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Vocational teachers’ pathways in the course of a caculum reform

Katja Vahasantanen & Anneli Etelapelto

Abstract

Teachers face continuous changes, many of whiciifis@ntly influence their professional
identities and work practices. This study invesggaFinnish vocational teachers’ pathways in
the course of a curriculum reform. The data wetaiokd by interviewing fourteen vocational
teachers twice, i.e. at the initial and later ssagjethe reform. We used a narrative approach to
analyse the interviews as whole, and also to ithistvariations between teachers. The teachers
were found to exhibit distinctive pathways througl reform: arempowermerpathway a

critical but adaptivepathway anopen and expectapathwa, asuccessful transformation
pathway and astrugglingpathway The pathways demonstrated that the teachers’ self-
positioning in respect of the reform and their qwafessional identities showed varying degrees
of continuity and transformation. The teachers geanor sustained their positions and
identities, on the basis of their individual intexfations of the experiences and emotions they
underwent during the reform. The paper concludéls svdiscussion of professional identity and

agency in the reform context, and looks at the equences of the reform for teachers.

Keywords: curriculum reform; professional identity; vocatéeducation teachers; longitudinal

studies; agency.

Introduction: Teachers in a changing educational cotext

All over the world, teachers face continuous edocal reforms. Despite differences in their
content, direction, and pace, the reforms have msanyarities. Day (2002) notes that reforms
greatly affect teachers’ daily activities, challemgytheir work practices, and resulting in periofis
at least temporary destabilisation, with the emeegeof frustrating experiences and negative

emotions (see also Ballet and Kelchtermans 200@n&it and Datnow 2005). Day further notes
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that reforms result in an increased workload fackers; moreover, they rarely take into account
teachers’ professional identities — which are apfjuaentral to motivation, efficacy, commitment,
and job satisfaction, and which may be severeljlehged by reforms. Professional identity can be
understood as subjects’ conceptions of themsekl/@sadessional actors. In the case of teachers,
professional identity includes their professiomaérests and values, their perceptions of meaningfu
responsibilities, their beliefs concerning studelet@rning, and their understanding of the goals of
education (Beijaardt al. 2004; Dayet al 2005; Little and Bartlett 2002).

The role of teachers and of teachers’ professilestities is often neglected due to the fact
that many educational organisations use managgabaches, introducing reforms via top-down
edicts, and applying inflexible social suggestitmgeachers and their work (e.g. Day 2002; Meyer
2002; Oshorn 2006). Thus, teachers are expectiegplement reforms determined by an external
body, without active involvement in their designosganisation. In fact, the top-down nature of
reforms including the curriculum reform addressed in study has been seen as inhibiting
teachers’ agency at organisational and communiside in terms of options to negotiate the
amount and content of the work, and to influeneegbals aimed at (Lasky 2005; Vah&santaeten
al. 2008). In spite of this, it has been suggestetatthne individual level teachers still have the
potential to creatively mediate policy change, tmddapt, change, or subvert reform suggestions
(Ballet and Kelchtermans 2008; Osborn 2006). Tteehers can exerciagencythrough actively
implementing reforms, as well as through responttinipem (van Veen and Sleegers 2006;
Vongalis-Macrow 2007). In the context of educatiaefiorms, social suggestions alone are not
sufficient to change teachers’ professional idegjtin the absence of individuals’ agentic adtgit
and decisions (Beijaaret al 2004; Lasky 2005). Thus, it seems that the rbladividuals’ agency
is meaningful in the implementation of reforms @amthe negotiations of teachers’ professional
identities. In order to gain a deeper understandirthese processes, it will be necessary to
investigate how agency mediates social suggestindgrofessional identity negotiations in reform

contexts.



So far, most studies on teachers’ work and prafessiidentity negotiations within
educational reforms have been cross-sectional. ¢jeme have only a limited understanding of the
longitudinal processes involved in teachers’ adapia to the changes imposed by reforms. With
this in mind, in this paper we present a longitatlstudy of Finnish vocational teachers’ pathways
in the course of a curriculum reform. The reforngurestion has increased students’ workplace
learning and transformed the nature of teacherskwemendously, for example by increasing the
amount of work done by teachers outside the scAta.teachers’ pathways illustrate variations,
involving both continuity and transformation, ingugiating professional identity and taking
positions towards the reform at its different stagéhey also give an idea of the factors underlying
these transformations and continuities. In theofelhg sections we shall describe our theoretical
assumptions regarding the processes of self-positicand negotiating professional identities in
response to reforms. We shall also illustrate hgenay is exercised within these processes. It
should be noted that in this paper, we understaoiggsional identity (the subject’s current
conception of himself/herself as a professionad@&s a phenomenon which is capable of
influencing teachers’ positions and responses tdsvegforms. We also understand professional
identity as a phenomenon which can have some defsability — but which can nevertheless

have the potential for change during teachers’ararand changing work practices.

Teachers’ individual self-positioning and responseduring reforms

Teachers do not react passively to educationataritulum reforms; nor do they merely accept
the goals of the reforms and the changes broughitab their work. Moreover, different teachers
can react very differently to the same reform (812806; van Veen and Sleegers 2006). Teachers
take positions towards reforms on the basis of {heisonal interpretative frameworks (Ballet and
Kelchtermans 2008; Schmidt and Datnow 2005). Restendies have highlighted the ways in which
teachers’ professional identities and orientatimage it possible to understand their varied

responses to reforms (Little and Bartlett 2002a8l8006; van Veen and Sleegers 2006). Teachers’
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responses can also be related to their views afetioem in terms of its benefits for themselves and
their pupils (Ballet and Kelchtermans 2008), thgior experiences (Goodsen al 2006), and the
subject matter they teach (Spillagieal. 2002). Similarly, a study which we conducted
(Vahasantanen and Etelapelto 2009) indicated thedtional teachers had a variety of orientations
towards a curriculum reform in its initial stagec¢luding aresistantorientation, annconsistent
orientation, and aapprovingorientation. These orientations were shaped lsheza’ individual
backgrounds, including their actual sense of theifessional selves, their prior working
experiences, and their expectations regarding nefessional future. In addition, the orientations
were shaped by social affordances, and particutarlhe practices and traditions of their
vocational study programmes. Different ways of oegjing to reforms can be understood as
different ways of exercising agency (Vongalis-Maer2007), with resistance being seen as an
extreme form of agency (Sloan 2006). Teachers $edra particularly resistant to reforms which
do not match with their current professional ideéesi, the reality of their everyday experiences, or
the perceived needs of teachers and students (8canmd Datnow 2005; van Veen and Sleegers
2009). In addition, Ballet and Kelchtermans (208&jgest that if teachers themselves cannot
decide how innovations are to be implemented, dised and resistance will increase.

Along with the varied responses from teachers reetyaof emotions will also emerge,
ranging from positive feelings of happiness, entimm, satisfaction, and confidence, to negative
feelings of anger, anxiety, frustration, unhapps esd uncertainty (Schmidt and Datnow 2005;
van Veen and Sleegers 2006; Woods and Jeffrey 2Bl@&)ever, there have not been many
longitudinal studies that would encompass the oaoities and discontinuities in teachers’
responses during reforms, and the emotions exmerierAn exception is the study of van Veen and
Sleegers (2009), which used longitudinal data foora teacher. Their study showed how the
teacher’s professional orientation was at firstgraent with the current reform, with feelings of
enthusiasm, but also how enthusiasm declined wiefotal conditions of reform created conflicts,

overwork, and so on. Accordingly, van Veen and §de® suggest that the way in which teachers
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evaluate reforms is the result of a dynamic inegrfiletween aspects of their professional identity
and a variety of situational demands. This intgrglan explain the decline of enthusiasm among
teachers, who may be initially enthusiastic abbatdontent of the reform itself, but who are then
faced with many other situational demands, withtedl stress and negative emotions thus created.

It is not only a question of what teachers thinl &el about reforms, but also how they act
in engaging with the reform context. In fact, or@ywo illuminate the role of individual agency and
its interdependence with the social world is tosider how individuals engage in work practices
(Billett 2006a; b). Individuals’ engagement canmbere or less intense, even within the same work
practices, depending on their interpretations efrtations between their individual contributions
and the social context (Billett 2006b). Within tineoretical framework presented here, we can
suggest that in educational reform contexts teathgency will be manifested in their ways of
engaging with changing work practices. It has b&®wn that such engagement can vary from
acceptance or adjustment to rejection or resistérasky 2005; Schmidt and Datnow 2005), and
from active participation to withdrawal (Vahasarmgarand Billett 2008). In line with this, Ballet
and Kelchtermans (2008) suggest that teachersadémathanges in creative ways: some new ideas
and practices are adopted, whereas other are detuseodified. This illustrates the aim of finding
a balance between organisational factors on thénand and personal values on the other. All this
implies that there is scope for agency in termdiféérent choices and activities in reform contexts
although what teachers believe and think and haw #tt is also shaped by socio-cultural
conditions — conditions reflected in mediationallsoand in external factors such as policy
mandates and curriculum guidelines (Lasky 2005).

Coping with reforms is often challenging for teash&embylas and Barker (2007) suggest
that a reform process needs to allow teachersri@ @t space and time to make sense of change,
to reflect on their practices, and to make refoffores part of their own teaching. Especially for
those teachers who have initially resisted chahigeimportant to offer spaces and opportunitiegs fo

emotional sharing and social suppétaving such opportunities can create a platfornttiem to



transform their resistant positions within a noretttening environment. However, such
opportunities may also subvert the reforms theneselsince teachers may avoid taking risks or
pushing for changes if they feel that their relasioips with colleagues may be threatened
(Zembylas and Barker 2007). With such possibiliilemind, we aim here to address how various
individual and social factors and resources ai@edlto the maintenance or modification of

teachers’ positions towards a curriculum reformeraime.

Professional identity negotiations and agency

At times of intense educational changes, one ctaipaite that teacher identities will be dynamic
and fragmented — in contrast to the traditionalwid identity as something stable and coherent
(Beijaardet al 2004; Watson 2006). Taking a nuanced view, DalyKington (2008) suggest that
teacher identities are neither intrinsically statbe intrinsically fragmented; in fact, they can be
more stable or less stable, more fragmented ofl@gmented, at different times or during
particular phases in a person’s career, accorditiget interaction of personal, professional, and
situated factors (also Dat al. 2006).Indeed, in the processes whereby identities araddrthere
is always a tension between continuity and chaBgewn 1997). It is considerations of this kind
that lead us here to examine professional idengtyotiation as a longitudinal process, seeking a
better understanding of the continuities and chamgeolved.

Our theoretical understanding of professional idigmiegotiations is informed by a subject-
centred socio-cultural approach. Hence, identityotiations are seen as processes which occur in
relationships between the individual and the sopeaiadl which are shaped by and premised upon
individuals’ agency (Beijaardt al 2004; Billett 2006a; Vahasantanenal 2008). Exercising
agency means that teachers negotiate their idesttnid individual contributions and social
suggestions, utilising both of these within negotprocesses. In other words, identity
construction is not simply a matter of adoptingialbe pre-existent and prescribed identities; reor i

it a matter of constructing identity based on pumnetlividual backgrounds and purposes (Beijaard



et al 2004; Brown 1997; Coldron and Smith 1999). Atatgrpoint for an examination of
individual agency (Billett 2006b) in professiondéntity negotiations is the capability of
individuals to negotiate identity from what is sty suggested — in this study suggested within a
curriculum reform.

In the reform context, professional identity negtitins are easiest for teachers whose
existing professional identity is in closest accanth the socially expected identity that emerges
from the (reformed) social suggestions pertainmtheir work tasks and educational values. In that
case, teachers can simply “embrace” the new igeatitd enjoy their work (Woods and Jeffrey
2002). Professional identity negotiations becomeenpooblematic when the current identity
conflicts with the expected identity. In this sitioa, agency may be exercised in such a way as to
change the existing professional identity to cqroesl with social suggestions (cf. Hodkinsairal
2008). Teachers will in this case try to bridge glag between the existing identity and the expected
identity. This could occur in conjunction with n@xperiences, given that the construction of
teachers’ identity is a process of interpretatind ee-interpretation of experiences (Beijaat@l
2004). However, the process of changing identd@salso be a challenging and long-term matter.
Guskey (2002) suggests that the significant chaimgesachers’ beliefs and attitudes are likely to
take place only after they have perceived posihanges in students’ learning outcomes.
Similarly, Korthagen (2004) argues that teacheesidviour is easily changeable, but that their
identity and mission are more resistant to change.

Another way of understanding what agency meangéficam context is to address how
teachers try to maintain their existing professiatentities and thus refuse to bridge the gap
between their existing identity and their socia@kpected identity. A study by Lasky (2005)
indicates that external expectations do not hasteomg effect in shaping teachers’ identity, arat th
one of the most powerful and enduring elementeacthers’ agency is their unwillingness to
change their identity. This would suggest that xkEmediational systems may have limited

influence on shaping individuals’ long-held notiaigrofessionalism and their sense of identity.
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In fact, it seems that when teachers perceivejanditire between their identity and the directién o
a reform, they become more certain of who theyaareeachers, and they strengthen their existing
identity (Lasky 2005). It is further essential tideess what happens if teachers are not willing to
change their identities to correspond with sockgleetations. In this kind of situation, teacherg/ma
try to exercise strong agency in terms of resistinghanging social suggestions (Hodkinsoal
2008) and seeking to influence the conditions eirttvork (Vahasantanest al 2008). In such a
case they may be able to pursue their professintaksts and to adopt ways to work
meaningfully. Otherwise, the conflict between sbeipectations and individual desires can lead to
friction in identity (Beijaarcet al 2004). When professional identity is strongly léveged, a
teacher’s motivation, commitment and work satiséactan be diminished, since identity is closely
connected with all these aspects (Rayl 2006; Woods and Jeffrey 2002).

It has generally been suggested that changes kivgolife make it difficult to find continuity
in professional identity, or gain a sense of ségumcreased flexibility at work can further haae
adverse effect on employees’ commitment and wetidydeading to troubled identities (e.qg.
Brown, Kirpal and Rauner 2007). On the other hailigtt and Pavlova (2005) found that changes
can support the continuity and development of wetkted goals, assist career development,
permit the projection of professional values, arahpote one’s standing in the workpla@éis was
seen as a consequence of a coincidence betweattsiljork goals and the changing
requirements of their workplaces. Billett and Pselanfer that the consequences of changing work
practices are not necessary negative for indivglaafor a sense of continuity in professional
identities. More generally, they see a need fooeenelaborated understanding of the relationship
between changes in work and individuals’ professiggentities.In view of this, the present study
aims to examine longitudinally the position-takengd negotiations of professional identity that
occur during a reform. It is hoped that this kifdinderstanding may help to support teachers’

identity negotiations, well-being and work satisfae, at a time of continuous educational changes.
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Research task and research questions

This study examines Finnish vocational teachergjitodinal pathways in the course of a
curriculum reformThe following research questions are addresseW/|gt kinds of continuities

and transformations can be identified in vocatideathers’ positions and professional identities in
relation to a curriculum reform, as the reform gex unfolds? (ii) How do vocational teachers
describe the grounds for the continuities and foansations that occur in their positions and

professional identities in the reform context?

Methods

The reform context

The Finnish system of initial vocational educat#nd training has traditionally been school-based.
However, recent reforms at national and local leveve aimed at greater integration between
schools and workplaces. Since 2001, vocationaltinisins have provided three-year study
programmes in all fields leading to vocational dfietions, which include at least 20 credits (out
of 120 credits) for workplace learning. In the ington used in the present study, the most recent
curriculum reform was introduced in the spring 808. The reform was seen by teachers as
something planned and organised on a top-down.betsgsreform required that vocational
gualifications should include 40-60 credits of stois’ workplace learning within particular study
programmes. The revised forms of qualificationsenierplemented in the autumn of 2006,
alongside existing qualifications. As a consequeaidbe reform, teachers must work more outside
the school and co-operate with the workplaces. Timy have an increased workload related in
particular to organising, guiding and evaluatingdsints’ workplace learning, and to guiding and
training workplace trainers, i.e. those workers whale students within the workplace during their

workplace learning (Vahasantanen and Billett 20G#hasantanen and Eteldpelto 2009).

Participants and interviews
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The data for the study were gathered via repegied-ended narrative interviews (conducted by
the first author), occurring at different stageshef curriculum reform in question. In 2006, sixtee
vocational teachers were interviewed, and fourtde¢hese teachers were re-interviewed in 2007.
The present study drew on repeated interviews tiéke fourteen teachers, i.e. 28 interviews in
total (thus excluding the interviews with teachet® did not take part in 2007). During the first
interviews, the participants (eight males and sidles) were aged 31-57 years, with teaching
experience ranging from 4 to 30 years. The paditip taught in various study programmes that
had been incorporated within the curriculum refofiine reform was introduced in the spring of
2006, immediately prior to the first interviews (M2006). At the time of the first interviews, the
teachers had been told about the reform and hadhemiced tasks related to its implementation.
The revised curricula related to the reform werple@mented in the autumn semester of 2006. The
second interviews took place in 2007, eight teacbeing interviewed in May and six teachers in
November.

In this study, we emphasise the significanceafation for teachers. By narrating,
individuals reveal to others a sense of who they their beliefs, and their values. At the sameatim
they make sense of themselves, events in thes,lmed the social context (Polkinghorne 1995;
Riessman 2008). Identities are constructed thraugh a telling process (Bamberg 2004; Watson
2006). Individuals use the narrative form alsodayuing, justifying, persuading, engaging, and
entertaining (Riessman 2008). This means thatarctiurse of narrating, individuals can describe
and reflect on their past, the present, and passilblire situations. All this was possible for
teachers in the first interviews, since they wesleed to talk about issues covering, for example,
vocational teachers’ sense of their professioraitity and work, the changes that had occurred in
education overall, and the current curriculum nefoplus their hopes and expectations for the
future. The interviews varied in length from 75 oiies to 125 minutes. The second interviews

varied from 35 minutes to 80 minutes. These ingregi addressed topics similar to those in the first
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interviews, but focused particularly on what haggened in the teachers’ work since the previous

interviews, plus their current perceptions of term and its various consequences.

The analytical focus and process
All the interviews were audio-recorded and trarsedli verbatim as a written protocol for analysis.
We used a narrative approach in the data analysssich a case, the analysis aims to search for
certain themes and patterns within a data itemh(ascan individual interview or set of interviews
from one person), rather than to list the diffeemnbetween items (Braun and Clarke 2006). Thus,
data items are often analysed holistically. Ineswhnarratives can be categorised as having a
certain ‘tone’, based on their structure. The ganene of a narration can be progressive,
regressive, or stable (Gergen and Gergen 19863.Kiimil of analysis belongs to thelistic-form
based mode of analysis (Liebliehal 1998), which looks at the complete story but \WwHiecuses
on its formal aspects rather than on its contenkihg at the plots or structures of stories. The
researcher may also search for the turning paintise story, since these can shed light on theeenti
development. By contrast, thelistic-contenimode of reading uses the complete life story of an
individual and focuses on the content presente@itneT he researcher decides on themes or special
foci of content that she/he wants to follow in #tery as it evolves from beginning to end (Lieblich
et al 1998). However, Liebliclet al (1998) argue that separation of these modestialways
clear-cut in the real situation of conducting niveaanalysis. In analysing stories, Bamberg (2003;
2004) focuses on individuals’ positioning and idigntHe suggests that in so doing we distinguish
between the ‘being positioned’ orientation and aevamentive notion of the subject as positioning
itself. Starting from the assumption that the didess of story-talk is situationally and
interactively accomplished, Bamberg suggests thatsiould analyse how speakers actively
position themselves in their stories.

With these considerations in mind, we analysed hogational teachers positioned

themselves and presented their professional igantielation to the reform at its different stages
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We were concerned with whether there were chamgesachers’ positions and identities or
whether they stayed the same. In connection wiffy ¥e also analysed the kindsfa€tors which,

as depicted by the teachers, were associatednaiteformations and continuities. For the purposes
of the analysis, the two interviews with each tesakere first read as whole, moving from case to
case. This was done in order to get a holistiaupgcof the bases and processes of teachers’ self-
positioning and professional identity negotiatiamselation to the reform at two different points i
time. The focus was on the most meaningful contehéach interview (in terms of the research
guestions), and on the storylines of the intervielmis, we looked at both the contents and
structures of interviews (Lieblicét al 1998).

It became clear that the teachers had differetveats through the reform. Through a
comparison of the continuities and transformatiorself-positioning and in the professional
identities manifested between teachers, and threMgmination of the factors that seemed to be
involved, we chose five teachers’ accounts to destmate the diversity of teachers’ pathways in the
course of the reform. The main criterion for sefegthese five teachers was, first of all, that all
three initial orientations (resistant, inconsistemd approving orientations) towards the reform
were represented among teachers selected (Vahdsargad Eteldpelto 2009). In addition to this,
we wanted to present variation involving both tfansations and continuities in teachers’
positions and in their professional identitiesefation to the reform. All the teachers’ accounts
were in some respects unique; hence we cannot thanthe interviews chosen are in every way
representative of the material as a whole. Nevksgisethe contents and patterns identified in the
five cases selected did emerge, to a greater sgfekegree, in most of the interviews. Following th
selection, the interviews were re-read severaldiared data from the two interviews with the
teacher in question were extracted (again in teinise research questions). In another words, a
single core narrative was created for each oftiaehers in such a way that each narrative formed
a coherent unity, progressing chronologically. Tire identified narratives were then named

(according to their contents) in terms of the pathat illustrated their core nature. This process
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can be compared to Polkinghorne’s (1995) descnpicthe process of narrative analysis, where
the aim is to develop a narrative with a plot, synthesise the data elements into a coherent

developmental account, with diachronic descriptiohevents.

Findings

On the basis of the vocational teachers’ interviemssidentified various continuities and
transformations in their self-positioning and pssi@nal identities over the stages of the reform.
Below, we shall describe separately the pathwaywefteachers: (i) Ella’'@mpowermentathway,
(ii) Jacob’scritical but adaptivepathway, (iii) Oliver'sopen and expectapiathway, (iv) Martha’'s
successful transformatigrathway, and (v) Hannah&rugglingpathway. It should be noted that
each description is based on two interviews with macher. In each case, we shall first describe
the situation at the initial stage of the refornd éimen move to its later stages, when teachers had

already had experience of it.

(i) Ella’'s empowerment pathway
At the initial stage of the reforrilla was extremely approvingly disposed towardseeing it as a
huge opportunity for herself as a teacher. Ellagssional tasks had not corresponded to her view
of a vocational teacher’s work, and she had evesidered leaving the profession. At the start of
the reform, Ella felt optimistic, since in her ojin the new role would involve less formal
education within the school, and more cooperatidh workplace personnel. Ella saw this as an
opportunity to exercise her professional interdstaddition to this, she expected that the reform
would offer better opportunities to plan and cohkrer own work, without being restricted to
school timetables. She had found the atmosphefeafchool to be hectic, bureaucratic, and
unsupportive.

During the implementation of the reforilla continued to maintain a positive position

towards it. The reform had indeed offered oppottesito act in the roles she preferred, and she
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experienced her tasks as interesting and rewarttimgarticular, she welcomed the opportunities to
organise and implement the training of workplaegners outside the school. She had performed
these tasks flexibly (perceiving this as a necgssamdition for performing the tasks properly):

Ella: In the spring | got rid of teaching in the classnool was training workplace trainers.

Now in the autumn | have partly continued in thisaa This kind of work makes sense to me.

Interviewer:So, does it make more sense than working in #ssi@om?

Ella: Yes, and of course especially because they wéne®astic...However, my attitude has

been that when | go to a workplace, if we can’t pate the agreed three hours of training,

then | just go off and then | call or email aboutem we can continue. So you need to be

ready for this... | find this sort of work interegfiand | see the need for it in our field...
Ella did not have negative feelings about the refaven though she foresaw that training
workplace personnel would be a challenge. She méeitlthat she had been successful in her
work, because she had found a shared languageheitivorkplace personnel. They had gained a
better understanding of the idea of students’ wWaitg learning once she started to work with them
more closely, following the reform. Ella had alsamaged to create good personal relationships
with people in the workplace, and she enjoyed tketings that took place with the®he also said
that these employees had given positive feedbabkrt@about her work and training. Overall, she
had gained more satisfaction from her work and nsoramitment to the profession in the course of
the reform, because she was now better able ticedar professional interests. Ella hoped that in
the future she would be able to continue workintsiole the school, train workplace personnel, and
carry out duties related to students’ workplaceniegy, because, as she putoing nothing but

classroom work is definitely bad for my creativityould no longer want to do just that'.

(ii) Jacob’s critical but adaptive pathway
At the initial stages of reforndacob resisted and criticised it, since it weniresjdis beliefs

concerning students’ learning and the role of gaeher. First and foremost, he saw the reform as
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having a negative effect on students’ learning @ues in terms of their professional competencies
becoming narrower. As he saw it, there were manfepsional skills that could not be taught in the
workplace as well as they could be taught in th®st In addition, he felt that his role as a teach
would become less interesting, and more challendingexample, teachers would be required to
motivate employees to carry out tasks relatedudesit guidance, and to train workers to do this.
Jacob saw this difficult, since workplaces had m&hvio take students on for extended periods and
then spend more time on guidance. After all, emgrgyare busy people, and the reform would
further increase their workload.

During the implementation of the refordacob remained critical of the reform, having had
negative experiences. As he saw it, the reformrheant that students did not have the opportunity
to achieve extensive professional competencieseghmey were not given the chance to carry out
challenging tasks in workplaces. Because studettken forced to do simple donkey-work
without learning proper professional competenaesye of them had dropped out, or gone to other
vocational institutions. As a result of such expeces, Jacob’s professional beliefs concerning the
need for rich learning environments had been sthremgd. Thus, he increasingly saw the school as
the most powerful learning environment. Jacob haiciéd workers in the workplaces to act as
workplace trainers and to guide students during therkplace learning periods. He had been
instructed in this role; however, the training loé twvorkers had not gone entirely smoothly, since
they did not have enough time or interest in tlmsl lof guidance, especially when they thought that
such work did not belong to them. The process Heamh frustrating and annoying. Yet at the same
time, he understood the workers’ haste, and fekiweavd about forcing extra work onto them.
Because of workplace opposition, Jacob had noesaellithe goals he had set for the training, and
the situation had been a disappointment to hinvak particularly problematic in view of the fact
that students cannot complete their workplace Iegrperiods in workplaces where workers have

not been trained.
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Although Jacob had had negative experiences angpased the reform, he was nevertheless
ready to adapt to the changes in his work practiéedie saw it, he might as well accept them,
whether or not they were workable or sensible.d#isude seemed to be based on a lack of a sense
of agency in such matters. Jacob assumed thateisawlere unable to influence the conditions of
their own work, or the directions of the schoolingtitution. Over the years Jacob had thus learnt
that in this situation it was simply easier to bljgtive and to keep quiet, carrying out the reglire
duties without loud resistance, and without malkingective proposals to the administration of the
institution. He had a similar adaptive orientatiorthe future.

Interviewer:How does the future look to you, how do you $ee it
Jacobi think I'll carry on working here. However, so machanges are taking place in the
school world, and my own opportunities for influergchow they are implemented or revised
amount to zero. In my view, in our teachers’ roteachers have taken the view that it
doesn’t matter what you do now, it can all be clethmto something else tomorrow... So
things are done this way now and you have no ideaithe future. And in fact it's all the
same what happens...
Interviewer:So, your feeling is, it's all the same.
Jacob:Yeah, I've now become hardened to that idea. Sowmwao it a certain way because
it's useless to bang your head against a brick \&ali try to say this isn’'t a good way and
let’'s do something differently. Because it doegattyou anywhere. So you learn to be quiet
and just get on with it.
Interviewer:And then things go more easily.
JacobExactly!
In other words, despite his criticism and cynicisiacob was ready to carry out his professional
tasks, and he intended to continue working aseh&aHowever, he was not ready to change
his professional interests and beliefs regardiagtieng and learning, even though they were in

conflict with the social suggestions of the reform.



18

(iii) Oliver's open and expectant pathway
At the initial stages of refornQliver was oriented inconsistently towards the mefohe had some
negative comments about it, but he also mentionatesadvantages. In terms of working life, he
saw the reform as problematic. The increase inestisd workplace learning would increase the
workload and responsibilities of workers in the kmaces, and decrease their productivity.
However, he saw the reform as fairly neutral frasaxdwn point of view. He further thought that he
would manage with the new tasks, as long as helgmilsufficient training for this. As far as the
students were concerned, Oliver thought that tfememight cause motivational problems, since
students would be required to do unpaid work intileekplaces. In any case, he was willing to
wait, taking time before reaching a final conclusible wanted the effects of the reform to be
investigated systematically in terms of its inflaes on students’ learning and employment
opportunities, in comparison with the old curriculuOliver claimed that all development projects
of this kind had positive aspects, even if the ltsdurned out to be disappointing. At least one
might get an idea of the kind of system that shaléfinitely not be used under any circumstances.
As the reform progresse@liver maintained a “wait-and-see” position. Tdrganising of
students’ workplace learning had gone quite weik Workplaces had reacted reasonably well,
despite the extra haste and inconvenience. Howbearas somewhat pessimistic about the future;
it might not be possible to find enough workplattest would take on students for workplace
learning periods, especially if the economic sitwratleteriorated. He was also afraid that students’
professional competencies would become narrowehaldenoticed that many students wanted to
spend all periods in the same workplaces, and levkd that this would make it difficult to
achieve a broad range of skills. Oliver also argined the role of a teacher is essential if stuslent
workplace learning is to be successful. Teachees teinform workers about the goals of the

system, and about what students should or shouldenable to do. Teachers also need to
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participate in guiding students’ learning in therkaces. He observed that teachers would need
more resources and time for this kind of work.

Furthermore, Oliver had had some negative expeggnoncerning the training of workers.
Partly this was due to a lack of time, and paxilyhe resistance of the workplaces themselves. The
illness of a colleague had complicated this wogkhhd not enough time for this training, because
he had been obliged to carry out extra duties. Berobbstacle was that after initial enthusiasm the
workplaces had refused to do this training:

The companies postponed the training of workersherforeseeable future, saying there was

not enough time... When we made preliminary arrangérabout this training, they were

enthusiastic, but it tailed off quickly. It was tubig disappointment at least for me

personally. But that's life, things don’t alwaysnk@ut the way you plan them, unfortunately.
Despite the disappointments, Oliver did not whosetezlly criticise the reform, and he was broadly
satisfied with his work. He thought that the disasippments were just part of life and work, and
people had to be able to get over them. Overadpite negative experiences and concerns Oliver
was still open to new experiences, and he stillta@dto give the reform more time before reaching
a definite conclusioriLet’'s wait and see, we’re gaining more experiendth it all the time. And in
particular about students’ workplace learning, hiti® going, and whether the students are better
prepared for working life than with the old systemwhether this new system has something better
to offer’. Taken as a whole, the reform did not seem to cange&xtreme feelings or lead to
changes in Oliver’s views concerning the reformgamcerning his professional interests and

commitment.

(iv) Martha’s successful transformation pathway
At the initial stages of refornMartha took a resistant position towards the mefariticising the
ideas it contained. She saw the directions of ¢fierm as being in conflict with her professional

interests and her beliefs concerning the stud@htstasks set by the reform did not make sense to
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her as a teacher. The reform seemed likely to ptewer from working in the role she desired, for
her main aim was to promote the personal and siieal development of the students in the
vocational school. She felt that in the new sim@aghe could not be a supportive adult who would
help students with their various problems, sineesttudents would spend more time outside the
school. Martha was extremely sad about this, bieliethat busy workplace trainers would not want
to take time for the students; in fact, studentdateasily be left quite alone, without any support
from the workplaces. Martha believed that theoatigsues and basic vocational skills should be
taught at the school, and that the increase ireststworkplace learning would harm students'
learning. Martha also thought that her own work lddaecome more exhausting, as she would
need to spend more time moving between the scimabthe workplaces where her students would
be sent.

During the implementation stage of refoidhartha said that she had become positively
disposed towards the reform. She had had many esgiog experiences, related to cooperation
with working life, and to organising, guiding angbéuating students’ workplace learning. Martha
had experienced the increased co-operation witkpl@ace personnels especially good from the
point of view of her professional development witkie vocational field. Furthermore, she thought
that it had been good to familiarise herself wiififiedent workers and workplaces, since she could
now prepare students better to work in various partes and get along with different sorts of
workers. In the course of the reform, Martha haghb&ble to create good personal relationships
with the workers, and to speak and swap opiniomslypwith them. She also felt that she had been
successful in carrying out her duties, becausdnabanoticed that the workers had gained a better
understanding of students’ professional developraadtof the workplace learning system. In
addition, Martha had been able to motivate workeiso-operate with workers from different
workplaces, and she had received respect and réioogior her professional proficiency. This was

something that encouraged her, and made her edtisfth the changes in her work:
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Interviewer:So you see this new direction as positive thabaaher does more work in the
workplaces than in the school?
Martha:Yes. I'd say so, totally and absolutely. And threa way it is possible to encourage
people from different workplaces to co-operate. Arahagers have asked me for help, quite
directly, 'Can you demonstrate something to ourkeos and could you give them training?’
So, these kinds of things have emerged very cldsgiyice that they have confidence in the
teacher’s professional skills.
Due to all this, Martha now saw her work as medilngnd pleasant. She was willing to commit
herself to her new roles, and she did not mispterious teachership.

Martha had also noticed that the most of the warkeok good care of the students. For
example, they had offered jobs for the students #fieir graduation, or made inquiries with
colleagues in other workplaces on the studentsalbeldor had she noticed any negative influences
on students’ learning outcomes. In fact, she hiambie favourable impression of students’
workplace learning than in the past, sayingyuess I'm no longer so scared about students’
workplace learning, when | can see that it's in@ea’. However, Martha emphasised that the role
of the teacher is significant if workplace learniado be productive. Teachers must have the time
and resources to ensure that workplace trainers a@wod understanding of students’ professional
development. The trainers must be aware of th&riroguiding students’ learning, and know the
kinds of issues they need to put across duringvtit&place learning periods. Although Martha was
still worried about the insufficient time to teaahthe basic skills in the school context, her
perceptions of the teacher’s role and of the stisgdégarning environments had changed. She now
thought that her role was not to teach studentsythiag — on the contrary, she should teach the
basics as best she could, and let the workersedest. This was all she could do in the new

situation, and she was willing to accept the fact.

(v) Hannah's struggling pathway
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At the initial stages of refornHannah had a positive and approving position td&¢he reform,
seeing the strategic directions of the reform dmawith her own professional identity. She said
that she enjoyed cooperating witlorkplace personnednd that she was committed to development
work, since it made good sense to her. She haldewsst satisfied with her previous opportunities to
practise her professional interests, and saw fleemeprimarily as an opportunity for working in
the desired role. She also believed that studérdsning tended to be more productive in authentic
work environments than in the school. All in allathah looked forward to the reform with
enthusiasm.

As the reform progressedannah became more critical concerning the refamohthe
increase in students’ workplace learning. She thotltat workplace learning worked extremely
well for certain students. However, she had notibed it was less suitable for students who had
personal problems, and for students who did not lta& social skills or level of preparedness to fit
easily into the workplace. Hannah had found theylear extremely difficult, and she was now
completely exhausted. There had been lack of tes@héer programme; some of her colleagues
had moved elsewhere and some had taken long paiaitsk leave. In addition to her own duties,
she had been forced to do extra work, since there wot enough supply teachers. Because of this,
she had not been able to train workers, nor wotkerroles promised to her, which would have
focused on co-operation and development. In faet,had been forced to spend more time in the
school than before. Another factor was that thekvwad proved particularly exhausting during this
time: Hannah had had to deal with students wittoeemental health problems and learning
difficulties. She felt that her work as a vocatibteacher had been transformed into something
more akin to a specialised youth worker, which tin@stotal opposite of her desires and hopes.
Thus, not only could she not work in her desirdd;rshe had a huge workload, and was being
forced to take care of students without havingptoper professional competencies or social

resources:
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Interviewer:Compared to last year, what kind of idea do yow have of yourself as a
teacher? Has it changed?
Hannah:Yes, it has changed. | can no longer be a lectauen-trainer; actually, I'm
increasingly called upon to be a mother and a pelaiist. And | don’t want to do this kind
of work, it's something | don’t accept... Of coyrdes has been such a tough year altogether,
because of the lack of teachers. | guess that'sh@mgeason why I've been so totally worn-
out with these very sick children. So, in my opintbe teacher’s work has changed into
something that’s a lot tougher. And of course Fatt if for anything, we would need extra
training. And a functioning network of support &tdthat’s what's missing.
Hannah was of the opinion that in this situatioer¢hwas an urgent need for a school counsellor
and health nurse to be on hand, to support teagh#reir work and to help students with their
problems. Furthermore, there had been a lack efeat resources and of support from colleagues
— since they too were exhausted. She found thatsitudepressing, recalling that the teaching
group had been strongly supportive in the past.

Because Hannah had been forced to work insidectieog to deal with disturbed young
people, and to take on a huge workload, she feftoti#ated, exhausted, and disappointed. In this
situation, she had tried to negotiate the conteht®r work with her managers, seeking ways to
carry out tasks which she saw as meaningful atidérwith her professional interests. However,
despite her attempts, the school management hazbneénted to this:

Interviewer:So how is it — it's something we’ve already toutba — the amount of
meaningfulness and satisfaction that you find enwlork right now?

Hannah:Absolutely rock-bottom. Since the autumn my mixdivdnas disappeared. It’s all |
can do to drag myself to work... | was so tired mgpring and to crown it all there were
these psychotic cases among the students. Sojustes tired that | was crying and telling
the managers that | wanted to do something else tisaching duties, development work. |

told them | could no longer take on the responigybibr these groups where there were such
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an enormous number of problems. And they didn&nisl don’t know what | should have
done, but in my opinion there’s definitely someghirrong if a person comes to their
manager in tears and they say they just can’t gcao nothing happens. So | don’t know
what | should do. | suppose | should have takesng Epell of sick leave myself...
This also demonstrates how Hannah could not exeagency in terms of influencing her work,
and how she was left alone to manage all the pmeblegarding her teaching and well-being.
Amid all this, Hannah did not change her concetiohher professional interests and her
desired roles. She hoped that in the future therddvbe better opportunities to work in the role
of a developer, since she had no motivation to é@mgnt the tasks currently allotted to her by
the school. Nevertheless, she thought she wouldnzenwith her work as a teacher, since her

financial situation made it difficult to resign.

Teachers’ different pathways: the complexity of ji@ning and identity negotiations

The pathways of five vocational teachers demoresirtite complexity of their self-positioning and
their identity negotiations in relation to the coatum reform. The pathways are summarised in
Table 1 in terms of the nature of the positions przdessional identities, and the emotional

consequences of the reform.

Insert table 1 about here

Ella’'s empowerment pathwalemonstrated how she remained positively disptmsedrds
the reform through its different stages. Initiadlye saw the reform as an excellent opportunity to
adopt some desired tasks as a teacher and tosgraeti professional interests through meaningful
tasks. During the reform, her initial hopes hadbesalised, and she had gained positive
experiences from interacting with partners fromkirmag life. Based on her experiences, Ella

exercised agency by positioning herself in a simmanner throughout the reform and by
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maintaining, or even strengthening, her existirgfgssional identity. All in all, she was more
satisfied with and committed to her work than bef@/oods and Jeffrey 2002).

Jacob’s critical but adaptive pathwaljustrated his unchanging resistant and critfadition.
Initially, he interpreted the reform as being imfiict with his professional beliefs concerning
student learning and the role of the teacher, aidtesaw difficulties in carrying out his tasks.
During the reform, his negative expectations haghbealised: he had negative experiences
concerning the students and their learning, andhhtsility to fulfil all his tasks was experiencad
emotionally unpleasant. Despite this, he adjusidati¢ new situation as a matter of deliberate
strategy. He had noticed from previous experiehaeit was easier to be quiet and adaptive, even
if he had to carry out tasks that went againsphigessional beliefs, since he had no opportunities
to influence his work or the reform context. Thhis, sense of agency was weak. However, in one
sense he did exercise agency, since he maintaiseditical position and refused to change his
professional identity (Lasky 2005). Jacob intenttestay in the teaching profession, even if it
seemed likely to lead to cynicism and a sense wfficted identity

Oliver's open and expectant pathwilystrated how he continued to maintain his
professional identity and an open mind concernirggreform. Initially, he wanted to wait and see
what the consequences would be for his work anthfostudents’ learning. As the reform
progressed, he had both negative and positive iexpers, but he still did not wish to define his
position definitely. It seemed that Oliver had geFsonal resources to accept new social
suggestions concerning his work, and to handlepg@isiatments and emerging emotions with good
grace. His pathway suggests that the acataalre of the experiences gained during the reform is
not always the essential factor in positioning effesn fact, what seems to matter most is the way
in which the experiences and emotions are intezdreill this demonstrates the significance of
agency.

Martha's successful transformation pathw@gmonstrated a transformation in self-

positioning and professional identity. Initialhescriticised the reform, because its directionsewe
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in conflict with her professional identity. Howey@dartha later became increasingly enthusiastic
and contented, to the extent of becoming positidedposed towards the reform. It seemed to be
her positive experiences (related to her own learsuccess at work, recognition from workplace
trainers, and the activities of workplace traingng)t did most to promote her self-repositioning an
to change her professional identity in such a visay $he responded to the notions of working
embodied in the reform. Another factor promotingmtpe was the fact that her fears over students’
learning had not been realised (cf. Guskey 2002hdd, Martha exercised her agency by changing
her position towards the reform and by renegotigliar professional identity, using as resources
the positive experiences she had gained.

Hannah'’s struggling pathwajlustrated a pathway from enthusiasm to disapipaémt.
Initially, Hannah was enthusiastic, seeing themafas congruent with her professional identity.
She thought that it would offer particularly meagfinl tasks to her. However, the reform did not
bring what she had desired or been promised. Seamable to carry out meaningful professional
tasks, and she wamable to remedy the situation or to influencedbetent of her work in spite of
her active efforts. In other words she did not hstveng agency. She was forced to take on roles
which she had not been trained for, had a huge leak and was not provided with external
resources. Nor had the effects on students bepositsve as she had expected. As time went on,
she increasingly experienced a lack of motivatthsappointment, exhaustion, and a troubled
identity, while all the time becoming more criticdlthe reform (Little and Bartlett 2002; van Veen
and Sleegers 2009). In this situation, her ageray @@mpromised, though she maintained some
degree of agency in her refusal, in the face oesbs/circumstances, to abandon her professional

interests and the role she believed in.

Concluding discussion on professional identity andgency in the reform context
The vocational teachers interviewed had distingbigdhways in the course of the reform. The

pathways illustrated both continuity and transfaiorain negotiating professional identity and
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taking positions towards the reform. The contimgitand transformations were mainly grounded on
the teachers’ interpretations of their experierargs emotions. Their experiences and emotions
concerning the reform were strongly related tantliences on their work and on their students,
and on the social resources that had been avatlabiem. The opportunities and constraints
surrounding professional identity and/or the ex@ra@f agency (in terms of influencing the work
and the reform) undoubtedly had a powerful inflleeno how teachers experienced the reform
emotionally, and on how they responded to the nefand new kinds of work. However, it seems
that how teachers positioned themselves did nantemerely on the nature of the experiences, or
even the emotions emerging from these experiebcgsiso on how the teachers interpreted them.

In line with some previous studies (Ballet and Ketemans 2008; van Veen and Sleegers
2009), our findings showed that there were sintisiand differences in teachers’ positions
towards the reform, according to their individugterpretative framework. It further appeared that
the same teacher could have multiple and evenaxdintory positions at different moments, or — at
the opposite extreme — that the positions coulchbee or less permanent. For example, Jacob did
not change his resistant position; on the contragative experiences strengthened his criticism
and resistance over time. By contrast, Martha chdingr position from resistant to more approving
over time, with an increase in positive experieranas emotions. In terms of negotiating their
professional identities during the reform, someleas were ready to re-negotiate their identities,
while other teachers refused to adjust their ctippesfessional identities. Thus, it appears thateso
teachers’ identities were resistant to change (&gén 2004). On the other hand, positive
experiences and emotions functioned as resourcehidmging professional identities. Our findings
imply that professional identity should be undewstas a path which includes both transformations
and consistencies (Brown 1997; Detyal 2006). All in all, among our own interviewees,
professional identity negotiations and positionitgkemerged as continuous and situated processes,
and showing varying degrees of continuity and fi@msation. These are dimensions that

crosssectional studies do not reveal. For the futurerenhangitudinal studies will be needed if we
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wish to understand the processes of identity natjotis and self-positioning, and especially the
continuities and transformations that take plaaendueforms.

The continuous changes in work practices haveddfse question of their perceived
consequences for individuals (e.g. Ballet and Kelechans 2008; Billett and Pavlova 2005; [2ay
al. 2005). Our findings showed that the reform teniegolarise teachers. Some teachers seemed to
experience increased work satisfaction and commitnfier other teachers the reform seemed to
have negative effects on motivation, well-being] #ime sense of meaningfulness at work. All this
can be seen as a consequence of the relationgtipedn individual and social contributions. For
some teachers the reform strengthened their egiptiofessional identity, whereas for some of
them it resulted in troubled identities. Overdike greatest harm seemed to come from social
suggestions offered by the reform context that ie@nflict with the teacher’s existing
professional identities, at least in cases whexehters lacked the agency to influence the confent o
their work, and further, when they did not have\hiéingness or resources to re-negotiate their
identities and/or positions. By contrast, the gitrawas positive (i) if teachers had opportunites
practise their professional interests in the refmroontext, (ii) if they were willing to re-negadia
their identities to correspond with existing sosaggestions, using their positive experiences and
emotions as resources, or (iii) if they had thditgtib be flexible and to adapt to changes, despit
negative experiences.

Our findings can also be interpreted in terms @ay. The teachers’ agency seemed to be
fairly constrained as regards opportunities touiafice the reform or the contents of their work.
Jacob, in particular, experienced a lack of agem¢grms of influencing his work and the reform,
and saw its influences as unsatisfactory. In ttiggon, he was adaptive and cynical, being aware
of the weak options for agency. It seemed that ldantoo, was extremely disappointed and de-
motivated, due especially to the fact that shectaok exercise agency in terms of carrying out the
work tasks she desired, and was unable to chaegeotitent of her work, in spite of her efforts. We

could thus suggest that in some cases more agéncgamisational and community levels would
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have decreased teachers’ negative experiencefeditalless resistance in the reform context
(Ballet and Kelchtermans 2008). However, sincet¢iaehers’ self-positioning and identity
negotiations can be seen shaped by the particatarenof their agency, these processes were
different for different people, even if the reformquestion was the same. We can conclude that if
social suggestions and expectations were enougftiaiage teachers’ professional identities, those
teachers whose identities were non-congruent \wahréform would have transformed passively
them. However, this did not happen — leading ukédoview that it is agency, comprising individual
activities and decisions, that mediates professideatity negotiationgBeijaardet al 2004;

Brown 1997).

It seems that if the changes challenge teachergmuprofessional identities, they tend to
provoke intense emotional reactions and resistdthoeever, our findings revealed that initial
positions towards the reform — and even professideatities — can be transformed. On the other
hand, when teachers did not have positive expezgencemotions, they lacked grounds for
changing their resistant positions and identitiéggkey 2002). There may also be a need to take
account of and to give support to identity worlsituations where teachers face changes in their
work practices. Mahlakaarto (2010) suggests thakihd of support could be offered though
creating a variety of social and individual spaaed educational tools (e.g. portfolio work,
including drama methods, and individual and sa@#iéction); these could help subjects to become
aware of themselves and their relation to the cimgngpcial environment, to deal with personal
emotions and to strengthen possibilities to affieetr own work contexts. In the reform context,
these kinds of tools and spaces could help teathenske sense of the reforms, themselves, and
their emotional experiences, and to find resoutcesdefine their positions and identities (cf.
Zembylas and Barker 2007 the future it will be essential to look more sty at how teachers’
well-being and identity work can be supported, amdonduct intervention studies aimed at finding
new practical tools for providing such supportamepoch when their work practices are unlikely

to remain stable.
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Table 1: Continuities and transformations in teaghgositions and professional identities in

relation to the curriculum reform, and the emotia@@nsequences

Positions Professional Emotional
identity consequences
Ella’s empowerment Continuity in an Continuity, a Increased

pathway

Jacob’s critical but

adaptive pathway

Oliver's open and

expectant pathway

Martha’s successful
transformation

pathway

Hannah’s

struggling pathway

approving position

Continuity in a Continuity, a

resistant position conflicted identity

Continuity in an Continuity, a

inconsistent position preserved identity

Transformation from Transformation
a resistant to an

approving position

Transformation from Continuity, a

an approvingtoa  troubled identity

critical position

strengthened identity satisfaction and

commitment

Cynicism and

surrender

A constant sense of
commitment and

work satisfaction

Enthusiasm and

satisfaction

Deteriorating
motivation;
exhaustion and

disappointment
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