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Agency-centred coupling — a better way to manage aducational organization?

Paivi Hokka & Katja Vahasantanen, University of Jyvaskyl&, Finland

Abstract
Teachers at the present time face continuous cbeangkeeir work and organizational
practices. However, we lack empirical evidenceoasftat this implies for teachers and their
work. This paper describes how two Finnish educatiorganizations restrict or enable
teachers’ professional agency, in terms of howte¢hehers influence the conditions and
contents of their work. The paper further address®g agency is related to (i) organizational
and educational transformations, (ii) teachersfgssional development and identity
negotiations, and (iii) teachers’ commitment to ¢lakeicational organization and well-being at
work. This paper provides the comparative reseavidience on both the strengths and
weaknesses of different management practices fefreift educational organizations,
identified here as a loosely coupled organizatiweh @ tightly coupled organization. It seems
that strong agency supports teachers’ diverseilegrthe practice of their professional
orientations, and also their well-being and commaitin Conversely, all these are threatened
by teachers’ weak agency. However, teachers’ stagegcy as individuals also appears to act
as a brake on organizational transformation aneciole learning. Based on our findings, we
suggest novel future directions for the managerokatlucational organizations and for the

leadership of teachers’ work in terms of agencyweehcoupling practices.

Keywords: agency, commitment, learning, loosely coupled aga@ment, new public management,

organizational change, professional identity, teashtightly coupled management, well-being.



Introduction

Teachers’ changing work conditions: tight managemed a modified form of coupling

This paper provides new research-based knowledgleeostrengths and weaknesses of different
ways of managing educational organizations, witplications at both individual and social levels.
It further suggests novel directions for the mamaeyat of educational organizations in the future.
Issues of educational management are globally itapgrsince in recent decades educational
restructuring has become a world-wide phenomenae. dlear global trend has been a movement
towards neo-liberal economic policies (with a foomsdecentralization, output, competition, and
strong leadership) and accountability (with a foonsentrally imposed standards, and quality
criteria) (Moos et al. 2008, Lindblad and Goods06a®. One facet of this trend is the form of

governance labelled New Public Management (NPM)clwvhas crossed from the world of

business into education. The changes in the pattdrgovernance in education have led to more
exercising of authority at local government andostlevels, especially in Scandinavia (Helggy et
al. 2007, Moos 2009). In parallel with this progessucational organizations are now required to be
more accountable, and to accept new systems oftonmg, reporting, and evaluation (Moos 2005,
Helgay et al. 2007, Hudson 2007). This has meattthie work of teachers, too, is becoming
increasingly monitored and controlled (Day 2002hi8erg et al. 2010) — a trend that runs counter
to the traditional high level of independence giteteachers in deciding what and how they teach,
and how they can develop themselves and their {¥akgreaves 2000, Hargreaves and Shirley
2009). All in all, it seems that in the contextnoéirket competition and educational standardization,
professional independence and a culture of tresbaing replaced by ideals of efficacy,
productivity, and rapid service delivery (Hargresamd Shirley 2009, Sahlberg 2011).

In parallel with the adoption of NPM principlesgettransformations in educational systems
have been conceptualized as a movement from “las&ight” coupling patterns (Meyer 2002).

“Coupling” here refers to linkages between différelements within a system, including



organizational members, hierarchical levels, orgational subunits, organizations, and their
environments (Orton and Weick 1990, Rowan 20028y et al. 2011). Weick (1982) specified
loose coupling in terms of disparate elements &iffgeach other occasionally rather than
constantly, negligibly rather than significantlgdirectly rather than directly, and eventually sth

than immediately (see Orton and Weick 1990). Irsébp coupled organizations the elements and

actors are to a considerable extent separateceseiprin only a loose association, even if they can
interact with each other (Weick 2001, Meyer and RoR006). This means that the teacher’s work
is only loosely tied to that of other teachersoothie administrative structures of the school. In
loosely coupled educational organizations any cesaiigat occur will be small-scale, unplanned,
occasional, and individual, since the professiam@pendence of teachers provides a buffer against
efforts by the administration to change establighedticefWeick 1976, Orton and Weick 1990,
Meyer and Rowan 2006).

As opposed their former loosely coupled operatiedsicational organizations are now
tending towards tighter coupling in their netwosksl hierarchies (Meyer 2002, Meyer and Rowan

2006). In_tightly coupled organizations the variagsors and professional groups are not isolated:

they are obliged to co-operate closely with eatieioand with different levels of administration
(Orton and Weick 1990, Moos 2009). A feature olitigoupling is the possibility to implement
continuous and large-scale changes, with the aiatloieving maximum profitability and
effectiveness through strategic planning and doadgiMeyer 2002, Rowan 2002). In education, the
tightened management has meant that teachers meusasingly face top-down control and
external evaluations.

In Finland educational organizations have traddlynbeen organized via principles that
emphasise teachers’ autonomy and professionalismexample, in basic education all teachers
have the freedom to plan, implement and assessaWwei teaching within the framework of the
national curriculum. Furthermore, in Finland thexy@o standardized testing, and no school

inspection or official ranking lists. It could thbe claimed that there is a culture of responsgbili



and trust rather than one of accountability. Desttits, Finland achieves high performance in
international assessments, without undertakingteahpublic measures of performance (e.g
Hargreaves and Shirley 2009; Sahlberg 2010). Ajhowithin Finland notions of the autonomy
and professionalism of teachers have guided edurctir decades, calls for a tightening of
educational management have increasingly been ligaicauma et al. 2012).

Given the increase in NPM and tight coupling prites in education, it is vital to
understand what this means for teachers and tlwek (8ee also Moos et al. 2008, Goodson and
Lindblad 2010), and this will involve issues thatve been somewhat neglected in empirical studies.
In Finland the recent global trend towards tighhagement and accountability has raised questions
of whether to follow this trend in educational mgement, or whether to keep to the well-
established and apparently successful Finnish mbd#iis paper, we shall show how, within
Finland, differently managed educational organaragiaffect teachers’ work, and also educational
transformations. For this purpose we shall loolselp at how two (tightly and loosely coupled)
educational organizations constrain or promoteptiogessional agency of teachers (teacher
educators and vocational teachers). This will allmAfurther to consider how the professional
agency of the teachers is related to (i) orgaroratiand educational transformations, (ii) teachers
professional development and identity negotiatiamsl (iii) teachers’ commitment to their
educational organization and well-being at workc8ithe evidence — for both types of
organization — reveals both opportunities and cairds, we shall attempt to pursue our broader
aim, which is to suggest the kinds of couplingshimiteducational organizations that may be most

favourable for educational organizations and teache

Theoretical perspectives on agency

The concept of agency includes the idea that pewplactive, exercising at least some degree of
control over their lives; they do not merely retacor repeat given practices (Biesta and Tedder

2007, Hodkinson et al. 2008, Lipponen and Kump&aig011). In education, agency often refers



to subjects’ purposeful decisions and actions; éehe concept of agency includes notions of
power and the exerting of influence (Gordon 20@nwick and Somerville 2006, Billett 2008,
Véahéasantanen et al. 2009). Such influence canrbetdd at one’s work, career, and identity, and
further to institutional and societal circumstan(@dlett and Somerville 2004, Hitlin and Elder
2007, Isopahkala-Bouret 2010). All in all, it is améengful to talk about agency as existing only
when the individual has power to act — to affecttera, make decisions and choices, or bring about
some kind of change in a prevailing situation (&pelto et al. 2011).

With these considerations in mind, we understaatighactising professional agency means
in particular that teachers are able to negotlaecbnditions and contents of their work, and to
influence community and organizational issues,udilg educational reforms (see also Hokka
2012, Vahasantanen 2013). Teachers’ agency isgsiirtimey are able to be active subjects in
influencing the practices that are meaningful nthin their work, and conversely, their agency is
weak when they lack such opportunities. In linehwitis, teachers may perceive themselves as
active subjects in terms of developing educati@ersons whose actions, opinions, and ideas truly
matter; or alternatively, they may see themselgesussiders or passive objects whose actions are
mainly regulated by external actions (Pyhaltd eR@l2). In the present paper, professional agency
is also understood as manifested through beingtaldarn at work, and through negotiating career
pathways and professional identities (Lasky 200&gkihson et al. 2008, Vahasantanen and
Etelapelto 2011, Hokka et al. 2012).

In this paper, we further understand professiogahay as a relational phenomenon, one that
is intertwined within socio-cultural conditions asdggestions (with such suggestions being taken
to include organizational conditions and cultunaqtices, plus situational demands, constraints,
and opportunities; see Billett 2007). In the calseeachers, these social suggestions also include
such matters as policy mandates, curriculum guidsliand national standards. They further
involve the resources available to the teacherstifigect positions within discourses, and the norms

of the teacher’s educational organization (Lasky52tHokka et al. 2010). In addition to the social



aspects, agency is here seen as intertwining wifests’ professional interests, values, and
backgrounds (Billett 2006, Etelapelto and Saari2@d6). Overall, we understand professional
agency as teachers’ power to influence their iciestiwork, community and organizational issues,
within the prevailing socio-cultural conditions,an intertwining relationship with their subjective

backgrounds.

Research projects: Purposes, methods and contexts
This paper is based on two research projects coadily the authors, and on the main findings of
these projects. These projects were conductediasgdnal studies within a larger research project
(PROFID) that aimed to investigate professionahiig negotiations and learning in creative
knowledge work and human-centred work. The resgangjects mainly shared similar purposes,
but the empirical data were gathered from diffearitexts within the Finnish educational system.
During the projects, the potential utility of connjpa the findings of the two separate projects was
observed; this would make it possible to broaderpilture of different management models in
educational organizations, and to determine howelmeodels are connected to teachers’ work and
educational change. The findings of the two sepgvatjects have been reported in a number of
papers (from 2008 to 2012).

In this paper, we shall produce a new synthesieefnain findings of the research projects as

they relate to organizational management and cogiplatterns in different educational

organizations. To this end, we shall charactesaghers’ professional agency and its multifaceted
significance for individual teachers and educati@amganizations. In so doing we shall produce
new knowledge concerning the management of eduadtarganizations, thereby contributing to
discussions on how educational organizations candreaged in a sustainable way. Below, we
shall outline the purposes and methods of the relsgaojects, the research contexts, and the
educational organizations; these were looked aicpdarly in terms of recent educational

transformations faced by the organizations in doest



Research project A

This research project examined opportunities arstiaokes pertaining to teacher educators’
professional development, and how these are retatetjanizational change. The project
investigated teacher educators’ professional ilen&gotiation, their professional agency, andrthei
participation in shared practices and meaning cocisbn. The project was conducted in a Finnish
teacher education department within a large msltigiinary Finnish university.

In Finland, the education of all class teachersrandt subject teachers takes place within the
university sector. Thus, recent transformationtheuniversity sector have had a direct influence
on teacher education. Teacher education and teadoeators have faced new demands concerning
(for example) curriculum reforms, salary reformsgality assurance, and organizational re-
structuring. Within these reforms, the transforimagi in the curriculum can be seen as the most
pivotal, since these directly affect the work addkers and the implementation of education. In the
teacher education department under study, thecalurn development was connected to reforms
implemented as part of the “Bologna process”, whaisehas been to create a common European
Higher Education Area by standardizing academicelegand quality assurance standards
throughout Europe (Jakku-Sihvonen and Niemi 2086)vever, within Finland, national networks
and projects have further contributed to the stmecof the curriculum and have offered national
guidelines to universities. Thus, the structuréhefnew curriculum has in many respects been
determined through external regulations, negotiatighin both the Bologna and the national
context. Nevertheless, the teacher education ttepat has had a high degree of independence in
negotiating and developing the main objectives sthecture, and the implementation of the new
curriculum.

The main data for this research project were gath#hrough in-depth, open-ended
interviews with eight teacher educators in the sewf 2005. The teacher educators were selected

through purposeful sampling (Silverman 2005) asikéyrmants representing different categories
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of age, academic status, subject taught, and lefgtlork history in the department. The data were
complemented by a research diary kept by the aatinang 2002—2006, while she was working in
the department in question. The data were analyisea qualitative approach, applying thematic
analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006), qualitative conéamalysis (Patton 2002, Hsieh and Shannon

2005), and discursive analysis (Potter and Weth&887, Edley 2001).

Research project B

This research project aimed to investigate vocatiteaachers’ professional agency amid changing
work practices. The project covered the manifestatiand resources of agency, as demonstrated
through the negotiation of professional identitiagplvement with a curriculum reform, and
influence on work and reform practices. The proyeas conducted in a single Finnish vocational
institution in the course of a curriculum reform.

In the field of Finnish initial vocational educatiand training (VET) (upper secondary
education, students mainly aged 16 to 19), teadtears faced many educational transformations.
The system for initial VET has traditionally beernsol-based, which means that vocational
competencies have mainly been taught to studentsaahers within the vocational institutions.
Over recent years, the system of initial VET haarbextensively transformed at both national and
local levels. The main aim has been to break ddwertraditional separation between schools and
workplaces and to introduce a system for studemskplace learning (see also Virtanen et al. 2008,
Isopahkala-Bouret 2010). In the vocational insititutexamined for this study, the most recent
curriculum reform aimed to increase the amountwdents’ workplace learning from the national
minimum of 20 credits (out of 120 credits) to 40-g8@dits of workplace learning. New educational
practices have challenged the traditional positibmocational teachers, who have faced a need to
adapt to new and expanded roles and work taskedsingly, their work includes matters such as

organizing, guiding, and evaluating students’ wéakp learning, finding workplaces for the



students, and supporting those workplace employbeswill act as trainers during students'
workplace learning (Virtanen et al. 2008).

The data for this research project consisted afatige interviews with sixteen vocational
teachers in 2006, and of repeated interviews witiitéen of these teachers in 2007. The teachers
were selected on a voluntary basis, out of thasehiers who were at the forefront of the
implementation of the new curriculum. During thesfiinterviews, the teachers (ten males and six
females) were aged 31-57 years, with teaching equr ranging from 4 to 30 years. They taught
in various study programmes belonging to diffeffeitls of initial vocational education. The
interview data were analysed via a qualitative apph, applying mainly narrative analysis (e.qg.
Lieblich et al. 1998, Riessman 2008), together witmatic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006), and
gualitative content analysis (Patton 2002).

These two research projects, conducted in twordiffieeducational organizations in Finland,
offered good possibilities for elaborating teachprefessional agency and its implications at both
individual and social levels. In fact, the datatlis comparative study were collected at a
favourable time, since at this time the two edwuretl organizations were managed according to
different models, and were at different stage®ims of adopting tighter managerial practices. In
the case of research project A the managementadirianization operated according to loosely
coupled principles. By contrast, in research prtogethe organization was undergoing a major
transformation towards tighter management, inclgdimew culture of accountability and
monitoring (representing trends that remain curvemtidwide). This kind of variation between the
organizations was fruitful in terms of comparin@gpibly) positive and negative management
practices, with implications at both individual aswtial levels.

Below, we shall synthesize and discuss the madirfgs from the research projects. As a first
step, we shall describe how these two educatiaigalnizations restrict or enable teachers’
professional agency, in terms of how the teachergsble to influence and negotiate the conditions

and contents of their work.
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Teachers’ professional agency within the loosely drtightly coupled organizations under

study

In the interviews, teachers’ accounts of their argations varied considerably. The differences
pertained in particular to the management of tigaization and to the strength of management
control over teachers’ work. From the accountdefteachers interviewed and through qualitative
analysis (e.g. Braun and Clarke 2006) the orgainizaitwere defined as (i)_a loosely coupled

organization (the teacher education departmend) (igma tightly coupled organization (the

vocational institution) (Vahasantanen et al. 2008k classification of the organizations was

inspired by theoretical concepts of organizationahagement models (e.g. Weick 19%8¢re it
should be emphasized that the descriptions of @@ghtons as “coupling” systems represent ways
of thinking about an organization rather than técéirdescriptions of a specific organizational
structure. Broadly speaking, the organizations rilesd in this paper appear to exemplify “loose”
and “tight” coupling, in terms of the opportunitiasd constraints they provide for teachers’ agency.
It must also be emphasized that in fact, educatimmggnizations and organizational segments
always contain a mixture of tightness and loosefM&sck 2001). Nevertheless, we take the view
that a contrast of particular organizations in ®htheir “coupling” characteristics may prove
illuminating, and give certain pointers towards wheest practice” might include.

The loosely coupled organizatidn the case of the teacher education departmerg som

aspects of tightening management were being impieedehrough reforms affecting curriculum
development, salary reforms, and a quality assergnacess. In spite of these reforms, teacher
educators described their work and their opporiesiio act in their educational organization in
ways that exemplified loose coupling principlesislimplies that the teacher educators’ sense of
professional agency was relatively strong as resgémelir own core work, i.e. their teaching work,

and also as regards negotiating the content aniéimgmtation of their work (Hokka et al. 2008):
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| can affect my own work to an enormous extent. Arsdl because everyone can take care of their own

job, you can do whatever takes your fancy.

They reported that although there had been refamdsvarious suggestions for changes, they were
able to resist these and to do their core workeg wished. The teachers reported that they were
able to negotiate or resist instructions comingnficentral administration, if these seemed likely to
threaten their personal ways of conducting theicléng. In opposing administrative demands they
used a variety of strategies, including ignoring itistructions and continuing to work as previously
or implementing the demands with as little effatpmssible.

The tightly coupled organizatioin the case of the vocational institution, majoacges had

recently taken place in the structure and manageoudtare of the organization. The vocational
teachers described their organization as hieraatigontrolling, and restrictive, and saw this as
resulting from the changes that had taken place.t&achers’ work was said to be increasingly
controlled through administrative regulations. Thegorted that they had no extensive
opportunities to influence the conditions and cotgef their work, and said that permission
concerning their core work often had to be obtaiinech managers (Vahésantanen and Etelapelto

2010, 2011). One teacher described the weak sémsefessional agency as follows:

| feel that the governance of the organizationeisdming more and more authoritarian. Teachers’
opportunities to exert influence are decreasinghelltime and the twittering of the weak and feeble

teacher is becoming lost in this huge, grandiogameation.

All'in all, the teachers described this organizaiioterms indicative of tightly coupled principles
In many cases, the role of the teachers was mgerafgplement external instructions — which were
given without any proper explanation (Hokka e28l08). In this kind of situation the teachers

wanted the couplings between administration anchieg work to be loosened, with more
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opportunities for teachers to participate in deeisinaking and to influence their work. As one

teacher put it:

Teachers ought to be able to participate moredrd#étision-making process concerning their own
work... Let's say that there is a lot of bureaucraoging from above and that this determines and
defines an awful lot of issues. So | feel thatahganization here is keeping me on a leash. Ard thi

doesn’t suit me very well as a person.

In the following sections, we aim to show how tipgportunities and constraints affecting Finnish
teachers’ professional agency in loosely and ygtdlupled organisation were related to (i) the
transformations in education and educational omgdrns, (ii) teachers’ professional identity
negotiations and development, and (iii) teachesgimitment to their organization and well-being

at work.

Organizational and educational transformation
Educational organizations are required to charga fvithin and to develop continuously in
parallel with societal development (Meyer 2002)adigers are often seen as the main actors in
organizational and educational transformations.

In investigating organizational and educationatsfarmations, we noticed that in the

loosely coupled organization, the teacher educatessribed their organization as stuck in an old-

fashioned culture of traditional teaching. They fauhd organizational development to be a slow
and difficult process. All the projects and devetemt efforts aimed at changing the working
practices — and more broadly the whole organizatiarere seen as fragile and unproductive. In
fact, the development efforts that were carriedoyuthe teachers themselves were also seen as
ineffective, from the point of view of achievingatechanges (Hokka et al. 2008). These findings are
in line with notions of loosely coupled organizasoas powerful systems that are able to buffer and

resist external reforms (e.g. Orton and Weick 18anson and Steveson 2002). In the loosely
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coupled organization the teachers saw this sitnasoproblematic. One teacher described the stasis

of curriculum development in the following words:

Here there is a kind of horror scenario that mehatthings just roll on as they did before... thme t
outer trappings of the curriculum change but thplémentation and content of the curriculum stags th
same. The changes are so slow and tiny that tog gemerations of students will just slide on bytia

same old way.

One fundamental aspect connected to organizateorheducational transformations in the loosely
coupled organization was teachers’ strong agenaydagduals in their work. The teachers’ strong
professional agency was manifested as a possitnlipyotect their own core work and its stable
conditions and resources. This nurtured and maiethan individual working culture, and thus
strengthened barriers between different subjectengtoups. Overall, these barriers appeared to
hinder collaboration, boundary-crossing, and sharedning-construction between the various
professional groups — and between teacher eduggaesally, thus impeding organizational
learning (Hokka et al. 2010). This can be seerraisiematic, given that the importance of
collaboration in developing the quality of educatiborganizations has recently been emphasized
by many scholars (e.g. Margolin 2007, Helleve 2026y that studies have particularly highlighted
the importance of boundary-crossing in teachinglaaching (Niemi and Jakku-Sihvonen 2006,
Savin-Baden and Major 2007).

In this organization teachers’ accounts concertiiegcurriculum process reflected strong
professional agency; they reported that they hgmbipnities to influence the objectives, contents,
and implementation of the curriculum (Hokka et24l08, 2010). Importantly, the curriculum
process was in large measure described as anahtesource competition between different
subject-matter groups within the organization. \iittinis process, the teachers’ strong agency was
portrayed as important in protecting one’s own sabjmatter and its resources during educational

transformations. This created a risk that the culuim would become an arena for an internal
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struggle for resources, rather than a focus fartfftowards educational transformation (Hokka
2012).

In the tightly coupled organization, the vocatioteglchers described their organization as

dynamic and constantly changing. The teachersanelicthat they had faced continuous changes
regarding their work organization, curriculum andrkwresponsibilities. Notably, in this case it
seemed to be the administration of the organizdatiahplanned and organized changes, aiming to
transform the management and the structure ofrijenazation, and the content and
implementation of education. In this situationcteers did not feel strong professional agency.
They saw themselves as lacking opportunities taemice significantly the changes and external
instructions (Vahasantanen 2013). For examplehtracommented critically on the most recent
curriculum reform as having been planned and omgahimainly at the administrative level of the
organization: there had been few opportunitiesdachers to give their opinions or to influence the
reform. Overall, the effective implementation ohalges seemed to be related to top-down strategic
transformations, involving strict administratiomicisions and regulations. The findings here are in
line with notions that strong leadership and midtigouplings are important in promoting and
sustaining changes (Priestley 2010, Burke 2011).

Although the teachers felt a sense of weak prajaessiagency in the tightly coupled
organization, they had various opinions on the igraents that were unfolding. In the first place,
the most recent curriculum reform, which aimednicréase the amount of students’ workplace
learning, generated a variety of views among thehers; their positions varied between approving,
inconsistent, and resistant (Vahasantanen andpetedé2009). Moreover, the teachers had
differing opinions on the continuous organizatioclanges organized by the administration. Some
teachers saw the changes as creating a basiefpo#itive development of the organization, and
for increased collaboration within the organizatiblowever, most of the teachers argued against

the changes. In particular, the fact that the amgdion had adopted a system with a more
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hierarchical and controlling form of managementegated criticism (Vahasantanen et al. 2008,
Vahasantanen and Etelapelto 2010).
In the tightly coupled organization, market-orighthinking and accountability had also been
increased, and this was seen as a negative tenttentyhe teachers’ perspective. In such a

situation, the teacher had either to adapt orawedehe organization, as one teacher indicated:

We, the teachers, are only instruments for makingey, so teachers receive very bad treatment
nowadays. The organization constantly takes awagt téfachers need to work properly... The managers
have said straight out that staff can leave if they't feel comfortable, because people are queuntp
apply for all the jobs here. This kind of manademind-set is really unbelievable, all this haralkt

making it very clear that money is the most impattzalue, that it's what is wanted and what evengh

is measured by.

All'in all, the differing degrees of professiongemcy among teachers were linked to the manner in
which organizational and educational changes oeduand to how teachers perceived the nature
and extent of the changes. The loosely coupledchizgion supported the professional agency of
teachers as individuals, and this maintained #ditton of an individual teaching culture; however,
it also created obstacles for organizational legy@ind development. In contrast, the tightly
coupled organization constricted teachers’ agelmalyat the same time created conditions for

educational and organizational transformations.

Teachers’ professional development and identity negiations

Teachers’ professional development

It can be argued that continuous professional dgweént is an integral part of teachers’ work
(Smith 2003, Helleve 2010). This means that prodesd development and learning at work are
inseparable from on-going participation and frorergday work practices (Billett 2001, Hager

2004). According to Fuller and Unwin (2004), in erdor learning at work to occur, the work



16
should give opportunities for engaging in multipled overlapping communities, both within and
beyond organizational boundaries. Thus, in thegmeiesearch projects, professional development
was understood through socio-cultural lensesasenvolving teachers’ opportunities to participate
in different professional communities, and in megngonstruction within and beyond their work
organization (cf. Wenger 1998, Peck et al. 2009).

The loosely coupled organization offered plentdpportunities and resources for teachers

professional development. The teachers indicatatthieir professional development was closely
connected to their on-going work practices, and ttey were free to develop their work, their
working practices, and teaching as they wished Kédk al. 2008). Professional development
mainly took place through the planning and impletagon of these everyday working practices.
All the teachers indicated that having the resaitoedevelop one’s own work and professional

competencies was one of the best aspects of tlaaiaggion:

It can be said that in that respect [i.e. perspnafiessional development] the management of this
department has offered exceptionally strong suppdftyou wanted to dig up something positive about
this organization, then according to my experietheebest thing is that there are no restrictions on

developing your own work.

Furthermore, the teachers reported that they waeeta pursue active involvement with
local, national, and international networks, anébton connections with these very
independently. These opportunities to form andiggste in different networks were
highlighted as a fundamental resource for teacheosessional development.

However, one threat to professional developmentadsmito collective learning with
colleagues was the limited or even non-existeribotation between subject-matter groups and
teachers within the organization. There were ordgife linkages and couplings between different
professional groups within the loosely coupled argation (cf. Weick 2001, Swanson and

Steveson 2002). The consequence was a clear casmepetween the teachers’ own professional
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learning and how they perceived the developmetti@brganization: the department was thought
to offer plentiful resources for personal professicdevelopment, but as an organization, the
department itself was seen as stuck in its trasifizvays and almost impossible to change. One

teacher described this, saying:

No matter how stuck in its ways the departmerit &jll can’t hinder my own professional developmhe

or stop me from developing my own work.

This discrepancy can be understood through thénéesicstrong agency as individuals, which in
turn was connected to the loosely coupled managestgda in place in the department (Hokka
2012).

In the tightly coupled organization too, the teashadicated that they had opportunities for

professional development. However, these opporaswtere described as varying in nature or
extent. The teachers described their work and wayknization as offering plentiful opportunities
and resources to collaborate with stakeholdersdmiise organizational boundaries, and especially
with partners in working life. This created oppaiities for rich professional development, related
to the teachers’ particular subject-matter (Vahtesan et al. 2008, 2009). Collective learning with
teacher colleagues was not so diversified in tigam@ezation, mainly because of continuous time
pressure and a general lack of collaboration. thteh to this, many teachers indicated that the
organization did not offer enough resources anadppities to influence decisions concerning
their work, and this was seen as detrimental tohteis’ self-initiated development work. It was
also found that not all the teachers experienceatbanization as sufficiently supportive of their
individual developmental needs and interests (Véhi@asen and Etelapelto 2010). For example,
some teachers saw participation in professionabéidns related to their subject-matter as the
most important opportunity for their professionalrdlopment; however, the organization had

increasingly limited teachers’ participation in sleesvents.
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To sum up, educational organizations with diffém@anagement cultures offered
different possibilities and obstacles for the pssfenal development of teachers. The loosely
coupled organization created ample opportunitieseachers’ professional development. By
contrast, in the tightly coupled organization teachers reported a mixed picture regarding

professional development.

Teachers’ professional identity negotiations

Professional identity is a multifaceted concepthwmany definitions in the literature. Here, we
understand the professional identity of teachetbadife history-based conception they have of
themselves as professional actors. In the casmaohers, professional identity includes in parécul
their professional interests, their goals and \&ltieeir future prospects, their beliefs concerning
students’ learning, and their understanding ofgibels of education (e.g. Little and Bartlett 2002,
Beijaard et al. 2004). Teachers’ professional dgaons are also part of their professional idgntit
giving answers to the questions of what teachersepee as important in their work and what tasks
they regard as most meaningful (van Veen et al12@&n Veen and Sleegers 2006).

In studying teachers’ professional identity nedgaiias in the loosely and the tightly coupled
organization we found that teachers have a vaoktyientations towards the profession: (i) an
educational orientation, (ii) a subject-matter otéion, (iii) a network orientation, and (iv) a
research and developmeamtentation (Vahasantanen et al. 2008). The educally orientated
teachers consider their most important tasks tedueating and creating a basis for students’
individual development. For the subject-matter mteel teachers the subject they teach is at the
centre of the workthey want to focus on teaching their subject anti@lping students to acquire
good professional competencies in the subject,invitie educational organization. By contrast, the
network-oriented teachers want to act outside theational institutions and to work with

representatives of working life and other educatianganizations. The research and development-
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oriented teachers think that their most meaningdyities are to be found in researching and
developing their working practices.

In analysing the relations between teachers’ psidesl identities and the organizational

context (Vahasantanen et al. 2008), we found_thtte loosely coupled organization the social

suggestions and administrative structures did unoddmentally obstruct teachers’ orientations
towards the profession; indeed, all the teachegrsrted that they had the opportunity to specify
their core work and negotiate the contents of tiweirk — and even, when necessary, to oppose the
directions offered by central administration. Timade it possible for teachers to practise their
professional orientation, regardless of the nadfitbat orientation. Many teachers indicated that
the concrete securing of their orientations lath&ir ample opportunities to affect their own work-

plan negotiations. One teacher described the &tuat this way:

The aspect that | can mainly affect is my own waldn, and | have been able to include in my ownkwor

plan the kind of matters that | am interested ing that is a really important and essential issuerfe.

In the loosely coupled organization, teachers’ ggsional identities were fairly stable and
unchangeable, despite the fact that teacher idemntibw tend to be seen as changing and dynamic
(e.g. Beijaard et al. 2004). This seemed to refiesituation in which the teachers did not face the
kind of powerful educational reforms that might éderced them to adapt new educational
practices and to renegotiate their professionattities. Furthermore, the dominant discourses in
the organization maintained already-given profasdipositions and thus hindered teachers from
reshaping their professional identities (Hokkéalep@10, 2012).

The tightly coupled organizatioby contrast, created both constraints and oppditsrior

teachers to pursue their professional orientatidegending on the nature of the orientation. The
educational and subject-matter oriented teachgrgedrthat they were not able to practise their
orientations freely, or at least not as much aereefsince their orientations were in conflict with

social suggestions and external directions thaactgz on their work. These teachers felt incapable



20
of influencing this situation within the context afstrong management culture. However, the
network-oriented teachers and the research andagewent-oriented teachers did find
opportunities to carry out the duties they wantedhe tightly coupled organization, which offered
powerful suggestions for teachers’ work, involvimgjor changes, it was possible to identify both
transformations and continuities in teachers’ psi@nal identities during the process of curriculum
reform. The outcomes were based on teachers’ adtiegpretations of the experiences and
emotions they underwent during the reform (Vahassm and Etelapelto 2011). It seems that
teachers’ professional identities can be expeceashtiergo transformations more readily, but not
automatically, when educational reforms are permtis affecting educational practices and
teachers’ work (see also Day 2002, van Veen areg8ls 2009).

All in all, our observations indicate that educatiborganizations can provide different
constraints, opportunities, and suggestions foctimiag professional orientations and transforming
professional identities. The loosely coupled orgation created conditions in which teachers were
able to practise their professional orientatioeglfy, manifesting strong professional agency, and
here the teachers’ professional identities maieiyained unchanged. By contrast, the tightly
coupled organization created both constraints @pdunities for the teachers’ professional
orientations, and it also offered social suggestimn renegotiating professional identities. Some
teachers transformed their professional identtbesorrespond with social suggestions, while other

teachers maintained their identities despite chrngducational practices.

Teachers’ commitment to their educational organizabn and well-being at work

Many scholars have suggested that teachers’ o@#omnal commitment and engagement is crucial
for organizational effectiveness and for the prioviof quality instruction (Bakker and Demerouti
2008, Hulpia et al. 2011). Teachers’ commitmerth&r educational organizations seems to be

related to the management of the organizationweashall indicate below.



21

In the loosely coupled organization, in which thadhers’ sense of professional agency was

strong, and in which a balance appeared to existd®n teachers’ professional orientations and the
social suggestions provided by the organizatidrthelteachers were committed to their work, and
to developing it. The balance between professionahtations and social suggestions seemed to be
one major reason for that commitment. The teackers also strongly committed to their work
organization, and they reported that they wishezbtatinue working in the organization in the

future:

Of course | hope that | can continue working irs ti€partment. | am extremely heavily committechi® t

work here and also to developing the quality oftdeching.

In other words, the loosely coupled organizatitiared supportive conditions for teachers’
commitment to their work and work organization.

In the tightly coupled organization many teachetsv/aly deliberated on their future career

and questioned their commitment to the organizafltws occurred in particular in situations in
which teachers felt that they could not practisrthrofessional orientations, in a context of weak
professional agency and changing work practiceb@gantanen et al. 2008). In the tightly coupled
organization, the decision of one teacher to resigs in fact based on her perception that she could
not express and develop her professional identityc@mpetencies creatively in a situation of
increased external management. She describeddtuesahat were propelling her towards leaving

the organization (Vahésantanen and Etelapelto 2010)

| found that the management culture was definitelysupporting creativity or innovation at this &m
found the current management culture to be all boutrol. | had the feeling that the most impottan
task of the administration was to control whatstedff were doing. | mean that there was no freettom
me, and that was a bad thing. | also felt that$ \earning nothing here, and as for expertise éretieas
I'm strongest in, the organization didn't needtis. really oppressive if you feel that the orgatian

doesn't value your competencies.
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Although the teacher was no longer committed todnganization, she remained committed to the
teaching profession, and subsequently moved tdhanetucational organization which offered
better resources for her professional self. Inrot@ds, it seems that teachers’ decisions on their
career pathways are negotiated within the resoucoestraints, and prerequisites of the socio-
cultural context, including its relationship to mduals’ professional goals and priorities (sesoal
Kelchtermans 2009).

Continuous changes accompanied by a lack of oppities to practise agency or professional
orientations may not merely decrease teachershagtonal commitment, but also threaten their
well-being (Day 2002, Cribb and Gewirtz 2007). Frtdra viewpoint of teachers’ well-being, our
studies revealed that the most problematic sitnaeems to be one in which teachers are forced to
carry out professional duties that are in confiith their professional interests, especially when
they feel they lack the necessary professional edsemze and social support. This kind of situation
is especially harmful if teachers cannot changesituation and the contents of their work despite

their active efforts. In the words of one teach&il{@santanen and Etelépelto 2011):

Since the autumn my motivation has disappearesialt’l can do to drag myself to work... | was sedir
in the spring and to crown it all there were thpsgchotic cases among the students. So | wasqust s
tired that | was crying and telling the manageet thwanted to do something other than teachingeslut
development work. | told them | could no longeraaia the responsibility for these groups whereether
were such an enormous number of problems. Anddidyt listen. | don’t know what | should have
done, but in my opinion there’s definitely somethimrong if a person comes to their manager in tears
and they say they just can't go on, and nothingpkap. So | don’t know what | should do. | suppose |

should have taken a long spell of sick leave myself

The extract shows how the teacher’s agency was weaégotiating the content of her work, and

how the managers left the teacher alone to manébeaiivthe problems of work and exhaustion.
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Some teachers also reported feeling exhaustedthmicbntinuous changes, even if they had
a generally positive attitude towards the currefinrm, and had opportunities to fulfil their
professional interests (Vahasantanen and Billé@@820The exhaustion was held to be caused
mainly by having too much work and by not havingegh time or social resources, or power over
the work. In the situations in which well-being weagerienced as under threat, the teachers might
decrease the amount of work they did, or take batatal.

To sum up, our research revealed some threatad¢bdes’ commitment and well-being, in
particular in the tightly coupled organization.these kinds of situations teachers were forced to
exercise agency in terms of making career-relageistbns, and in particular, in terms of their
commitment to the educational organization. Inltesely coupled organization the teachers were
totally committed to their educational organizatidoe to the opportunities given to them to

practise their professional agency and to act eim trientations towards the profession.

Summary of findings

The main findings are summarized in Table lthmloosely coupled organization the teachers’

sense of professional agency was strong, becausw diierarchical separation and weak control
over the teachers’ work. It appeared that the achere were able to buffer external changes — but
that this led in turn to slow transformation of tirganization, and of the educational practices
within it. However, the organization offered ampfgportunities for teachers to develop
professionally, and to practise their professiamantations. Furthermore, the teachers’
commitment to the work organization was extremélgrey. By contrast, ithe tightly coupled
organizatiorthe teachers seemed to manifest a weak sensefesgianal agency within a

hierarchical and bureaucratic management cultutac&ional reforms were under way, and the
organization was undergoing continuous and ragiasfiormation, but many teachers faced

restrictions on practising their professional ota&ions or on developing themselves professionally.
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There also seemed to be some threats to teachelidh@ing and to their commitment to the

organization.

Insert table 1 about here

Discussion: agency-centred coupling in educationarganizations
Our findings, deriving from different educationgkems in Finland, suggest that there is a crucial
set of dynamics creating tensions between the tigittagement of educational organizations and
the professional agency of teachers. The findingdyi that the trend towards new management
principles and towards tighter couplings in edwrai organizations may have serious
consequences for individual teachers. The profaasimgency and orientations of the teachers may
be threatened, lessening their commitment to theik organization, and adversely affecting their
well-being. Hence, the inflexible application of MRxs a means of achieving high-quality
education is likely to run into problems. Theraidanger of losing the most important resource in
education — teachers who are committed to theik\aod to developing it — if the models of
accountability and managerial leadership are adopteritically. However, it is also clear that in a
rapidly changing and increasingly knowledge-depahdeciety, one fundamental question is how
to manage educational organizations such as schodlsniversities effectively (Meyer 2002,
Rowan 2002) and to create educational change (M&3@2, Hargreaves and Shirley 2009).
Regardless of the disadvantages of the NPM modedilcation, our observations suggest
that there are also some clear advantages inrtightigement. We found that tight management
practices supported organizational change and tielpeorganization to adopt certain new
educational practices. In other educational fieds, for example in the comprehensive school

context, recent studies have supported notions@ig management and multiple couplings, in
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terms of promoting change and improving studeeisining outcomes (e.g. Millward and
Timperley 2010). It seems that where there is gti@yency among teachers and weak social
linkages within educational organizations, necgsshange may be hard to initiate (see also Orton
and Weick 1990, Burke 2011).

Based on our findings, it appears that looselytagidly coupled organizations have their
own strengths and weaknesses, with implicatiotm®#t individual and social levels. This implies a
need to find new models to manage and lead eduedtivganizations through adopting aspects
taken from both loosely and tightly coupling mod@se also Rowan 2002, Burke 2011). In order
to achieve a balance between these models, we siutgé the management of educational

organizations will best be approached through netimf agency-centred couplirig suggesting

this, we fully recognize the importance of coupfinptween systems, and between different levels
of these systems (see also Rowan 2002, Spillazle 2011). However, it remains fundamental to
recognize that it is always individuals with thaations and practices that are actually coupled. Th
focus in organizational management practices shioellchore on people, relationships, and leagning
rather than on structures and centrally determataddards (Goldspink 2007, Brennan and Mac
Ruairc 2011). This means that the priority showddylven to communication, collaboration, and
interaction between individuals. In order to creagency-centred coupling systems there is a need
to promote (i) collaboration between actors wittliffierent levels of the organization, (ii) high-
guality communication systems and communicatiod, @) shared meaning construction within
and beyond organizational boundaries. In conjunctidh couplings containing these elements, the
promotion of teachers’ agency must be consideré@dpensable in educational management and in
transforming educational organizations. As padwth an approach, teachers should be able to
influence the decisions concerning their work webgard to community and organizational issues,
and to negotiate the conditions and contents a@f dven core work. The promotion of agency,

including participation in organizational decisioraking, will be important in terms of the
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renegotiation of professional identity, commitmeartd well-being at work. It will further support
both individuals and organizations so that they@amfront the new demands that are set on them.

The agency-centred coupling management advocatedselosely linked to the recent
conceptualization of Hargreaves and Shirley (2@@®icerning the connection between educational
organizations and teachers’ work. Hargreaves aimte$emphasize teachers’ agency as needing to
take pride of place over bureaucratic and markietged thinking, and they also stress the
importance of multiple networks in teachers’ wofkachers’ strong agency and collaboration are
seen as extremely important for students’ highitpbdarning (see also Sahlberg 2010, 2011). In
seeking to combine our empirical findings with trexceptions of Hargreaves and Shirley (2009),
we would suggest that teachers’ agency and mukipdéal linkages are relevant from a wide
variety of perspectives, including the developn@réducational organizations, teachers’ well-
being, and professional commitment — all aspeetsdbntribute to students’ learning.

In Finland, where the autonomy of teachers hastioadlly been strong and the
accountability culture weak, the application of MM model in education is a topic currently
receiving much attention. The pressure to adoptaisoaf accountability and tight management has
increased over recent years as a consequencdrafraasingly globalized and networked world.
However, an important aspect underlying the sucokB#land in international assessments has
been trust — the fact that teachers are givenetsigonsibility to plan, implement, develop, and
assess their own work. One can ask what will happéime strong commitment of teachers to their
work and to its development if the new managemesdets are adopted uncritically. At the same
time, it is important to note that teachers’ stramdjvidual agency cannot be seen only as a pesitiv
matter. The creation of tighter connections andptings between teachers, and between teachers
and administrators, could enhance organizationdicafiective learning and development.

In relation to agency-centred coupling managemeattiges, our findings have practical
implications. First of all, at the individual leyééachers’ professional agency must be supported.

For example, a variety of educational tools andrirgntions, including identity workshops, could
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help teachers to become aware of themselves amdeltation to the changing social environment,
and also help them to strengthen their possitslitieaffect their working environment (Hanninen
and Etelapelto 2008, Mahlakaarto 2010). Secondlheacollective level, organizations and local
communities within and beyond organizational bouregashould be supported through the
promotion of social linkages, involving collabomtiand boundary-crossing between different
working groups. This could be initiated, for exampghrough community and organizational level
interventions whose aim would be to enhance thenwonal consciousness of official and
unofficial power-relations and of cultural practoeithin educational organizations (Kalliola and
Nakari 2007). All in all, we would argue that irder to enhance the management of educational
organizations it will be necessary to support peastat both the individual and the collective leve

and further, that this can best be implemented whanagement promotes agency-centred coupling.
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