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Abstract

This paper reports on research conducted with TAdd€hers from Queensland and Western
Australia. The research is located at the inteiseathere these teachers’ identities met with the
discourse of new vocationalism. Scholars have hgbtdd the tensions that this discourse has
produced in the relationships between TAFE ande#shers, and noted that TAFE teachers are
pressured to change their subjectivities to bet#ect themselves as workers in an educational
market focused on economic imperatives, as oppasedotions of themselves as liberal
educators, with a focus on lifelong learning, paedransformation, collaborative relationships
and social responsibility. This research was drivgrthe possibility that the concept of ‘critical
spirit’ might provide a means for TAFE teachersgton traction, and to stand their ground in
relation to the continued terraforming (or is thatror forming?) of the TAFE teacher terrain
produced by the adoption of the new vocationalalisse.

This interpretative research was conceptualisedsymthesising sociocultural perspectives of
discourse as a reality building tool, with notiomiscritical thinker dispositions referred to as
critical spirit. Using a discourse analysis metHody, selected TAFE teacher artefacts were
analysed. This research extended previous findohgscritical spirit discourse manifest within

TAFE teacher case narrative artefacts (Tyler, 2088kxplicitly engaging a group of TAFE

teachers in a critical spirit discourse to discowdrat value it had for them. Semi-structured
interviews revealed that an explicit engagemenh itcritical spirit discourse was of value to
these TAFE teachers, as: a reflective tool, con&rior practice and self-understanding, and for

some, an identity construct.
Introduction
The focus of this paper is on the convergenceadftter identity and institutional change and, at

a deeper lens, on the relationship between theparsnd professional constructs of what it is

to be a teacher and how this plays out in a coragéxducational reform. Specific attention is



paid to Technical and Further Education (TAFE) hess and the institutional environment in
which they work. Critical spirit (Oxman-Michelli,9B2; Siegel, 1988, 1993) is the theoretical
construct for the research. In particular, the aesde focuses on TAFE teachers’ engagements

with manifestations of critical spirit in relatida their work environments.

Context

The work world of TAFE teachers is changing. Theatt of economic rationalism and its
collaborator new vocationalism (for example, Bdl§94; Grubb, 1996) in manipulating the
topography of the vocational education and train(MET) sector in Australia has been
significant (Butler, 1997; Chappell, 1998, 1999 r®ia, 2004; Harris, Simons, & Clayton, 2005;
Hawke, 1997; Marginson, 1994, 1997; Seddon & Mawgm 2001). How TAFE teachers go
about dealing with the educational reform of newections, policies and curriculum at TAFE

level, and how this impacts upon their identitynfiation, are of significance in this paper.

The scope, depth and impact of these changes wdHd of TAFE teachers and the effects of
these changes on their personal and professiored have been weighty. Harris, Simons and
Clayton (2005) in a major study of VET practitiosenf whom TAFE teachers as a group
occupy a majority presence, stated “changes toMB& system have required shifts in

practitioners’ habits, beliefs, values, skills aabwledge” (p. 10). Of note in this study is the

authors’ reporting that the VET practitioners frguublic providers, as TAFE teachers are, “all

reported negative feelings...” towards these sectrahges (p. 10). Indeed, this is also borne
out in research carried out by researchers su€hdds (2000), Chappell (1998, 1999), Grabau
(1999) and Kronemann (2001a, 2001b), all of whooregal the positions of marginalisation

experienced by TAFE teachers. Chappell arguablynsemnup the context of change that TAFE
teachers have been experiencing when he statedT&RE teachers are being asked “...to

change their identity” (1999, p. 3).

The intentions of a series of forums conducted lmK&hna and Mitchell (2006) as a part of the
Reframing the Future (Department of Education, Exyiplent and Workplace Relations, 2008)
strategy aimed at professional development for a&titucal change by capacity building within
the VET workforce, was on looking towards “strerggtfing] a sense of professional identity”
(p- 2). This is an aspiration that this paper abares. For this paper, it is about seeking to



strengthen the subjective positions that TAFE teexhold about themselves in relation to both

personal and professional identities within thetegnof their world of work.

Conceptual position

The conceptual framework guiding this research TA¢-E teacher identities as it faces and is
buffeted by the winds of vocational education refds the concept of critical spirit. Critical
spirit emerged from the literature on critical thimg. It is not abilities or skills that are thectcs,
but rather the personal traits, character or wdybeing that motivate individuals to avoid
“...thoughtless intellectual compliance and passivii@xman-Michelli, 1992, p. 1). As a
researcher, | was particularly drawn to Oxman-Micke(1992) concept of critical spirit that

revolves around five major elements:

Independence of mindh the sense of intellectual autonomy, self-ustégrding, self-

confidence, and courage;

Openmindednesi the sense of alert curiosity, attentivendss,spontaneous outreaching for

alternative perspectives, intellectual flexibilggd the willingness to suspend judgment;

Wholeheartednesthat is, enthusiasm and perseverance in purkait mtellectual goal;

Intellectual responsibilityin the sense of objectivity, integrity and hutyilias well as

confidence in and a commitment to the process lamddnsequences of reason, and
Respect for othersn terms of sensitivity, empathy, fairmindednessdiness to listen, [and]

willingness to consider the other’s point of vig@xman-Michelli, 1992, p. 5)

| wondered if critical spirit as a concept, waybefing, discourse, or tool could be used by TAFE
teachers to increase their understandings of thHeesseand open up avenues for the enactment
of new subijectivities that might increase their ragewithin the mentioned sea of change. To

this end, | was guided by the research question:

How might an explicit engagement with and reflegtugpon a critical spirit discourse be of value
to particular TAFE teachers in relation to theientity and their relationships with TAFE as an

organisation?



This research took a post-structualist perspecheaé holds the notion of multiple subjectivities
as opposed to identity as an unchanging singuldesyning new social roles (Nias, 1997).
Identity formation occurs and continues to occuthwi a historical framework where meaning
and experience continually interact. An individgsaéxperience is interacting with her or his
meaning making andice versawithin a discourse (Foucault, 1984). Hence sebtivikedge, an
understanding of one’s identity, comes from indisdts interrogating their experience in “a
shifting [discursive] space where narratives of jecivity meet the narratives of culture”
(Zembylas, 2003, p. 221). Into the discursive spHCEAFE teachers | placed notions of critical
spirit. The tension between the post-structuralitipss of multiple identities and the arguably
essentialised position of critical spirit was deaith by (a) ensuring that the notions of critical
spirit discussed were a heterogeneous producteofitiérature, researcher interpretations, and
participant interpretations, and (b) attending &padthat spoke to the nuanced possibilities that
emerge from participant explicit engagement witlesth notions of critical spirit and other
subjectivities that might emerge. To this end lldged Gee’s (1999, 2005) theory and method
of discourse analysis to explore “how language getsuited ‘on site’ to enact specific social
activities and social identities” (p. 1). | took & position that it is “through language [that we]
enact a specific social identity” (p. 4). Hencethm this project, the participant TAFE teachers
were considered to be constructing identities lati@n to: a critical spirit discourse, and their

relationships with TAFE and the discourse of newatmnalism.

Resear ch method

The participants in this research were TAFE teachem various institutes in Queensland and
Western Australia. These teachers were studying-tipae at the University of Southern
Queensland undertaking programs in pre-servicenbegcThe research reported in this paper is
an adjunct to a larger PhD research project.

In the larger project, 40 case narrative artefawotse collected. From this sample 20 were
selected on the basis of how well they fell withie evocative writing style articulated by
Richardson (1994) as thedrrative of the s€lf(p. 521;emphasis in origingl These 20 authors
were contacted. Eleven agreed to participate irrésearch. They gave permission to use their
initial artefacts, and the collection of subsequdatt through credibility checks (Elliott, Fischer
& Rennie, 1999; Packer & Addison, 1989) and semiestired interviews (Weiss, 1994). Due to
participant attrition, seven interviews were cortddc These ranged in duration from 50 to 70



minutes. Three were conducted face-to-face, twoewetephone interviews and one was
conducted using ‘Skype’, a peer-to-peer voice dntarnet protocol. All interviews were audio
recorded with the permission of the participantsvds from these interviews that the data was
extracted for this paper.

To deploy discourse analysis as a method of arglysirew together Gee’s (2005) questions in
relation to reality building with language, and CxmMichelli’'s (1992) elements of critical
spirit. The resultant answers from this synthesebé me to build a critical spirit framework for
explicating critical spirit from teacher discourg@yler, 2008a; Tyler, 2008b). Through
overlaying this framework onto the TAFE teachersse narrative artefacts, and through
engaging with the participants through credibilityecking, | began with these teachers explicit
discussion around notions of critical spirit dedvieom perspectives found in the literature (for
example, Oxman-Michelli’'s (1992), Siegel, 1988 &all, 1992) researcher interpretations, and
their own interpretations. We engaged in a critggtit discourse. The findings reported in this
paper relate to the value of this critical spirgaburse in relation to their engagements withrthei
world of work, how they built their identities asAFE teachers, and how these enactments
responded to a critical spirit discourse.

In Gee’s (2005) account of the tasks of languagejdted that “ ... language-in-action is always
and everywhere an active building process” (p. T@us when we are communicating we are
building the very situation that we are communrmgtabout, and at the same time this situation
is shaping the language that we use. In theseviates, the participants and | were building a
reality—that is, an interview around notions oftical spirit, work and identities as a TAFE

teacher.

Findings and discussion

The findings revealed the realities that seven TA&&chers had built within their respective
interviews. These realities constituted conceptiarmsund these TAFE teachers’ contexts of
work, their particular identities and their constians in relation to an engagement with a
critical spirit discourse. Common within these sioaction sites were instances of “recognition

work” (Gee, 2005, p. 29) in relation to criticalispp Also built were positions of tension



between these teachers and TAFE as an organistimsipn between these teachers’ notions of

themselves and the collective notions of TAFE teeslhuilt by the new vocational discourse.
The value of a critical spirit discourse to partiau TAFE teachers

Table 1 summarises the articulated value positthasthese TAFE teachers held in relation to
critical spirit. In the left hand column are thelua positions that emerged from an explicit
engagement with a critical spirit discourse, whilstthe right hand column are examples of

particular teacher discursive chunks (Gee, 20@Bh fwhich these positions emerged.

Table 1: The value of critical spirit to particular TAFE teachers

hevalue of critical spirit Examples of participant discursive chunks
Valuable as a reflective tool [JJust makes you fink more in depth about what
review one’s teaching practice; you're doing.’

improve one’s thinking;
align what one would like to achieyde thinking about how I think

with what one achieves; a
achieve authenticity. For one, it makes people be honest about \

hey are— what they are actually achieving.”

Valuable as a construct to increase understandi fl could see myself in some of those aspe

self by
making tacit knowledge about practifidecause you're able to think, “Tha

and selexplicit; what that is, and that's why | behaved the w:
validating self; and did.”™

identifying what one is good at.
| think it highlighted something

subconsciously that I'd thought aboi

[A] lot of those things | was doing automatical

unbeknown to myself

| suppose it was a way of saying, “I am on
ight track. Maybe my attitudes to what I'm doi

.. are— were okay.

Valuatle as a construct of practice by: Critical spirit ... that makes us ... want to impra
enabling greater self-confidence apaurself sic], and to try to give the students the

nence efficac pest outcome




contributing a particular teaching style;
providing a model for practice; It kind of leads to a change in my teaching st
helping to make explicit positive

eaching practices in others; i [W]hat I'd like to do is to pick out the element$
providing a means to contest compliarfiferent teachers

and conformity
[C]ritical spirit, somehow, fights compliance

Valuable as an identity by offerir [Tlhey were words | coul incorporate intg
a positive public label; and Hescriptions for other peopl

a professional identity.
Critical spirit to me is something inside that makes
us do certain things or want to do things a cel

”

vay.

What also emerged were positions of circumspedtiarlation to an engagement with a critical
spirit discourse. Some heed was in relation torgatime to use critical spirit constructs in day-
to-day practice. Some participants noted that thene “time poor”. For one teacher, “in survival
mode” whilst attempting to deal with the heavy wodd placed on her by audits, the
deployment of, or undertaking reflection usingical spirit became less of a priority. This
teacher’s circumspection appeared as a note ofocautlaving aligned herself with critical
spirit, she suggested that one should take cate itgitdeployment, suggesting that deploying
critical spirit makes one more visible to surveile by those who wield prescriptive
managerialist practices, leaving oneself open teesive control, a control that in turn subverts
one’s professionalism. In an interview with anotheacher, discussion on the elements of
independence of minthdopenmindedneded this TAFE teacher to suggest that “speaking yo
mind” and “openly seeking variety” to methods ofpiementing curriculum made her a target,
“the eye of Mordor, and its wrath turns toward ygoy learn to shut up or leave to survive.”

Relationships with TAFE

The strain in the relationships between the mgjaitthese teachers and TAFE was articulated
in terms of their relationship with its bureaucramd certain managerial practices. One teacher’s
relationship was the most fractious, influencing teeleave her full-time position, whilst others
to a lesser extent articulating their perspecta®®ne in which TAFE was complicit with their

respective levels of self-confidence about thenesels teachers. Furthermore, they positioned



the TAFE bureaucracy as thwarting their effortemact their own particular identities as ‘good’

teachers and the activities of ‘good’ teaching.

In two interviews the teachers assembled a morewraging relationship with TAFE. While
these teachers too acknowledged the stress of hbnogvn in the deep end’, they constructed
identities that presented them as capable and dffested by the degree of the challenge
presented by the bureaucracy. With these teacleis level of agency did not seem as
subjugated by their relationship with TAFE.

One teacher assembled a most positive relationstiip TAFE. With this teacher there was a
slight awkwardness with TAFE’s bureaucracy, butti@ro this relationship was a particular
opportunity that TAFE provided. For this teachewd#s an opportunity to enact a vital personal
teaching identity in relation to his engagementwtite Indigenous people of northern Australia.
It appeared that there were particular conditidreg &llowed this identity to flourish, one of

which appeared connected to his claim that TAFE@lgtrecruited him, notice versa

Revealed were instances of these teachers beimglgaituated by the discourses in which they
were immersed (see for example Miller Marsh, 2002l interviews were instances of “ ...
language get[ting] recruited on site, to enact sgesocial activities and social identities” (Gee,
1999, p. 1). There was evidence of historical disses shaping identities (Webb, 2005) — for
example, one teacher looking to emulate the pdatiqualities of teachers who had taught him
as an apprentice, and to take on some notableitgggfactices of senior teachers with whom he
had worked. Demonstrated also are instances of tRASE teachers actively engaging in their
own identity construction (Danielewicz, 2001). Téadentities appeared to be assembled from
these teachers questioning their experience immests where their “narratives of subjectivity”
(Zembylas, 2003, p. 221) meet the narratives af gwriopolitical contexts. For example, one
teacher constructed the identity of a passionaaeher who increased her knowledge and
understanding of herself as a teacher through roasity enacting the role, and another,
positioned his identity as a capable teacher wipedaelatively smoothly with the move from

industry to the uncertainty of teaching.



Convergence of teacher identities and instituticctenge

Also within these data were illustrations of thésachers contesting the attempts of the new
vocational discourse at positioning them as pddiclUAFE teachers — for example, positioning
them: as TAFE teachers who focus solely on thd ekitechnique based aspects of teaching
(Ramsey, 2000); as enactors of a teacher pratitetigns teacher suitability with an education
market with its outputs of quantitative measurem@eddon, 1998); as different from the
traditional teacher identity—the teacher as a @m®fmal with specialised knowledge; and as
exhibiting teaching identities that align with metikg, customer service, entrepreneurship and
facilitators of learning (Black, 2005; Chappell, 989 Harris & Simons, 2003). These teachers
had built identities as teachers who do more thahtgach prescriptive curriculum. Their ‘more’
was positioned as being closely associated withr tstedents. “Going the extra step” for
students in helping them with their transitiongdbs, and “passing on extra information” not
covered in the curriculum to students was seerssandéial. These identities resonated more with
notions of themselves as liberal educators, witifoeus on lifelong learning, personal

transformation, collaborative relationships andaaesponsibility.

These teachers also contested the new vocatios@abudse’s notion that, to enact the role of a
TAFE teacher within the VET training market a lef@lir certificate in training and assessment
with appropriate industry experience provided tleeessary skills, knowledge and attitude to
undertake the role. In the interviews these tea;hexcept one, explicitly voiced personal
dissatisfaction with the level four VET training ajtfication, claiming it as unsatisfactory to
their teaching identities. This desire for moreissattory levels of training and professional
development for themselves as teachers may alsofbgher expression of particular attitudes
toward professional development programs in TAFEBcB (2005) noted that the TAFE head
teachers whom he studied had strong negative respda TAFE run professional development:
“[R]esponses include[ed] the following: ‘it's altap’; ‘learnt nothing’; ‘an abuse of resources’;
‘waste of time’; ‘we were all treated like idiots’{p. 5). Some participants in the study
articulated that it was an attempt at brainwashbegause of the professional development’s
“emphasis on business and marketing related aspéctse expense of the classroom and
pedagogy” (Black, 2005, p. 5).



In the course of this research, teachers’ idestitessonated with “a broader educational and
social role based on ... the primacy of the individigarner and the need for continuing
vocational education” (Harris, Simons & Clayton,080 p. 20). This aligned with traditional
notions of teachers that related to curriculum tigu@ent and teaching, as opposed to notions of
the entrepreneur teaching packaged curriculum iedarcation market (Angwin, 1997). All of
the participants built teaching identities in whitlfeir students and their development were
primary connectors within their individual notioasthemselves as teachers. Examples included
one teacher’s picture of himself as an “enablerbWhelp[s] people in remote communities ...
[to] develop and find their owaspirations”, another teacher’s as being a tedthat can lead
people to the enjoyment of learning what they'rarténg” and another's honesty in the

“trust[ing] of [her] own decisions ... and adapt[irtg][the] differentlearning styles” of students.

Not all data positioned the new vocational discewas a malefactor. In the work undertaken by
Seddon and Brown (1997) can be seen instances wharge in the nature of TAFE teachers’
work had led to opportunities. This work has shotat the changes created by the new
vocational discourse had been welcomed by somédesaand not by others. That also appeared
the case with some of the teachers in this resekmlr teachers showed instances of themselves
building opportunities for the expression of certgersonal teaching identities that resonated
with TAFE and the new vocational discourse. Throtlgk new version of TAFE: one created a
space for himself as an expert in engaging withgerbus Australians; another saw herself as a
conduit between vocational education and tertiadycation in the business and accounting
professions; and another continued his passiordédivering vocational skills in the TAFE
system — he stated: “I am also passionate aboull &feE system, fundamentally | think it

works.”

Conclusions

The interviews reported in this paper were examplethese teachers doing discourse work
(Miller Marsh, 2000a). Specifically, there weretarsces of a critical spirit discourse doing some
work of a “transformative teacher identity discairgAlsup, 2006, p. 5) that enabled these
teachers to traverse the complex terrain “betwe&padate personal and professional

subjectivities” (p. 36).
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These teachers reconstructed their subjectivitiesural various identity discourses—for
example, that of a liberal educator and that oé@ vocational educator—they also engaged with
and embraced those subijectivities that positiohethselves as teachers who enacted a critical
spirit discourse. For example, one teacher aligmadelf with critical spirit as a means to win
back some self-confidence reported as lost owinlgetoexperiences with TAFE, another used
critical spirit as a means of doing his job bettargd another crediting critical spirit as enablang
growing understanding of herself as a teacher aswdro fosters self-determination in students
as opposed to a teacher as one who simply dekbwvetassesses content.

The realities constructed in the reported intergiemdicated particular dissonances existing for
these TAFE teachers among their personal subjeetvas TAFE teachers, the subjectivities
fostered by TAFE’s enactment of the new vocatiatiatourse and the subjectivity of being
introduced to what was an arguably new discoursdhfem, a critical spirit discourse. It was
within this terrain that these teachers did “idgmivork” (Alsup, 2006, p. 9) on their respective
states of dissonance and also in “increasing thetacognitive awareness” (p. 9) of themselves

that enabled them to increase traction on theividdal agency as teachers.
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