised people 

in a cooperative, supportive environment. 

 

Lave (2006) describes five competing discourses on teacher collaboration which help to 

conceptualise the different purposes of teacher collaboration; Cultural, school effectiveness and 

improvement, school as community, restructuring and critical. Some of the teachers in this 

research report that they sometimes manage to interact and intentionally collaborate during ‘free’ 

lessons, or in “chats on the corridors”.  While this personal interaction is welcome, it does not 

afford teachers the opportunity to get involved in TPL that is theoretically based. Teacher 

collaboration or teacher communities of practice do not happen automatically. If the education 
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system does not facilitate these encounters, they are not valued. Half of the teachers interviewed 

in this study felt that a collaborative process exists for developing a shared sense of values 

among teaching staff at their school. A community of learners in a school is made up of a group 

of teachers, together with others members of staff, students and parents, who work together over 

time and share common challenges. This informal kind of activity occurs in context and provides 

opportunities for teachers to reflect with their colleagues, expand their content and pedagogical 

knowledge, and minimize the isolation often experienced by teachers. 

 

In Fielding’s (2007) high performance TPL, community is viewed as useful but only insofar as it 

achieves organizational goals. National teacher education policy, such as Cosán (2015), may talk 

about “the creation of a responsive and dynamic community of practice” (10). However, this is 

not going to happen automatically without guidance and support. The development of 

communities of practice requires the building of connections between teachers, enabling 

dialogue, truly collaborative processes and support. Levine and Marcus (2010) argue that 

practices of teacher communities, or communities of learners as they are often referred to, can be 

understood both as sociocultural traditions, that is, socially-constructed ways of being and acting 

in the world, and as teleological entities containing within them specific purposes or ends. If 

collaboration does not have a specific purpose, the potential benefits to teachers are lost. 

Collaboration must be supported in order for it to benefit teachers and their learning. 

 

Lortie (1975) described teacher isolation as one of the main structural impediments to enhancing 

teacher collaboration. Lortie argued that since at least the 19th century teachers have worked 

behind closed doors, rarely if ever collaborating with colleagues on improving teaching practice 

or examining student work. Without good support, teachers can feel professional isolation as 

“the costs of isolation are most deeply felt by the most committed and innovative teachers… 

Many of these solo artisans burn out” (Talbert and McLaughlin: 2002: 331). Lortie (1975) wrote 

“Each teacher... spent his teaching day isolated from other adults; the initial pattern of school 

distribution represented a series of 'cells' which were construed as self-sufficient”. One would 

have to question if the situation has improved significantly in Irish schools of the 21st century. 

This feeling of isolation was expressed by some of the teachers in this study. John said in one 

sense teaching is a very lonely job. Similar sentiments were reiterated by Joanne, Aine, Edgar, 

Fiona and Paul. Teachers’ isolation leads teachers to adopt an attitude of individualism where 

they trust only their own judgments and experiences. John said that this can lead to a lack of 

openness because “in your classroom maybe you are your own king or queen”. If there are not 
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sufficient opportunities for teachers to interact, the education system is promoting this sense of 

individualism. A culture of isolationism and individualism does not benefit teachers or the 

students that they teach. A culture of individualism benefits a neoliberal agenda because it forces 

individuals to take care of education. 

 

When teachers are collaborating they may choose to share information, but they can also engage 

in dialogue, reflection and feedback to and from each other. 78% of teacher’s surveys reported 

that their engagement in TPL encouraged them to share what they had learned with colleagues. 

Bolam et al (2004) suggest a positive impact on teaching practice and morale as a result of 

participation in collaborative activities. A number of teachers in this study said that engagement 

in TPL and the sharing of learning with colleagues greatly enhance their confidence both 

personally and professionally. It also allowed teachers to feel that they were not the only ones 

feeling pressured and stressed. John talked about how he felt schools were bleeding teachers dry 

and how some colleagues had suffered nervous breakdowns as a result of the pressures of 

teaching. Six of the sixteen teachers felt that exams and exam results were exerting enormous 

pressure on teaching. When the teachers surveyed were asked if collective school goals focus on 

student learning beyond exam results and grades only 37.5% agreed. The pressures of the 

examination system in Ireland is well-documented by other educationalists such as Coolahan 

(2007), Mooney Simmie (2014) and Lynch (1989). 

A study of 28 secondary school teachers conducted by Dutch researchers found that paired co-

operation between teachers may increase the benefits of TPL (Zwart et: 2009). In Zwart’s (2009) 

study, the greatest number of changes in practice occurred when teachers collaborated through 

observing each other, providing feedback on the observed practice, discuss their experiences 

together in a trusted, confident and constructive atmosphere (Postholm: 2012). From the teacher 

interviews in this study, it is clear that peer-observation is not a practice that teachers are 

engaging in and if it is happening at all it is very informal and inconsistent. Fiona felt that the 

lack of collaboration is because historically Ireland “doesn’t have a culture of openness either in 

teaching or other areas of society”. TPL conceptualised through a narrow high performance lens 

may promote openness, transparency and inclusiveness but it merely serves the instrumental 

goals of efficiency and effectiveness. The effective performance motif means that the personal is 

consumed by the functional. In other words, viewing the personal as a means towards achieving 

instrumental TPL goals negates the over-riding value of the personal itself in the aims of TPL 

(Hargreaves and Preece: 2014). 
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What is interesting is that the teachers in this study talked about how collaboration is more 

prevalent between colleagues and student teachers. There seems to be openness around the 

mentoring of student teachers and newly qualified teachers as opposed to collaboration with 

colleagues. 56% of teachers surveyed felt that engagement in TPL had increased opportunities 

for them to give and / or receive mentoring. The reasons why teachers feel more open to 

collaboration with student teachers may warrant further investigation.  If we can learn more 

about the dynamics of this reciprocal relationship of education, then perhaps we can do more to 

promote collaboration for a person-centred telos which is both morally and instrumentally 

successful. The notion of collaboration and professionalism are interdependent; it is hard to do 

one without being the other. Fielding (2001) contends that “professionalism must incorporate a 

much more overt openness and reciprocity indicative of a much more flexible, dialogic form of 

democratic practice” (130).  However, if TPL is for a performative telos, there is little room for 

openness, reciprocity, dialogue and democratic practice that supports instrumental goals. 

Fielding (1999) calls for a “radical collegiality” where teachers not only learn from each other 

but from parents, community, and students. This is little evidence from this study that teachers 

feel that teacher education policy is moving towards a radical pedagogy as proposed by Friere 

(1970). 

 

If collaboration is not managed properly, it may invoke feelings of fear in teachers. John 

recounted an instance of collaboration that did not go well because expectations were not shared 

about the protocols involved and the observations. John said that this seriously damaged the 

reputation of the mentoring programme in his school. When trust breaks down, it takes a 

significant amount of effort to build it back up again. The study conducted by Zwart et al (2009) 

points, in particular, to the difficulties that may arise in paired co-operation if the teachers 

involved are too different. Liz talked about an extremely negative experience of collaboration 

due to differences between herself and another teacher in classroom management style. The 

incident led to a complete breakdown in relations between her and her colleague. If collaboration 

is to enhance TPL, it needs to be both managed and supported. Previous research shows that 

team or group outcomes or successes in collaboration vary, and collaboration does not always 

result in innovative teacher learning or generate new knowledge or practices (Kuusisaari: 2013; 

Meirink et al: 2010; Tillema and Van der Westhuizen: 2006).   

 

Aine felt that collaboration was a ‘skill’ and that it was something that develops over time. 

Collaboration may not always be successful particularly when the collaboration is perceived as 
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contrived by teachers. Amy talked about how DEIS planning has increased collaboration but the 

principal did not sustain the collaboration. This left Amy with the feeling that it was a tick box 

exercise as opposed to something that was real and meaningful. Teachers working in 

collaboration also need to be aware of the larger educational context in which they work (Wells: 

2013). It may be easy when working in close collaboration to lose sight of the bigger educational 

landscape. Fiona said that engagement in TPL gave her increased confidence to engage in the 

wider education world. It made her feel empowered to have opinions about education. 

Interestingly, David felt that teachers did not have the confidence to engage in dialogue about 

broader educational issues. This may be systematic of the prevailing anti-intellectual culture 

(Lee: 1989; Kane: 1996) and the dominance of the technical paradigm in Irish educational 

discourse and debate (Glesson: 2010). It is this anti-intellectualism which has enabled 

neoliberalism to take hold (Lynch: 2012). The promotion of the technical paradigm in 

educational discourse and debate is of no benefit teachers. The promotion of the technical 

paradigm merely benefits neoliberal policymakers that aim to deprofessionalise teachers through 

the ‘teacher-training’ tenet. 

 

Kennedy (2014) warns that collaboration must be teacher driven, albeit with support structures in 

place, otherwise teachers risk being used as a form of contrived collaboration that serves to 

promote externally imposed interests. David who was completing a Masters felt that the system 

as is mitigates against collaboration and actually hinders it. This coupled with teacher resistance 

in the form of non-engagement that can amount to a complete shutdown, makes teacher driven 

collaboration challenging. Amy said that when collaboration is conceptualised as all the subject 

teachers teaching in the same way, it neglects that different teachers having different styles, 

different students have different needs and a lack of opportunity for spontaneity or for meeting 

those student’s needs. She felt that “robotic machine factory” collaboration is being encouraged. 

This is systematic of impersonal, technocratic TPL and the view of education as mechanistic. 

Within this discourse, the functional marginalizes the personal and school and teacher efficiency 

is the telos of TPL. This is benefiting a neoliberal framework, where teaching is driven by 

standardized tests and performance outcomes and learning equals performance on tests with 

teachers held being responsible for ‘inefficiencies” (Lipman: 2011). 

 

In current TPL literature, reflective practice is widely recognized as a central tenet of teacher 

education (Webster-Wright: 2009; Postholm: 2012). This has been necessitated by the recent 

rapid economic and social changes which affect teacher professionals’ practices (Apple: 2000; 
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Fullan; 2007). Overall the teachers surveyed in this study feel that TPL is reflective (89%). 

Teachers surveyed feel that reflection has encouraged them to reflect upon aspects of their 

teaching (92%), encourages them to reflect with colleagues (74%), and has challenged them to 

question their knowledge and beliefs (72%). A number of teachers interviewed viewed the 

‘reflective practitioner’ in cynical terms as a cliché and felt it was part of a prescribed political 

and economic agenda as highlighted by John who said “a lot of other things I’ve undertaken over 

the years on the façade may be lip service to reflection but they’re actually very instructive and 

this here is my cynical bit they often seem to follow a very, a very prescribed political and 

economic agenda…… reflect the way you’re expected to”. Some 63% felt that TPL is mediated 

by their professional context. This is a significant finding as it concurs with studies which say 

that teacher commitment to a learning-orientation needs to be matched by a similar commitment 

to a learning-orientation by the school community.  

 

Some of the teachers interviewed understood reflection as being more about administration and 

keeping records. Liz said reflection was about “keeping records, who’s in charge of what that’s 

all the special ed’s meetings that’s, it’s all administration, loads of administration”. This 

amounts to the hijacking of the critical function of reflection and is reductionist in nature 

(Rowland: 2009). In some areas of professionalism reflection has been reduced to a trivial 

training mantra by the application of such logic. This transformation of reflection to transferrable 

skill is how performativity works. Teachers also talked about reflection as being something that 

needed to be taught and was not an easy concept to conceptualise. Cosán (2016) depicts the core 

values and the ‘standards’ which it proposes would ‘guide’ teachers’ learning and reflection. 

This implies that reflection can be measured against standards. The linking of reflection to 

standards is marginalizing the personal for the sake of the functional and is evidence of an 

impersonal orientation to TPL (Fielding: 2007). If reflection is to be person-centred and of 

benefit to teachers, it needs to be teacher driven; system supported and needs to be a genuinely 

joint endeavour, as opposed to something that is guided by measurement. 

 

Using reflective practice in TPL is based on the belief that teachers can improve their own 

teaching by consciously and systematically reflecting on their teaching experiences (De Vries et 

al: 2014). TPL activities must not only encourage teachers to be reflective but also require them 

to communicate openly with one another about pedagogical issues (Cameron et al: 2013). This 

reflective open communication must happen, independently and, with colleagues (Postholm: 

2012). There is evidence that open collaborative reflective practice is not happening in all Irish 
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schools. In fact, in some instances it is being met with strong resistance. Audrey mentioned how 

efforts toward collaborative reflection with colleagues were met with hostility in her school and 

ultimately her isolation in the staffroom, “That’s putting us all under pressure to do it now….I 

was almost like bullied into ‘You shouldn’t be doing that’ so now I’m doing it and saying 

nothing”. This is evidence of the structural oppression that exists in some schools in Ireland 

(Lynch: 2012). In person-centred learning communities relationships between colleagues, 

teachers and students are based on mutual trust, care, autonomy and respect (Fielding: 2010). In 

a managerial technocratic orientation, it is challenging to enhance caring and respectful 

relationships because these concepts are not easily measured and so are not valued (Biesta: 

2009). A managerial technocratic orientation benefits competitive, individualised models of 

social and economic organisation to the determent of social democratic ones that foster more 

cooperative ways of being (Apple: 2006) 

Within a managerial technocratic orientation, many policy decisions are driven by data. One of 

the values underpinning Cosán (2016) is impact and “educational research can play a significant 

role in indicating for teachers the directions which are most likely to be impactful in terms of 

practice” (7). Teachers are being asked to be more deliberate in documenting and evaluating 

their practices. Peter acknowledging that research is important said “the way research is 

conducted is up to the commissioner really because the money's going that way, nobody's doing 

research for free, maybe somebody is but I don't know too many details about it”. If educational 

research is used to inform communities of practices towards the development of holistic ends, 

then educational research can play a significant role. If teachers feel that the research or data 

collection that they conduct is for the sole purposes of accountability, they may not fully engage 

and the potential benefits of teacher research may be lost. Through research teachers can start to 

demystify the whole climate of public accountability in which they now function (Webster-

Wright: 2009). In this way, an evidence based orientation to TPL has the potential to empower 

teachers to own professional knowledge because teachers through the process of inquiry 

conceptualise and create knowledge, interact around knowledge, transform knowledge, and 

apply knowledge (Webster-Wright: 2009). 

 

Teachers in this study felt that inquiry was oriented towards a managerial technocratic 

orientation for mainly public accountability purposes. An inquiry orientation to TPL was 

indicated in this study by the degree to which respondents were involved in problem-solving and 

the degree to which they identified their own TPL needs through monitoring student progress. A 

significant number of teachers in this study engage in inquiry oriented TPL (total 74%), but 
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much of the inquiry appears to be aimed at monitoring the learning and progress of individual 

students (65%). If inquiry is solely directed at the monitoring of learning and progress of 

teachers, the telos is towards high performance mode and inquiry is for the sake of the learning 

organization, as opposed to the learning community; the personal is for the sake of the functional 

(Fielding: 2007). A collaborative, trusting environment is a prerequisite to inquiry (Postholm: 

2012). A trusting environment allows teachers to raise issues, take risks, address dilemmas in 

and find solutions to their own practice. The evidence of structural oppression and vertical and 

lateral power relations experienced by some of the teachers interviewed in this study would not 

appear to be conducive to inquiry oriented TPL for holistic development.  

 

It is interesting to note that when teachers were specifically asked if TPL was inquiry oriented, a 

little over one fifth agreed or strongly agreed that it was inquiry oriented. This may be explained 

by the use of the term “inquiry” which may prove difficult to conceptualise. The Teaching 

Council plans “to develop ‘criteria’ and ‘procedures’ around inquiry” (Cosán: 2015:17). This is 

evidence of a managerial technocratic initiate and reveals how teachers need to be attuned to the 

demands of policy. If the Teaching Council views inquiry as a ‘procedure’; this implies that it 

can be guided through cognitive learning, and presumably, as the new language of learning 

suggests it will need ‘facilitation’ (Biesta: 2009). If teachers are to adopt an inquiry approach to 

their everyday practice, it seems imperative that ‘external experts’ or ‘facilitators of learning’ 

who are delivering inquiry oriented TPL need to be able to make new knowledge meaningful to 

teachers (Timperley: 2007). Some of teachers in this study feel the quality of the delivery of TPL 

is not as good as it might be as indicated by Kate who said “It depended on who was giving the 

course like some facilitators were very good.” A New Zealand study (Starkey et al: 2009), found 

that the external experts should have a good educational knowledge, a high level of expertise in 

teaching their subject area, strong communications skills and the ability to create constructive 

relationships with the participants involved in the TPL activity. However, if TPL is based on 

behaviourist and/or cognitive learning theories there is no room for the development of 

constructive relationships. 

 

Teachers’ contextual understandings and perspectives of the orientation of TPL were affected by 

the level of support that they felt. For the most part, teachers felt supported at the school level 

through school principals. However, this was not always the case and the degree of support 

appears to be dependent upon the relationship with the principal. Liz said that her school 

principal was not always as supportive as he might be “in case it would rock the boat”. 
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Supportive leaders, such as school principals, who focus attention on supporting teachers’ TPL 

needs and interests are imperative and the quality of that support is paramount (Opfer and 

Pedder: 2011c). However, there is increasing pressure and responsibility being put onto school 

leaders such as principals. As a result of a managerial and technocratic orientation, which is 

indicative of a neoliberal discourse of education, ministries are absolving themselves of 

responsibilities and placing these responsibilities at school-level with school principals and 

teachers (Ball: 2012).  

 

At the system level, teachers did not feel supported. Teachers do not feel that the school schedule 

promotes collective TPL and shared practice and over two-thirds of teachers feel communication 

around TPL opportunities is lacking in schools. Audrey felt that as regards system support “It’s 

left up to my own devices”. This is evidence of a mechanistic orientation towards TPL which 

offers little support and where functional goals marginalize personal interests (Fielding: 2007). 

Only one-quarter of teachers felt that stakeholders assumed shared responsibility for professional 

learning without evidence of imposed power and authority. This may indicate that teachers are 

feeling a loss of autonomy and the negative power relations which ensue when TPL is oriented 

towards an impersonal high performance telos (Fielding: 2007). Many of the teachers in this 

study stated that they do not feel supported to engage in TPL at the system level. Findings show 

that only 50% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that TPL is supported. As reiterated 

earlier, 44% of teachers feel that responsibility for TPL is not shared among the stakeholders. 

One wonders how communities of practice will develop from such a space and if teachers in 

Ireland are ready for this culturally.  

 

All of the sixteen teachers do not conceive it possible that they would enter the classroom of 

their colleagues to observe them. However, they did express that would welcome other teachers 

observing their teaching. While the teachers interviewed in this study were open to collaborative 

practices such as peer-observation, they expressed the opinion that teachers in their school may 

not be as open and there would be cultural resistance to such moves. Teachers expressed 

dissatisfaction with the lack of time to engage in sustained TPL and the geographical location of 

TPL activities. Research on TPL has concluded that teachers need time to develop, adsorb, 

discuss and practice new knowledge (Cameron et al: 2013; Postholm: 2012). As a result much 

research has concluded that activities that support TPL need to be sustained and intensive rather 

than brief and sporadic (Opfer and Pedder: 2011c; Webster-Wright: 2009). However, two 

teachers did say that they felt system support was increasing and this was illustrated by the time 
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being allotted for the mentoring of newly qualified teachers. There was an acknowledgement of 

the huge level of investment that would be required to get to a level of quality support for TPL. 

66% of teachers felt that there was TPL available for their career stage but cited time, family 

commitments and logistics as barriers to engagement. A number of teachers expressed concern 

around ICT and their perceived knowledge in the area and the lack of suitable TPL for their 

career stage. Cosán (2016) has identified ICT as one of the priority learning areas. Given the 

large number of teachers that expressed dissatisfaction around TPL in ICT, this study welcomes 

the emphasis on ICT in the Cosán (2016) framework. Two teachers attributed the lack of time to 

engage in TPL as economic and the value that is placed on time in the classroom. If teachers are 

away from the classroom they are seen as ‘unproductive’.  

 

Cosán (2016) contends that teachers demonstrate a sustained commitment to quality teaching and 

learning by the following indicators of best practice: structure and pace lessons; cover an 

appropriate range of material; support others; demonstrating their commitment to quality 

teaching and learning; contribute to the development of school policies and relevant national 

curriculum/syllabus, and practise in line with same; engage in long-term and short-term 

planning, individually and in collaboration with colleagues; collaborate with others to develop a 

range of appropriate teaching methodologies, resources and assessment techniques, and evaluate 

and refine them according to context. One has to ask if professional autonomy can be exercised 

through these indicators? This policy is explicitly identifying and expressing what is required 

and expected of teachers from a place where the functional marginalizes the personal (Fielding: 

2007). There is no identification or expression of the emotion and relationships that are at the 

heart of education and human development (Noddings: 2012). Yes, there is mention of support 

and collaboration, but the purpose behind these is questionable.  Supporting others is a 

humanistic value and something the teachers in this study endeavour to do. What is the purpose 

of supporting others from the policymakers’ perspective? Is the purpose to absolve responsibility 

for support from the Teaching Council so that teachers educate each other? If support is to be 

valued and beneficial, it needs to be demonstrated throughout the school system from top down, 

from policy right through to practice. 

 

7.3 A professional value of care  
A managerial technocratic orientation to teacher professionalism results in external regulation of 

the profession, reform agenda, political ends, is competitive and market driven, and has a culture 
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of control and / or compliance (Day and Sachs: 2004).  Within this discourse of teacher 

professionalism, democratic and social justice values are silent. Despite the absence of care in 

policy documents such as the Foreword to Irish Educational Studies (2013) given by Minister 

Ruari Quinn and Cosán, the Teaching Council’s (2016) framework for Teacher Professional 

learning, the teachers in this study view their role in humanistic terms. Teachers’ perceived 

professionalism and their role as a professional are bound up in the notion of; ‘morals’ , ‘a better 

society’ ,’ values’ , ‘responsibility for guiding young people’ , ‘ethics’ , ‘a human side’ , ‘teacher 

voice’ , ’concern for others’, and ‘a vocation’. There was a strong emphasis on students and 

‘helping them achieve whatever they can achieve’, ‘doing the best for the students’ and ‘care for 

students’. This finding concurs with that of Sexton (2007) who found that teaching was regarded 

as an altruistic activity involving high levels of care and responsibility. These perceptions align 

with the responsibility concept associated with professionalism (Hoyle and John: 1995).  

 

“Caring is an ethic of relation, a needs- and response-based ethic that has its own rationality and 

reasonableness, but whose emphasis is on living together, on creating, on maintaining, and 

enhancing positive relations” (Noddings: 2005). Caring teachers purposefully know their 

students well and establish relationships with them. These behaviours reflect the theoretical 

position that learning takes place best within the crucible of relationships forged by caring 

competent teachers whose primary focus is the growth and development of students 

(Noddings:2012). This posits a humanistic paradigm that believes learning is viewed as a 

personal act to fulfil one’s potential, focuses on the human freedom, dignity, and potential 

(Dewey: 1938; Noddings: 2012).The concepts of care and kindness are silent in accounts of 

professional values in national teacher education policy. Yet, students readily see kindness as a 

mark of a good teacher (Rowland: 2009). Kindness, coupled with other values such as social 

justice, seems to occupy a silent place in teacher professional discourse. These values are not 

prioritised in a world that is driven by competitive individualism and consequential 

accountability. These values are not seen as benefitting a neoliberal agenda, but these social 

justice values are benefiting students and broader society. There are people who want a more 

human and more equal society, a society where people are not sacrificed on the altar of profit 

before all else (Hill: 2006). Irish teachers' value honesty, fairness, care for others, tolerance, 

independence of thought, autonomy of the individual, cooperation, and self-respect (Collinson et 

al: 1994). Despite a managerial technocratic orientation, it is evident that the teachers in this 

study hold still hold democratic and social justice values, which in turn encourages similar 
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values to be engendered in their students. This holding true to these values can only be assumed 

to ultimately be of benefit to our society. 

 

Yet, moral and social justice values are seen by the teachers interviewed in this study as 

important to their sense of professionalism and intrinsic to their personal identity. Chris felt that 

“I feel that I am trusted, you know, that my position that there is a certain amount of, a lot of 

trust there by the students that I feel the notion of integrity that is mentioned in the code of 

practice, I would feel that that is very important to me.  The fourth pillar of that is respect and it 

does colour how I interact with students that, you know, there is my professional persona, you 

know, I would always wear a shirt and tie, I would feel that, you know, there is a certain uniform 

that goes with the profession, there is a certain vocabulary that goes with the profession”. 

Audrey who had recently attended a talk by Tony Humphries, a consultant clinical psychologist, 

author, national and international speaker, said she became a teacher to make a difference in 

children’s lives. She said “That’s the reason I became a teacher in fact, a different kind of 

teacher because….. I would love to make a difference because I had teachers that were just, you 

know, and I just think that it’s so important the role of a teacher in a child’s life. Even in mental 

health we see that all they need is one good adult and maybe, you know, that positive role to 

make them realise that OK you don’t have to be good at Irish, English and maths to be 

successful and it helps your sense of self-esteem….. self-harm and all these things that come as a 

result of being so called stupid”.  The notion of teaching, learning and caring are bound up in the 

notion of professionalism. 

   

A culture of surveillance and audit has led teachers to ‘find their values challenged or displaced 

by the terrors of performativity’ (Ball: 2003: 216). The lack of emphasis in teacher education on 

the ethical role of teachers, decrying the fact that this role is given less prominence than the 

development of teachers’ classroom strategies (Pantic and Wubbels: 2012). Teachers’ practices 

depend on teachers’ own human values (Fielding: 2007). The success of attempts to change 

those practices critically depends on the extent to which they are congruent with teachers’ own 

beliefs about what is worthwhile in education (Pantic and Wubbels: 2012). It is vital that we are 

able to speak about values such as kindness, social justice, and care in our professional roles as 

teachers (Rowland: 2009). This may help us to rediscover other sources of value other than the 

economic ones which appear to be prevailing across the educational discourse.  
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Mayeroff (1971) is one of the few theorists who emphasized knowing as being the primary 

ingredient of caring. He argued that caring includes explicit and implicit knowledge, knowing 

that and knowing how, and direct and indirect knowledge, all related in various ways to helping 

the other grow (Collinson et al: 1998: 5). If the growth and development of others is the primary 

goal of persons who operate from an ethic of care, teaching surely is a profession in which an 

ethic of care should be central. However, policy technologies such as the market, performativity 

and managerialism are increasingly eroding the value of relationships and care in education 

(Ball: 2011). Audrey when discussing how she viewed her role as a professional said “I mean 

economically speaking we are trying to produce people to pay taxes essentially but I honestly 

believe that it’s more than that, it’s about making better mom’s or dad’s so that they can be 

better parents to their kids”. Education policy that promotes individualism and competition 

cannot guarantee caring teachers because it conceptualises learning and caring as separate. It is 

evident from this study that care and learning are one in the same thing for some teachers. Amy 

expressed dissatisfaction with the results driven nature of teaching in Ireland, she said 

“….realising it’s all about results and that there is this mismatch between improving your 

teaching and seeing the results and the results is only shown by A’s, B’s and C’s instead of a 

student feeling better about themselves or a student’s attendance improving or a student caring 

enough about themselves to have a shower, those little things that don’t get noticed”. 

Professional values of care and concern for students are oriented towards person-centred 

orientation of TPL (Fielding: 2007). 

 

When teachers were asked why they had volunteered to participate in this research study the 

responses were varied: “had completed research themselves” , “empathy”, “opportunity to get 

involved in debate”, “interest in the area” , “to be supportive” , “appreciated the help they got 

when conducting research” , “helps to contribute to the body of knowledge and recognition of 

the lifelong learning process” , “spur of the moment decision” , “interested in new ideas in 

education” , “teaching needs a body of research on TPL, enjoyment of the system of inquiry and 

frustration with the Irish system of CPD”, “help with my own TPL goals”, and “becoming more 

interested with what’s happening in the classroom” . Aine said she was “very committed to 

teacher development” and that she had “strong views” in the area. Audrey said that she “gets a 

high from education” and loved to talk and engage in debate around the area. The responses 

closely align with what Sexton (2007) cited as Irish teachers’ altruistic nature. However, all 

responses were not strictly altruistic, they do demonstrate that teachers’ conceptualise education 

as having both a moral and instrumental purpose (Fielding: 2007). Teachers’ responses 
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demonstrate that these teachers want to progress TPL, are committed to the research aspect of 

TPL and are interested in the wider educational and philosophical issues.  

 

How teachers perceive themselves, in terms of their strengths as a teacher, can be divided into 

four main areas; personal attributes, inner sense of commitment, discipline and innovation. Chris 

demonstrated how his personal / professional attributes allow him to care for students despite 

some students exhibiting challenging behaviours” I would have great respect for them. I feel I 

would treat them very much as people first. I think I have certainly managed to separate their 

behaviour from who they are”.  Teachers like Paul viewed his role in humanistic terms saying 

education “ ..should be more than just a transmission of facts, that interest, that desire”. Paul’s 

subject area was history and he was vocal in his view that it wasn’t part of the government 

agenda “IBEC agenda comes up with maths and science….what about English, what about 

history, they are important skills. I mean, I get really tired hearing about science”. Difficulties 

arise from the context of performativity and surveillance within which most teachers are now 

working and which make it hard to develop an open dialogic approach with students (Fielding 

and Ruddock: 2002).  Teachers such as Liz emphasized the importance and her commitment to 

student voice. She said ” … research I did was about empowerment kind of…..so and listening to 

their voices and developing their voice and that kind of thing so it was just to see could it work in a 

post primary school”.  

 

In relationships with colleagues, teachers do not experience power equally. The subject area, age, 

gender and the perception of belonging to a higher status group with the school effect power 

relations between colleagues.  Groups of colleagues engage in power struggles regarding access 

to resources, information, level of influence and position within the school (Lynch: 2012). The 

hierarchical nature of schools can lead to the establishment of cliques or interest groups with 

different level of power or value within the institution (Sikes at al: 1985). Liz in interview 

mentioned how there were “clicks of teachers” in her school that were not interested in 

enhancing their TPL and were not as encouraging as they might have been towards other 

teachers. Maguire (2001) points out that there are very few key texts considering how power 

relations between teachers are played out in a school context. The negative classroom climate 

that can exist in some schools receives scant attention. Despite, negative relationships with 

colleagues, teachers in this study value professional care and continue to carry out their 

professional role with integrity and respect. 
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Cosán (2016) contends that teachers demonstrate a sustained commitment to quality teaching and 

learning by following indicators of best practice (25). Within these indicators of best practice, 

there is no identification or expression of the emotion and relationships that are at the heart of 

education and human development (Noddings: 2012). The policy is explicitly identifying and 

expressing what is required and expected of teachers from a place where the functional 

marginalizes the personal (Fielding: 2007). Yes, there is mention of support and collaboration, 

but these are distorted for solely instrumental purposes, as opposed to moral and instrumental 

purposes (Fielding: 2007). Supporting others is a humanistic value which teachers in this study 

endeavour to do despite challenges. However, what is the telos of supporting others? Is the 

purpose to absolve responsibility for support from the ministry so that teachers have colleagues 

support only? Or is the proposed support and collaboration in policy documents for moral and 

instrumentally successful purposes (Fielding: 2007). 

 
7.4 Teacher engagement in scholarship 
Despite a neoliberal agenda driving a managerial technocratic orientation to TPL, teachers in this 

study are showing a strong engagement in TPL and an appetite for scholarship. A significant 

finding in this study is the large number of teachers who held Master’s degrees (52%). This is a 

strong indication of the appetite for learning and engagement in scholarship amongst teachers. 

As of July 2015, the Teaching Council’s registered teachers’ database report that 6.64% of 

registered teachers hold a Master’s degree, while .44% of registered teachers hold a doctorate 

degree. The Teaching Council states that these percentages may not be an accurate representation 

of the actual numbers. The numbers are reflective of teachers who declared these qualifications 

and deemed them relevant for registration. This does not include all qualifications at level 9 and 

10 because many teachers only declare the minimum qualifications required for registration. In 

many instances, teachers do not update qualifications received post-registration. In this study, the 

high number of teachers holding a Master’s degree maybe explained by the fact that it is teachers 

who have already extensive research experience of continuing education and learning programs, 

and who already displayed an appetite for learning who were most motivated to partake in the 

online questionnaire and interviews. 

 

Engagement with theory and a broader knowledge base is enabling a reflexive capacity in 

teachers to challenge dominant orthodoxy evidenced through teacher interviews. This is counter 

to the technical paradigm which dominants Irish educational discourse and debate (Gleeson: 

2010). It is from within a technical paradigm that a prevailing anti-intellectual culture exists 
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(Lee: 1989; Kane: 1996). An anti-intellectual culture does not promote or equip teachers to face 

challenges, or debate the issues surrounding these challenges through democratic dialogue. 

Teaching is a specialist professional practice and requires a specialist knowledge base of theory-

praxis (Hordern: 2015). A specialist knowledge base necessitates that teachers remain in the 

space to ‘worry about’ and ‘interrupt’ their practice, through reading of research and literature, 

engaging with inquiry, researching their practices, and generating knowledge of practice 

(Cochran Smith & Lytle:1999). A humanistic person-centred mode of TPL operates to preserve 

the complexity of teaching, both the moral and intellectual dimensions, as well as the social, 

emotional and political aspects of teaching. In this way, TPL is both morally and instrumentally 

successful (Fielding: 2007). 

 

Theory is a means by which teachers understand and make sense of broader educational issues. 

Theory equips teachers to make critical and informed judgments with respect to both practice 

and what they consider to be the meaning and purpose of education (McLaren and Giroux: 

1994). The ability to make informed judgements is considered one of the cornerstones of 

professionalism (Furlong et al: 2000). In this study, 13 of 16 teachers interviewed felt that their 

engagement with theory had increased their sense of empowerment as a professional. Aine, who 

had completed a Masters in the area of CPD, felt that engagement in scholarship had increased 

her appetite for theory and her sense of empowerment as a professional: “it fulfils a hunger if 

one wants to find out more…. opportunity to express opinions, and confidence”. Audrey said 

that engagement with the literature:  “makes me feel better at what I am doing… I couldn’t 

quantify it… it’s almost like it subconsciously affects me…change my attitude”. New knowledge 

and skills need to be made meaningful to teachers and manageable within their practice 

contexts, to connect theory and practice in ways that teachers find helpful, and to develop 

teachers’ ability to use inquiry and assessment data to inform their teaching (Timperley et al: 

2010). David, who was completing a Master’s degree at the time of interview, felt that theory 

had empowered him in terms of increased knowledge and the ability to apply that knowledge in 

practice:” just having the knowledge that actually what the research is talking about is mixed 

ability and that's as a general thrust, it's a general move”.  

 

Theoretical knowledge enables teachers to exercise their voice in educational policy because an 

absence of theory renders teachers unable “to succinctly articulate the key aspirations of a 

democratic way of life” (Fielding: 2010:67). Edgar, a driving force behind setting up a 

community of practice in his county, worked with students with special education needs. It is 
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evident that engagement with theory enabled him to give students a voice: “it is more just getting 

a deeper understanding of where your student is coming from and for most of our teachers we 

understand that anyway… “Oh, he is being bold” – no, he is not, this comes directly from his 

diagnosis. And this is the theory that backs it up and this is what you know, if someone is open to 

listening to that”. Theoretical literature is one of the four conceptual lenses that can be used in 

the process of critical reflection (Brookfield: 1995). A theoretical knowledge base is also a 

necessary prerequisite of meaningful reflection (De Vries et al: 2014). Engagement with theory 

reveals a reflexive capacity in teachers: “I listen to debate about education in the media and I 

just think it’s so far away from where the level of debate needs to be, that’s it actually damaging 

the profession”. Through reflecting on teaching, everyday terms and scientific constructs may be 

interwoven, thus bringing theory and practice closer together (Postholm: 2012). Hence, reflection 

may contribute to developing both theory and practice.  

 

When confronted with specific teaching–learning challenges, teachers can go back to the theory 

to determine what adjustments they need to make to their practice (Timperley et al: 2010). This 

was apparent in how David construed the focus upon theory in light of challenges his school was 

facing: “I felt some of the research we were looking at there really beneficial. It was about 4 or 5 

years ago looking at the school development planning initiative. And some of that we were trying 

to improve the school at the time, we had a few challenges, some of the stuff, the Christopher 

Day stuff ….was superb for that because it grounded what we were trying to do. We brought it to 

a staff meeting and it explained the challenges we were finding and it explained how we might go 

about it and it explained what our focus should be, as in student learning, if we focus on that we 

would get everything else right, that is just the way it works”. Through engagement with 

literature, teachers are able to able to recontextualise knowledge. This is evidence of a 

specialised professional knowledge (Hordern: 2015).  

 

Professional practice cannot function without a specialised knowledge (Friedson: 2001). 

However, educational policy objectives have given rise to new models of teacher professional 

formation that challenge the role of educational institutions in providing abstract, conceptual 

knowledge for teaching (Hordern: 2015). The notion is that teachers can acquire the knowledge 

and expertise that they require through ‘practical’ immersion and extensive practical experience 

in school (Maandag et al: 2007). This gives rise to the notion that teachers learn best in the 

classroom, as opposed to a university, leading to a craft conception of teaching and an 

“apprenticeship” mode of learning. The craft conception of teaching is sceptical of the value of 
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educational research and posits that there is no requirement for research into practice at a 

systematic level” (Hordern: 2015:9). 46% of teachers surveyed in this study felt that the 

knowledge base of teaching is predominantly research-based and theoretical rather than 

classroom-based and practical. This supports the findings of Sexton (2007) who found that 

teachers primarily view teaching and learning as practical and classroom-based. 57.6% of 

teachers surveyed felt that research is predominately the domain of experts outside of the 

classroom. The value of research and what universities contribute to research is valued: 

“Research is at the core of anything I do really but in saying that it’s important to be pointed in a 

direction.  So I feel private research is useless without direction from higher institutions like 

universities and people who know”. The felt potential value of school –university partnerships 

for theory-building is apparent: “….like cooperating with the universities more and going to 

meetings more and trying to change the curriculum and make it a valued subject…. I need to go 

through philosophy and psychology”. 

 

Teacher-researchers can be characterized as those practitioners who attempt to better understand 

their practice, and its impact on their students, by researching the relationship between teaching 

and learning (De Vries et al: 2014). An evidence based orientation to TPL has the potential to 

empower teachers to own professional knowledge because teachers through the process of 

inquiry conceptualise and create knowledge, interact around knowledge, transform knowledge, 

and apply knowledge (Webster-Wright: 2009). Some of the teachers interviewed in this study 

engage with research to investigate possible causes and solutions once a problem or question 

arises in their practice. John recounted had an action research project had enabled him to 

understand how change happens in schools: “I have been involved in a few action research 

projects mostly physics based but because of, well with the Toraiocht, we did two very, I thought 

very useful action research projects.  One involved, well we designed it ourselves but I did one 

on reforming our middle management structure in the school.  It was a big project and it was a 

big learning curve but we managed to change our middle management system from a kind of a 

task based to a responsibility based system and that has been effectively the one that I would be 

most proud of in my teaching. It really involved a huge culture change in the school and I 

certainly learned a lot about how change actually happens in the school”. Action research 

projects give the opportunity for teachers to work closely together, developing, applying and 

evaluating new educational practices and theories based on teaching and learning issues selected 

by the teachers (De Vries et al:2014). 
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Action research as a research philosophy can assist policymakers in identifying the needs, 

assessing the development processes, and evaluating the outcomes of the changes they define, 

design, and implement. If carried out for this purpose only, an evidence based practice is driven 

by a managerial technocratic orientation. Such a purpose is congruent with the philosophies of 

outcome based education and accountability movements currently being advanced by 

governments globally (Mockler: 2013; Apple: 2001). Teacher research for public accountability 

purposes represents a somewhat narrow conceptualization of the teacher as researcher. The 

teachers in this study used theory and research to adopt a more critical inquiring disposition, 

informed by a desire to improve classroom practices for both moral and instrumental successful 

purposes (Fielding: 2007). A critical inquiry orientation to theory is evidence by Liz who had 

recently completed an action research project: “Paulo Freire’s model of empowerment ….. 

listening to their voices and developing their voice so it was just to see could it work in a post 

primary school…I would have done a research project in my school last year for it was based.., 

it was developing the critical literacy of second language learners using product based learning 

and activities so I would have done a lot of research around that because to literature review 

and everything basically I used…database of research and journals…scaffold and language, 

scaffold and learning, dialog, teacher helping student, the importance of voice and that kind of 

thing. …how a teacher’s role is to assist that you know the expression I suppose rather than to 

impose their own or sometimes the version of what’s correct on students that kind of thing.” 

 

According to epistemological belief theory in adult learning, beliefs about the nature of 

knowledge and learning influence learning and teaching (De Vries et al: 2014). Therefore, 

teachers’ learning (i.e. theory) and teaching (i.e. practice) need to be connected because they are 

influenced by the same underlying epistemological beliefs. Theory was found to be essential in 

illuminating different perspectives and invaluable as a mean to discussion and ‘throwing it all 

about’ (Hargreaves and Preece: 2014:142). The ‘throwing it all about’ aspect associated with 

theory and literature is clearly experienced: “the more I read and the more I  know and I go 

backwards and forwards”. Teachers need to develop strong theoretical frameworks that provide 

them with a basis for making principled changes to practice in response to situations that present 

themselves. The adaption of theory in different contexts to meet different challenges is clearly 

visible: “I have read so much over the last few years that I feel that it informs what I do…we 

have been kind of sitting down and trying to formalize what goes on with mentoring in the 

school….we have kind of drawn on different kind of mentoring models and combined them”. 

Through engagement in scholarship, teachers can be presented with theoretical models which 
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help them interrogate their existing practice. Theoretical understandings give coherence to these 

judgments and decisions. 

Despite teacher busyness and lack of time for learning, the teachers in this study participated in 

3.35 days of TPL more than was required of them. It is teachers in the 60+ year old age group 

who appear to be the most enthusiastic as indicated by the high numbers that hold Masters 

Degrees in this age group (70%). Additionally, over half (58%) of the teachers in this study 

wanted to participate in more TPL but cited conflict with their work schedule as the greatest 

barrier to further engagement in TPL. Conflict with work schedule was the greatest barrier to 

engagement for both male and female teachers in this study. Sugrue (2011) argues that one of the 

major reasons for the lack of time in Irish schools to engage in TPL is because the structure of 

the school day and year is almost identical to patterns established in the nineteenth century. He 

suggests the issue of time has to be tackled since there is no release time from teaching but 

neither are teachers obliged to remain in school after official closing time. This is an indication 

of the motivation and commitment of these teachers to their own professional learning. 
Regardless of the age, duration teaching or gender, competencies (knowledge, skills, and 

attitudes) were the important factor to these teachers for TPL to be effective.  

 

Theory that is presented in isolation from the implications in practice is insufficient (Postholm: 

2012). 77% of teachers surveyed agreed or strongly agreed that TPL is theory practice oriented. 

85.3% of teachers felt that TPL deepens and strengthens their practice. Two thirds felt the ideas 

that are presented through TPL are too difficult to put into practice (65%). Again, 66% of 

teachers felt that TPL integrates and models 'good' pedagogical practice.  However, 

approximately 33% of teachers surveyed felt that TPL was not connected into the key concerns, 

issues and problems of teacher's practice, and differentiated according to these. The non-

connection of theory with teachers’ key concerns and issues is symptomatic of a managerial 

discourse (Lynch: 2013). The importance of the connection of theory to practice was apparent: 

“most of the CPD I have been involved in it would have a strong theoretical base but it’s very 

much about the application of the theory there is much more of an emphasis I find now on the 

application of it and on trying to analyse what is happening in my classroom, what am I doing 

that is affecting the learning, what can I change and while you are bringing in theories about 

let’s say assessment theories or bringing in motivational theories it’s very much about well what 

does that look like in my classroom.” If theory connects with teachers practice, the functional is 

for the expression of the personal, and the knowledge for teaching is always conceived as 
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knowledge of practice (Fielding: 2007). This enables an expansive view of TPL or teaching as a 

specialist professional practice (Hordern: 2015). 

 

Teachers’ practice theories comprised of conviction and values, knowledge, skills and the 

practices that follow from these, and the desired student learning outcome (Timperley et al: 

2010). Without teachers starting from and ‘involving’ current theories on what they would like to 

do, new theories and new practice will probably be placed outside the existing practice instead of 

replacing it or developing it according to (Timperley et al: 2010). The use of theory and 

application in practice enables teachers to take risks: “…..I found that doing the masters as a 

form of professional development, it got me really, it caused my confidence really to go, in that I 

could then almost look at, you know, trying things as little action projects and if they didn’t 

work, I wasn’t - it didn’t worry me as much as before… I had more confidence to go in and take 

risks in the classroom and try new things… once the door opens you just keep going; it just 

becomes kind of a real interest.” The integration of what is already known with new knowledge 

allows teachers to use their theoretical understandings as the basis for making ongoing, 

principled decisions about practice (Timperley et al: 2010: 11).With a thorough understanding of 

the theory, teachers believe they are teaching in ways consistent with the promoted practice. 

Conversely, using approaches to TPL that integrate theory and practice is more effective than 

merely teaching theoretical constructs to teachers without helping them translate those constructs 

into practice (Timperley et al: 2010).  

 

7.5 Critical summary 
The aim of this chapter was to analyse, discuss, merge, integrate, and synthesize the three key 

themes arising from the use of three analytical tools; the critical teacher education policy 

analysis, the systematic literature review of TPL and teachers’ contextual understandings and 

perspectives of TPL. I selectively focused on what I perceive to be three key themes representing 

the distinctive ideas that illuminate the findings derived from the use of the analytical tools. 

These themes are: the a managerial technocratic orientation, a professional value of care, and 

teacher engagement in scholarship. The arguments developed aim to address the research 

questions posed; identify how the themes underlie the theoretical framework proposed; integrate 

with teachers’ understandings and perspectives and the literature in the area of TPL. Thus, it is 

deemed important that the meanings and contexts are investigated because this chapter posits a 

number of important points which are now briefly explained. 
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Teacher education policy in Ireland emerges from a managerial technocratic discourse. A 

managerial technocratic approach results in TPL that is dominated by a marketization ideology 

where education is judged by outcomes and measured by attainment (Apple: 2006; Ball: 2010). 

The contribution of TPL is seen mainly in terms of the performance of the teacher and the school 

with the expressed purpose of achieving narrowly defined teacher education policy goals (Ball: 

2010). TPL conceptualised in managerial technocratic terms is oriented towards impersonal high 

performance perspectives (Fielding: 2007). Educational principles and values, such as 

intellectual freedom, emancipation, moral development and the building of strong communities, 

are compromised for commercial ends (Ball: 1994) and the personal is for the sake of the 

functional (Fielding: 2007).  

 

The ‘education indicators’ emerging from a managerial technocratic orientation focus primarily 

on values that can be measured (Biesta: 2009). The valuing of TPL associated with literacy and 

numeracy, information and communication technology (ICT) is reflective of the domination of 

TPL by the broader field of power which ascribes greater prominence to the areas that more 

closely align to economic prerogatives (Bernstein: 2000). A managerial and technocratic 

orientation to teacher education policy is reflected in the way in which there is a reluctance to 

explore TPL options other than traditional workshop approaches. Over half of teachers surveyed 

in this study say that their engagement in TPL is mostly in the form of short one-day mandated 

CPD. This TPL emerges from behaviorist and cognitivist theories of learning where teachers are 

viewed as deficient in knowledge and need to be filled up with knowledge that is deemed to be 

important -  the ‘banking concept’ of education (Friere: 1970).  

 

A managerial technocratic orientation to TPL is likely to be counter-productive in enhancing 

teacher professionalism, since it overlooks and in the end deprives teachers as professionals of 

their capacities for inwardly-motivated judgment (Hordern: 2015). A managerial technocratic 

orientation brings a new language of learning that has implications on how teachers perceive 

themselves and their professional role. A managerial technocratic ideology exerts influence and 

seeks to redraw professional accountability. Within this ideology, TPL is a matter of teachers 

fulfilling goals and standards that stand externally to their actions in the fulfilment of system 

goals. TPL is for instrumental success only with no account taken of moral and social justice 

values (Fielding: 2007). A managerial technocratic orientation to teacher professionalism results 

in external regulation of the profession, reform agenda, political ends, is competitive and market 
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driven, and has a culture of control and / or compliance (Day and Sachs: 2004).  Within this 

discourse of teacher professionalism, democratic and social justice values are silent. 

 

Despite the lack of emphasis on democratic and social values in policy documents, teachers 

value care in education. The professional value of care is seen by the teachers interviewed in this 

study as important to their sense of professionalism and intrinsic to their personal identity. 

Caring is an ethic of relation, a needs- and response-based ethic that has its own rationality and 

reasonableness, but whose emphasis is on living together, on creating, on maintaining, and 

enhancing positive relations (Noddings: 2005). Caring teachers purposefully know their students 

well and establish relationships with them. These behaviours reflect the theoretical position that 

learning takes place best within the crucible of relationships forged by caring competent teachers 

whose primary focus is the growth and development of students (Noddings:2012). This posits a 

humanistic paradigm that believes learning is viewed as a personal act to fulfil one’s potential, 

focuses on the human freedom, dignity, and potential (Dewey: 1938; Noddings: 2012).The 

concepts of care and kindness are silent in accounts of professional values in teacher education 

policy. If the growth and development of others is the primary goal of persons who operate from 

an ethic of care, teaching surely is a profession in which an ethic of care should be central. 

 

Despite a neoliberal agenda driving a managerial technocratic orientation to TPL, teachers in this 

study are showing a strong engagement in TPL and an appetite for scholarship. A significant 

finding in this study is the large number of teachers who held Masters Degrees (52%). 

Additionally, over half (58%) of the teachers in this study wanted to participate in more TPL but 

cited conflict with their work schedule as the greatest barrier to further engagement in TPL. This 

is a strong indication of the appetite for learning and engagement in scholarship amongst 

teachers. The majority of the teachers show that they are engaged and committed to TPL. The 

teachers engage in TPL willingly and believe that as teachers, they need to keep evolving and 

learning. Despite teacher busyness and lack of time for learning, the teachers in this study 

participated in 3.35 days of TPL more than was required of them. The 30-39 and 40-49 year age 

group are the most represented age group in this study. It is teachers in the 60+ year old age 

group who appear to be the most enthusiastic as indicated by the high numbers that hold Masters 

Degrees in this age group (70%). The 50-59 age group were the least likely to have a Masters 

considering that the under 25 age group would not typically have Masters because they would 

have graduated in recent years from their initial teacher education programmes. 
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Engagement with theory and a broader knowledge base is enabling a reflexive capacity in 

teachers to challenge dominant orthodoxy evidenced through teacher interviews.Teaching is a 

specialist professional practice and requires a specialist knowledge base of theory-praxis 

(Hordern: 2015). A specialist knowledge base necessitates that teachers remain in the space to 

‘worry about’ and ‘interrupt’ their practice, through reading of research and literature, engaging 

with inquiry, researching their practices, and generating knowledge of practice (Cochran Smith 

& Lytle:1999). A humanistic person-centred mode of TPL operates to preserve the complexity of 

teaching, both the moral and intellectual dimensions, as well as the social, emotional and 

political aspects of teaching. In this way, TPL is both morally and instrumentally successful 

(Fielding: 2007). 

 

Theory is a means by which teachers understand and make sense of broader educational issues. 

Theory equips teachers to make critical and informed judgments with respect to both practice 

and what they consider to be the meaning and purpose of education (McLaren and Giroux: 

1994). The ability to make informed judgements is considered one of the corner stones of 

professionalism (Furlong et al: 2000). In this study, 13 of 16 teachers interviewed felt that their 

engagement with theory had increased their sense of empowerment as a professional. Theoretical 

knowledge enables teachers to exercise their voice in educational policy because an absence of 

theory renders teachers unable “to succinctly articulate the key aspirations of a democratic way 

of life” (Fielding: 2010:67). Engagement with theory reveals a reflexive capacity in teachers. 

Teachers need to develop strong theoretical frameworks that provide them with a basis for 

making principled changes to practice in response to situations that present themselves. Teacher 

adaption of theory in different contexts to meet different challenged is clearly visible. 
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Chapter 8 Conclusions and recommendations 

8.1 Introduction 
This chapter presents a summary of the findings of this research and discusses these findings in 

the context of the research questions and the literature. Section 8.1 presents the aims and scope 

of the research. It also summarizes the findings under the three key themes. Section 8.2 discusses 

the key findings and the implications for TPL. Section 8.3 presents areas that may warrant 

further investigation and the limitations of this study. Section 8.4 reviews succinctly what this 

thesis has attempted to do, what has been learned from the process and new questions that have 

arisen as a result. 

 

8.2 The aims and scope of the research 
The author did not aim to provide answers regarding how teachers learn or the best models or 

ways to organize TPL experiences. The aim of this thesis was to problematize TPL in Ireland 

within a rapidly changing national and global policy context and within different worldviews of 

education (Dewey: 1938; Friere: 1970; Apple: 2006; Ball: 2012; Maguire: 2011; Noddings: 

2012). It is only with the publication of Cosán (2016), the Teaching Council’s national policy 

framework on Teacher Learning, that the terms ‘teacher learning’ and ‘ teacher professional 

learning’ firmly entered the official lexicon of teacher education in Ireland (Teaching Council: 

2015). The thesis is a critical interpretivist study which examines TPL through three analytical 

tools: a critical interpretation of teacher education policy (2001-2015), a systematic review of the 

national and international literature surrounding TPL, and the contextual understandings and 

perspectives of a purposive (self-selecting) sample of Irish secondary teachers in 2015. The 

purpose of this study is to shed the light on some of the reductionist foundations of some teacher 

education policy (Cosán: 2016) which poses a threat to education for epistemic justice and social 

cohesion and for the former notions of how democracy and equity were grasped (Ball: 2003; 

Bernstein; 200; McLaren: 2015). 162 teachers completed an online questionnaire, while 16 

teachers completed in-depth interviews. While the sample is not representative in a scientific 

sense, many of the issues explored maybe considered reflective of TPL in Ireland. 
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This thesis explored the following three key questions:- 

1. What is the current orientation of TPL in national teacher education policy documents (2001-

2015) in Ireland? 

2. What are the contextual understandings and perspectives of a purposive (self-selecting) 

sample of Irish secondary teachers of TPL in 2015? 

3. Who, if anyone, is benefitting from the current orientation of TPL in Ireland? 

 

Chapters two, and five to seven presented and analysed the data gathered in investigating the 

three key research questions. The emerging issues were synthesised and the most important 

findings are presented and linked to the literature. The first research question raised many issues 

and provides the basis for the other two questions. The data yielded was interesting and useful 

for conceptualizing a number of important findings under the following themes:- 

→A managerial technocratic orientation 

→A professional value of care 

→Teacher engagement in scholarship 

 

8.2.1 A managerial technocratic orientation 

The first question which this thesis aims to address is “What is the current orientation of TPL in 

national teacher education policy documents (2001-2015)? This thesis contends that the teacher 

education policy in Ireland emerges from a managerial technocratic discourse. A managerial 

technocratic orientation does not benefit teachers who do not subscribe to a managerial approach 

to education. This was clearly highlighted through interviews where the teachers in this study are 

feeling the effects of surveillance ‘it’s like Big Brother watching me and if I don’t do as he 

says…’, deprofessionalisation ‘less payment, dumbing down and become glorified baby sitters, 

that seems to be the trend’ and increased accountability ‘when you hear something from 

Teaching Council it’s all accountability’. The current orientation appears to be driving the ethic 

of the marketplace to the benefit of policymakers. Such an orientation results in TPL that is 

dominated by a marketization ideology where education is judged by outcomes and measured by 

attainment (Apple: 2006; Ball: 2010). The contribution of TPL is seen mainly in terms of the 

performance of the teacher and the school with the expressed purpose of achieving narrowly 

defined teacher education policy goals (Ball: 2010). TPL conceptualised in managerial 

technocratic terms is oriented towards impersonal high performance perspectives (Fielding: 

2007). Educational principles and values, such as intellectual freedom, emancipation, moral 

development and the building of strong communities, are compromised for commercial ends 
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(Ball et al: 1994) and the personal is for the sake of the functional (Fielding: 2007). TPL that is 

managerially oriented is benefitting policymakers in maintaining the status quo and the 

imposition of system agendas. 

 

A managerial / technocratic orientation is illustrated through the ‘emergence of a global 

trajectory which is currently dominated by a drive to seek policy solutions that will improve 

student outcomes which are measured by attainment (Kennedy: 2015: 185). As a consequence, 

TPL programs are established and implemented to transform teaching practices to accommodate 

standardization (Wang et al: 2011). This translates in TPL for a high performance (Fielding: 

2007) telos (Biesta: 2009) which manifests itself through policy formulation that focuses on 

improving ‘teacher quality’ in the belief that ‘teacher quality’ is the one determining factor of 

improved student outcomes (Mockler: 2013). Within this view, the teacher is seen as deficient 

vessel that needs to be filled up with knowledge, what Friere (1970) refers to as the ‘banking 

concept’ of education. This leads to TPL that is oriented towards a transmission view of 

knowledge rooted in behaviourist and cognitive learning theories. What is ‘teacher quality’? 

How do we ‘measure teacher quality’? 

 

The implementation of the Teaching Council Act (2001) is heavily influenced by policy 

formulation that uses education indicators, which focus on ‘numbers’, such as the OECD’s 

Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) and the Teaching and Learning 

International Survey (TALIS) to judge education. The ‘education indicators’ emerging from a 

managerial technocratic orientation focus primarily on values that can be measured (Biesta: 

2009). The emphasis on literacy and numeracy is part of PISA testing which focuses on the 

assessment of young people’s ability to practically apply their skills in everyday life situations 

(Grek: 2009). The focus is on ‘real-life’ circumstances and on students’ capacity to enter the 

labour market with core skills, such as literacy and numeracy. The valuing of TPL associated 

with literacy and numeracy, information and communication technology (ICT) is reflective of 

the domination of TPL by the broader field of power which ascribes greater prominence to the 

areas that more closely align to economic prerogatives (Bernstein: 2000). This emphasis, which 

is the driving force behind policy by numbers, has taken the focus of interest away from less 

explicit educational aims that resist measurement, for example, democratic participation, artistic 

talents, understanding of politics, history etc.  
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The teachers in this study reveal the managerial technocratic context within which they are 

teaching and learning. This is illustrated by the fact that certain areas of the curriculum, such as 

literacy and numeracy, are in receipt of investment in TPL, whilst other subject areas which are 

not undergoing curricular reform are not in receipt of similar investment. The focus of TPL is 

directed to the areas of the curriculum which are perceived as important in gaining a ‘foothold in 

the market’ and a ‘competitive advantage’. There is an expectation that this investment will 

provide ‘value for money’ or a ‘return on investment’ exemplified through high test score results 

in ‘education’ indicators such as PISA. The foreword in 2013 by the Minister Ruairi Quinn 

indicates that ‘value for money’ (Quinn: 2013) is one of the primary goals of current educational 

policy. If TPL is directed solely towards particular agendas, such as the development of literacy 

and numeracy; this translates into other areas of the curriculum, which are perceived as not 

‘adding value’, being neglected in terms of the availability of TPL. “Are we measuring what we 

value, or are we measuring what we can easily measure and hence end up valuing what we can 

measure?” (Biesta: 2009).  

 

A managerial and technocratic orientation to teacher education policy is reflected in the way in 

which there is a reluctance to explore TPL options other than traditional workshop approaches. 

Traditional TPL formats such as one-time workshops and conferences, what Ball (1994) 

described as “style shows”, are less likely to lead to teacher change (Hawley and Valli: 1999). 

Yet over half of teachers surveyed in this study say that their engagement in TPL is mostly in the 

form of short one-day mandated CPD. More traditional forms of TPL, such as one day 

workshops and lecture style formats, emerges from behaviourist and cognitivist theories of 

learning where teachers are viewed as deficient in knowledge and need to be filled up with 

knowledge that is deemed to be important -  the ‘banking concept’ of education (Friere: 1970). 

Within a banking concept of education, the functional marginalized the personal (Fielding: 

2007). There is little room for a learning community perspective where teachers can collaborate 

and learn together. One-time workshops are evidence of an impersonal orientation to TPL which 

strives for ‘teacher efficient’ and ‘teacher effectiveness’ and meeting the needs of the learning 

organization (Fielding: 2007). This traditional format of TPL has its place; the issue is when TPL 

is for the most part narrowly conceptualised through this format only. 

 

For teachers who view teaching as primarily relational, the current teacher education policy fails 

from an ideological perspective. Within a managerial technocratic orientation, teacher education 

policy casts teachers as a worker in need of improvement and re-casting as opposed to 
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professionals involved in what is fundamentally a relationship of learning. The state has, as a 

central tenet of its teacher education policy, linked educational attainment to economic 

development and prosperity. Our education system is identified as critical to attaining its 

economic targets and in so doing has developed a view of TPL as intrinsically linked to 

improving “teacher” quality, “teacher” effectiveness.  

 

8.2.2 A professional value of care 

Despite the absence of care in teacher education policy documents such as the Foreword to Irish 

Educational Studies (2013) given by Minister Ruairi Quinn and Cosán, the Teaching Council’s 

(2016) framework for Teacher Professional learning, the teachers in this study view their role in 

humanistic terms. Teachers’ perceived professionalism and their role as a professional as bound 

up in the notion of; ‘morals’ , ‘a better society’ ,’ values’ , ‘responsibility for guiding young 

people’ , ‘ethics’ , ‘a human side’ , ‘teacher voice’ , ’concern for others’, and ‘a vocation’. There 

was a strong emphasis on students and ‘helping them achieve whatever they can achieve’, ‘doing 

the best for the students’ and ‘care for students’. This finding concurs with that of Sexton (2007) 

who found that teaching was regarded as an altruistic activity involving high levels of care and 

responsibility. These perceptions align with the responsibility concept associated with 

professionalism (Hoyle and John: 1995). 

 

Caring is an “an ethic of relation, a needs- and response-based ethic that has its own rationality 

and reasonableness, but whose emphasis is on living together, on creating, on maintaining, and 

enhancing positive relations”(Noddings: 1992: 21). Caring teachers purposefully know their 

students well and establish relationships with them. These behaviours reflect the theoretical 

position that learning takes place best within the crucible of relationships forged by caring 

competent teachers whose primary focus is the growth and development of students 

(Noddings:2012). This posits a humanistic paradigm that believes learning is viewed as a 

personal act to fulfil one’s potential, focuses on the human freedom, dignity, and potential 

(Dewey: 1938; Noddings: 2012). 

 

Within a managerial technocratic discourse of teacher professionalism, democratic and social 

justice values are silent. The concepts of care, kindness and social justice values are notably 

absent in accounts of professional values in teacher education policy. Yet, students readily see 

kindness as a mark of a good teacher (Rowland: 2009). Kindness seems to occupy a silent place 

in teacher professional discourse. These values are not valued in a world that is driven by 
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competitive individualism and consequential accountability. Yet, moral and social justice 

principles are valued by the teachers interviewed in this study. The value of care is seen as 

important to teachers’ sense of professionalism and intrinsic to their professional and personal 

identity. The teachers in this study understand the notion of teaching, learning and caring as 

bound up in the notion of professionalism. 

   

A culture of surveillance and audit has led teachers to find their values challenged or displaced 

by ‘the terrors of performativity’ (Ball: 2003: 216). Yet, despite the context in which teachers are 

working, they still value education for democratic purposes. The lack of emphasis in teacher 

education on the ethical role of teachers, decrying the fact that this role is given less prominence 

than the development of teachers’ classroom strategies (Pantic and Wubbels: 2012). Teachers’ 

practices depend on teachers’ own human values (Fielding: 2007). The success of attempts to 

change those practices critically depends on the extent to which they are congruent with 

teachers’ own beliefs about what is worthwhile in education (Pantic and Wubbels: 2012). It is 

vital that teachers are able to speak about values such as kindness, social justice, and care in our 

professional roles as teachers (Rowland: 2009). This may help us to rediscover other sources of 

value other than the economic ones which appear to be prevailing across the educational 

discourse. Despite a managerial technocratic orientation, it is evident that the teachers 

interviewed in this study value education not solely for economic reasons but for democratic and 

social justice purposes also.  If the growth and development of others is the primary goal of 

persons who operate from an ethic of care, teaching surely is a profession in which an ethic of 

care should be central.  

 

Policy technologies such as the market, performativity and managerialism are increasingly 

eroding the value of relationships and care in education (Ball: 2011). Such a professional value 

of care is benefitting all in society, despite the increasing lack of value being placed on it in 

national teacher education policy. Teachers’ responses demonstrate that these teachers want to 

progress TPL, are committed to the research aspect of TPL and are interested in the wider 

educational and philosophical issues. Teachers must prepare to be public intellectuals (Bates: 

2008; McLaren & Farahmandpur: 2001; Giroux & McLaren: 1986; Freire: 1970) show the moral 

vision and courage to teach against neoliberalism (Lynch: 2012). Teachers in this study indicate 

that they have the moral vision, but to teach against neoliberalism we need moral vision and 

theory. 
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8.2.3 Teacher engagement in scholarship 

Despite a neoliberal agenda driving a managerial technocratic orientation to TPL, teachers in this 

study are showing a strong engagement in TPL and an appetite for scholarship. A significant 

finding in this study is the large number of teachers who held Master’s degrees (52%). This is a 

strong indication of the appetite for learning and engagement in scholarship amongst teachers. 

The degree to which the engagement is with critical scholarship may warrant further 

investigation.  There are multiple and varied motivators behind engagement in scholarship such 

as, career advancement increase in salary potential growth and development, interpersonal 

relations, school policy (McMillian et al: 2014). Whatever the motivations, the majority of the 

teachers in this study display an engagement and commitment to TPL. The teachers engage in 

TPL willingly and believe that as teachers, they need to keep evolving and learning. Despite 

teacher busyness and lack of time for learning, the teachers in this study participated in 3.35 days 

of TPL more than was required of them. It is teachers in the 60+ year old age group who appear 

to be the most enthusiastic as indicated by the high numbers that hold Masters Degrees in this 

age group (70%). Additionally, over half (58%) of the teachers in this study wanted to participate 

in more TPL but cited conflict with their work schedule as the greatest barrier to further 

engagement in TPL. Not only will teachers benefit both personally and professionally from this 

engagement in scholarship; this will be of benefit to society. It is through the engagement with 

literature and theory that we can begin to understand the nature of the challenges we face. 

Engagement with theory and a broader knowledge base is enabling a reflexive capacity in 

teachers to challenge dominant orthodoxy evidenced through teacher interviews.Teaching is a 

specialist professional practice and requires a specialist knowledge base of theory-praxis 

(Hordern: 2015). A specialist knowledge base necessitates that teachers remain in the space to 

‘worry about’ and ‘interrupt’ their practice, through reading of research and literature, engaging 

with inquiry, researching their practices, and generating knowledge of practice (Cochran Smith 

& Lytle:1999). A humanistic person-centred mode of TPL operates to preserve the complexity of 

teaching, both the moral and intellectual dimensions, as well as the social, emotional and 

political aspects of teaching. In this way, TPL is both morally and instrumentally successful 

(Fielding: 2007).  

 

Theory is a means by which teachers understand and make sense of broader educational issues. 

Theory equips teachers to make critical and informed judgments with respect to both practice 

and what they consider to be the meaning and purpose of education (McLaren and Giroux: 

1994). The ability to make informed judgements is considered one of the corner stones of 
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professionalism (Furlong et al: 2000). In this study, 13 of 16 teachers interviewed felt that their 

engagement with theory had increased their sense of empowerment as a professional. Theoretical 

knowledge enables teachers to exercise their voice in educational policy because an absence of 

theory renders teachers unable “to succinctly articulate the key aspirations of a democratic way 

of life” (Fielding: 2010:67). Engagement with theory reveals a reflexive capacity in teachers. 

Teachers need to develop strong theoretical frameworks that provide them with a basis for 

making principled changes to practice in response to situations that present themselves. Teacher 

adaption of theory in different contexts to meet different challenges is clearly visible. 

 

8.3 Limitations of the study 
The intended scope of this study was to explore these findings by linking them to possible wider 

social, cultural, historical and political contexts. TPL was explored against a backdrop of 

influential teacher education policy documents (2001-2015), a systematic literature review in the 

area of TPL (2000-2015), and teachers’ contextual understandings and perspectives of TPL. As 

with all research it is partial, incomplete and cannot account for everything. Hence, the outcomes 

of this research and its implications call for future research possibilities. The findings of this 

study are not generalizable in a scientific sense but are theoretically generalizable and can lead to 

further study. The experience of these teachers working within these particular schools, and the 

TPL which results, may be completely different for other teachers working in different schools, 

and for other professionals in general.  

 

Silverman (2013) considers that the ability of the researcher to relate his or her findings to an 

existing body of knowledge is a key criterion for evaluating works of qualitative inquiry. In this 

respect, reports of previous studies in the same or similar settings which addressed a managerial 

technocratic orientation (Lynch: 2012; Sugrue: 2009) and teacher identification with professional 

values such as altruism (Sexton: 2007) were provided. This study differs from other studies in 

the area, in that the teachers in this study are displaying an appetite for TPL and an engagement 

in scholarship. This is inconsistent in light of other studies of TPL in Ireland which evidence the 

atheoretical stance that Irish teachers tend to adopt (Glesson: 2010). This may be explained by 

the apparent atypical nature of the sample which had significantly higher numbers of teachers 

who held Master’s degrees (52%). The Teaching Council’s registered teachers’ database reports 

that 6.64% of registered teachers hold a Master’s degree. However, the Teaching Council states 

that these percentages may not be an accurate representation of the actual numbers because not 
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all teachers update qualifications received post-registration. While this study offers results that 

are not entirely consistent with other studies of teacher engagement in TPL (Glesson: 2010), this 

does not necessarily imply that one or more is untrustworthy. In this study, the high number of 

teachers holding a Master’s degree maybe be explained by the fact that it is teachers who have 

already extensive research experience of continuing education and learning programs, and who 

already displayed an appetite for learning who were most motivated to partake in the research. 

This motivation may be driven by potential growth and achievement, career advancement, 

interpersonal relations, or school policy (McMillian et al: 2014). In order to assess the extent to 

which this finding may be true of other teachers, similar studies employing the same methods but 

conducted with different teachers will be of value. 

 

The issue of structural oppression in Irish schools is an area that warrants further and immediate 

research. An understanding of the role and responsibility of school principals in relation to TPL 

may also warrant further investigation. Further research could examine the relationship between 

consequential accountability and teacher compliance. It would be helpful for future research to 

evaluate the supports needed to provide a more holistic approach to TPL. It would also be 

interesting to explore how the teachers in this study are evolving their practice as a result of 

engagement in scholarship and TPL. Given, the high level of engagement in scholarship, it 

would be interesting to collate what areas in the literature teachers are engaging in. 

 

8.4 Conclusion 
The third question this research study aimed to address is “Who, if anyone, is benefitting from 

the current orientation of TPL? The current managerial technocratic orientation of TPL is 

benefitting a neoliberal driven policy agenda. Traditional TPL formats such as one-time 

workshops and conferences, what Ball (1994) described as “style shows”, are less likely to lead 

to teacher change (Hawley and Valli: 1999). Yet over half of teachers surveyed in this study say 

that their engagement in TPL is mostly in the form of short one-day mandated CPD. This 

traditional format of TPL has its place; the issue is when TPL is for the most part narrowly 

conceptualized through this format only. This narrow conceptualisation is benefitting 

policymakers because it neglects the complex nature of TPL and the messiness associated with 

the provision of TPL that would acknowledge this complexity. A neoliberal agenda promotes 

one-size-fits all formula for teacher education (Ball: 2010). This approach leads to TPL that is 

seen as a ‘tick the box’ exercise and is of no real benefit to teachers. It can actually lead to 
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teacher demotivation and disillusionment as illustrated in this study. While this approach maybe 

benefitting policymakers, it is clearly not benefitting teachers as it does not take account of 

individual differences between teachers. The teacher is viewed as deficient and as a vessel that 

needs to be filled up with knowledge, what Friere (1970) refers to as the ‘banking concept’ of 

education. This leads to TPL that is oriented towards a transmission view of knowledge rooted in 

behaviourist and cognitive learning theories. TPL that is completely rooted in behaviourist and 

cognitive learning theories may not be meeting the needs of all teachers. 

 

A managerial technocratic orientation to TPL results in an over emphasis on TPL in certain 

subjects at the expense of others. This is clearly not of benefit to the teachers teaching these 

subject areas, or the students who have chosen to study these subjects. This over emphasis on 

literacy and numeracy, and ICT, which is the driving force behind policy by numbers, has taken 

the focus of interest away from less explicit educational aims that resist measurement, for 

example, democratic participation, artistic talents, understanding of politics, history etc. (Ball: 

2010). The dominant economic focus on teaching and learning / lifelong learning is for 

educational systems to fit with the imperatives of the marketplace. Instead of supporting a broad-

based educational system, the OECD for instance and other neoliberal policy development 

agencies promote the development of leaner, more focused, and more accountable educational 

systems for the benefit of the economy (Apple: 2002). Ruairi Quinn (2013) states “greater 

accountability and more effective learning are not options, they are essential if we wish to retain 

the support of our taxpayers at home and the trust of our partners oversees” (7). It would appear 

that the ‘support’ and ‘trust’ of the Troika are central tenets to current teacher education policy in 

Ireland. It would appear that the formulation of some teacher education policy is for the benefit 

and appeasement of policymakers. This is being clearly felt by some of the teachers in this study. 

 

Sachs (2003) contends that teachers as professionals are expected to comply to externally 

imposed policy imperatives with high quality teaching as measured by externally set 

performance indicators. The weight of these expectations on teachers is clearly highlighted 

throughout this study. This translates into strict regulation of teachers and pedagogy (Boxley: 

2003). The control of teachers is benefitting policymakers and enforcing a neoliberal agenda on 

education. The control and surveillance of teachers, partly through the imposition of tightly 

monitored testing of chunks of knowledge deemed by neoliberal governments to be suitable, is 

not benefitting teachers (Hill: 2003).  A managerial technocratic orientation is reconstructing 

teachers as state technicians, trained to implement a prescribed curriculum. The promotion of the 
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technical paradigm in educational discourse and debate is of no benefit teachers. The promotion 

of the technical paradigm merely benefits neoliberal policymakers that aim to deprofessionalise 

teachers through the ‘teacher-training’ tenet. 

 

Within a managerial technocratic orientation, it is challenging to enhance caring and respectful 

relationships because these concepts are not easily measured and so are not valued (Biesta: 

2009). A managerial technocratic orientation benefits competitive, individualised models of 

social and economic organisation to the determent of social democratic ones that foster more 

cooperative ways of being (Apple: 2006). Education, which is properly seen as a public good, is 

being converted into a private good, an investment one makes in one’s child or oneself to “add 

value” in order better to compete in the labour market (Lipman: 2011). One of the teachers spoke 

about how collaboration is conceptualised as all the subject teachers teaching in the same way. 

This orientation to collaboration neglects the fact that different teachers having different styles, 

different students have different needs and a lack of opportunity for spontaneity or for meeting 

those student’s needs. This is systematic of impersonal, technocratic TPL and the view of 

education as mechanistic. Within this discourse, the functional marginalizes the personal and 

school and teacher efficiency is the purpose of TPL. This is benefiting a neoliberal framework, 

teaching is driven by standardized tests and performance outcomes and learning equals 

performance on the tests with teachers held being responsible for ‘inefficiencies” (Lipman: 

2011). If there are not sufficient opportunities for teachers to interact, the education system is 

promoting this sense of individualism. A culture of isolationism and individualism does not 

benefit teachers or the students that they teach. A culture of individualism benefits a neoliberal 

agenda because it forces individuals to solely take care of their TPL needs without support. If 

support is to be valued and beneficial, it needs to be demonstrated throughout the school system 

from top down, from policy right through to practice. 

 

A managerial technocratic orientation to teacher professionalism results in external regulation of 

the profession, reform agenda, political ends, is competitive and market driven, and has a culture 

of control and / or compliance (Day and Sachs: 2004).  Within this discourse of teacher 

professionalism, democratic and social justice values are silent. Despite the absence of care in 

policy documents such as the Foreword to Irish Educational Studies (2013) given by Minister 

Ruairi Quinn and Cosán, the Teaching Council’s (2016) framework for Teacher Professional 

learning, the teachers in this study view their role in humanistic terms and closely identify with a 

professional value of care. These values are not prioritised in a world that is driven by 
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competitive individualism and consequential accountability. Values such as care are not seen as 

benefitting a neoliberal agenda, but these social justice values are benefiting students and broader 

society. There are people who want a more human and more equal society, a society where 

people are not sacrificed on the altar of profit before all else (Hill: 2006). Irish teachers' value 

honesty, fairness, care for others, tolerance, independence of thought, autonomy of the 

individual, cooperation, and self-respect (Collinson et al: 1994). Despite a managerial 

technocratic orientation, it is evident that the teachers in this study hold still hold democratic and 

social justice values, which in turn encourages similar values to be engendered in their students. 

This holding true to these values can only be assumed to ultimately be of benefit to our society. 

 

Engagement in scholarship is benefitting, not just teachers and the students that they teach but 

broader society. Engagement with theory and a broader knowledge base enables a reflexive 

capacity in teachers to challenge dominant orthodoxy. Theory is a means by which teachers 

understand and make sense of broader educational issues. Theory equips teachers to make 

critical and informed judgments with respect to both practice and what they consider to be the 

meaning and purpose of education (McLaren and Giroux: 1994). Theoretical knowledge enables 

teachers to exercise their voice in educational policy because an absence of theory renders 

teachers unable “to succinctly articulate the key aspirations of a democratic way of life” 

(Fielding: 2010:67). When teachers are confronted with specific teaching–learning challenges, 

teachers can go back to the theory to determine what adjustments they need to make to their 

practice (Timperley et al: 2010). Theory is essential in illuminating different perspectives and 

invaluable as a mean to discussion and ‘throwing it all about’ (Hargreaves and Preece: 

2014:142). 

 

The thesis began by asking the same fundamental question that philosophers have asked since 

time began “What is the purpose (s) of education?” The telos, or purpose, of education is central 

to this thesis. The telos of education determines the orientation of TPL. Any one of the nine 

orientations emanating from the literature can be used for different purposes. Any orientation can 

be used to support and encourage teachers in their professional learning, or the orientation can be 

used to control teachers, or the orientation can be used to achieve both purposes. The theoretical 

framework for the study provided the analytical toolkit that shed light on the complexity of the 

field of TPL in Ireland. TPL can be technocratic, performative, progressive, radical, or it can be 

used to achieve all purposes. TPL can be drawn from behaviourist theories, cognitive theories, 

constructivist theories, humanistic theories, or maybe flavours of all learning theories. TPL can 
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be oriented towards impersonal, affective, high-performance, person-centred, or it may be parts 

of each. The analysed data generated from the questionnaire and interviews proved to be a useful 

framework for conceptualizing the relationship between TPL and teachers, collaboration, school 

cultures, prevalent discourses, professionalism and an understanding of the pressures of teaching 

in Ireland today. The data collection used a purposive (self-selecting) sample of secondary 

teachers, sourced through the Teaching Council, a sample size of 162 teachers completing an 

online questionnaire, and 16 teachers participating in an in-depth interview. Three main themes 

were generated (Creswell: 2014). First, the data suggested that TPL is positioned within a strong 

managerial technocratic discourse. Second, teachers strongly identified with the professional 

ethic of care. Third, teachers in the study displayed a strong appetite and engagement in 

scholarship. The study concluded by proposing that while TPL is complex and requires a rich 

amalgam of epistemic and praxis supports, it is possible to negate some of the negative effects of 

macro level policy by supporting the micro world of teachers in specific contexts. The sample in 

this study appeared atypical in relation to other contemporary studies (Gleeson: 2010; Lynch et 

al., 2012; Sexton, 2007), and was not representative in a scientific sense. However, the findings 

from the study are timely, in that they can support a deeper theorisation of Teacher Learning by 

the Teaching Council (Cosán: 2016), to progress the critical scholarship of all teachers within the 

continuum of teacher education, for human emancipation and education as a public good. The 

study suggested that a TPL-orientation was viewed more favourably by arts and humanities 

teachers, in preference to STEM teacher. This is a hypothesis worthy of further research and 

consideration.   
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Appendix D 

 

Teacher Professional Learning: Contextual Understandings and 

Perspectives of Teachers in Ireland 

 

Letter of invitation 

A Chara, 

 

I write to seek your participation in relation to a research study that I wish to conduct 

with teachers. 

 

I am currently studying for a PhD in Education with the University of Limerick under 

the supervision of Dr. Geraldine Mooney Simmie. A requirement of the course is that I 

undertake a piece of research and submit a thesis in support of my candidature for the 

PhD. My research study is titled: Teacher Professional Learning: Contextual 

Understandings and Perspectives of Teachers in Ireland. 

 

The aim of the research is to inquire into Irish second-level teachers’ contextual 

understandings and perspectives perceptions of teacher professional learning. The 

study will benefit teachers and ultimately students in our schools. It is hoped that the 

results of the research may inform future policy and subsequent provision of teacher 

professional learning for second-level teachers in Ireland. 

 

Phase one of the data collection involves the completion of an online questionnaire. The 

questionnaire asks questions about teacher professional learning and policy matters. I am 

seeking your assistance to distribute the web-link to the questionnaire to your members 

via email. The questionnaire takes approximately 25 minutes to complete. Phase two of 

the data collection involves teachers partaking in a semi-structured interview. If a teacher 
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wishes to partake in an interview, they can express a wish to be contacted about the 

interview in the questionnaire. However, there is no obligation to partake in an 

interview. Teachers can complete the questionnaire with no obligation to partake in an 

interview. If teachers don’t specify that they want to be contacted about partaking in an 

interview, there will be no further contact with the teacher. 

 

All involvement in the research study is entirely voluntary and most importantly 

anonymous. I ensure that I will observe good ethical conduct throughout and will not 

reveal the name of the union, teachers, or anyone involved in this research. 
 

 

If you wish to discuss this proposal further, or to seek clarification I am available to 

meet or alternatively contact my supervisor, Dr. Geraldine Mooney Simmie, University 

of Limerick on 061-213029. 
 

 

 

Regards, 
 

Jeanne Lonergan 

jeannelonergan@hotmail.com 
 

 

N.B. This research has been approved by EHSREC and the EHSREC application # is 

2014_06_16. 
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Appendix E 
 

 

Teacher Professional Learning: Contextual Understandings and Perspectives of 
Secondary Teachers in Ireland 

Questionnaire 
 
About the questionnaire: 
This questionnaire is part of a research project, whose aim is to inquire into Irish second-level 
teachers’ perceptions of teacher professional learning / development. The study will benefit 
teachers and ultimately students in our schools. It is hoped that the results of the research may 
inform future policy and subsequent provision of teacher professional learning / development 
for second-level teachers in Ireland. 
 
Confidentiality: 
All information that is collected from this questionnaire will be treated confidentially.  
Your responses to this questionnaire will be collected and held anonymously. 
Responses cannot and will not be traced back to you. 
You are guaranteed that neither you, nor the school in which you teach, will be identified in 
any report of the results of this research study.  
Participation in this questionnaire is voluntary and you may withdraw at any time. 
The submission of your responses is taken as your informed consent. 
 
Directions: 
The questionnaire takes approximately 10 minutes to complete. 
Questions 1 - 9 ask background questions where you tick one response to each question. 
For questions 10 - 18, read each statement and use the scale provided to select the scale point 
that best reflects your personal degree of agreement with the statement. 
Be certain to select only one response for each statement. 
Question 19 gives you an opportunity to add any additional comments that you may have. 
 
Guidelines for answering the questions are typed in italics. 
 
There is no right or wrong response. 
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Section A: Background information 

These questions are about you, your education, the time you have spent in teaching, and involvement 

in recent professional learning activities. In responding to the questions, please mark the appropriate 

box. 

1. What is your gender? 

Male   Female  

 

2. How old are you? 

Under 25 25-29    30-39     40-49   60+ 

         

 

3. How long have you been working as a second-level teacher? 

Where possible exclude extended periods of absence (e.g. career breaks) 

< =1 yr  1-3 yrs  4-10 yrs 10-15 yrs 15-20 yrs > 20 yrs 

           

 

4.  Are you? 

Part-time/Temporary     Permanent  

 

5. What is the highest level of formal education that you have completed? 

Please tick one choice: 

 Post-graduate (Level 8)  

 Masters (Level 9)  

 Doctorate (Level 10)  

  

6. In all, how many days of professional learning did you attend during the last 18 months? 

Please round to whole days. Write 0 (zero) if none. 

 

______________________ days 

 

7. Of these, how many days were compulsory for you to attend as part of your job as a teacher? 

Please round to whole days. Write 0 (zero) if none. 

 

_______________________ days 
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8. For the professional learning in which you participated in the last 18 months, how much did 

you personally have to pay for? 

Please mark one choice. 

None  Some  All 

1  2  3 

 

9. For the professional learning in which you participated in the last 18 months, was time 

scheduled during regular work hours? 

Please mark one choice. 

1 Yes 

2 No 

3 Did not take place during regular work hours 

 

10. For the professional learning in which you participated in the last 18 months, did you receive 

a salary supplement for undertaking the professional learning activities that took place outside 

regular school hours? 

Please mark one choice. 

1 Yes 

2 No 

3 Did not take place outside of regular work hours 

 

11. In the last 18 months, did you want to participate in more professional learning than you 

did? 

 Yes 

 No (Please go to section B) 

 

12. If ‘Yes’ in the previous question, which one of the following reasons best explains what 

prevented you from participating in more professional learning than you did? 

 I did not have the pre-requisites (e.g. qualifications, experience, seniority) 

 Professional development was too expensive / I could not afford it. 

 There was a lack of employer support. 

 Professional learning conflicted with my work schedule. 

 I didn’t have time because of family responsibilities. 

 There was no suitable professional learning offered. 
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Section B: The ‘grounded in’ characteristic of professional learning 

Key concept: Most of the literature maintains that effective teacher professional is grounded in 

inquiry, involves problem-solving and a willingness to adopt an attitude of inquiry and engagement in 

professional learning. 

 

Use the following scale to indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the 

following statements: 

Scale: 

Strongly agree = SA   Agree = A   Unsure = U   Disagree = DA   Strongly disagree = SD 

 

Grounded in  
 
 SA A U DA SD 
1. The professional learning I engaged in was grounded in inquiry. 
 

     

2. The professional learning I engaged in has encouraged me to 
problem-solve. 
 

     

3. I monitor the learning and progress of individual students to 
inform my work. 
 

     

4. I take responsibility for my own professional learning. 
 

     

5. I am not supported in my school to engage in professional 
learning. 
 

     

6. I have opportunities to engage in school-based professional 
learning. 
 

     

7. Teacher professional learning contributes to establishing the 
school as a professional learning community. 
 

     

8. I feel that the professional learning that I engaged in is not 
effective. 
 

     

9. I monitor the learning and progress of individual students to 
inform my professional learning needs. 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

329 

 

Section C: The ‘research-based’ characteristic of professional learning 

Key concept: Most of the literature maintains that effective teacher professional learning involves 

research as a core practice and includes investigations in which data is collected, analysed and acted 

upon to change practice. 

 

Use the following scale to indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the 

following statements: 

Scale:  

Strongly agree = SA   Agree = A   Unsure = U   Disagree = DA   Strongly disagree = SD 

 

Research-based 
 
 SA A U DA SD 
1. The knowledge base of teaching is predominantly research-based 
and theoretical rather than classroom-based and practical. 
 

     

2. My professional learning ensures that I make changes to my 
practice based on the use of good evidence. 
 

     

3. I feel my professional learning has a focus on classroom-based 
research. 
 

     

4. I routinely collect, analyse and use data and evidence to inform 
my practice. 
 

     

5. I feel that my engagement in professional learning has impacted 
my practice significantly. 
 

     

6. I feel research is predominately the domain of experts outside of 
the classroom. 
 

     

7. I fell that my professional learning allows me to continue to add 
to my knowledge and skills and change my practice. 
 

     

8. I feel research is at the core of teachers’ practice. 
 

     

9. I feel that teacher research is important to enhance my knowledge 
base of teaching. 
 

     

10. I feel that my engagement in professional learning has not 
impacted my practice significantly. 
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Section D: The ‘collaborative’ characteristic of professional learning 

Key concept: Most of the literature maintains that effective teacher professional learning is 

collaborative in nature, interactional, involves sharing knowledge and promotes the formation of 

professional learning communities in which teachers share, cooperate, understand and support each 

other. 

 

Use the following scale to indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the 

following statements: 

Scale:  

Strongly agree = SA   Agree = A   Unsure = U   Disagree = DA   Strongly disagree = SD 

 

Collaborative  
 
 SA A U DA SD 
1. My engagement in professional learning encourages me to share 
what I have learned with colleagues. 
 

     

2. I actively seek ideas from colleagues in other schools to enhance 
my professional learning. 
 

     

3. I use the staff room at break times for professional links. 
 

     

4. I work together to build subject resources with colleagues. 
 

     

5. Professional learning leads me to regularly discuss teaching 
methods with my colleagues. 
 

     

6. I routinely share information with parents and the community. 
 

     

7. Professional learning encourages me to engage in team teaching. 
 

     

8. I share my personal experiences and successes about professional 
learning with colleagues. 
 

     

9. I feel that teacher autonomy is being continually eroded because 
of the trend towards collaborative practices. 
 

     

10. I systematically feedback the outcomes of external courses to 
colleagues. 
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Section E: The ‘accountable for’ characteristic of professional learning 

Key concept: Most of the literature maintains that teacher professional learning is sustained over a 

period of time, ongoing and intensive. 

 

Use the following scale to indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the 

following statements: 

Scale:  

Strongly agree = SA   Agree = A   Unsure = U   Disagree = DA   Strongly disagree = SD 

 

Accountable 
 SA A U DA SD 
1. I have dedicated time for classroom observation. 
 

     

2. Teachers have dedicated time to be mentored in a new role. 
 

     

3. I engage in professional learning associated with my subject area 
with colleagues during the school day. 
 

     

4. I feel that teachers should engage in professional learning outside 
of the school year with remuneration. 
 

     

5. I have opportunities to observe other teachers at work.  
 

     

6. I participate in professional learning that is sustained over a 
significant period of time. 
 

     

7. I feel that I should engage in professional learning inside normal 
working hours only. 
 

     

8. I have time for involvement in whole school planning and 
development. 
 

     

9. I feel that teachers should be given a ‘sabbatical’ period away 
from the classroom for professional learning activities. 
 

     

10. I am more productive inside the classroom as opposed to 
outside the classroom. 
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Section F: The ‘connected to theory-practice’ characteristic of professional learning 

Key concept: Most of the literature maintains that effective professional learning is connected to 

teachers’ daily work and teachers’ work with students. 

 

Use the following scale to indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the 

following statements: 

Scale:  

Strongly agree = SA   Agree = A   Unsure = U   Disagree = DA   Strongly disagree = SD 

 

Connected to theory-practice 
 
 
 

SA A U DA SD 

1. My professional learning improves my teaching skills. 
 

     

2. My professional learning provides me with opportunities to focus 
on improving student learning outcomes. 
 

     

3. I use the knowledge gained from professional learning in my 
work with students. 
 

     

4. The professional learning I receive is not relevant to my needs. 
 

     

5. I think the ideas that are presented in professional learning are 
too difficult to put into practice. 
 

     

6. My professional learning updates my professional knowledge. 
 

     

7. The information presented in professional learning is directly 
relevant to teaching and learning in my school. 
 

     

8. The professional learning I receive improves my students’ 
learning opportunities in the classroom. 
 

     

9. As a result of professional learning, I look forward to trying out 
new things in my teaching. 
 

     

10. My experiences of professional learning relates directly to the 
curriculum. 
 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

333 

 

Section G: The ‘empowerment of’ characteristic of professional learning 

Key concept: Most of the literature maintains that effective professional learning leads to the 

empowerment of teachers. 

 

Use the following scale to indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the 

following statements: 

Scale:  

Strongly agree = SA   Agree = A   Unsure = U   Disagree = DA   Strongly disagree = SD 

 

Empowerment of 
 
 SA A U DA SD 
1. Engagement in professional learning renewed my enthusiasm for 
teaching. 
 

     

2. Engagement in professional learning has encouraged me to try 
out new ideas in the classroom. 
 

     

3. Professional learning has increased my job satisfaction. 
 

     

4. Professional learning has increased my sense of empowerment. 
 

     

5. Professional learning has encouraged me to engage in learning 
communities with colleagues. 
 

     

6. Professional learning has increased my opportunities to engage in 
debate around educational policy. 
 

     

7. Professional learning is set within a larger model of change 
associated with the educational context. 
 

     

8. I feel that my engagement in professional learning has led to 
more opportunities to take on leadership roles. 
 

     

9. My experience of professional learning has demotivated me to 
engage in further professional learning. 
 

     

10. Professional learning has not increased my sense of 
empowerment as a teacher. 
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Section H: The ‘supported by’ characteristic of professional learning 

Key concept: Most of the literature maintains that effective professional learning requires support by 

mentoring and / or coaching and outside experts where appropriate. 

 

Use the following scale to indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the 

following statements: 

Scale:  

Strongly agree = SA   Agree = A   Unsure = U   Disagree = DA   Strongly disagree = SD 

 

Supported by 
 
 
 

SA A U DA SD 

1. Engagement in professional learning has increased opportunities 
for me to be mentored / coached. 
 

     

2. My engagement in professional learning has led me to be 
formally mentored by other teachers. 
 

     

3. I use university staff for professional learning. 
 

     

4. My engagement in professional learning has increased my 
knowledge in how to work and learn in teams. 
 

     

5. My engagement in professional learning has led me to formally 
mentor other teachers. 
 

     

6. I use private consultants for professional learning. 
 

     

7. I seek advice from The Teaching Council on matters related to 
professional learning. 
 

     

8. I observe student teachers on teaching practice for the purposes 
of professional learning. 
 

     

9. I regularly read professional literature (e.g., journals, evidence-
based papers, thesis papers) to support my professional learning 
needs. 
 

     

10. I seek advice from external educational support structures (e.g., 
Education Centres) on matters related to professional learning. 
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Section I: The ‘reflective’ characteristic of professional learning 

Key concept: Most of the literature maintains that effective professional learning is reflective and 

experiential in nature and builds on teachers’ existing knowledge. 

 

Use the following scale to indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the 

following statements: 

Scale:  

Strongly agree = SA   Agree = A   Unsure = U   Disagree = DA   Strongly disagree = SD 

 

Reflective 
 
 SA A U DA SD 
1. Engagement in professional learning encourages me to reflect 
upon aspects of my teaching. 
 

     

2. If professional learning is to be effective, it must encourage 
reflection on the part of teachers. 
 

     

3. Engagement in professional learning encourages me to reflect 
with colleagues.  
 

     

4. The professional learning I receive focuses on my prior 
knowledge. 
 

     

5. The professional learning I engage in does not require reflection 
in order to be effective. 
 

     

6. My professional learning has challenged me to question my 
practice. 
 

     

7. The professional learning I receive draws on my experiences. 
 

     

8. I provide feedback to colleagues related to teaching and learning. 
 

     

9. I feel that the professional learning I engage in takes account of 
my prior knowledge and experience. 
 

     

10. My engagement in professional learning helps me to make sense 
of how I learn as a teacher. 
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Section J: The ‘supported for’ characteristic of professional learning 

Key concept: Most of the literature maintains that effective professional learning is supported through 

the various system resources. 

 

Use the following scale to indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the 

following statements: 

Scale:  

Strongly agree = SA   Agree = A   Unsure = U   Disagree = DA   Strongly disagree = SD 

 

Supported for 
  
 SA A U DA SD 
1. The professional learning that I engage in supports my teaching 
career stage. 
 

     

2. The school schedule promotes collective professional learning 
and shared practice. 
 

     

3. Fiscal resources are available for professional learning. 
 

     

4. Appropriate technology and learning materials are available in 
my school to support my professional learning. 
 

     

5. The professional learning that I engage in supports my learning 
style and preferences. 
 

     

6. The accessibility of teaching colleagues allows for ease in 
collaborating in professional learning activities. 
 

     

7. Communication systems promote a flow of information on 
professional learning activities among teaching staff. 
 

     

8. Subject associations are available for professional learning. 
 

     

9. I receive financial support from the school for accredited courses. 
 

     

10. Stakeholders assume shared responsibility for professional 
learning without evidence of imposed power and authority. 
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Appendix F 

 
Teacher Professional Learning: Contextual Understandings and Perspectives of 

Secondary Teachers in Ireland 

Teacher Interview Schedule 

 

1. What do you understand by the term professional learning? 
 
2. Do you feel the professional learning that you are engaged in is inquiry-oriented? 
 
3. If so, in what ways? If not, why not? 
 
4. Do you use research in any way to inform your practice? 
 
5. Do you use the EBSCO resources available on The Teaching Council’s website? 
 
6. Do you get the opportunity to collaborate with colleagues? 
 
7. Would you say the professional learning that you are involved in is structured? 
 
8. Is there a good theoretical basis to the professional learning activities you are engaged in? 
 
9. Do you feel supported to engage in professional learning activities? 
 
10. Do you reflect individually or with colleagues as part of your practice? 
 
11. Would you say current teacher professional learning supports your career stage? 

 
12. Does engagement in professional learning make you feel empowered personally and / or 

professionally? 
 
13. How do you view your role as a teacher professional? 
 
14. Is there anything else that you would like to add? 
 

N.B. This research has been approved by EHSREC and the EHSREC application # 2014_06_16_EHS. 
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Appendix G 

 

 

Raw data 

 

  A cd supplied includes the transcripts of interviews (1-16) 
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