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Abstract
This paper investigates agency among vocationahe¥a with reference to boundary-crossing

between school and working life. Our study utilisegrviews with sixteen Finnish vocational

teachers. Adopting a narrative analysis approaerfownd that the teachers had a variety of forms

of exercising agency in terms of decisions delitedyaaken, and the discourse and actions
following these decisions. These forms were: @nieted agency, (i) extensive agency, (iii)

multifaceted balancing agency, (iv) situationaliyedse agency, and (v) relationally emergent

agency. The exercising of agency was intertwingtl tiie main resources and constraints emerging

from the teachers’ sense of their professional #&dir awareness of their relationships to

workplace personnel, and their views of the praofessd tasks determined by the school. Depending

on its nature and direction, agency appears tdaebaerse conditions for teachers’ productive
work in boundary-crossing settings, for developsagication and for remaking the work practices

of workplaces.



1. Introduction

Recent years have seen radical changes in workptacéces. In many professions these have
involved new forms of cooperation and the breakdoWmaditional boundaries both inside and
between work organisations. This has meant that®mes — including the vocational teachers
examined in this paper — have had to move in anafodifferent work environments, build
personal networks across organisational boundaeswork with partners from different
professions, drawing on resources that may bealiiséd across settings (Edwards, 2005; Kirpal,
2004; Tuomi-Grohn & Engestréom, 2003). Nevertheldss, "growth area” in contemporary
working life has not received the attention it dese (Billett, 2006a; Edwards, 2005), and we still
know relatively little about how individuals exeseitheir agency and become competent actors
when they work at the boundaries of work settings.

Moreover, those studies that have in fact exambmethdary-crossing between work
organisations and communities have focused maimhgarning. Fuller and Unwin (2004) argue
that when organisations create expansive learmmgaments, where individuals engage in
multiple communities and boundary-crossing situsioutside and within work organisations, they
also provide a basis for the integration of persand organisational development. Wenger (1998)
sees the role of a border crosser (i.e. a persanisvéd member of many communities of practice) as
innovative, since such a person can introduce el&sneto a practice from other communities. The
role of as border crosser is, however, extremedflehging, since the person is usually forced to
work without power, in the marginal areas of comitias. Only with time can individuals move
from the periphery to the centre of communitiesptigh learning to act and think according to the
existing culture of the community (Lave & Wenge®91). This kind of theorising does not explain
precisely the dynamics of creative learning; moezpit underplays the position of the active
subject, tending to view the community of practksea repressive site. The reality may be more

complex: recent discussion suggests that althoughplace settings have particular practices and



traditions that shape individuals’ work activitigsd social interactions, within the workplace
individual agency plays a key role in learningeilgagement with work, and in remaking culturally
developed practices (Billett, 2006a, 2008; Hodkimdgiesta & James, 2008; Vahasantanen &
Billett, 2008). Thus, we would suggest that itssential to focus on individual agency if we are to
understand how individuals work and participateaial settings outside the boundaries of their
work organisations.

The present study examines vocational teachersicgge boundary-crossing settings, as
exercised between school and working life. In Fdlanitial vocational education and training has
traditionally been school-based. However, it wasesively transformed at the national level at the
turn of the millennium, and further transformatidvas/e since taken place at local level. The aim
has been to break down the traditional separattwden schools and workplaces and to introduce
a system for students’ workplace learning (Filan8607; Virtanen, Tynjala & Stenstrém, 2008).
Currently, vocational qualifications in all fieldsclude at least six months (20 credits out of 120
credits) of workplace learning; this takes placauthentic work environments outside the schools.
The workplaces are in both the private and theip@eictor, and have a varying number of
employees.

The developments in vocational education have tadssformed the tasks of vocational
teachers. Increasingly, they must work outsidesttteol and cooperate with workplace personnel.
Their work includes organising, guiding and evahmstudents’ workplace learning, finding
workplaces for the students, supporting those wadgemployees who will act as trainers during
students' workplace learning, and informing workplaersonnel on the (reformed) vocational
education system (Filander, 2007; Vahasantanenegaplto, 2009). Since the vocational teachers
move back and forward on the boundaries of schodheork, they can be seen as occupying an
important position as mediators between schoolsaaréiplaces. This makes it important to
investigate how these teachers exercise their ggamt to determine the kinds of resources and

constraints that are related to the exercise ai@ageshen they work in boundary-crossing settings.



In this paper, we report on data obtained fromruidevs with vocational teachers. We then discuss
key questions concerning the conditions for exargiagency, many of which have implications for

teachers’ work, for developing education and féaskioning practices in working life.

2. Theoretical perspectives on agency

Our understanding of subject and agency is inforbhyedost-structural approaches, which see the
subject as active and self-creating within proces$édecoming, acting in work practices and
interacting with other actors, despite being boupdvith especially power relations and discursive
practices (Davies, 2000; Fenwick, 2006). Thus, weld not agree with authors (e.g. Rose, 1999)
who paint a picture of passive workers, entirellyjeated to the practices of organisational
management. We also utilise certain basic ideas gocio-cultural approaches in our assumption
that the way subjects think and act is always imdwesocio-cultural structures and conditions
(e.g. Wertsch, Tulviste, & Hagstrom, 1993). Nevelglss, in our view, socio-cultural perspectives
do not, on the whole, sufficiently encompass thgsaa which people are active within social
practices and discourses. Despite recognisingalleeof externalisation, the individual is seen as
subservient to the social. All in all, we understanbjects as active actors who are entangled with
the web of socio-cultural practices and discounsaghich they move and speak. Our theoretical
stance thus highlights the importance of both tiokvidual and the social for individual actions
performed within boundary-crossing settings (sse 8lillett, 2008).

Broadly speaking, in education, agency is seehesdpability of persons to make
intentional choices, and to act on these choiceglys that make a difference in their lives (e.g.
Martin, 2004; Watkin, 2005). In accordance wittsthitenwick and Somerville (2006) observe that
agency can be understood as the individual's iateesource, fashioned as the will, intention, and
capability to act. For Billett (2008) individualagency refers, broadly, to their intentional acdion
However, these authors do not see agency merdtgeasvill or as the freedom to do and act in a

totally unrestrained way, regardless of social stnaictural circumstances. In accordance with this,



Ahearn (2001) emphasises the importance of soc@lrastances for human intentions, thoughts
and actions, defining agency as "the sociocultyrakdiated capability to act". With these
definitions in mind, individual agency is here urgteod as individuals’ deliberate activities in
work settings and interactions; these are maniflessedecisions by subjects on their own activities,
and as actions based on these decisions. This rtfesresgency is exercised within the
opportunities and constraints of social circumstanén addition to this, agency is here seen as
intertwining with subjects’ professional intereatsl values, their sense of self, their views of
themselves in relation to workplace practices, thiett ways of understanding their relationship
with the world (Billett, 2006a; Etelapelto & Saagim 2006; Fenwick, 2006).

Agency can be manifested in actions of various «indliscursive (Ahearn, 2001), cognitive,
social, or embodied (Clegg, 2006; Fenwick & SomkryR006). Hence, agency can be analysed by
focusing on (i) actions in social practices andalisses, and (ii) the meaning and purpose of these
actions.According to some authors (e.g. Ahearn, 2001}¥ @specially important for researchers to
ask people for themwninterpretations of their activities, and not sisnfid observe the activities.
Furthermore, the exercise of agency can vary oner &nd circumstances, and more so for some
participants than others (Billett, 2006a). Thisges}s that in studying agency we should focus on
individuals in different settings, and over time.

As regards agency, individuals have a range ofestilpjositions available to them in the
workplace. They can choose to accept, ignore @strescial suggestions and offered positions, and
they can also create new positions (Billett, 200&#nwick & Somerville, 2006; Weedon, 1997).

An adopted position brings a structure of expeatetiand obligations, and provides possibilities for
and limitations on acting and speaking (Phillipg30@). This means that different subject positions
will illustrate various ways of being an individu&@V/eedon, 1997). For example, teachers and
students have particular positions in discourses there are traditional rules for their activitasd
interactions (Phillips, 2006). Similarly, we carggest that there are particular limitations and

opportunities pertaining to working as a vocatiaealcher in boundary-crossing situations. Within



work practices, becoming an active agent is baseti@subject’s reflective awareness of his/her
position in the work community. On the basis ostlthe subject can enter into appropriate activity
orientations and make conscious choices concemsgiger actions and strategies (Phillips, 2002).
In addition to this, the subject’s agency is a sradf finding the possibilities which can expandr—
break down — previous hegemonies, closed mearamgishabitual positioning (Fenwick, 2006). In
such cases, new social practices can emerge andlina transformation can begin.

The features of agency mentioned above raise g&gnifissues for research. To what extent
are subjects free to decide on their actions, andhiat extent are they constrained by the social
settings in which they work? What kinds of resoarsepport the exercise of agency, and what are
the essential limitations on its exercise? Howiadividuals change the social practices and the
subject positions offered to them in the workplab&stussion concerning these questions is
essential if we are to understand how subjectsgmngmawork settings, or if we wish to facilitate
their work and support the transformation of sopralctices. With these considerations in mind, the
study reported in this paper aimed to addressall@ifing questions: (i)What forms of agency do
vocational teachers exercise in the course of thwirk in boundary-crossing setting@f) What
are the main resources and constraints relatedhéodifferent forms of agency exercised by

vocational teachers in boundary-crossing settings?

3. Data collection and analysis

The data for the study were obtained via open-endedtive interviews conducted by the first
author. In 2006, sixteen vocational teachers frioensame institution were interviewed (ten men
and six women, aged 31-57, with teaching experieaoging from 4 to 30 years). They taught in
different study programmes belonging to variouklfieof initial vocational education and training.
Finnish vocational teachers have a vocational ficafion from their own vocational field, and

have at least three years of work experience irfidild.



We understand interviewing as a narrative procetslimg knowledge production. In this
interactive process, both the interviewer and tiberviewee are active participants (Holstein &
Gubrium, 2003; Riessman, 2008). In the interviemrslie present study, the following issues were
discussed: (i) the vocational teachers’ profesdidagelopment and career, (ii) the teachers' sense
of professional identity, and the nature of thearky (iii) the continuous educational reforms and
the current curriculum reform, (iv) the work comnityrand organisation, (v) hopes and
expectations for the future. Thus, through narestjthe interviewees could interpret themselves
and their experiences, other actors in their wadtkagons, and a variety of events in their
professional lives. The interviews varied in lenfyim 75 minutes to 125 minutes. (For further
information on the participants and the interviesee Vahasantanen & Eteléapelto, 2009;
Vahasantanen & Billett, 2008).

At the centre of the narrative analysis came egis@hd situations from the teachers'
boundary-crossing settings. Boundary-crossingregttiere understood as involving those visits to
workplaces that were related in particular to ststevorkplace learning. At the start of the
analysis, each interview was read carefully severas. We noticed that the accounts of the
boundary-crossing settings emerged across intesyiamd were intertwined with other topics.
Because of this, we identified and focused on tipases of the interviews in which teachers
described themselves and their activities in bogrdeossing settings, including titerpretations
they gave for their decisions and actions (Riess2@08). After this data-extraction, we
summarised each interview (i.e. we created sHastrhtive accounts from all the original
interviews). In order to protect the anonymity @h¢hers, we sought to conceal teachers’ individual
backgrounds (including age, teaching experiencevandtional field) in these accounts.

After compiling the summaries, we re-read eacthefrt as a whole, focusing on how teachers
exercised their agency, and the ways in which messuand constraints were related to their
exercise of agency (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach & 2ith1998). This made it possible to analyse

variations in the exercise of agency in relatioth® different episodasithin individual accounts.



In the next stage of the analysis, we searchedifi@rences and similarities concerning teachers’
agencybetweernindividual accounts. As a result, we identifiegefidifferent ways of exercising
agency, representing variations across the teaattersiewed. In addition, we elaborated the main
resources and constraints that might be relatéietse ways of exercising agency. The five
categories we identified appeared to representahation in the data comprehensively, since all
the teachers could be placed fairly unambiguouslynie of these categories. In addition, we could
place more than one teacher in each category. @sepeven in the same category there was no

individual teacher who was totally identical to Hrer teacher.

4. Findings

This section describes the five forms of agencytified and the main resources and constraints
related to these forms. The forms were as follqiysestricted agency(ji) extensive agencyiii)
multifaceted balancing agendyy) situationally diverse agencgnd(v) relationally emergent
agency Below, each form, plus related resources and cainss, will be illustrated from the
accounts of particular teachers. After these ilaiste cases, we shall summarise the findings

concerning the research questions.

4.1 Restricted agency

When Aaron carried out his professional responiéslin boundary-crossing settings, it was his
awareness of his relationship to the workplaceguersl that particularly determined his way of
making decisions and acting as a teacher. In ethails, Aaron had a clear opinion on the kinds of
relationships that existed between workplace persioand teachers, and the kinds of actions that
were acceptable from the viewpoint of workers. Adang to Aaron, a teacher must act with due
humility: "A teacher must adopt a sensible style when ergenim being in the workplace. Just
giving advice and being critical is totally wrongpu won’t get anywhere with that. You really have

to go to the workplace 'cap in hand’. That's thesizgprinciple — that you know how to behave in



the right way and give them respec®his would mean that teachers cannot be criticguastion
existing workplace practices. Aaron’s stance waskrand uncritical, since his purpose for actions
was to avoid conflicts in workplaces. AccordingXaron, by showing respect and avoiding
criticism one can avoid upsetting workplace stafpmvoking conflicts that could lead to
workplaces refusing to receive students at alls Twould be extremely harmful for the current
vocational education system. In addition to thiar@x indicated that because the workplace staff-
members’ professional competencies were bettertisaown competencies within the vocational
field, there were no reasons for him to advisd stattheir own ways of doing things.

Aaron also said that teachers should not interietiee practices taught to students by
workplace trainers, even if they might be wronginsuitable. On the other hand, he found that he
could advise workers on how to guide studentsrieay at work, because they were willing to
accept this kind of information. However, in suctase, workplace trainers need to be guided
gently, without giving too much direct instructiddtherwise, as Aaron reportéthe workers
would kick the teachers out of the workplaces,rgaiVho are you to come here and give advice?™

By being respectful and seeking harmony with thekpiace employees, Aaron’s purpose of
avoiding conflict was fulfilled. However, such appmoach created constraints in carrying out the
tasks determined by the school. As an exampleigf aron described a situation in which he was
supposed to discuss a student's workplace leawithghe workplace trainer and the student:
"There was a terrible rush and there | was, waitfogr hours [to do what was required]. Then |
had to leave and the workers didn’t have time foything else, except to say hello. Apart from that
they were just scurrying around all over the placEhis illustrates how Aaron avoided disturbing
workplace personnel by just waiting without demaigdattention, even if he was supposed to carry
out his tasks. There was clearly a problem of & édaecognition of the teacher's function on the
part of the workers. In addition, Aaron reportedttim order to co-operate successfully with the

workplace employees, teachers needed the abilpydaide them with information they really
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needed from the school. Teachers also needed s&dla) and overall capabilities to work with
strangers from different professions.
Nowadays vocational teachers carry out many of twerk responsibilities outside the school.
For example, the teachers must find workplace#ii®istudents’ workplace learning periods, and
inform workers about how they should conduct waakgl instruction. Aaron reported that these
tasks were difficult for teachers. Often, the wadage personnel were not particularly interested in
guiding students’ learning; after all, they do get any extra payment for doing so, and the
guidance interrupts their actual work. In additiorthis, the school institution does not offer
enough working hours for these tasks, nor doefat sufficient support. According to Aaron, the
lack of support in matters of informing workplaadsout curriculum reform and eliciting workplace
co-operation can complicate the work of the teaxhad weaken their motivation:
"Everybody thinks that teachers have enormousenfte on things... However, the teacher's
influence is fairly limited when it's a questiondiscussing matters with the manager of a large
company. It’s just like talking to the wind, moktleem simply don't care ... Because of this,
there should be proper provision of informatiortlie workplaces from the administration of the
vocational institution. Then it would be a lot esxsior a teacher to go into the workplaces... It's
tough if the entire responsibility is loaded onte teacher. The teacher can talk all he likes in
the workplaces but it doesn't make any differeben teachers get frustrated, start to skimp
things, look for the easy way out."
From this one sees how — especially in large comepanthe teachers’ unequal relationships with
the workplace staff and managers, and the lackmbart from the school, can complicate the
teachers' professional duties. However, in theAsardn had found that co-operation with the staff

had enabled him to learn new skills within the ezl field.

4.2 Extensive agency
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When Vivian worked outside the school, she decmietier own activities according to her own
professional interests and beliefs, and on thaspasted as a teacher in the way she saw fiadt f
her professional interests were in line with thef@ssional tasks determined by the school, and
Vivian saw them as extremely meaningful. Viviankdtas her primary purpose to inform
workplace personnel about the students’ profestagaelopment, and about the professional
competencies which should be taught by personneiglstudents’ workplace learning. She had
found such work to be important, since, in her apinworkers often lack knowledge concerning
the vocational education system and students’ psafaal development. Furthermore, she was
concerned in case — without her input — the wordgkaainers might not give proper support to a
student’s learning; or else that they might reqtoehigh a level of achievement in relation to the
student's age and capabilities. In following upsthprofessional interests and purposes she was an
energetic actor, seeing herself as an importaktdatween working life and the educational system.
She was proud of her work and valued it greatly.

Within the current vocational educational and tragnsystem, students are fairly young when
they do their workplace learning. According to \&mj it is common for representatives of working
life to criticise severely the weak professionainpetencies of the students. When she receives
such comments, she is a vigorous advocate of theatidnal system, seeing no need for excessive
humility, and making no particular purpose to aehia harmonious interaction. On the contrary,
she may seek to shift the blame for the situatitio @vorking life personnel themselves, as in the
following example:

"I'm always in conflict with the people in workihfg ... They don't understand the
development of vocational education even if thexelpartly been given the responsibility for
the training, which was what they themselves sipatif wanted. I've told some employers
when they've been coming out with harsh critici$students’ poor professional capabilities,
that now, in the amount of students’ workplace méag we've got to the situation that the

employers had previously wanted and demanded."
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Although Vivian had actively pursued her own praifesal interests and purposes, she was
aware of workplace employees’ opinions concerniireggtéachers and the students. She said that the
employees often patronised the teachers, belighmm to be incompetent. They could take the
view that nothing could be learned from eithertérechers or the students, and that teachers should
be more or less invisible in the workplace. Howetleis did not constrain Vivian. In fact, she
exercised agency almost without regard to sociggestions and relationships, ignoring the
attitudes of workplace personnel and the limitagitmat people from the workplace might have
wished to set on her activities. This can alsodmnsn the next episode reported by her. She
describes how she intervened in the workplace,usecahe felt that the student she had come to
observe was carrying out the task wrongly. Whenariveminded the student about the rights and
wrongs of the matter, it became clear that theestilad been given incorrect instruction by the
workplace trainer. In this situation, Vivian recéggd an opportunity to put the trainer and the
employer right. As consequence of this, they réfliéon their practices and recognised their
unsuitability. In this way, both the student's pssfional competencies and the practices of the
workplace staff were developed through Vivian'smention:

"... [in our field] people talk a great deal abougtkevel of hygiene, and there is a
requirement that the cutlery should be washedenkitchen and taken to the customers with
maximum hygiene. And then yesterday | saw in aplack how one of our students was
pressing one’s thumb on all the spoons when thaestuvas putting them on the tray. | said
to the student 'Do you remember what we've saidtaandling cutlery? You can't leave
your thumbprint on the eating surface of every @ietcutlery.’ The manager and the
workplace trainer looked at each other and said thay always did it that way. | said, 'Lets’
think, can you be sure that your thumb is clears8Ked if there would be any chance of
organising it in some other way. Then they notited there was a clear breakdown in

procedure and said that they themselves had songetbilearn... "
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This shows how teachers’ active interventions ithssituations can improve existing work
practices, and perhaps also shape workplace pat®attitudes to teachers, when they understand
that they can learn something from the teachemgaNihad found such collaboration and
knowledge-sharing to be beneficial for both studemtd workplace staff — and also for herself,
because she had been able to gain new insightsifanchation on current working life, and hence
adapt her teaching to the students in the schoalddlition to this, the interaction with the stadid
enriched her work; she had found simply workinghi@ school to be somewhat boring, and
unsuited to her temperament. However, accordingu@n, the ability to function as she had done
required good competencies within the vocatioratlfiShe had these as resources in co-operating

with employees, and in taking firm action overall.

4.3 Multifaceted balancing agency
Thomas'’s activities were closely intertwined wiik professional interests, and with a desire to
realise these interests actively at the interfatesden school and working life. His main interest
was in developing his own study programme so thabuld be more closely linked to the needs of
working life. More broadly, he wanted to createdges between working life and the educational
system, seeking to connect the needs of workiegalith the curriculum of the school. In order to
realise his professional interests and purposesmalk had voluntarily asked workplace personnel
about their experiences, and about their opinien&loat should be included in vocational
education. On this basis, he had been able to aleve$ teaching and the study programme in his
vocational field. He had also received positivedfesck from the workers about this work — not
least because he had been one of the first totee&kopinions.

In addition to this, Thomas had worked on a volgntasis in the same workplaces where his
students had been during their workplace learnarggs. Indeed, he had spent a lot of unpaid
extra time on chatting to the representatives akimg life, spending breaks with them, etc.

According to Thomas, by such means, and througttiped activities in the workplace, teachers
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can show that they are just ordinary people, aatlttiey have some professional competencies

within the vocational field in question:
"My co-operation with some companies has startey well, and it has been highly
dependent on the fact that | spent some days wptkire. They see that I'm quite a normal
human being who can do their tasks to some extéen they begin to talk to me about
certain issues, and | can tell them about certasues from the school context; and gradually
our conversation and thinking starts to move ingame direction. | believe that this kind of
collaboration can bring these two worlds closereter."

This episode also shows that close cooperationdstwvorkplace employees and teachers can

make it easier to get information from working Jife transfer information from the school to the

workplaces, to exchange experiences between engdayed teachers, and to bring the views of

both parties closer to each other.

Although Thomas had a strong focus on his professdimterests and purposes, at the same
time his activities were based on an awarenessaothationships with the employees, and also on
his own previous experience in the business wététhce, his purpose was to be a collaborative
actor in working life. Thomas thought that teachezsded to accept their relationships to the
employees and to have a degree of humility in oralevork successfully; or as he put'ites, |
know that a teacher can be unacceptably activheénvtorkplace. I'm quite willing to stay in my
own compartment without trying to be too actiuée'went on to say that teachers cannot force
workplace staff to act according to the school’ysvaf proceeding, and he described his own co-
operation with staff in the terms of listening aradeful collaborationHaving been in the business
world himself, he was aware that teachers couldidigoutines and cause extra work. In view of
this, his purpose was to take account of the realdf workplaces, through asking questions and
helping the representatives of working life throung own activities!I've worked as entrepreneur

myself, and at that time | had students in my camppso | do know that side of things. Now when
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I'm a teacher I've asked the managers, supposingltad fifteen persons [i.e. the students plus a
teacher] what it is that they would like us to &m. that's always been my point of departure.”
Through his individual actions, Thomas had thussexied the vocational teacher’s traditional
role via boundary-crossing settings, creating neaetices between school and work — going further
than merely carrying out his compulsory profesditasks as determined by the school. Thomas
had also created certain new practices: he hadhiseghworkplace staff to carry out teaching duties
in the school (informally, when appropriate), bessmthese were individuals with highly specialised
professional expertise in the vocational field. ilall, Thomas saw his participation in working
life as advancing his continuous professional dguelent, while giving him some time away from
the hectic atmosphere of the school. However, perenced his work as wearisome from time to
time. He was aware that the cooperation betweenosemd working life had been totally
dependent on teachers’ personal relations withvtréplaces and on their enthusiasm. Teachers
were being obliged to create cooperative relatignsstvith workplaces, but without receiving
adequate help, resources or support from the schoalarry out the necessary tasks, he himself

had been forced to use up some of his own free time

4.4 Situationally diverse agency

In boundary-crossing settings, Wilhelm acted défdly across different situations. This meant that
he was both an active and a passive actor, mamt@ basis of how he understood his
professional tasks and his relationships with wiaég personnel.

On the one hand, Wilhelm felt that the tasks thatgchool had ordered him to perform
outside the school were extremely important andiwdoing well. He had clear opinions on the
kinds of active measures this entailed, bound up s awareness of the relationships between
employees and teachers. According to Wilhelm, egg@e did not respect teachers, thinking that
the teachers had poor competencies and little stadeding of working life: Employees tend to

look down on teachers to some extent, to thinkahmaere teacher doesn’t know anything about the
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real world and real work."In addition to this, Wilhelm was aware of the bdaries between
workplace employees and teachéidiat's just the way it is, teachers are teacharsg] employees
are employees."

Wilhelm’s awareness of employees’ opinions didleat him to adopt the unequal position
offered to him. On the contrary, he thought thah&d to create a more equal relationship with the
workplace trainers and to gain their respect ifMas to carry out his professional duties
successfully. This purpose could be achieved byodsinating good professional skills within the
vocational field, through both words and actioms] by speaking the same language as the
employees. Sometimes it has been enough for himplgita act and speak from his own
experiences in order for the trainers to realise lie knew what he was talking about. However,
quite often it had been necessary for him to afstidemonstrate his professional skills and his
mastery of workplace discourse. As Wilhelm put it:

"In working life teachers must speak the langualigihe employees. It's the only way that
they will treat teachers as equals... Teachers carease their own respect and employees
will listen to them properly, when their talk arieeir habitus show that they really know what
real work is. I've seen this happen often. I'vel®dme employees — it has irritated me so
much, when they talk to me like a child — thadlly am familiar with working life and the
things they have to do, because I've done the samiefor quite a long time myself. But
sometimes | don't need to say it; it's enough kisaeak from my own experience, so that they
notice it from what | say. After that, the persaatistude towards me changes completely... It
might sound that | have personal reasons for mivities, because I'm irritated. However, it
is strongly related to the fact that if | am nonencing, | can't carry out my duties. The
worker looks at me and talks to me differentlys-lével of trust is totally different, when he
recognises that | really know a lot about what wealking about and have good experience

of it... "
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This shows how Wilhelm's good professional compatenwithin the vocational field were a
resource for achieving a more equal relationship thie workplace staff. Although Wilhelm
already had good professional skills, he furthdieled the best aspect of a teacher’s work tanlie i
the fact that acting in workplaces promotes comtirsuprofessional development.

On the other hand, in certain respects Wilhelm avéesrly passive actor. He said that he did
not see it as his professional duty to develop warkfe or workplace practices. Because of this,
he did not question existing work practices; nar It give advice to the employees, even if he felt
that the practices of workplaces should be develoged that he would have the competencies to
bring this about. He sought harmony, not wishingritate employees by giving advice. In
Wilhelm’s words:"l could say that | could bring new practices tachavorkplace. However, on no
account am | going to start offering such practidedon't want people to get the feeling that I'm
coming here to straighten them out. | expect armberage students to be the ones who will
introduce new practices’'Wilhelm assumed that he could not fulfil his prafiesal tasks properly
if he provoked conflicts in working life. He furtheeported that none of the employees had asked
him to help or advise them. Thus, it seemed ththbagh he had shown his professional
competencies through what he said and did, he badahmieved the kind of professional status

within the working life community that would brirabout change.

4.5 Relationally emergent agency
When Peter worked in boundary-crossing settingsydeealways energetic in carrying out his
responsibilities as a teacher. For example, heyslw@ok an active role when workplace trainers
were actually guiding students, believing thatgrisfessional duty lay in supporting trainers intsuc
tasks. However, Peter sometimes felt that it wHgcdlt to carry out these tasks, since the school
institution did not offer sufficient working timef them.

Otherwise he acted differently over time, becausadttivities were shaped by how he saw

his relation to the employees. If he was not faaniith them, he was fairly cautious in his deading
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with them. For example, he did not intervene inghgloyees’ own practices, even if he thought
that their work practices were in some way defectide wished to avoid conflict, putting the
matter thus:
“I think twice before | start to advise workers baw they should carry out their own duties.
And | could say it depends on whether the workeoreeone | know from before. | mean,
there's really very few of us who like to be advigsst like that, about how the work should
be done. You'll certainly have problems if you et .t
Nevertheless, Peter became really active in relatovorkplace personnel, and willing to question
their ways of doing things, once he had got to ktimevn. In such a case he did not just take on the
teacher’s traditional role, acting only in relatitanhis narrowly-defined professional duties; reoal
took on the role of an expert, helping workplaadfsind developing practices in working life.
Clearly, the prerequisite for this expanded rols waelationship of trust with workers, and in
addition, recognition by both the teacher and tbhekers of their own positions. The following
quotation illustrates this:
"...we co-operate closely with about twenty small congs, let’s say that | advise them on
technical issues several times a week and so armEgit's no problem to go to these
companies, and there | can say pretty quickly veogker, 'Hi, why are you doing this way,
there's no point in that." I'm not afraid to saybecause we know each other... But first | need
to construct what you could call a connection viite worker, and both of us, teacher and
worker, must be aware of our own position."
In this case, Peter was talking about small conggar®ne can surmise that it may be easier for
teachers to create good relationships with worlekiaff in smaller companies than in larger ones.
However, Peter highlighted the fact that teacharsot create equal relationships just by
letting matters drift on. The teachers have to destrate their professional knowledge through
words and deeds. Without this, according to P#terrepresentatives of working life will regard

teachers with suspicion. Hence, good professiamalpetencies seem to be an important resource



19

for achieving respect and taking firm action. Cep@ndingly, Peter also reported that his co-
operation with the employees had further improvisdphofessional skills; without such co-
operation he would lose touch with working life amih his own vocational field. Furthermore,
Peter said that when he was on familiar terms thighworkplace staff, they would consult him. As
time went by, he and the staff would talk inforrgalhare experiences concerning professional
issues, and — in relevant respects — criticiseetheational and organisational reforms planned by

the school.

4.6 The five forms of exercising agency, plus eglagesources and constraints

The forms of exercising agency can be summariséallas/s. The teachers who exercised
restricted agencwycted humbly and passively, taking on the socetisepted role of teachers. Their
decisions and actions were mainly guided by thearaness of their unequal relationship with the
workplace personnel, and to some degree, by a sé@skck of highly specialised professional
competencies within the vocational field. In suataae, they did not create any conflicts in
working life (and indeed, conflict-avoidance wasittpurpose), but nor were they able to carry out
all their professional tasks adequately. In the cdextensive agencyhe teachers decided on their
actions and realised them, mainly on the basibeaif professional interests and purposes. They
were active participants, ignoring any supposeduaéties between teachers and workers,
fulfilling their professional duties, and develogithe practices of the workplaces. Their good
professional competencies within the vocationdtifaso supported these kinds of actions. Those
teachers who exercis@aultifaceted balancing agentyok an active and collaborative role,
because they wanted to find a fit between theifgagional intentions and the employees’ needs.
Thus, their deliberate acts were broadly basedhein professional interests and competencies, their
previous work experiences, and their views of thelationship with the employees. This enabled

them to create new ways of acting as a teachemawel working practices between the school and
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the work. They favoured a sharing relationship whih employees, one that could also prepare the
ground for developing education.

In the case ofituationally diverse agencyhe teachers were both active and passive actors,
depending on the situation. This variety was imgréd with their views of their professional tasks,
and their awareness of the relationships betweekplare staff and teachers. On the one hand, the
teachers acted energetically as teachers and wive an demonstrating their professional
competencies, with a view to re-negotiating thelationships with the staff and thus fulfilling the
tasks successfully. Their good professional comrmuéts were a further resource in these activities.
On the other hand, they acted passively in theestirad they drew back from developing the
practices of the workplace. The teachers who esedcelationally emergent agen@&cted on the
basis of how they viewed themselves in relatioth&r professional tasks and to the employees.
These teachers were constantly active in carryirigheir professional responsibilities. In addition
to this, when their relationships with the emplaybecame more familiar over time, they became
more active in terms of developing the employeeatfices. Their active role was further promoted
by their good professional competencies.

To sum up the answers to our research questionsleméfied five forms of exercising
agency: (i) restricted agency, (ii) extensive age(igd) multifaceted balancing agency, (iv)
situationally diverse agency, (v) relationally egemt agency. The diverse forms of exercising
agency were intertwined individually with the teac$ sense of their professional self (i.e. the
teachers’ perceptions of their professional intstekeir professional competencies and their
previous work experiences). Agency was also linkeldow they understood their relations with
workplace personnel, and how they viewed themselvesation to the professional tasks

determined by the school.

5. Concluding discussion
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As the findings from our study demonstrate, theegenconsiderable differences among vocational
teachers in terms of how they exercised their ageartd how their agency was related to the
different resources and constraints — which weth balividual and social in nature. It appeared
that all the teachers exercised agency activelgrins of making decisions, based on their
individual interpretation of the resources and t@sts pertaining to their work. However, their
deliberately-taken decisions led to various emlubdied discursive activities. All in all, we would
argue that all the teachers exercised a certairedesj agency regardless of the nature and directio
of their practical activities, given that their pti@al actions were consciously undertaken, and
grounded on deliberate choices. In accordanceAfittarn (2001), we would also highlight that in
studies concerning agency it is vital to focus alsandividuals’ interpretations, including the
explanations they provide regarding their decisimd activities. Otherwise, it will be impossible
to reach an elaborated understanding of the commaexe of agency. This study further illustrates
that the teachers might exercise agency in a mdess uniform manner through different
situations and over time — or else in a varying meandepending on the time that elapsed and on
how the situation developed. Hence, we would teragree with Billett (2006a), who has noted
that the exercise of agency can vary over timeaumed situations. This same phenomenon can be
seen in the cases of relationally emergent agemd\séuationally diverse agency presented in this
paper.

The findings indicate that vocational teacherseatangled with different institutional tasks,
social practices and power relationships (cf. Bill2008; Fenwick, 2006). First of all, the school
organisation determines particular work tasks asponsibilities for teachers, which they must
fulfil in boundary-crossing settings. In additianthis, the teachers’ agency is interwoven withrthe
relationships with the representatives of workiifg [The teachers’ accounts revealed that there are
traditional relationships and boundaries betweanhers and employees in terms of being members
of different professions, and that teachers arealhs not equal with workplace personnel.

Furthermore, teachers are often seen by emplogetessmme degree incompetent, vocationally
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speaking. In the teachers’ work, it seems to beomant to be aware of these boundaries, positions
and relationships (Phillips, 2002), and of the wiayahich they create limitations on and
possibilities for teachers’ activities. Howevergish suggestions and relationships do not
comprehensively shape teachers’ thinking, actirgvaorking, since teachers can also utilise their
individual backgrounds, interests and purposekeir intentional activities. In boundary-crossing
settings, the vocational teachers’ work could theislescribed as a matter of creatively achieving a
situationally appropriate balance between the datgorganisation, working life and the teacher's
professional self, based on his/her reflexive aness of different interests and expectations. This
might imply that the teacher's work could be expddi through consideration of the relations
between personal and social contributions.

In terms of what it means to exercise agency, ititirfgs revealed that some teachers ignored
or reshaped traditional boundaries between theseptatives of working life and teachers, by
expanding or breaking habitual positioning (FenwRB06). In so doing they developed education
and the practices of workplace personnel, creatéwg ways of acting as teachers, and constructing
new practices between working life and school. Hmvenot all the teachers exercised agency in a
way that would make a difference to the existingcpices of workplaces (e.g. Watkin, 2005), or to
pre-existing relationships and boundaries. Thigpkapd mainly because teachers saw it as
necessary to avoid conflicts with employees in ptdearry out their tasks successfully. This
might indeed be a totally appropriate strategytierteachers, depending on the opinions of the
employees and the culture of the workplace. Orother hand, the avoidance of conflicts removed
the possibility of remaking social practices or&leping practices in the workplace, and sometimes
this was also an obstacle for the teachers in icaygut the professional tasks determined by the
school. On the basis of our findings, we would eagide that the different forms of exercising
agency create different conditions for teacherstpctive work in boundary-crossing settings, and
further, for developing education and re-makingwloek practices of workplaces. This means that

the nature and direction of individuals’ agencgssential for the way in which individuals carry



23

out their socially determined work tasks. Furthemmeohe contribution of and direction of
individual agency is central to the shaping of pcas and relationships in working life (Billett,
2008).

The findings seem to imply that the school, workpkgand teachers can benefit if teachers
cross the boundaries between school and workieddit Fuller & Unwin, 2004). From the
viewpoint of the schooling organisation, teachémindary-crossing can be of value for the
purposes of developing education and for matchihgation better with the needs of working life.
Boundary-crossing can bring new insights to theetfrom working life. Moreover, through
collaboration with working life, the teacher casalearn about current competencies within the
vocational field and receive information from wolkpes. However, from the viewpoint of the
teacher, this can require a huge personal conimusome of the teachers interviewed had used
their free time for creating relationships anddoHlecting information from working life, in order
to do their work successfully and to develop scimgplOf course, the benefits are not just one-way
— within the workplaces, work practices can be ted on the basis of the teacher's knowledge.
However, it cannot be taken for granted that theperation between teachers and workplace staff
will be innovative from the viewpoint of developimgprking practices. The teachers do not always
dare to question the employees’ practices or achnsmore suitable ways of working, even when
they have the competencies and knowledge to do so.

The changes in vocational teachers’ work requieentincreasingly to cross boundaries
between the school and working life, and to worketworks with multiple partners from working
life. It appears that in this situation teacherech® have good professional competencies witten th
vocational field, and that they must demonstragentim words and deeds. This may make it
possible to create or re-negotiate a more equatiosakhip with workplace staff, and help teachers
to better carry out their professional respongibdgi In addition to this, teachers should be &ble
understand people from different professions apddk the same language" as the employees. On

the contrary, some teachers find that the bestofayorking in boundary-crossing settings involves
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adopting a respectful, humble and uncritical sbfleteraction. Even if vocational teachers need
various kinds of personal skills and knowledge tknin boundary-crossing settings, the size of
work organisations may impose particular requiretsiér good collaboration. Furthermore, we
would emphasise that teachers should be betteosgpby the school in carrying out their work
tasks. Generally speaking, the co-operation witrkimg life seemed to depend on the teacher’s
individual efforts, being constructed mainly thrbutpe teacher’s personal contacts and
contributions. Many of the interviewees were enidstically involved in their work but the
fulfilment of their professional tasks and the tirggof relationships with employees was hard
work, in the absence of clear support from the stho

This study revealed something of the nature anu fafrvocational teachers’ agency at the
interface of school and work. However, the dataewienited in terms of comprising only what
teachers mentioned concerning experiences anddegigiom boundary-crossing settings. In the
future, the exercise of agency through embodieddisursive activities could be studied by
observations in authentic situations, with intenseas a follow-up. Due to the nature of our data
and our intention to protect the anonymity of teashthis study did not focus precisely on how the
background of the teachessthe workplace personnel (including e.g. vocatldreld, age and
working experience) shaped their co-operation. ¢¢ald we elaborate in any detail how the
particular practices and culture of the workplazesrelated to teachers' agentic actions, since
teachers talked more about their relationshipsdkplace personnel than about the practices of the
workplaces. We can assume that particular workpddfoedances are related to these relationships,
but on the basis of our data we can only suggesngntioned earlier) that the size of the
workplace seems to have an influence on theseamddips. Further examination is required to
elaborate these aspects. Further examinationasnalsded to investigate how vocational teachers

exercise collective agency together with workirig partners in social networks outside the school.
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