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Abstract

This paper discusses the research ideas behind a seminar session from the recent UKLA conference (2011). The seminar identified a potentially rich data source, i.e. children's literature, in order to investigate the way teachers are represented and the possible link with initial teacher education (ITE) students’ conceptions of professional identity on entry to teacher education courses. This illuminative inquiry is based on the writer’s current PhD study into the range of representations children are actually given access to within the school context, particularly in key stages 1 & 2, through a review of the teaching of narrative within the last decade, which would draw upon the findings of the UKLA research on Teachers as Readers (2006-8). An examination of the characters found in familiar classroom texts such as Roald Dahl's Matilda are used in conjunction with a focus upon recent literature regarding the cultural construction of the primary teacher within the UK to investigate and explore the potential interplay between imagined teachers and the recruitment of teachers in training. While other aspects of media no doubt have an impact upon the changing construction of ITE students’ professional identity, I propose that the preceding literary influences within the classroom experience of ITE students have largely been ignored, and as a result valuable insights into their perceived professional identity upon entry to the programme, and a potential inhibiting factor for widening recruitment, has lain dormant and been thus far misunderstood.

Introduction

In this paper it is my intention to consider the way teachers are represented in children’s literature by popular authors and illustrators in order to illuminate common themes and stereotypes within these representations. The eventual purpose of the discussion and debate is to explore the impact of such representations on ITE students’ (and teachers’) perceptions of the professional role of teacher in response to recent studies which highlight the role of cultural artefacts in identity formation and expression. 

Background
My interest in cultural artefacts and their impact on identity was prompted by my previous experience in schools as a qualified primary teacher. I had generated the hypothesis that many of the narratives shared within primary classrooms contain constructions of teachers that are in opposition to current ‘accepted’ educational practices and that while this is seemingly ignored or overlooked in the criteria for selection of stories to utilise as resources it could be having an impact on professional identity construction, not only for those currently working as primary teachers but also on those wishing to join the profession. For example, whilst reading Jacqueline Wilson’s The Suitcase Kid (1992) to my class as part of a Y6/7 transition unit, I felt overwhelmingly that the absence of teachers with a perceived duty of care in this story did not reflect how I felt about my professional role, and presented an ‘uncaring’ model of teaching, where external influences (in particular issues affecting home life) were rejected as having an impact on a child’s capacity to learn; equally, the role models provided in Dahl’s Matilda (1988), another popular text in school, were unrepresentative of what I felt teaching to be. Miss Honey is as untouchable a role model as any ‘perfect’ heroine from ancient tales, while the role of Miss Trunchbull, deliberately less appealing, was identified by the writer as being the more believable of the two within the text itself, a terrifying indictment of Dahl’s own view of the teachers who taught him, but also a caricature that is seemingly repeated in children’s literature. I do not doubt the power of books to influence ideas, and the lack of balance in the representations of teachers and schools found in texts commonly introduced in these same environments prompted an exploration into literature as a cultural artefact capable not only of being a symbol of identity, but also in direct conflict with it.

The issue of what constitutes being a teacher was raised again for me while interviewing prospective ITE students. Candidates were asked to discuss the traits of a ‘good’ teacher, and over several rounds of interviewing distinct patterns emerged to the answers, with key themes appearing in almost every discussion: teachers should be organised, have a sense of humour, focus on learning, have a good understanding of curriculum subjects, be interesting. I began to wonder if those who decided to become teachers were those able to develop these ideas and themes despite the skewed, school-based texts used as resources, due to other cultural influences which encouraged different views of teaching and teachers, while those from under-represented groups (males in primary; ethnic groups other than white British) found this more difficult due to the lack of other positive images being presented to them.

Children’s literature and identity construction

Tonkin (1990) proposes that books are amongst the cultural artefacts that help us form our social models, and in research regarding literacy, artefacts and identity, the interplay between literacy and identity in a school context is highlighted (McVee, 2004; Scanlan, 2010). Although much work has been done on teachers’ professional identity construction (Goodson, 1992, 2008; Beijaard, Verloop & Vermunt, 2000; Beijaard, Meijer & Verloop 2004) this tended to focus on how teachers perceived their professional role with limited research into the cultural and social factors that have influenced their perceptions; there is also an apparent emphasis on secondary teachers, with very few studies focused on the perceptions of those in primary roles, although this is a growing area of interest (Vogt, 2002). 

To add to this there are few prominent existing UK studies of the potential interplay between literary and socio-cultural constructions of the class teacher and teachers’ professional identity, despite a wide acknowledgement of the influence of children’s fiction and narrative in shaping or “transmitting cultural values” (Hunt, 1994 p. 3). This means that there is little understanding around the potential impact narrative may have on perceptions of professional identity construction during its early formation; thus there is limited research that explains why I reacted to the texts as if they were ‘attacks’ on my professionalism, while simultaneously being willing to continue sharing them as examples of ‘good’ fictional narratives with learners in primary school. 

In order to explain the potential impact of texts on early identity formation I drew on Wolf and Heath (1992) who present a case study account of how young readers link their experiences of literature to the world around them, and tellingly the study highlights the young age at which this process starts; Wolf (2003) also highlights the need to allow children opportunities to question biases and assumptions in order for them to explore the full range of roles available to them.  I would argue that greater understanding of the impact of literature presented to children in classrooms is needed, moving beyond gender and racial issues, in order to widen opportunities through expanding knowledge and understanding. This develops Hunt’s (1994) previous research that found that literature reflects power, not demography (for example, black characters not featuring in children’s literature in the 70s); and while he also questions whether books (particularly those introduced by adults) are as influential, as those interested in discussing their influence suggest in light of the increased use of computers/tv/internet, my view is that the children who have access to these wider cultural influences and are effectively utilising them can access a broader, more balanced view of society than those from more disadvantaged or protected social situations, in which case the literature in school can be even more influential and must reflect that balance in as many areas as possible. 

My initial question for research is therefore multi-faceted: to what extent do current narratives chosen as classroom resources for detailed study contain representations of teachers; are these representations generally diverse and inclusive of positive and negative constructions, or do they tend to create villains, either through placing the adult teacher in a group alien to the central child character (and thus reader) or making them morally or emotionally weak (Gamble and Yates, 2008); and are teachers and those wishing to become teachers aware of negotiating such representations in their dual roles of professional teacher and member of the socio-cultural group that is conceptualising these characters? Anecdotally, I have witnessed children from a young age, particularly girls, play ‘school’ where they are the teacher: this is often role-played as quite didactic and traditional. A colleague from another institution cites candidates in interview situations saying they knew they wanted to be a teacher since this same stage in early childhood  (but stressed these were mainly female candidates). Could the ‘narratives’ they are rehearsing be influenced merely by what they are seeing modelled by the class teacher, or are other influences being negotiated at this time?
Teachers as Readers

My presentation, given at the 2011 UKLA conference as a seminar session, picked up on a key theme that emerged from the Phase 1 audit of teachers’ reading habits undertaken as part of the UKLA’s 2006-8 research project involving 1200 primary teachers (Cremin et al, 2008). Responses to questionnaires identified that the majority of primary teachers drew upon a limited range of writers’ work when asked to identify ‘good’ children’s authors, defined as “writers whose work they, as teachers, had found both valuable and successful with primary age children” (p. 14). Authors most frequently identified as appropriate for the classroom were Roald Dahl, Michael Morpurgo, Jacqueline Wilson, J.K. Rowling, Anne Fine. As I have already stated, during the course of my own career I not only drew upon the work of some of these writers, but I had already found their portrayals of teachers to be at odds with my understanding of professional behaviour and values. When I went back to the work by these authors I perceived as most commonly used in key stage 2 classrooms (based on my own and a small number of colleagues’ teaching practices) I noticed again common themes emerging: teachers were largely caricatured as female (and in illustrations often more mature white women with hair in a grey bun, generally portrayed standing looking down upon children); they often talked over children or misheard and left the child feeling generally unappreciated or frustrated; they had low expectations of the children’s potential. This was also reflected in the picture books that featured teachers, by illustrators also identified by the UKLA research as being popular for use in school (Quentin Blake, Anthony Browne, Shirley Hughes, Mick Inkpen). The notable exception was Starting School by Janet and Alan Ahlberg, in which there are male as well as female teachers in the illustrations, and different ethnicities reflected in the drawings of the staff as well as the children.

Conclusion

The issues highlighted in both the children’s texts and my wider reading indicate to me that this is an area in need of rigorous study. Vygotsky (cited in McVee, 2004) argues that all learning is socially mediated, which leads me to question what social, cultural and historical contexts we present as classroom norms; and if we repeatedly present an unchallenged caricature of teachers and their attributes, are we preventing those from under-represented groups the opportunity to develop their aspirations? That is, are we leaving children with the message that teaching is not for them if they don’t conform to the culturally accepted norm of white, female, didactic teacher, presented by their own class teacher as an acceptable reading of the profession? 

At this point I feel obliged to inject a note of caution into my own rhetoric and acknowledge that there may be no such definitive link between the characters in children’s novels and professional identity construction. The notion of articulation, defined by Hall (cited in Dimitriadis and Kamberelis, 2006 p. 138) as, “a linkage which is not necessarily determined, absolute and essential for all time” will be a central theme for my future research; it will be about identifying how perceptions held by the agents and actors entering the classroom in the role of teacher can be influenced by seemingly disparate elements of popular culture long before they make decisions about professional identity, but will not initially aim to make any claims regarding the widespread application of such a view. However, I cannot help but feel there is a link to be found as, in the words of Bruner (1991) “The central concern is not how narrative as text is constructed, but rather how it operates as an instrument of mind in the construction of reality” (pp. 5-6). In her work on narrative, culture and teachers’ identity, McVee (2004) identified that many white US teachers consider themselves as being without culture; “For these teachers, culture is transparent and uncontested” (p. 882). I am left wondering if we in the UK are also blind to the socio-cultural discourse and accepted practices that our students have grown up in and with and are preventing those who could, teach.
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