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Progressive Alternatives

The recent success of ‘Être et Avoir’ (Philibert, 2002) – a film charting the relationship between a lone teacher and his children in a small rural French school at the turn of the 21st. century – testifies to the enchantment of perspectives ‘outside the norm’ of state schooling. Observing the close bonds between the teacher, his charges and their families, we are invited into a world in which relationships matter, in which the process of generating self-worth seems to be reciprocal between pupils and teacher. Watching this film suggests to us that by examining of those operating outside ‘conventional’ school settings we may be able to reflect more critically on our own experiences of school life. 

In this paper, then, we consider the experiences of teachers in a ‘progressive’ English independent school, in particular with respect to what might loosely be termed job satisfaction. It is not our intention to suggest that the working lives of our four teachers provide an exemplar for practice in the many diverse school settings found in the United Kingdom or elsewhere. Nor do we wish to gloss over the very different circumstances in which teachers in this school find themselves – small classes and abundant resources are not mirrored in most schools. On the other hand, we hope to suggest that these teachers have ideals and aspirations in common with many of their colleagues who teach in the state sector. Talking to these teachers and exploring their evident and firmly stated enjoyment of their roles, it became clear that what they had to say about their experiences as teachers – particularly with respect to notions of accountability, autonomy and the significance of the school community – would have resonance for many in the teaching profession at large as we move towards another period of change.

The teachers’ perceived interdependence of autonomy, accountability and community provides a conceptual framework for our account.  ‘Autonomy’ is a powerful and provocative concept, often qualified in general educational discourse as ‘relative autonomy’, that nevertheless provides scope for flexibility and exercise of creativity. ‘Accountability’ may be seen to limit this autonomy, comprising either bureaucratic and mechanistic procedures supervised by the state, or alternatively embodied in an active relationship between teachers, children and their parents. The consequent reciprocity, mutual respect, and shared ideals (that might nevertheless be open to debate between the parties) provide the foundations of a ‘community’.

Why the focus on this particular school? Making an invited contribution to a ‘science day’ in the Junior department, Paul was struck by its distinctive ethos and by the way in which several staff members earnestly and enthusiastically explicated aspects of the school ethos, approaches to learning and perspectives on teaching. Opened in 1915, its foundation was inspired by the Theosophic Educational Trust, who saw education as a means by which members of different faiths might mix together to learn tolerance and respect for one another (Snell, 1975).  Theosophists such as Annie Besant, a founder of the school, combined ideas and beliefs from different cultures and religions to create a coherent body of thought as a basis for action – e.g. vegetarianism and respect drawn from Hinduism for all living things. They had a global, humane outlook, with people at the centre. A Quaker was appointed as the first head teacher of the school, and elements of both the Theosophist and the Quaker traditions still have a strong influence on the school, which now takes children form 5 to 18 years old. 

In order to gain an insight into ethos, learning and teaching at the school, and to explore more deeply the high levels of commitment expressed by teachers, Paul conducted interviews in the Junior department (pupils aged 5 to 11) with four teachers and with the head teacher. In addition, groups of children were interviewed and observations made of classroom practice. This article derives from the interviews with the four teachers, attempting to draw out the key elements shaping their readily expressed feelings of professional worth and commitment to the school. Peter was drawn to this study through his interest both in progressive education (Cunningham, 1988) and in the way in which professional and personal identities are expressed in teacher biographies (Cunningham and Gardner, 2004). In Paul’s data he was struck by the survival into the early 21st century of a self-consciously progressive ethos, in an institution that had begun as a notable experiment of the classic progressive era in the early 20th century. Thus we have also reflected in our findings a broader historical perspective.

Two of the interviewees were Key Stage 1 teachers. After qualifying, both of them had taught for two years in the state sector and at the time of interview had been at this school for no more than two years. The other two respondents were long-serving members of the school staff (18 years and 23 years), who had experience across the primary age range but who were both with Key Stage 2 classes at the time of interview. All four expressed a strong commitment to the school ethos, immense pride in their professional work and high levels of self-esteem in their roles.  

Their reasons for joining the staff were varied, but reflect individually how a sense of personal identity and values is an integral component in the decision to enter and then follow a particular path within the teaching profession (Nias, 1989; Goodson, 1992; Huberman, 1993; Thomas, 1995) – the profound influence of the teacher’s own biography cannot be underestimated. Thus Ian (pseudonyms are used to preserve the anonymity of respondents), one of the longer-serving teachers, expressed a strong commitment to many of the ideas underpinning the Theosophist tradition of the school. Sarah, the longest-serving teacher, was attracted by a ‘quirky’ advertisement and on attending interview ‘felt so much at home’ that she readily accepted the offer of a post. By contrast David and Mary had qualified in the late 1990s and had taught in state schools. Finding their values in conflict with the state system and seeking an alternative, they were both individually and separately attracted by this school’s possibilities. Mary had some previous acquaintance through a personal connection and on visiting for interview ‘liked the atmosphere’. David had in mind an anarchic caricature of progressivism when he first visited, expecting to see ‘lots of children climbing up the walls and just doing their own thing’. Pleasantly surprised by the immediate sense of community, he too accepted a post. Thus from both long-serving teachers and relatively recent arrivals afforded two contrasting temporal and philosophical perspectives on issues of autonomy, accountability and school community, and on the links between them. They offered an insight into the shifting tensions within a progressive alternative environment and between the progressive independent sector and its state policy context over two decades of radical change.

Job satisfaction and dissatisfaction

David and Mary, then, were both relatively new to the school and, indeed, to the profession. David was interviewed towards the end of his first year at the school, and Mary had been nearly two years in post. Both accounts made direct and up-to-date comparisons with the state school system that both teachers had recently and deliberately rejected in favour of a ‘progressive’ alternative. In characterising this alternative, Mary’s initial point of comparison was Steiner education. She had done some Steiner courses and had imagined that her new school would be somewhat like a Steiner school, though she was now emphatic that education at her adopted school was nothing like Steiner. Mary also rejected any comparison to Summerhill.

As teachers, both Mary and David had soon determined to leave the state system in which they had found themselves after qualifying, and now felt lucky and privileged to be working elsewhere. Amongst some strongly stated views from both about their reasons, Mary related how: 

I went to a … school that had an excellent Ofsted inspection and it was horrible. They were horrible to children and it just didn’t feed my soul. There was nothing there, they were just produced … you went in and did what you were told and the children did it and they went home and there was nothing beautiful in what we were doing, nothing satisfying. 

This negativity towards a system perceived as damagingly restrictive for both teachers and children was mirrored in David’s comments, where the fragmented nature of the curriculum was seen as a barrier to learning.

So to do history for half an hour every Wednesday, most of the half hour being taken with trying to get the children back into what they were doing last time … I just didn’t think that was a very good way of doing things. I didn’t think it flowed for the children. I think it segmented things so that … there would be a long time before they ever came back to that particular angle … even if it was linked in some way. And so … chances are they’d half forgotten what it was and didn’t really care that much about it. I was feeling quite stifled by the fact that I was just going in and picking up QCA document after QCA document…

These two accounts justifying the career moves that they had made reveal the importance for their professional self-esteem of a desire for autonomy in relation to curriculum planning. Viewing ‘the inexorable shift of control from the teacher to the state’ (Dadds, 1999, p41) as largely unhelpful in developing rounded individuals, these teachers pointed to the need for a level of teacher autonomy in curriculum decision-making if children’s learning is to be properly catered for and if teachers themselves are to feel valued. The necessity of relevance and meaning-making for the children was strongly expressed in their statements, for which autonomy, and its associated flexibility, was seen as key. Both reflected a strong commitment to inter-disciplinary, topic-based approaches that seems a natural adjunct to greater curriculum flexibility for these early years teachers.

I’ve changed a topic this term because I know I’ve got a couple of children who are … could be deemed as quite difficult and that they just happen to be interested in space and deep seas. And I changed my topic to accommodate that … (David)

In a school where structures are in place to ensure progression and continuity for individual children Mary was still insistent that:

… you have freedom, you don’t have to say ‘is it OK if I do this?’ And … it does take a while actually to embrace freedom, strangely enough … 

…it’s given me so much more confidence coming here. … the National Curriculum … restricts you.

These sentiments mirror recent re-evaluations of the teacher’s role and professional status as the current UK government appears to be trying to soften ‘directive methods that treat frontline deliverers as unable to think for themselves, untrustworthy or incompetent’ (Johnson & Hallgarten, 2002, p5) to maintain central leverage alongside a more decentralised delivery of education. Johnson and Hallgarten make it clear that ‘autonomy’ is indeed fundamental to such an enterprise, as ‘job satisfaction for teachers is intimately connected with rights of decision in specific spheres of activity … centred on curriculum and pedagogy’ (p3). A concern about undermining teachers’ sense of professional worth seems justified given the evidence of these two teachers. This need to ‘make your own mark’ in the classroom seems particularly prevalent amongst primary school teachers, and should come as no real surprise. Breslin (2002) argues that ‘professionals hold authority (and) operate autonomously’ (p198), and for primary teachers especially this may be seen to equate with discretion in applying their knowledge and skills to the varying individuals and circumstances they encounter. It seems that a level of autonomy is necessary to allow teachers to feel personally empowered to act on a situation and improve it, their central concern being to address positively the learning needs of individual children. Crawford (2001, p191) states, ‘empowerment doesn’t necessarily mean being in charge: more than anything else, it means working in an environment in which a teacher acts as a professional and is treated as a professional’, implying a level of control over curriculum and pedagogy. 

With these issues in mind it is instructive to turn to our two longer-serving teachers. The high level of initiative afforded to the teachers was a significant factor in reconciling practice both with their core values as educators and with the ethos of the school. Ian explained that despite structures in place to eliminate overlap or repetition in topic content, and to monitor skills progression in different curriculum subjects, he felt ‘very independent in terms of being able to select the type of work and the approach to work that we wish’. This was seen as vital, given an ethos that focuses on development of the ‘whole child’. Independence in deciding what will be taught and how, appeared to provide teachers with flexibility to manipulate classroom time to suit the developmental needs of individual children, to discuss their interests and to extend work that had captured their imaginations. Thus, a key aim of teacher autonomy in curriculum planning is to achieve child autonomy in the classroom. Our respondents agreed that developing social skills and personal confidence of the child was a major task for the teacher. Sarah indicated that this was integral to ‘being valued for themselves as a person’, and necessitated giving ‘time to talk and discuss’. Scope to adapt the curriculum to children’s needs and interests seems, for these teachers, to be a necessary pre-requisite for developing approaches that, for Sarah, will lay ‘the foundations for a love of finding out and studying for the rest of their lives’. It is interesting to note in this context that Johnson and Hallgarten (2002) have observed the inherent conflict in government policy between a focus on narrow range of pupil outcomes in school and a recognition of the importance of lifelong learning and hence the inculcation at school of commitment to learning. (p.12)

Autonomy, accountability and community

All four of our interviewees therefore appreciated the autonomy that they enjoy with respect to curriculum and pedagogy, primarily because it enhances the sense of making a genuine difference as an individual teacher to the lives of individual children. Without the adjunct of accountability it would be tempting to categorise these teachers as liberal romantics, resembling a caricature historically attributed to the Plowden report (CACE, 1967) – of teachers as advocates of ‘do-as-you-like individualism’ in the face of the relatively recent ‘centralist do-as-you-are-told approach’ (Dadds, 1999, p43). However, a highly developed sense of professional responsibility and accountability was also clear from both classroom observations and personal testimony. But for these teachers, a view of professional accountability does not rely on the imposition of structures ‘from above’. This was crystal clear for David and Mary in reflecting on their move to a new school. As David pointed out with considerable feeling, bureaucratic structures and methods of accountability can often lead to subversion:

when you’ve got something as standardised as the National Curriculum people just take the piss out of it and people fiddle their scores … and you know they won’t cover half the stuff but they’ll tick the sheets, so you could argue that their good results are not actually based on brilliant practice reflecting that National Curriculum … 

They didn’t denigrate all recent developments in the state sector in England – David, for example, uses elements of the literacy and numeracy strategies in his teaching – but their fundamental disquiet with centrally imposed initiatives was supported from a values perspective by Ian. He was strongly opposed to ‘top-down forms of educational reform that (seem to) involve teachers only as conduits for implementing programmes and ideas formulated elsewhere’ (Zeichner and Liston, 1996, p4), seeing such developments as ‘completely at odds to how I want to view education and I’m very resistant to...really to seeing myself as part of that system. As part of the form filling, assessment oriented system which I perceive that system to be.’

It is clear from the teachers’ statements that the requirement for some form of accountability has been internalised. This is understood first and foremost as accountability to children and then to their parents, with some reference to forms of accountability between colleagues on the school staff. In this latter respect, mutual trust amongst staff and respect for the professional expertise of others lies at the heart - ‘I think it’s a good staff of people who know what they’re doing and believe in what they’re doing because you do get good feedback and you do get to see good results’ (David). Formal structures for sharing ideas seem to encourage discussion – ‘staff meetings themselves are very open affairs. Everybody’s contribution is welcome in any area’ (Ian). Such a positive relationship between teacher autonomy, collaborative practice and professional trust has been shown by others to have a significant impact on the curriculum and teachers’ culture (Littledyke, 1997).

Accountability to the children, however, is paramount, and not simply with respect to academic needs:

We get, we have a lot of children that come but have not had particularly happy experiences at other schools and who begin to realise that they are capable of doing so much and I’m not just talking about the academic side here now. Just … being valued for themselves as a person. But they’re given time to talk and to discuss and they know that they can always come and if they have concerns or worries they can talk about them… and we give them time to do this ... (Sarah)

The newer teachers in particular recognised the luxury of such an approach, but Mary noted a connection between time given to children and her ability to structure the curriculum. She reflected that with smaller classes and more generous classroom assistance:

you have more time to work with children one to one. You have more time to assess children because you don’t have those slotted times for literacy and maths … you can work for quite a long time with one person which is great … And you allow them more time to finish a piece of work so … I think you get a better picture of what they’re capable of.

For David, smaller classes enhance the level of teachers’ accountability to individual children. Indeed ‘… it still feels, just having come from a class of twenty seven, it’s as demanding having eighteen characters as having twenty seven…you know more about them, you know.’ A link between social and intellectual development is evident. As Ian made clear ‘I do very much feel that unless you offer the child the security, that you trust the child, that you try your best to develop a degree of self confidence, I don’t feel as though they will be able to perform to the best of their academic abilities.’ Optimism is tempered by a note of realism in Sarah’s caveat however – ‘we do not have success with every single child that comes into the school.’

In analysing this teacher testimony the interweaving and interdependence of notions of autonomy, accountability and community soon become clear, within which the relationship between children and teachers is identified as central and critical. This relationship has to be founded on ‘warmth and trust, principally’ (Ian), and the use of first names for all adults and children in the school is seen as significant. In a community, respect – between peers and between adults and children – is built upon the nature of relationships. This is true in any school, but here the difference is that one of the traditional ‘tokens’ of ‘appropriate’ teacher-child relationships, namely formal terms of address by pupils towards teachers, is missing. 

Evident throughout the teacher interviews and classroom observations, is the way in which the teachers’ intentions seem to link so strongly to the conditions of learning highlighted by Rudduck, Chaplain and Wallace (1996). Positive relationships between staff and children are given pre-eminence, through the exercise of principles of respect, fairness, security and support. The aim is to provide children with challenge and a sense of themselves as learners, a high level of autonomy in their own learning, status in the school and, ultimately, control over their own lives.  
As a consequence of its Theosophist foundation and Quaker traditions the notion of community within the school is strong. This community ethos is embodied both in arrangements for child democracy and through informal and friendly relationships maintained between teachers and children. Parents are formally and informally encouraged to comment on and contribute to the school as a community, including classroom assistance and deploying their individual skills in after-school clubs; during ‘morning talks’ (a substitute for the more traditional school assembly) children are actively encouraged to raise issues and concerns - this is supported by a child council; children comment on their learning from, and enjoyment of, classroom work; and the head teacher is conspicuously available for discussion with the various members of the school community. Hargreaves and Fullan (1998) define community as being comprised of three elements – community of place, community of friendship and community of mind. We found ample illustration of all three elements in practice at the school or reflected in teachers’ accounts.

None of the above – except perhaps the addressing of teachers in first name terms – will seem particularly exceptional to many working in the state sector. What is palpably different, however, is the confidence with which the teachers engage with other members of the school community in promoting, and in some cases defending, the values of the school. Over recent times a shift in the priorities of some parents, with a greater emphasis on knowing ‘where my child is’, has been observed by teachers and has impacted on their views of accountability. In response to these changing priorities however, the confidence that teachers seem to have in their core values is graphically illustrated by Mary:

I’ve been through this argument with parents and some parents do take their children out because you can’t give them the stats that they want. You know, ‘where is he in the class?’ ‘I’m sorry I can’t tell you that’. And we don’t tell them that. We won’t say ‘well actually he’s in the top group’ …

These teachers have the professional self-esteem (Hoyle, 2001) to challenge parental assumptions where necessary.  Indeed, this seems to be viewed as entirely healthy by the newer teachers - ‘you do become much closer to both parents and the children I think’ (Mary).

A more reserved perspective on these shifts in parental priorities came from the longer-serving teachers. Ian, for example, noted that ‘whilst we still have very supportive parents on the whole, the nature of the reasons why they’ve come to the school have changed fundamentally. And I’m not sure really whether they will have a really good understanding what the school’s about, what they buying into.’ Thus, ‘ethos days’ – where the values of the school are explored with parent members of the school community – are particularly important for Sarah and Ian. 

Managing change whilst retaining the fundamental ethos of the school has thus clearly been a delicate balancing act, particularly for the longer serving members of staff. The school has nearly doubled in size over the last ten years, a period following the Educational Reform Act of 1988 in which the independent sector has enjoyed a revival in its fortunes.  This growth has been vital to the survival of the school in financial terms is also seen by Ian and Sarah as a threat to the traditional community ethos. An interview with the head teacher clarified that ‘as a school we do want to protect the identity that we have, but at the same time be responsive to development and change.’ 

Messages from a progressive alternative

School-community relations have to be open to constant scrutiny, nurture, refreshment and re-invigoration.  But the working through of these imperatives as national policy in the state sector has left many teachers ‘with an utter lack of control over the content of learning and impotent to effect change’ (Reed and Hallgarten, 2002). In contrast, this alternative school community seems to realise the observations of Scheffler, as long ago as 1968: 

Teachers cannot restrict their attention to the classroom alone, leaving the larger setting and purposes of schooling to be determined by others. They must take active responsibility for the goals to which they are committed … If they are not to be mere agents of others … they need to determine their own agency through a critical and continual evaluation of the purposes, the consequences, and the social context of their calling. (p11)

The progressive alternative presented here serves to illustrate that essential and interrelated elements of this agency are some level of professional autonomy with respect to curriculum and pedagogy, an internalised sense of accountability, and a whole-hearted involvement in the wider community of the school. 

Typical reform strategies used by governments ‘alienate and thereby grossly under-utilise those very people who are most central to successful reform’ (Hargreaves and Fullan, 1998). As if to illustrate the point, ‘workforce reform’ moves towards a vision of teachers and teaching outlined by Estelle Morris in 2001 - with ‘clear arrangements for national accountability’ (p5) and ‘strategy implementation’ at the heart. 

We do not present this alternative as an exemplar of practice or as an ideal. In ‘Etre et Avoir’ teacher Georges Lopez portrays a role that illustrates qualities of engagement and autonomy coupled with accountability exercised within the community, but the circumstances of rural Auvergne are perhaps no more replicable within an urban state school in England than is the context of independent progressive school at the heart of our study.  We do however suggest that the teachers cited above reveal genuine engagement in and satisfaction with the job of teaching and that those debating the mechanisms of change should care whether teachers are engaged and derive job satisfaction from their professional roles.
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