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Development of professionalisation during teaching careeer 

Introduction 

Everywhere in working life there is great demand for professional growth, and especially in the those educational institutions which are responsible for vocational education and development of workers. I present here research findings and practical cases from Finland and Netherlands   

The Finnish Growth needs -project investigates changes in working life and the possibilities for professional growth in working life (Ruohotie 1999).  The leader exerts crucial influence over the possibilities for professional growth.  The conclusions of the project are:

1. The way in which the leader perceives those s/he leads affects his/her style of leadership.  A leader who is positive and encouraging believes that people want to improve and that they are capable of it.

2. The leader’s perception of him/herself and his/her career motivation affect his/her achievements and ability to create the possibilities for the growth of the members of the working group.  Creating an atmosphere conducive to growth demands of the leader good leadership skills, self-confidence, high motivation, innovativeness and an interest in problem-solving. 

The metaphors used by principals about teachers and themselves show how they contemplate knowledge and themselves as members of the community (Amatea, Behar-Horenstein & Sherrard 1996).  Metaphors are like lenses through which a principal views him/herself and others.  Is s/he a part of the community and its growth or is s/he an outside observer and developer who makes demands on others but does not open him/herself to the modern demands for growth and the inherent problem situations?

The significance of metaphors in the description, analysis and realisation of culture change is great (Marshak 1996, 147, 162; Luechauer & Shulman 1998).  Metaphors are used unconsciously and unnoticed, and their influence on thoughts and actions is equally imperceptible.

For a variety of reasons there have been great changes in recent years in Finnish and Dutch teachers’ work and need for growth.  In both countries there have been rapid changes in the administration, curricula and arrangements for education (Janssen 1997).  Mergers have taken place; the number of institutions has fallen while the average size of institutions has increased very suddenly (Statistics Finland 1996,6).  In the present study the size of institutions in sparsely populated Finland is about 1,000 students, and in densely populated Holland about 15,000.  The concrete possibilities for the principals to involve themselves in leading the institutions and in interaction with teachers are changing.  The growth needs among teachers in both countries are not only related to the changes in working life but also in quality assurance work.  The future expertise needed by Finnish vocational teachers is to be predicted through the recently initiated OPEPRO Programme (National Board of Education 1999).  What then are the preconditions for teachers’ professional growth as regards the interaction between principal and teachers?

The aim of the study is to ascertain the way in which teachers and principals of vocational colleges perceive one another and also ways in which they interact, and on the basis of this to assess the possibilities for professional growth.  

The study addresses interaction between principals and teachers at vocational colleges and on pedagogical development.  The research data were gathered using an informant metaphor questionnaire, interactive interviews (see Chirban 1996), and by observation 1997-1998.

The target group comprised a total of 136 teachers, principals and other vocational college personnel representatives from three Finnish institutions and one Dutch institution.  The metaphors produced have been interpreted discursively.  Interpretation of the data was accomplished communicatively together with the participants (cf. Ely et al. 1997, 78-95).  The discursive interpretation of the findings is presented directly in the results section, individual metaphors emanating from the data are also presented in italicised quotations.

The research is empirically based and triangulated.  In interaction research triangulation brings out the different meanings attached by different parties and does justice to those under scrutiny (Ely, Vinz, Downing & Anzul 1997, 3-34).

In all the institutions studied there had occurred several consecutive changes in the party maintaining the institution.  The process of change in the Dutch institution was badly incomplete.  According to the teachers it had been instigated against their will with very little information given to the personnel, thereby causing even more spontaneous debate and manifesting itself in the results.  The results reveal the views of the teachers on the principal proper of the merged institutions and of their own immediate superior.  I write this article as principal of one of the vocational institutions examined and as a researcher of vocational education.

Results

The principal metaphors in all the different institutions concentrate on a description of the differences among principals and teachers.  With the exception of one institution the most common interpretation of the principal metaphor was a great power of the principal, the principal was the head.  There was very little description of the principal’s expertise:  instead in some of the institutions there was criticism of the principal, the lack of expertise of an empty vessel.  More often than not the importance of the principal in everyday work was slight; s/he was an obligatory official.  Metaphors  very seldom described the content of the principal’s work; in the divisions the heads of divisions were known for their work and in the same boat.  Values sometimes appeared, but mostly through negative expressions, the principal was the front man, or the non-person.  In describing the principal the participants did not evoke the students.  The principal metaphors included no mention of working life outside the institution or the professional field.

Teacher metaphors, too, frequently described power, but in the Finnish institutions mostly from the perspective of acquiescence and obedience;  the teacher was a dog or a wet rag on the organisational tree, but in small units also a mother, or in charge of a lot.  In the Dutch institution the teachers mostly used literal names for themselves, teachers, and to some extent metaphors suggesting collective parenthood or professional culture.  There were few metaphors connected to students.  The principal and teacher metaphors of the Finnish data were connected:  if the principal was described as a strong-willed wielder of power, the teacher metaphors featured acquiescence to the principal;  if the power of the principal was not emphasised, the metaphors about teachers brought out other aspects of the teachers’ work.  Ideals for teachers did not appear in the metaphors.

There are variations in the metaphors produced by individual teachers on the interaction between principal and teacher, but the interaction was mostly defined by the dimension of power, or that there was not sufficient human, natural interaction in the opinion of the teachers.  The principal-teacher interaction in the Dutch institution was described without reference to any metaphor, or by using the metaphor of  gap, the use of which in the literal sense and discursive interpretation lends strength to the entire data.  The word principal has lost its cultural significance and neither teachers nor students realised without prompting who was being referred to when the principal was asked for.  The individual leading a many-tiered administration, using the title of principal was no longer personally to be met with or known, thus there was no evidence of the teachers or students knowing what the word ‘principal’ once meant.  Now the principal looks after “the money and the premises”.

The teachers’ most important interaction partner is the student, with whom interaction is important and rewarding.  The request to produce a metaphor about the principal as a pedagogical developer typically gave rise to laughter or silence.  There were situations with differences of opinion regarding the consequences of the principal’s actions and administration, but they were taken care of impersonally.  The typical interaction set up according to my interpretation and as confirmed by the representatives of a group of active teachers is teachers, students and parents versus the management of the school.  The teachers and students did not mention the leaders by name or position: the teachers in particular used words like the administration.  The teachers’ administrative interaction partners were not felt to be people with faces but rather the employer.  

The data gathered through interviews and observations gave a more positive impression of the institutions than did the metaphor data.  All the institutions had ongoing development projects; there was simultaneously talk of the demands of development and financial problems and teachers’ fears about losing their jobs.

The principals also felt that the world of education had changed and that principals had drifted away from the work of educating, the metaphors regarding the teachers might be very deficient in value.  Nevertheless the principals stated in the interviews that they understood the teachers and knew themselves that they had reason to be critical.

Conclusions and significance of the results

It would appear that the leadership of principals of large vocational institutions and the possibilities for teachers’ professional growth are particularly poor as far as principal-teacher interaction is concerned.  The teachers look to the institution of principal and human interaction with their leader in the midst of the many reforms and demands for growth currently prevailing.  As  a research method metaphor frequently results in extreme  expressions.  The teachers’ experience of being acquiescent, exhausted and remote from the principal was emphasised and even appeared to be an end in itself.  Is it only fatalism, an attempt to ward off demands placed upon onesself? (Mortenson & Ayres 1997,205).

The extreme nature of metaphor manifested itself in may ways.  Why such negative expression?  I quote what was written by one Finnish teacher:

It’s a bit embarassing; to have revealed such “low” and regrettable things of onesself!  I would still like to construct some 
cooperation with my principal and trust in frankness and mutual respect.

Metaphors are born of a momentary intuition deep down in people’s thinking.  Their value as agents expressing permanent values may be doubted.  What is essential in the present research is to examine the change in thinking and acting and the possibilities for professional growth.  Social processes develop and change, constantly yielding qualitatively new knowledge (Arbnor & Bjerke 1997, 162).  But change is slow, and it may manifest itself as a time lag or contradiction between rhetoric and reality (Drakenberg 1995, Carlson 1996).

The teachers’ professional growth presupposes a cultural change in leadership to be seen also in metaphorical thinking.  Teacher and principal should feel that they are on a level and on the same side, not the one many levels below the other and, especially in the case of the Dutch institution, on opposing sides of a gap.  It would be for the principal to influence the atmosphere creating a culture of joint problem-solving and shared knowledge.  The principal should be capable of better interaction than before.  This could be achieved in expanding institutions through electronic information transfer, if only the culture of sharing knowledge is strengthened (Barua, Ravindran & Whinston 1997, 239).

The purpose of changes in the parties maintaining the institutions has been to render the educational arrangements more efficient and to achieve financial savings.  Sergiovanni (1994) makes a strong case for the communal nature of education and how the community must itself be constructive, its advantages cannot be borrowed from elsewhere.  In communities collegial spirit and cooperation are inherent and based on interactivity, the modes of working arranged in the organisation.  Five years later Beck (1999) reverts to Sergiovanni’s thinking and mentions how the ideal for arranging education has erroneously been the education markets and that on the other hand the community metaphor is used only to appeal to feeling and rhetorical efficacy.

Thus leaders should comprehend the  importance of their choice of words and the seriousness of their linguistic imagery.  They really do reveal something about the leader’s own thinking and what manner of image the leader wishes to convey to his /her audience (Marshak 1993).

The recent rapid administrative changes appear in the data creating mostly negative attitudes.  Administrative reforms should be carried out paying attention to the personnel and seeking to be fair to all, thereby not damaging the community spirit of the institution too badly (cf. Verdugo, Greenberg, Henderson, Uribe & Schneider 1997).  Now the data reveals the problems in the interaction relationships within the institution and the atmosphere does not set the teachers or principal free for professional growth.  The metaphors picturing deep-level thinking are indicative of strong feelings, unbending attitudes and inhibited knowledge.  The mental pictures of the various people involved appear dramatic, especially in the metaphor data.  The observation data reveals a less contrasting reality.  The metaphors of the different participants and the interviews show up the deepest level of thought, thoughts on one’s own and other people’s work and in the observations the everyday reality.  My data collection in the Dutch institution was conducted in several parts, and within one year the people reported that they had to some extent become reconciled to the opposing reality and the change which went against the grain, “life in time of war”.

Participating in the research gave the participants an opportunity to unburden themselves of their own ill-feelings and to try to make some improvements (on the therapeutic effect of the research interview see Chirban 1996, 29-30).  Many people working in the field of education are weighed down by facts of economic life and simultaneous demands.  The teachers’ criticism was levelled very much at the management and administration.  The participants were also interested in the chance to wield power in educational policy, which indicates a desire for constructive development of teaching and investing power in principals and teachers.  One of the functions of educational research in society is to evince development needs.

Since the data were gathered from two different countries, the differences in the education systems and cultures must always be born in mind (Hallinger & Leithwood 1996; Heck 1996). The Dutch tradition in vocational education differs from that of Finland;  Dutch vocational education and life place emphasis on learning, sociability and group.  Finnish vocational education has a tradition of being institutional and units have been fairly small.  Applying the models of professional growth to educational institutions presupposes a careful examination of application and the understanding of the respective contexts.  Simplifying rules and development programmes copied from elsewhere will not serve to improve the possibilities for teachers’ professional growth.  What is more important is to be able to achieve a wise application of general observations in different settings (Ruohotie 1999).

While the metaphor data is emotional and evocative, it is important to fulfill the ethical preconditions for research and bring out the difference cultural meanings people attach to things (See Altheide & Johnson 1994).

The micropolitics of the institutions of education are for their part the consequence of the educational policy practised by central and local government (Bowe, Ball & Gold 1992).   The transferability of Finnish findings (cf. Donmoyer 1990) has been estimated together with the teachers, principals and union representatives of other educational institutions, with the Minister of Education of Finland and the head of planning of the National Board of Education.  Their statement confirms that hypotheses formed on the basis of original data are transferable to other units of Finnish vocational education.  The Minister of Education still pointed out the necessity for economic monitoring of education so that education could be defended in the present situation.

Finallly I present two separate, practical cases of enhancing teacher professionalism

1. Vocational teachers make inquiry about their own work and thinking behind it 

I teach qualitative inquiry in the University of Tampere, Research Centre for Vocational Education. We collected data together with the master students of vocational education in March 2001. Our aim was to make research on development of professionalism during teaching career.  

Altogether 10 students took part in this endeavor. They were all well experienced in vocational teaching or practicing  human resource development.  The students wrote essays. The topic was their career and their own relationship with knowledge, power and values. We analysed the essays in a team research and verified the interpretation together. 

The name of the student responsible for the analysis of each piece of data is mentioned later when presenting the findings.   

Raili Hakala analysed the ideas of change among the target group. All of them felt that they had whole treir life had an active role in leading their lives. They felt that the importance of learning and knowledge in leading one´s life in ever changing times and educational institutions is great.  

Mirva Järvinen and Raili Hakala analysed the idea of power among the teachers. They found out that teachers are not ready to notice their power, but after a while they can realize that it is even great.  The content of teacher power is to have an effect into other people´s vocational growth. The attitude on power yeilding in the society varies.  You could see also examples of just obeying the laws and be rushing all the time more and more, being too effective just like in the metaphors earlier. Still in these limits you can do a lot if you have committed yourself to the values of the profession.  You can choose to make inquiry to get new knowlede, choose it, deliver it, let the students to acquire knowledge or hinder it.  

Raija Vilja and Jukka Mylly analysed data by looking at the knowlede base of the vocational teacher. It stems from the processes in worklife, scientific community and the teaching community. The amount of time is felt to have an emphasis on the concept of knowledge behind teaching. If the teacher feels busy, she/ he decides  what knowledge is valid to be taucht; if there is more time, she/he let´s the students take part in the formation of knowledge as in socio-constructivism. 

I believe in the possibilies of in-service and further teacher education. The teachers can find a thoughtful attitude against their work and possibilities through reflective inquiry.  

2. Practical experience as the principal of Karkku College of Home Economics and Social Services 

I work also as a principal in a vocational college with a staff of 24 teachers. It is situated in Western Finland and called Karkku College of Home Economics and Social Services. We make also pedagogical development work and action research projects.  

In the last few years our teachers have produced together with many scientific and professional publications. The 15 years experience as the leader of talented teachers has taught me a lot of life. You have to find time to listen and recognise, what the others are learning and what competences they are now having. 

For the purpose of developing our teaching staff we circulate their responsibilities on purpose and conduct work-based peer learning.  Work and personal professional growth must fit together.  

The teachers teachs each others informally in their daily work but do it also formally. Our web-site is gradually coming to be one kind of a portfolio. There you can find the side-products of our tearchers´ learning processes. 

The teachers even carefully pick the photos best expressing the joy of learning and the pride of their common task finished in a digital portfolio of a peer learning course of student assesment. 

See the site in http://www.vak.fi/kosol/htm.  
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