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ABSTRACT 

 

Numerous changes in education in Ontario in the past few decades have lead to 

much discussion regarding the professionalism of teaching in Ontario. Some theorists 

suggest the changes are deprofessionalizing, leading to an intensification of work that 

detracts from the professional status of teaching by causing work overload and breaking 

larger tasks into smaller ones requiring less thought or decision-making by the teachers 

themselves. Others consider the changes reprofessionalizing, in that they are simply 

changing what it means to be in the profession of teaching, mostly by moving towards a 

system of collaboration. At the same time, the Ontario College of Teachers (2009) has 

declared teaching an official profession by allowing for the acronym OCT (Ontario 

Certified Teachers) to be added to the signature of teachers to denote their status. 

While others have certainly had their say, teachers themselves were the missing voice 

in this controversy.  

 The purpose of this study was to examine the views of some female 

elementary teachers towards professionalism. This qualitative study consisted of 

interviews with seven female elementary teachers from one Ontario public school board 

to describe and examine their perceptions of professions in general, and what enhances 

or detracts from their sense of professionalism as teachers. Data analysis showed the 

emergence of themes regarding responsibilities, relationships, board and Ministry 

policies, job compensation, professional organization, job learning, and personal 

privileges. Within these themes a great deal of variance existed regarding what 
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enhanced and what detracted from the sense of professionalism for the teachers 

interviewed.  

 Of the many themes discussed, some teachers found them 

professionalizing, and other teachers found them deprofessionalizing. The teachers’ 

own personal standards and beliefs about professions and the standards and attitudes 

towards teachers held by their administrator seemed to be the deciding factor in what 

they found professionalizing and deprofessionalizing. While the theorists suggest 

deprofessionalization or reprofessionalization is based on the specifics of the changes 

themselves, this study suggests that a teacher’s sense of professionalism is constructed 

in a much more complex and personal manner, making it difficult to categorize certain 

changes or initiatives in education the way the theorists have.    
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

On September 1, 2009, I started my seventh year as a teacher in the public 

education system in Ontario, Canada. I prepared and planned for the first day as I 

always have. I greeted my students that first day as before. In the following days, I 

operated as usual; I organized timetables, taught numerous subjects, prioritized tasks, 

became aware of the strengths and needs of my students, looked for resources, 

consulted with colleagues, administrators, and parents, completed long-range plans, 

and undertook all necessary tasks to ensure a successful start to the year. This year, 

however, was supposedly different from any of my previous years of teaching. This 

year, I was equipped with something I had never had before – the letters OCT following 

my name.   

OCT, the acronym for Ontario Certified Teacher, is the new professional 

designation credited to all Ontario teachers in good standing with the Ontario College of 

Teachers (which also, confusingly enough, has the acronym OCT). This designation 

was implemented for the 2009-2010 school year, and according to the Ontario College 

of Teachers, defines me as a professional who adheres to a set of ethical and practice 

standards, sets me apart from others who help deliver education, and shows I have 

expertise and training (Ontario College of Teachers, 2009). Thus, the designation OCT 

(Ontario Certified Teacher) means that I meet the standards for the Ontario College of 

Teachers, standards I have met for the past six years. These new letters to put behind 

my name, however, let everyone in on the secret. However, I will take what I can get, 
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and am happy that Ontario now recognizes me to be something I have considered 

myself all along – a professional.   

For the time being, in Ontario, this new designation has provided a solution to the 

century-old debate over whether or not teaching is a profession. The concept of 

professionalism has changed over the decades. Numerous scholars and theorists have 

provided a variety of frameworks, principles, and constructs aimed at defining a 

profession. In almost every case, teaching seemed to fall short of their definition in 

some regard. The Ontario College of Teachers, however, has followed the lead of 

England, Wales, and Scotland and blazed a trail in Canada by declaring teaching, for 

the current time, is a recognized profession. 

  At the same time my governing body was declaring me an official professional, 

some academics were saying that I was being deprofessionalized.  At the core of this 

are the changes taking place in education throughout many countries—changes that 

included the removal of principals from the teachers’ unions, the creation of detailed  

and standardized curriculum documents, standardized testing, and required time 

allotments for particular subjects. In Ontario, in particular, these changes seemed to be 

coming rapidly and impulsively due to changes in political leadership, poor student 

performance on standardized testing, and research aimed at promoting best practices. 

These changes, according to some scholars (Apple, 1982; A. Hargreaves, 1994; 

Majhanovich, 2002) threaten the very professionalism I now hold in those three letters.   

The concept of deprofessionalization in teaching is one that was first suggested 

in the early part of the century, and popularized and further developed by Larson 

(1980), Apple (1982), D. H. Hargreaves (1994), and A. Hargreaves (1994). The idea 
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has continued to gain attention, especially in the wake of major changes to education 

systems world-wide in the past two decades. The idea first became popular in the 

1980s with Larson’s application of Labour Process theory to education. Although the 

application of the theory lost popularity in the decades after, the idea of 

deprofessionalization has remained a topic of interest for many scholars in the field of 

education.   

Despite the fact that the bulk of the academic community pinpoints recent 

changes in education as deprofessionalizing, D.H. Hargreaves (1994) argued that 

teachers voluntarily submit to these deprofessionalizing aspects and view them as a 

means to professionalization, suggesting they represent a movement from individualism 

to collaboration. Research from abroad supports both these claims, but literature 

describing the situation in Ontario in the past 15 years is scarce. 

While researchers and theorists have plenty to say about these issues, I believed 

it would be interesting, useful, and relevant to ascertain what the teachers think.  As 

Goodson and Hargreaves (1996a) noted, “what teachers themselves think about 

professionalism or what they experience under its name are addressed too rarely” (p. 

vii).  What do teachers believe denotes professionalism, and what aspects of their roles 

do they believe either enhance or detract from that professionalism?  

My own experience in education in Ontario in the past six years has provided no 

clearer an outlook on this concept of professionalism than a review of current relevant 

literature. In my experience, some teachers seem to see roles changing and 

responsibilities being stripped; others see the job getting easier and simply more 

regulated in terms of consistency. For some, professional responsibilities include 
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making decisions about their lesson content, while others view the implementation of 

pre-determined content being sufficient to complete their job. In short, my experience 

has included some colleagues who seem to view teaching as a profession, and others 

who seem to view it as a well-paying job with great holidays. 

  One thing has become clear; in my own experience, the effects of feeling under-

valued and under-respected as a professional are mentally taxing at best. Is the fact 

that I have encountered those with opposite views uncommon, or common? Did 

teachers differ in their views regarding what it means to be a professional?  Did 

consistencies exist between the teachers themselves and the academics in what they 

find enhancing or detracting from their professionalism? What did teachers in Ontario 

believe about the current state of their profession?  These questions prompted me to 

undertake this study. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to describe female elementary teachers' 

perceptions of their roles as teachers in Ontario in relation to professionalism, using one 

school board covering urban-rural and rural areas in Ontario. This study described how 

female teachers viewed professionalism, the aspects of their jobs they believe 

enhanced or detracted from professionalism, and how these perceived beliefs affected 

their roles as teachers. The study focused on the following research questions:  

1. What do teachers view to be aspects of a "profession", in general terms? 

2. What does it mean to be a teaching professional? 

3. What aspects of their roles do teachers perceive to contribute to their belief 

they are professionals? 
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4. What aspects of their roles do teachers perceive to detract from their belief 

they are professionals? 

5. How do these feelings regarding being a professional affect their roles as 

teachers? 

 
Theoretical Background 

One part of the problem of defining teaching as a profession is that no universally 

agreed-upon definition exists for profession or professionalism (Goodson & Hargreaves, 

1996b). The other part of the problem is the changing nature of the social construct of 

professionalism (Gitlin & Labaree, 1996). While numerous constructs of professionalism 

have existed over the years, the controversy seems to lie in the criteria groups use to 

make claims about the knowledge, abilities, and skills that make them professionals 

(Gitlin & Labaree, 1996).  

Goodson and Hargreaves (1996b) provided an overview of literature on 

professionalism, revealing five different constructs, and then proposing a sixth.  

Classical professionalism, flexible professionalism, practical professionalism, extended 

professionalism, and complex professionalism were described as the various views 

towards professionalism that have existed in the twentieth century; all including at least 

one aspect in which teaching falls short of being able to be defined as a profession. 

They introduced a sixth construct, that of postmodern professionalism, as one which 

encompasses all the intricacies of teaching. 

The concept of deprofessionalization in teaching is also one that is certainly not 

new to education.  At the beginning of the twentieth century, Margaret Haley, leader of 
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the first teachers’ union in the United States, fought for the need to overcome the 

”factoryizing” of teaching (Apple, 1991). Haley saw the profession becoming one in 

which those in the position of authority dictated how teachers did their work. In the last 

quarter of the twentieth century, Larson (1980) applied labour process theory to 

education, suggesting a proletarianism of teaching (taking the decision-making out of 

teaching) such as that Haley had warned against decades before. The theory was 

further developed by Apple (1982), D.H. Hargreaves (1994), and A. Hargreaves (1994) 

and has continued to gain attention, especially in the wake of major changes to 

education systems world-wide in the past two decades.   

Also under the umbrella of deprofessionalization, as introduced by Apple and 

discussed by other researchers for the past two decades, is the idea of deskilling, in 

which employees lose control over their work (Apple, 1986). Briggs-Carter (1991) 

expanded the definition of de-skilling to include the division and routinization of tasks, 

and the separation of conception and execution of tasks. Apple (1991) spoke of an 

education system in the United States in which the major aspects of teaching and the 

decisions that affect them are put in the hands of the government, separated from those 

doing the teaching. He warned against the effects of this separation of conception and 

execution which had been seen in other industries; these effects were loss of 

commitment and respect, battles over working conditions, lowering of quality, and a loss 

of skill and imagination. 

D.H. Hargreaves (1994), Robertson (1996), and Sykes (1996) spoke of a “new” 

professionalism that emerged as a result of the changes which other academics, as 

noted above, deemed deprofessionalizing. They saw this ‘new’ professionalism as an 
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outcome of the proletarianism of teaching that other researchers denounced 

(Robertson, 1996). In this newly emerged “new” professionalism, teachers were forced 

to collaborate with their colleagues in meaningful ways (Sykes, 1996). D.H. Hargreaves 

(1994) suggested these changes in education offered the opportunity for 

reprofessionalization as teachers move from a culture of isolationism to a culture of 

collaboration. The lack of such collaboration was considered, by some, as the main 

criterion holding teaching back from being deemed a profession in previous efforts. 

However, while these ideas of reprofessionalization are prevalent, they are largely over-

powered by the notion that teachers are being deprofessionalized.   

Mahjanovich (2002) suggested that the major changes to the education system 

in Ontario all fall under the umbrella of deprofessionalization, because she believed 

these changes exemplified intensification and deskilling. She believes the changes 

instituted by various governments (standardized curricula, standardized testing, removal 

of principals from teachers’ union, dictated time allotments for subjects, dictated 

teaching strategies) in the past two decades increase teachers’ workload, remove 

opportunities for professional judgment and decision-making, and reduce aspects of 

their roles to meaningless tasks. While many have argued this point for years, the 

perspective of teachers in Ontario has not yet been given voice in the research 

literature. The framework used to analyze the data found in this study was be based on 

the concept of deprofessionalization as it has evolved, leaning more towards the literal 

definitions of the word rather than the connections to Marxism and Labour Process 

theory from which they originated.  
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Definition of Terms 

For the purposes of this study, I define key notions, using a variety of sources. 

The definitions of the more general terms (i.e., professionalism, professionalization, 

professional) have been derived from dictionary resources (e.g., Dictionary.com 

(www.dictionary.com), and Merriam-Webster Dictionary Online (www.merriam-

webster.com), and the more specific terms (i.e., deprofessionalization, 

reprofessionalization) have been defined based on academic work by Apple, D.H. 

Hargreaves, and A. Hargreaves, as previously addressed. These working definitions, 

given below, were used throughout the study.  

The working definition of profession used in this study is an area of work that 

requires a particular amount of preparation or training, a specific knowledge base or set 

of skills, and receives the trust and respect of the public. This is similar to the classical 

definition, which dictates a specific knowledge base, but also includes self-regulation 

and service to the public as mandatory elements.  Professionalism refers to the 

qualities, conduct, and roles that are expected of one working in a profession, in terms 

of behavior, ethics, and responsibilities.  A professional is a person who works in an 

area considered a profession, and conducts him/herself appropriately in terms of the 

behavior, ethics, and responsibilities required for that position.  Professionalization 

refers to strategies and institutional changes that give professional status or character. 

Deprofessionalization refers to strategies and institutional changes that decrease ones’ 

sense of professionalism.  Reprofessionalization refers to changes in what it means to 

be a professional in a certain field, or changes that still allow the field to be marked as a 

profession.   
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Rationale 

In their book Leading with teacher emotions in mind, Leithwood and Beatty 

(2008) discussed the considerable research suggesting that teacher’s job satisfaction 

impacts student performance.  Many changes in education are based on student 

performance.  For example, poor performance on the standardized testing conducted by 

the Education Quality and Accountability Office on literacy in the first few years led to a 

dictated time allotment for literacy instruction (100 minutes). Student performance 

seems to be the indicator that things are, or are not, working in our education system. 

For example, many countries have instituted standardized testing to evaluate student 

performance and assess what areas need improvements. Anything affecting the job 

satisfaction of teachers, according to the volume of work cited by Leithwood and Beatty, 

then, is of relevance to student performance. Teachers’ sense of professionalism can 

impact their job satisfaction. 

With this research in mind, teacher perspectives on the state of their profession 

are important. As Rice and Malen (2003) note, “most efforts in the field of education are 

contingent on the capacity and commitment of the people who live and work in schools” 

(p. 639). If teachers do not view themselves as professionals, what does this say of their 

commitment to their roles? If teachers believe their professionalism is being threatened, 

then it is possible they may not be able to produce the best environment for optimum 

success of their students. A. Hargreaves (1994) warns that teachers can start to feel 

guilty about not being able to complete roles to their satisfaction in a environment of 

intensification, and describes teacher behavior that is guilt-driven and guilt-ridden as 

“unproductive and unprofessional” (p.156).  
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If, however, teachers’ perspectives describe the current state of teaching in 

Ontario as one of professionalism, and the recent changes as enhancing their 

professionalism, then perhaps the current state of education in Ontario is not 

problematic to teachers or students in respect to views of professionalism, as many 

fear. Regardless, neither the Ontario College of Teachers, nor the academics and 

theorists can offer that information. As stated by Goodson and Hargreaves (1996b), “at 

the end of the day, teacher professionalism is what teachers and others experience it as 

being, not what policy makers and others assert it should become” (p. 22).  

Majhanovich looked at change in education in Ontario from the 1990s until 2002, 

focusing largely on the years falling under Mike Harris’ Conservative government. After 

analyzing documents, she argued that these changes have led to a deskilling (reduction 

of skills) of teaching, noting that “the new programs and assessment systems are very 

rigid and seem to reflect the notion of ‘teacher-proof’ education” (p. 166). Majhanovich 

alluded to opinions of teachers in general, but did not cite quotations or show evidence 

of undertaking interviews. As well, many more changes have taken place since 2002. 

This current study will offer the perspectives of teachers in Ontario, in the aftermath of 

numerous changes.   

Some research has been carried out on the effects of changes similar to those 

that have been undertaken in Ontario on teachers and their professionalism, but in other 

countries. Wong (2006) interviewed teachers to find that teachers in Guangdong 

Province in China said that changes that, by definition of academics, were seen as 

detracting from professionalism, were in fact regarded by the majority of teachers as 

deprofessionalizing;  in contrast, a few considered these changes as an opportunity for 
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reprofessionalization. Easthope and Easthope (2000) undertook a study to interview 

secondary teachers in Tasmania, Australia and investigate their experiences in regards 

to increased workload due to policies emerging from the state’s move towards 

economic rationalization. They found that intensification was not the only factor leading 

to the complexity of teachers’ work in the context studied. Other factors were that 

teachers had a commitment to ideologies of professionalism, and that their own values, 

beliefs, and training regarding professionalism in teaching caused their work to become 

more complex than before the changes were enacted. 

Related studies have been undertaken examining teacher workload (Reyes & 

Imber, 1992) and adoption of multiple roles (Rosenblatt, 2001) and the negative effects 

on job satisfaction. These studies informed this study because they demonstrated the 

link between these intensifying aspects of work and job satisfaction. One related 

qualitative study looking at the phenomenon of feeling hindered from fulfilling one’s 

responsibility to educate students (Collingridge, 2008) did not report data on the 

perceived causes.  

The data available on teachers’ perceptions of the current state of teaching as a 

profession in Ontario, and aspects that enhance or detract from that professionalism, 

are virtually non-existent. This study brought attention to the need for further research in 

order to understand how the current state of the teaching profession in Ontario is 

affecting teachers and their roles in the classroom. Anything affecting a teacher’s role in 

the classroom is of significance when discussing factors affecting student success.  We 

simply need to put more value on teachers’ feelings and views of their roles in 

understanding what is going on in our classrooms, in both positive and negative ways.  
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This study offered a preliminary glimpse of how teachers view their roles (in the 

aftermath of numerous changes to education in Ontario) and what aspects of their roles 

enhance or detract from their feelings of professionalism.  

Limitations 

The study examined the perspectives of female elementary teachers from one 

school board in Ontario only. This presented a limitation in reliability because those 

teachers have been exposed to the same issues locally, which may not be 

representative of issues across Ontario, as some aspects of education are left to the 

discretion of local boards. In addition, all teachers belonged to the same local union of 

teachers. Union groupings in different areas of Ontario may inform their members of 

different issues, or choose to bring different issues to light. Some interviewees may 

have been executive members of the local teachers’ union. These interviewees might 

be more knowledgeable of negative aspects of current practices in education, due to the 

volatile relationships between teaching unions and local school boards and the Ministry 

of Education in Ontario. This also presented a limitation in reliability.    

This study did not generalize about the views of teachers in Ontario, or even in 

the board studied regarding professionalism. The data collected and reported were 

specific to the seven teachers interviewed, and were not applicable beyond the 

interviewees themselves. This research was limited in terms of time and location due to 

the researcher holding a full-time teaching position while completing this study.  It was 

necessary that the interviewees be within an hour’s driving distance; this limited the 

choice of boards in which the study could take place. The board from which the 

interviewees were taken is a large board consisting of urban-rural and rural areas. 
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Because of the expanse of this board, some of its schools are more than 100 km from 

the researcher. Due to the aforementioned location restraints, the interviewees were 

chosen from schools within a 50-75 km. distance from the researcher’s home, meaning 

that not all territory covered by the board was represented. The interviewees were 

largely drawn from the city centre in which the board is based, and few from the 

surrounding rural areas.    

Thesis Overview 

This thesis is organized into five chapters. Chapter One introduced the reader to 

the reasoning behind this particular topic in terms of interest, rationale, purpose, and 

background. Chapter Two provides a review of literature relevant to the topic being 

researched. Chapter Three describes the research design and the methods used to 

analyze the data. Chapter Four reports an analysis of the data collected. Provided in 

Chapter Five is a summary of the research questions and their responses, conclusion 

and discussion of the data findings, and implications for theory, practice, policy and 

future research.  A literature review, presented in the next chapter, clearly demonstrated 

the need for the current research.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

This chapter reviews the literature in four major areas relating to this study:  

professionalism, deprofessionalism, “new” professionalism or reprofessionalization, and 

literature about the current teaching context in Ontario. These areas are presented in 

four sections in this chapter.  

Professionalism 

Professionalism is a difficult concept to define. It is a constantly changing and 

evolving concept, forced to transform as the world changes and the work available 

within our world changes. Professionalism changes meaning with different careers, 

different time periods, and different points of view. In education, in particular, the 

controversy over whether teaching is a profession is one that has been discussed for 

years, with valid arguments made on both sides. The vagueness of the concept has 

allowed for this long-standing debate. Many attempts have been made to create a 

concrete idea of professionalism and how it relates to education. None, however, are 

universally accepted or applied.  

Attempts to define the concept of teaching as a profession have ranged from 

focusing on subject knowledge, practical knowledge,  and analytical skills (Wise, 1989), 

to experience (Clement, 2002), to an emphasis on organizational and management 

skills (Stronge, 2002), to the quality of one’s practice (Hoyle, 1980), to specific 

behaviours (Hurst & Reding, 2000), to degree of commitment (Morrow, 1988), and to a 
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balance between character, commitment to change and learning, subject knowledge, 

pedagogical knowledge, and responsibilities outside the job location (Sockett, 1993).  

Goodson and Hargreaves (1996b) provided an excellent overview of literature 

and theories regarding professionalism. They described five major views of 

professionalism, in the literature, and described how teaching falls short in each regard. 

The first is Classical Professionalism, a historical view of professionalism emerging from 

the professional status of law and medicine. This classical definition of professionalism 

is one in which professions are characterized as having a special knowledge-base, a 

commitment to meeting the needs of others, and are self-regulated in terms of training, 

ethics, and conduct. There is also mention of collaboration among those in the 

profession (pp. 4-5). Teaching falls short of being a profession in this regard due to the 

vague nature of the body of knowledge one needs to teach. The knowledge and skills 

needed to teach are not easily encapsulated, such as those in law and medicine. 

The second construct of professionalism described by Goodson and Hargreaves 

is Practical Professionalism, in which professionals are characterized by the practical 

knowledge and judgment skills they hold about their work. The problem with teaching is 

that not all practical knowledge teachers have is considered of educational value, and 

the circumstances surrounding the knowledge and knowledge acquisition may not 

necessarily deem it worthwhile or even professionally sound. The third, Flexible 

Professionalism, is one that is merely mentioned in the article, but not described in 

detail. 

Extended Professionalism and Complex Professionalism are described by 

Goodson and Hargreaves as similar constructs in which teachers become skilled 
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through experience and theory, and they take into consideration the world beyond the 

classroom. These professionalisms place value on both theoretical and practical 

professional development, and collaboration among colleagues. This type of 

professionalism seems to be that which is emerging as governments exert tighter 

control of education systems, but the fear is that the result will be teacher exploitation 

and burnout. 

The sixth construct of professionalism, the one that Goodson and Hargreaves 

(1996b) themselves introduced, is that of Postmodern Professionalism. They outlined 

seven principles for Postmodern Professionalism: (a) opportunity and responsibility to 

exercise discretionary judgment; (b) opportunities and expectations to engage with the 

moral and social purposes and value of what is taught; (c) commitment to working in 

collaborative cultures with colleagues; (d) occupational heteronomy (where teachers 

work partly on their own, but also in collaboration with others in the community who 

have a stake in the child’s education); (e) commitment to care for students; (f) a self-

directed search for continuous learning relating to one’s own expertise and standards of 

practice; and (g) the creation and recognition of high task complexity. Hargreaves and 

Goodson were adamant about the fact that professionalism as experienced by teachers 

is much different than that assumed by the policy makers by which it is advocated. 

Sykes (1999) also provided an overview of professionalism related to teaching. 

He tracked the historical emergence of the concept of professionalism, and noted the 

many challenges facing teaching in its pursuit of professionalism, the toughest being the 

popular conception that teaching is easy and can be done by anyone. He described the 

development of various standards to ensure that a highly qualified workforce is one of 
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the major hurdles in the movement towards professionalism in teaching. He commented 

on the need both for more meaningful collaboration among colleagues, and for quality 

professional development.  

Sykes advocated for changes to teaching that will contribute to its professional 

status. While acknowledging it may not currently be a profession, Sykes sees the move 

towards professionalism as not only necessary, but a fairly easy transition from current 

practices.  

Robertson (1996) critically examined the restructuring of teachers’ work in 

Australia to suggest that professionalism can emerge from the processes that are 

thought by many to cause deprofessionalization. Robertson concluded that the 

processes that lead to proletarianism may actually provide the conditions for more 

critical practice within schools. Her argument suggests that we should not be looking at 

the outcomes of proletarianism, but the processes that lead towards it as they can 

provide an opportunity to improving practice.  

Wills and Sandholtz (2009) undertook a case study in California in which they 

investigated the classroom instruction of an experienced fifth-grade teacher related to 

professionalism, and examined her instructional practice in a subject that was not 

included in state testing. They found that her professional discretion was minimized in 

subtle ways even though the subject in which her instructional practice was examined 

was not tested by the state. They named this situation, in which the teacher retains 

autonomy in classroom practices but is constrained by time demands and contextual 

pressures, as constrained professionalism.  
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Schleicher and Stewart (2008) noted strong teacher professionalism as a key to 

excellence in instruction. They stated that the high-performing countries on testing 

“recruit strong teacher candidates, promote sound subject matter preparation, offer 

induction programs that support new teachers during their first few years of 

development, and offer ongoing professional development” (p. 49). In these 

educationally successful countries, they argued, teachers are perceived as knowledge 

workers, capable of problem-solving and making informed decisions. The 

professionalism accredited to teachers in these countries is a key feature to their 

successful test scores (Schliecher & Stewart, 2008). 

Troman (1996) undertook the task of exploring teachers’ views of 

professionalism in a climate of school reform, and how these views differ and change.  

The case study took place in one school in England, and referred to the changes that 

had resulted from the restructuring of education in England that started in the mid-

1980s. Troman found the differences in views on professionalism and on the changes 

that affected professionalism seemed to be partly determined by length of time in the 

teaching field and, mostly likely, by the amount of changes teachers had been exposed 

to. Regardless of the determinants, the result was conflicting views of professionalism.     

Van Veen, Sleegers, and Van den Ven (2005) in Denmark completed a 

qualitative case study of one teacher’s emotions during reform and how it affected his 

view of professionalism.  Van Veen et al. argued that because teachers’ professional 

identity and personal identity are important to their motivation and reaction to change, 

the way teachers perceive change is of great importance.   
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Storey’s study (2007) of second-career teachers in England showed those 

coming late to the profession, and with previous professional work experience, met with 

England’s new performance standards with more ease than those already in the 

profession. Storey concluded that mature career-changers coming to teaching with 

previous experience in various sectors were more relaxed about, and accepting of, the 

performance standards and high-stakes evaluations that have become part of England’s 

push for more professionalism in teaching.   

Sullivan (1999) discussed the concept of teacher professionalism related to 

government-appointed bodies in his article discussing the government of New Zealand’s 

push to establish a professional teaching body, much as the government of Ontario did 

in the 1990s with the Ontario College of Teachers. Sullivan contended that the 

government was arrogant to institute a professional body of teachers and that the 

government was against teacher professionalism in its exertion of control over teachers. 

Sullivan’s belief that professionalism cannot be instituted by the government and needs 

to come from the teachers themselves is a common theme in the research regarding 

professionalism and teaching, and seems to be a major reason government-imposed 

standards for professionalism are being criticized as deprofessionalizing by many.  

The most relevant study found in relation to my study is the one undertaken by 

Tichenor and Tichenor (2004). They investigated the views of current teachers on what 

it means:  (a) to be a professional; and (b) to exhibit professionalism in the field of 

education. Tichenor and Tichenor noted the controversy surrounding the concept of 

teachers as professionals, and how the importance of teachers involved in societal 

change cannot be underestimated. They conducted focus-group interviews with 
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teachers at four elementary schools partnered with university teacher education 

programs. The location of these schools is not given, though I assume that it is 

somewhere in the United States. Three of the focus-groups were voluntary; one took 

place during a faculty meeting. The focus groups included teachers from a variety of 

grades, subjects, and years of teaching experience.   

Tichenor and Tichenor grouped teacher comments using the five categories of 

Sockett (1993): (a) character; (b) commitment to change and continuous improvement; 

(c) subject knowledge; (d) pedagogical knowledge; and (e) obligations and working 

relationships beyond the classroom. They found that teachers viewed personal 

characteristics, such as patience, determination, courage, and respect for children, as 

contributors to their professionalism. The teachers’ comments revealed that teachers 

viewed a professional as one who is resilient, caring, nurturing, friendly, patient, well-

organized, flexible, confident, conscientious, creative, dedicated, moral, ethical, dressed 

neat and clean, has positive attitudes, and is passionate about her/his work. Regarding 

commitment to change and continuous improvement, they found teachers recognized 

the need for change and the desire to seek ways to improve. Teachers also considered 

subject knowledge as an important aspect of professionalism; moreover, they 

recognized that teachers who exhibit professionalism have a responsibility to 

collaborate with those inside and outside the school environment.  

Tichenor and Tichenor’s study found that teachers do have high standards, 

ideals, and expectations for themselves and their colleagues, and believe that certain 

characteristics separate professionals from others. A study by Shacklock (1998) also 
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found that teachers identified caring relationships with students and colleagues as an 

important aspect of their professional roles.   

The study I carried out is similar to that of Tichenor and Tichenor, with the 

exception that it was focused in Ontario, a province that is emerging from two decades 

of tumultuous changes in education. I used in-depth, face-to-face interviews, which 

allowed for a deeper understanding of teachers’ perspectives and an opportunity for 

them to expand on their opinions and feelings.  

Deprofessionalization 

Apple (1986) first wrote of a restructuring of teaching that was similar to the 

restructuring of jobs that had previously led to a “proletarianism of blue-, pink-, and 

white-collar jobs” (p. 184). He discussed the stripping of conceptual skills by 

management and a teaching workforce left with meaningless and repetitive tasks that 

represent only a fraction of the process. He also pointed towards the intensification of 

teaching roles as being a major factor leading to this phenomenon, and suggested 

gender played a role, with the majority of elementary teachers being female. Through 

the years, this concept of deprofessionalization has lost its Marxist and gender 

connections for the most part, but the core idea remains a source of concern for many.     

 At the heart of Apple’s original argument for deprofessionalization was the idea 

of intensification of teachers’ work (1982). A. Hargreaves (1994) further expanded on 

this idea by assigning the following characteristics to intensification: (a) a lack of time, 

with no time for relaxation and no time to update skills; (b) the creation of chronic and 

persistent overload; (c) the replacement of time spent caring for students with time 

meeting administrative demands; (d) the enforced diversification of expertise; and (e) 
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the production of packaged curricula and packaged pedagogy. He believed that 

accountability and intensification caused feelings of guilt among teachers, and 

described the different kinds of guilt that impede a teacher’s daily work. Hargreaves 

warned against teacher burnout as a consequence of teachers having to leave ”care”’ 

behind.  

Ballet, Kelchtermans, and Loughran (2006) examined the intensification thesis, 

suggesting that it is much more complex than originally presented. They offered three 

refinements to the original intensification thesis offered by Apple and others in the 

previous two decades. The first refinement was that multiple sources of intensification 

exist, and the phenomenon cannot be attributed solely to external pressures. The 

second refinement is that the impact of intensification is mediated by school boards, 

schools, and the teachers themselves. The third refinement they proposed to the 

intensification thesis was that the impact of intensification is differentiated, meaning that 

different teachers feel the impact in different ways and on different levels.   

Apple and Jungck undertook a study in 1990 to describe the feelings of teachers 

towards the use of pre-packaged curricula for a computer course – one in which many 

teachers felt unqualified to teach. In earlier writings, Apple (1986) indicated the 

existence of pre-packaged materials as a form of deskilling as teachers are not part of 

the conception, but merely the execution of a unit of study developed elsewhere by 

someone else. Apple’s (1986) concern with deskilling was that as employees lose 

control over their labour, they also lose their skills. Apple and Jungck (1990) found that 

teachers were often unable to supplement the packaged unit with their own ideas or 

expertise because of their workload; however, some teachers valued the pre-packaged 
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unit as helping them teach a unit for which they felt unqualified and saving them 

preparation time. While the concept of using pre-packaged materials was not presented 

to the teachers in terms of deprofessionalizing or deskilling, the majority of the teachers 

responded positively to its use. However, one must wonder if and how their views would 

have changed if they had been introduced to the pre-packaged material as a form of 

deskilling or deprofessionalization?  Would the teachers have viewed it in the same 

manner?  Would the teachers agree that the use of pre-packaged materials represents 

deskilling?  What do teachers view as professionalism and deprofessionalism?  

A. Hargreaves (2004) completed a study in a Canadian context regarding 

teachers’ perspectives of change. Hargreaves interviewed 50 teachers in Ontario, 

Canada to explore their emotions and perspectives on educational change. The 

changes under scrutiny were those resulting from the change in government in Ontario 

from NDP to Conservative, and the resulting overhaul of the education system. 

Hargreaves concluded that whether external or internal, it is important that change be 

inclusive of teachers. Teachers were more likely to be positive and enthusiastic when 

they were included in the change process.    

One must wonder what effect a view of deprofessionalism has on a teacher’s 

work. In a study of two American schools, Gitlan (2001) explored the impact the threat 

of intensification and deprofessionalization have on teacher decision-making. Gitlan 

found that teachers often make decisions based on the desire to contain intensification, 

and this creates a type of “defensive teaching” (p. 229). Gitlan also found that the 

separation between conception and execution varied among the schools, as teachers 

were able to interpret policies as they wished, without any consequences. The study 
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also showed that, at the case study schools, work was not always intensified. Teachers 

were found to adjust their practices to minimize the threat of intensification. This 

adjustment in practices was not always for the benefit of the students, as teachers 

tended to rely on pre-packaged materials instead of utilizing their skills and creativity, 

which in same cases can lead to poorer teaching.    

In a more recent study, Wong (2006) studied the existence of intensification of 

teachers’ work in a system of decentralization in China. This study is important to the 

current study because the types of changes that were occurring were similar to those 

that have just been experienced in Ontario, such as the importance placed on 

standardized curricula and testing. Wong explored teachers’ perceptions towards their 

daily practice within the system of educational decentralization in China, which had 

been introduced by the Chinese government over the previous 20 years. Wong 

introduced the idea of decentralization as one in which power is delegated from a 

central organization to peripheral or subordinate groups, and explained how it often 

leads to a competitive, performance-based system in which schools are competing for 

students and performance results, which can intensify teachers’ roles.  

Wong argued that though many think professionalization should be enhanced in 

a decentralized system due to increased power at the school level, this process actually 

proves to intensify and deskill teachers. Decentralization, as is the case with the 

education system in China, has resulted in a standardized curriculum, standardized 

testing, and competition among schools – all aspects which control a teacher’s daily 

practice and increase  workload.  
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From her study, Wong made many broad statements about teachers, the 

assumption being that she is referring to teachers in general instead of teachers from 

Guangdong Province in China specifically. Wong concluded that teachers, under the 

system of decentralization that promotes a competitive and performance-based climate 

of education, lack autonomy, are being marginalized as the conception and execution of 

teaching and pedagogy becomes separated, and are forced to depend on state 

instruction for curriculum content and delivery via textbooks, which she perceived as 

negative. Also, Wong concluded that teachers in this system feel the need to tailor their 

teaching to the content of the standardized testing, leading again, to an erosion of their 

decision-making opportunities in regards to the needs of their students and classrooms. 

To the contrary, Wong found that some teachers are able to use this system to reskill in 

areas of technology, and create their own interpretation of quality education. 

Of greatest relevance to my study is one conducted by Easthope and Easthope 

(2000), who undertook to investigate the experiences of teachers in Tasmania, Australia 

related to increased workload due to policies emerging from the state’s move towards 

economic rationalization. They wanted to find out if the concept of intensification (as 

defined by Hargreaves) adequately explained the experiences of Tasmanian 

Behavioural Studies’ teachers or whether other factors were involved, what part 

professional commitment played in their experiences, and what actions they took to deal 

with the pressures of increased workload. Easthope and Easthope gave four major 

causes of increased workload in Tasmanian secondary schools, resulting from the 

ideology of economic rationalism:  (a) less money spent on education; (b) changes in 
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marking and assessment; (c) changes in administrative structures; and (d) an 

increasingly heterogeneous student population.  

The outcome of these four main causes of increased workload for Tasmanian 

teachers of Behavioural Studies in secondary schools was that teachers’ work became 

more complex over the period of data collection, as numerous tasks were added to the 

teachers’ roles. This complexity supports the claim for intensification, as defined by 

Hargreaves (1994). However, Easthope and Easthope found that intensification was not 

the only factor leading to the complexity of teachers’ work in the context studied. They 

also found that teachers had a commitment to personal beliefs of professionalism, and 

that their own values, beliefs, and training regarding professionalism in teaching caused 

their work to become more complex. The reason for this is that their professional 

ideology is juxtaposed to the ideology of economic rationalism that was creating 

changes in education in Tasmania. Teachers were trying to adapt to the changes while 

still holding onto their professional beliefs. Easthope and Easthope found that, over the 

course of the 10-year data collection period, this juxtaposition of ideologies eventually 

resulted in teachers leaving teaching, teaching part-time, or compromising their values 

and beliefs regarding professionalism to meet the demands of their increasingly 

complex jobs. 

The “New” Professionalism or Reprofessionalization 

In the same year that Andy Hargreaves was expanding on Apple’s idea of  

intensification as a means to deprofessionalization, D.H. Hargreaves (1994) wrote on 

the concept of deprofessionalization, suggesting a “new professionalism” can result 

from educational change. Based on his analysis of the situation in England and Wales, 
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D.H. Hargreaves suggested that the changes taking place caused teachers to move 

away from the culture of isolationism and individualism in which they currently worked, 

and towards a culture of collaboration. D.H. Hargreaves saw this emerging culture of 

collaboration as a positive step for teachers, and thereby declared it a 

reprofessionalization of teaching. Though not an intention of the reform, he saw this 

emergence of collaboration as a positive outcome of changing conceptions of 

professional development and institutional development. D.H. Hargreaves noted that 

the changes proposed in England and Wales made the withdrawal into individualism 

difficult, and teachers were almost forced to collaborate to endure the changes 

successfully. Though Hargreaves noted this reprofessionalization was not always the 

case and most often occurred when the roots of collaboration were already established, 

it was the first attempt at identifying the positive aspects of school reform on teachers in 

academic literature. What Hargreaves did not offer, however, was insight into what the 

deciding factors were for an outcome of reprofessionalization versus 

deprofessionalization, and how teachers constructed their professional identities.   

In 2005, Geijsel and Meijers tackled the ideas of deprofessionalization and 

reprofessionalization from the view of identity learning. They undertook to offer a 

perspective on change by highlighting how teachers form their professional identities, 

and the significance of these identities in accepting change. They showed that the 

emotional side of educational change, such as teachers’ professional identity, had been 

overlooked as education reform barreled through many countries. They argued that 

“changes in professional identity of teachers, implying here processes of creative 

identity learning, are possible only when social construction and individual sense-
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making become closely related to each other” (p. 420). They offered a model for 

identity-learning, and how this model could help teachers deal with change from a 

perspective of developing a new professional identity.   

As noted in the above section, some of the studies completed on 

deprofessionalization drew conclusions of reprofessionalization as well.  Ballet et al. 

(2006) offered three refinements to the intensification thesis, the third of which allows for 

opportunities for reprofessionalization as opposed to feelings of deprofessionalization. 

The third refinement they proposed to the intensification thesis was that the impact of 

intensification is differentiated, meaning that different teachers feel the impact in 

different ways and on different levels. This last refinement offers support for the 

previous work of D.H. Hargreaves and that of Geijsel and Meijers in suggesting that 

deprofessionalization does not always have to be the outcome of these imposed 

changes. While the literal definition may suggest changes represent 

deprofessionalization, the actual interpretation of the teacher may allow the changes to 

have an outcome of reprofessionalization. Robertson (1996) also suggested that the 

process of proletarianization can lead teachers toward a more critical practice, if they 

focus on the process itself instead of the outcomes. Wong’s (2006) study also found 

that while most teachers felt deprofessionalized due to the changes caused by 

decentralization, some teachers did experience reprofessionalization. 

Sykes (1999) saw the opportunity for teaching to become a profession with a few 

adjustments to its current state. He suggested that changes in teacher education and 

professional development may allow for teaching to fix those aspects which currently 

hold it back from being a profession in the eyes of many. Some may see this as 
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professionalization; but to those who already view it as a profession, these changes 

would suggest a reprofessionalization. The emergence of Professional Learning 

Communities is one enhancement to professional development that is currently being 

cultivated in the Ontario education system (Ministry of Education of Ontario, The 

Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat, 2007), as teachers are learning to collaborate with 

their colleagues on a more regular basis and to the benefit of their practice.  

Servage (2009), however, cautioned against the existence of Professional 

Learning Communities (PLCs) as a vehicle for professionalism.  She noted that the 

qualifier “professional” in the term legitimizes the interaction and suggests that the 

learning taking place is professional. Moreover, she said that due to the government or 

board role in PLCs, teachers are often told what will be learned or on what they are to 

collaborate. This exertion of control over the PLCs by others detracts from the existence 

of professional collaboration and the use of PLCs as catalysts for leadership and 

empowerment among teachers.   

Ontario Context 

As described in Chapter One, one Ontario study has examined the emotions and 

views of Ontario teachers towards the changes that have taken place in the education 

system in the past two decades. This study by A. Hargreaves (1994) focused on how 

teachers responded to changes and which factors led to positive or negative responses.   

Anderson and Ben Jaafar (2006) offered an overview of changes in the 

education system in Ontario from the 1960s until 2006. They discussed the major 

policies and initiatives introduced, and how these policies changed education in terms of 

curriculum, funding, accountability, and professionalism. Of most interest to this study, 



30 

 

 

they discussed the introduction of the Ontario College of Teachers in 1996. They 

claimed that while the Ontario College of Teachers has made significant 

accomplishments and its establishment could be seen as a step towards teacher 

professionalism, it has not necessarily resulted in a gain of autonomy and control for 

teachers.   

Majhanovich (2002) also summarized the major changes to the Ontario public 

education system in the past two decades, explaining their political driving forces, and 

arguing for the intensification of teachers’ work. Majhanovich hinted at economics and 

politics as being the basis for the changes that have taken place, and characterized the 

changes as centralization, in which control (both financial and education-based) is taken 

from schools and school boards and placed in the hands of the government.   

Majhanovich’s article argued that Ontario teachers were victims in the previous 

two decades at the hands of a variety of power-hungry political parties. Majhanovich 

discussed how the changeover in political parties from Liberal, to New Democratic, to 

Conservative caused a great deal of upheaval in the Ontario education system as each 

political party had their own ideas on how to run the education system. Majhanovich 

focused on the era of Mike Harris and his Conservative government; it was during his 

time in office that the majority of changes were proposed.  

She discussed Bill 160 The Education Quality Improvement Act and how it 

created monumental changes in Ontario education. Some of the more noteworthy were: 

the centralization of funding, setting of average class sizes, removal of principals and 

vice-principals from the teacher unions, establishment of schools councils with a variety 

of community members, reduction of preparation time and increased teaching time for 
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secondary school teachers, and a clause nullifying existing contracts between teachers 

and boards (pp. 55-56). She then proceeded to discuss the reaction to these changes 

by teachers and the public, and the government’s insistence on forging ahead.   

The introduction of standardized and highly-structured curriculum was discussed 

by Majhanovich as something which had already taken place in many other countries, 

and another way the government could exhibit control over teachers’ daily practice. She 

discussed the introduction of standardized testing by the Conservative government in 

the light of the erosion of teacher professionalism, while validating the need for 

curricular restructuring. Majhanovich also mentioned For the love of learning: Report of 

the Royal Commission on Learning (Royal Commission on Learning, 1994) and the 

changes that were proposed in the document, as well as which changes the 

Conservative government chose to enact or ignore. Perceptions of these changes by 

the public, teachers, and principals were given, but without substantial evidence such as 

direct quotations.   

Majhanovich perceived the changes in education in Ontario over the past two 

decades as deprofessionalizing (in terms of intensification) and demoralizing to 

teachers, politically-driven, and in favour of creating an education system that is more 

globally competitive. Majhanovich gave many political reasons for the changes that took 

place, and made clear her claim that the changes were overwhelming, and in some 

cases offensive, for teachers.   

While Majhanovich gave a strong case for the politically-driven erosion of the 

teaching profession in Ontario, her argument would have been much stronger with 

additional information and evidence. She made sweeping statements about the 
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perceptions of these changes by teachers and the public, but did not provide any 

research or substantial evidence for her claims. Supporting her claims with teacher 

accounts or comments or by citing research would have made her argument much 

stronger. As well, she could have explored other explanations for the changes that were 

enacted. While politics certainly was a factor, other factors also drive educational 

change, such as low performance on testing and comparisons with other countries.  

Chapter Summary 

The debate regarding whether teaching is a profession, aspects of teacher 

professionalism, and changes that professionalize or deprofessionalize teaching is no 

easier to navigate or clarify than the concept of what makes a profession itself. It is, 

however, an important debate to untangle as the outcome of these controversial issues 

could have major implications for teachers’ sense of professionalism and how they fulfill 

their classroom roles. Research suggests the most successful teaching profession 

would be one in which all members feel they are part of a profession, where they carry 

out the roles and responsibilities of a professional, and are treated as professionals by 

society. This would allow for the confidence, commitment, and enjoyment that translate 

into good teaching. However, it remains a question whether this is currently the case in 

Ontario. A. Hargreaves (1994) warned that “accountability and intensification provide a 

potent cocktail for inducing feelings of persecutory guilt” (p. 149) and that “teacher 

behavior that is excessively guilt-ridden and guilt-driven can become unproductive and 

unprofessional” (p. 156). If this is the case, and if teachers are being affected by 

accountability and intensification in ways that compromise their professionalism as 

many academics suggest, then this may be a major problem for the education system in 
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Ontario. If, however, the writers that suggest changes such as accountability and 

intensification provide opportunities for reprofessionalization and the emergence of a 

new kind of professionalism are correct, then we need to put the work of Apple and 

others behind us and forge ahead.   

To find out which interpretation represents the current situation in Ontario, 

required, I contend, asking teachers who are currently working in education in Ontario. 

In Chapter Three, I describe the methodology I used to seek their input. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

STUDY DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

 

Teaching in Ontario has recently been given a formal professional designation. 

Yet, changes that have taken place in the education system in Ontario in the past two 

decades have been deemed both deprofessionalizing and reprofessionalizing by 

academics and theorists. This study describes the perspectives of female elementary 

teachers in one Ontario school board regarding the concept of professionalism, the 

aspects of their roles that they feel enhance or detract from their professionalism, and 

what role these professionalizing or deprofessionalizing concepts play in their job 

enjoyment. This was a qualitative study using individual interviews to collect data. 

Research Design 

The purpose of this study was to describe the perspectives of female teachers in 

Ontario on the matter of professionalism. To do this, I considered it important that 

teachers be given the opportunity to freely speak their opinions, using their own words. 

Numbers and statistics would be less appropriate for this study, as the intent is to focus 

on the interpretation and meaning of words of the teachers themselves. The intent here 

was to make meaning of teachers’ perspectives and interpret them, not to test a 

hypothesis, as is often the goal of quantitative studies (Lichtman, 2010). Using 

interviews, I was able to approach the study in an open manner, allowing for different 

perspectives and giving teachers the latitude to respond as they see fit without 

distracting them with predetermined ideas (Patton, 2002).  
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Troman (1996) discussed the ambiguity of the concept of professionalism when 

he described it as a “socially constructed, contextually variable and contested 

concept…defined by management and expressed in its expectations of workers and the 

stipulation of tasks they will perform” (p. 476). I could not assume what teachers viewed 

as aspects of a profession, and which aspects of their roles they viewed as enhancing 

or detracting from their professionalism. Nor could I assume that any uniformity among 

teachers existed regarding the nature of these ideas. Troman (1996) also discussed 

how one’s view of professionalism can change over time, further complicating the 

concept. Accordingly, I considered it important to choose an approach which allowed for 

the large variance of responses possible, and one that did not run the risk of confining 

the interviewees to set answers. Not confining the interviewees to set responses was 

integral to this study as the aim was to capture the unique and personal experiences of 

the teachers related to the current state of teaching in Ontario. 

A. Hargreaves undertook a similar study in 2004, studying the emotional 

responses of teachers about educational change. The study was similar to this one in 

that he was looking to elicit emotional and personal opinions and responses from 

participants on changes that they had undergone as teachers in the education system in 

Ontario. The current study was looking to elicit similar types of responses regarding 

professionalism in the aftermath of the changes that have taken place.  A. Hargreaves’ 

study was comprised of qualitative interviews of 60 to 90 minutes in length with 50 

teachers, as well as a series of four focus group discussions with one small group of 

teachers. In Hargreaves’ study, the interviews were semi-structured, and teachers were 

asked specific questions about their experiences of educational change. 
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The current study was much smaller in scope, with only seven teachers being 

interviewed.  As well, the data were collected through individual interviews only, with no 

focus group interviews taking place. The research questions were focused more on 

professionalism in teaching than on change, though many of the experiences of 

teachers in Ontario can be directly tied to changes in the system in Ontario throughout 

the last two decades. It is also important to note that the current study involved teachers 

employed by a school board covering urban-rural and rural areas in Ontario. 

Constructivist Approach 

This study used a constructivist approach, because in constructivism the aim of 

inquiry is understanding (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Constructivism sees the building of 

knowledge as resulting from the formation of more informed and sophisticated 

constructions through communication and discussion (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  As the 

researcher, I wanted to gain an understanding of, and accumulate knowledge on the 

subject by allowing for a constant evolution of my own constructions through discussion 

and reflection on the constructed knowledge of the interviewees. Constructivism 

assumes I am a participant and facilitator in the gained understanding through the 

interaction with interviewees and the combining of different voices (Guba & Lincoln, 

1994).   

From an educational research perspective, constructivism posits that different 

realities are created by different individuals, as they interact with the people and 

environments around them (Gall et al, 1996). It is these varying realities of 

professionalism and how it is experienced in teaching that I wanted to investigate.   
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Sampling Procedure 

I chose purposeful sampling to select female participants with five or more years 

of teaching experience. I sent all elementary teachers in the one school board an email 

through the board’s list serve (see Appendix A). The school board the interviewees 

were drawn from is located in urban-rural and rural areas of Ontario. Participants were 

chosen in the order in which they responded; that is, the first seven female respondents 

with five or more years experience formed the sample..  Only female participants were 

chosen to eliminate the need to analyze for gender differences in responses, as the 

literature suggested that gender could affect how teachers’ experience professionalism. 

The small sample size was sufficient as the purpose of the study was to describe and 

explore, rather than describe and explain (McMillan & Schumacher, 2006). All 

participants received a Letter of Information regarding the study (see Appendix B) and 

signed a consent form (see Appendix C) before the commencement of interviews.   

Data Collection 

I interviewed seven teachers in face-to-face interviews, ranging from twenty to 

sixty minutes in length. I received a range and depth of answers and perspective. The 

aim was not for me to determine the aspects of a profession ahead of time and have the 

interviewees choose which ones apply, but instead to have the interviewees answer in 

an open manner, to then analyze their responses for content. 

Teachers’ feelings, opinions, and how they make meaning provided the data; 

interviews were necessary to elicit this information (Patton, 2002). I decided that in-

depth interviews would be more productive than focus-group interviews for this study for 

a variety of reasons. Focus groups may have impeded my learning of differing 
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viewpoints; people in the minority may not have felt inclined to speak against the group 

(Patton, 2002). Also, focus groups work best where members are strangers and topics 

are not controversial as confidentiality is not assured (Patton 2002). The board of 

education in which the study was conducted is a small board, and the possibility of 

participants knowing each other was high. As all teachers were members of the same 

local union, the Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario, and its importance and 

strength may have impeded responses in a focus group situation. Some participants 

may not have felt comfortable stating their viewpoints in front of others if they were not 

in accordance with those of the union. The hope was that, by capturing what comes to 

mind automatically to an individual, a more authentic personal view of their current 

teaching experiences would be revealed to me as the interviewer.  

An interview guide was used (Appendix D). This approach offered a consistent 

framework of topics and questions, while permitting flexibility in wording and sequence 

(MacMillan & Schumacher, 2006). Consistency in topics and questions provided 

opportunities for comparisons to be drawn and patterns to emerge during analysis 

(Johnson & Weller, 2002). Some flexibility during interviewing allowed me to probe 

further when I considered it necessary and beneficial. It also allowed for authenticity in 

the manner that interviewees were able to speak freely and at length on topics that were 

applicable to their individual experiences. 

Interviewees chose the date, time, and place for the interviews. Two chose to do 

interviews at their schools after school was finished for the day, and the other five chose 

locations outside of the school such as their own house, the library, or a coffee shop. 

Clarifying questions were asked throughout the interviews in cases where interviewees 
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were not clear about their opinion or the interviewer wanted clarification to ensure she 

understood the answer. All interviewees had the opportunity to return to a question or 

make any additional comments at the end of the interview; a couple took advantage of 

this opportunity. All interviewees were told they could email any additional comments in 

the following days if there was something they felt afterwards that they needed to add. 

One chose to do this, making two additions in the week following her interview.  

Ethics 

This proposal received ethical clearance by the Education Research Ethics 

Board and the General Research Ethics Board at Queen’s University at Kingston, 

Ontario (Appendix E) and the board of education in which the study took place. Each 

participant was given a Letter of Information (Appendix B) and signed a Consent Form 

(Appendix C) ensuring that they understood the aim of the study and consented to the 

use of their interview responses.   

Interview Questions 

The interview questions were informed by the five research questions that guided 

this study. I carefully worded the questions in slightly different ways to allow the 

participants more than one opportunity to offer the information required to answer the 

research questions. Appendix D includes the interview guide, including the research 

questions and which interview questions were designed to enable answers to each 

research question. 

Data Analysis 

Interviews were digitally audio-recorded and then verbatim transcripts were 

transcribed by the interviewer and researcher. I analyzed the data inductively using a 
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conventional content analysis technique, in which the code categories were derived 

directly from the text, as material was read and reflected upon (Lichtman, 2010). For 

example, the “Job Learning” category was derived from the various mentions of formal 

education, professional development, and job preparation that appeared in 

interviewee’s responses. Analyzing began after the first interview was transcribed. Each 

interview transcript was dissected and categorized into codes. Once all transcripts had 

been coded, codes were reviewed and chunked together, divided, renamed, and placed 

in order depending on what emerged and what steps were deemed necessary to best 

organize the data (Lichtman, 2010).  

After initial coding was complete, I reread the data and formed categories from 

the codes to describe more general topics (MacMillan & Schumacher, 2006). Etic and 

emic patterns and themes were identified and put into categories (MacMillan & 

Schumacher, 2006). In the third and final stage of data analysis, I reviewed those 

categories to ascertain the emergence of patterns or relationships among interviewees’ 

situations, mental processes, beliefs, and actions (MacMillan & Schumacher, 2006). 

Coding was done with the assistance of Atlas.TI, a qualitative data analysis 

software. I kept a research journal, recording the dates and major accomplishments in 

data analysis for each work period. The journal also tracked any decisions made about 

changing category names, or any information that I thought that I might need to access 

at a later date to remember why I made certain decisions. The research journal offers 

an authentic tracking of the data analysis process for the time-frame and order of 

accomplishments.  
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Trustworthiness 

Numerous strategies were used to ensure accuracy and validity of results. 

Interviews were digitally audio-recorded with permission of the interviewees. Then, I 

transcribed the interviews verbatim myself, so there was no risk of faulty interpretation 

by a third-party transcriber (Poland, 2002). Verbatim quotations of participants were 

used in reporting data to ensure their language was accurate. Low-inference descriptors 

were used when verbatim quotations were not practical, and I took care to ensure 

descriptors accurately portrayed the interviewees’ thoughts. Interviewees were each 

sent a copy of the transcript of their interview for checking, and none chose to make 

changes. The interviewees represented themselves only. Any generalizations to be 

drawn are those of common themes across those seven interviews.   

Chapter Summary 

This qualitative studied consisted of individual interviews with seven female 

elementary teachers in one board of education in Ontario. Each interviewee was asked 

to answer a series of questions, which were designed to provide data for analysis of the 

five larger research questions. The responses, as discussed in Chapter Four, allowed 

for the emergence of common themes and various perspectives related to the original 

research questions.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 

 

This chapter reports the responses to the interview questions, aggregated by 

participants. Reponses have been categorized and presented by theme for this chapter, 

and will be presented by research question in the last chapter. The purpose of this 

research was to describe the opinions of female elementary teachers from one board 

about professionalism in teaching in Ontario. The findings below represent the seven 

teachers’ responses and opinions to the interview questions, aimed at providing some 

insight into this purpose.  

Participants 

This research involved seven individual interviews with female elementary 

teachers with teaching experience ranging from seven years to 29 years. Interviewees 

have been given pseudonyms to protect their identity. The seven interviewees will be 

referred to through the analysis as: Alice, Betty, Carol, Deborah, Elizabeth, Francine, 

and Georgia. Alice has been teaching for 25 years in Kindergarten through to Grade 8 

with some supply teaching at the secondary level. She has taught in both the public 

system and private schools, and her interview was approximately 60 minutes. Betty has 

been teaching for seven years, and came to teaching as a second career. Those seven 

years have included occasional teaching, long-term occasional assignments, and 

contract assignments a variety of grades in elementary schools in the public system. 

Her interview was approximately 50 minutes long. Carol has also been teaching for 

seven years, all at the primary-junior level in the public system. Carol’s interview lasted 
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approximately 20 minutes. Deborah has taught for 29 years, all elementary school 

grades and all in the same public elementary school. Deborah’s interview took 

approximately 60 minutes. Elizabeth has taught for five years in the public system, 

including occasional and contract assignments teaching physical education, music, 

preparation coverage for other teachers, English as a Second Language, and Grade 2. 

Her interview lasted approximately 30 minutes. Francine has taught for 12 years in the 

same public education board, all levels from Kindergarten through to Grade 6. 

Francine’s interview was approximately 30 minutes. Georgia has taught for 27 years, 

some at the post-secondary college level, and a variety of grades in elementary schools 

in the Ontario public system. Her interview was approximately 20 minutes in length.  

Data Analysis 

Data analysis involved a complex process of reading and coding the transcripts, 

and then filtering and synthesizing the emerging themes. First, the data were analyzed 

by individual interviewee responses, then by emerging thematic categories, and finally 

by research question. The themes that arose from the first two analyses were used for 

the final analysis. As some definite thematic threads wove through all interviews, I 

thought that presenting data by thematic categories in this chapter would be more 

effective and efficient than grouping the findings by research question. Summaries of 

the research findings in relation to the research questions are presented in Chapter 5. 

Research Findings 

Data analysis revealed seven broad themes: responsibilities; relationships with 

the public, colleagues, and school administration; job learning; board and government 

policy; compensation; professional organizations; and personal privileges. All of these 
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larger themes were then coded into categories. Many of the themes contained both 

arguments for and against teaching as a profession, as well as views of themes as both 

enhancers and detractors of teachers’ sense of professionalism, and as work motivators 

and work hindrances, depending on the interviewee and her particular experiences. 

Therefore, examining and describing the data by theme allowed for these examples to 

shine through as points of interest. I present each of the seven themes below in the 

order of frequency in which they were mentioned by respondents.  

Responsibilities 

Responsibilities was the most frequent theme weaving through the responses.  

All interviewees mentioned their responsibilities as teachers in their answers to the 

interview questions several times. Some responsibilities that were mentioned are 

explicit to the profession of teaching, in that they are deemed teachers’ responsibilities 

by legislation or policy. These form the subthemes of supervision duties, legislated 

classroom duties (all duties related to the teaching of the curriculum to children and 

reporting to stakeholders), and legislated non-teaching classroom duties. Other 

responsibilities mentioned, however, are more individualized. These are responsibilities 

that are not outlined in legislation or policy, but are based on the personal standards of 

the teachers themselves. They are responsibilities that the respondents take on 

personally as a part of their job by their own definition, and may not be seen as 

responsibilities of all teachers. The theme categories for these responsibilities are 

meeting personal standards, facility and supply management, and striking life balance. 

The interviewees’ responses regarding both the legislated responsibilities and non-

legislated responsibilities are explained below. 
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Supervision Duties 

Deborah and Elizabeth viewed supervision duties (lunch, recess, dismissal) as 

responsibilities unique to the profession of teaching. Alice, Francine, and Georgia 

believed that the need to supervise children during non-teaching times detracts from 

their professionalism: 

I don’t like yard duty.  I don’t like watching them eat their food.   Sometimes I 
think that they could hire lunchtime monitors like they did in California when I 
taught there.  I don’t love that.  Do I feel like a professional when I’m out there on 
yard duty?  Not always. (Francine) 
 

Alice and Georgia, however, discussed the benefits of these duties in terms of getting to 

know the children better. As Alice stated after initially bringing forward the idea of 

supervision as one that detracts from her sense of professionalism, “I don’t mind lunch 

duty so much because it does contribute to my professional relationship with my 

students in that I get to see them in other realms of their personality and learn things 

that help me do my job better.” While viewing supervision as a negative aspect of her 

role in terms of professionalism, Alice did recognize the role it plays in getting to know 

her students. 

Legislated Classroom Duties 

Four of the seven interviewees cited the responsibility to fulfill assigned duties as 

an aspect of professions in general, and of the teaching profession in particular. All 

interviewees cited different aspects of their legislated classroom role–meeting 

curriculum expectations; content knowledge; assessing children’s strengths and 

weaknesses; meeting with parents, colleagues, and administration; planning--as 

professional responsibilities of the role of teaching. When asked what enhanced her job 
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enjoyment, Francine referred to the legislated responsibilities of communicating with 

colleagues in the form of Professional Learning Teams: “and we’re still accountable - 

there’s definitely an accountability piece here, like we are constantly in professional 

dialogue, sharing what we’re doing, and there’s very high expectations.”   

Alice, Betty, Carol, and Francine said that the amount of responsibilities a 

teacher is accountable for, and the workloads in general, were impediments to their job 

enjoyment. Carol found this particularly true of the amount of curriculum teachers are 

expected to cover with their students:  

Just rushing. There’s just so many things to cover. You’re always rushing through 
to get onto the next thing and you never really like cover things the way you want 
to, so it’s work overload. 

 
Betty and Deborah articulated that the amount of classroom responsibilities a teacher is 

accountable for on a daily basis made it different from most professions. Alice and 

Deborah both found teaching the wide range of students (in terms of abilities and 

needs) in their care difficult, especially if help was not provided.  

Legislated Non-teaching Duties 

Teachers have other responsibilities as dictated by legislation and policy that are 

not directly related to the teaching and reporting to stakeholders’ regarding student 

learning. For example, they hold responsibility for the well-being of a child during school 

hours, responsibility for classroom management and safety for all, responsibility to 

ensure children get 20 minutes of physical activity a day, and responsibility to report any 

pertinent issues to the Children’s Aid Society. Five of the seven teachers interviewed 

believed that these extra duties make teaching different than most professions, and 

three said these detracted from their sense of professionalism.  
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Five interviewees noted the need to behave appropriately in public as a 

professional aspect of teaching.  In Deborah’s opinion,  

You have to behave yourself, and be perceived to be behaving yourself in public, 
so appearances matter in public for a profession.  Your conduct should always 
be within the law and probably not just hanging around the line of the law, it 
should be clearly above. 

 
While she did not feel teaching was a profession, she did believe she was a 

professional because of her own conduct, particularly in terms of confidentiality. 

Georgia cited the fact that teachers are accountable for the care and well-being 

of other people’s children during the day as a unique responsibility to the profession of 

teaching. Elizabeth stated that this responsibility was one that impedes her job 

enjoyment: 

The anxiety of not knowing what’s going to happen.  Kids…30 kids…at the same 
time. I feel like you go into your classroom everyday, kids aren’t like kids from the 
1950s, you just never know what they are going to throw at you. That’s the one 
thing that really bothers me. 
 

For Betty and Elizabeth, the fact that they had to “parent” all the time (their own words) 

detracted from their sense of professionalism.  

Deborah took issue with the amount of these extra legislated roles, and the fact 

that these were roles for which she was not trained in some cases. She stated:   

I don’t know any other profession where somebody who is supposed to be 
responsible for the medical care and overseeing of a kid which say the Dr. is, for 
the food intake of the kid, for the cleanliness of the kid, for the education of the 
kid, for the mental health of the kid, for the Children’s Aid component of the kid, 
for the play of the kid, supervise them when they eat their food, supervise them 
while they play, supervise them while they do their work... I don’t want to be a 
nurse, a mother, a doctor, a food care giver, a clothing provider… Like I don’t 
know anything about mental health, I can hardly look after my own mental health 
and I can’t be responsible for mental health of 18 or 20 young people and their 
nutrition intake and their exercise program for God’s sake their parents can’t 
even exercise them. I am supposed to look after their weight!  Give me a break!  I 
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don’t think there are any other professions where you are supposed to do all of 
those jobs for any one client. 
 

These extra roles detracted from Deborah’s sense of professionalism.    

One other important duty teachers are held accountable to by policy is the duty to 

be responsible citizens. The Ontario College of Teachers holds specific ethical and 

professional standards that Ontario teachers are expected to embrace and fulfill. These 

include standards for personal conduct both in and out of the school setting. Teachers 

are expected to be model citizens whom students can look up to.   

Betty, Deborah, Elizabeth, and Francine all held the opinion that professionals in 

general are held accountable by the public for a certain standard of conduct. They 

believed the public has a higher interest in what professionals do on their own time and 

how they conduct themselves in public than they do for those in other jobs. As Betty 

noted: 

Where I feel - especially in a small town - like a minister.  Where the painter, it 
doesn’t matter if everybody notices the painter’s car is over at the bar. And not 
only are people going to notice where I park, but they’re going to notice what’s in 
my grocery cart. And that’s an aspect of professionalism where we’re on and 
we’re rarely not on. Because…with this professionalism comes a public…we 
become very well-known, and we are being watched and evaluated, and our role 
is within the community as a leader within the community and as showing 
example within the community seems to continue, and seems to certainly go 
beyond the bell. 

 
Betty, Deborah, Elizabeth, and Francine all believed that this is a professional aspect of 

teaching--the need to behave appropriately on your own time. It is also one they 

supported. Stated Elizabeth, “You know what, when I took this job when I knew that I 

was going to have to give up certain activities, I’m going to have to watch the way I 

dress, especially in a small town”.  It is important to remember that the board in which 
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these interviews were conducted covers urban-rural and rural areas, which increases 

the possibility that teachers will see their students and/or parents in public.  

Meeting Personal Standards 

All interviewees mentioned setting personal standards for themselves in terms of 

their job commitment and responsibilities. When asked whether or not they believed 

they were professionals themselves, they all said they were based on their own 

standards. None, when asked, said that they would use the OCT (Ontario Certified 

Teacher) professional designation recently brought into effect by the Ontario College of 

Teachers, which I believe to be indicative of their strong personal standards regarding 

professionalism-- the idea that it comes from within them.  

Six of the interviewees said that use of the acronym would not change people’s 

perceptions; Alice and Francine believed how they conducted themselves was more 

important than those letters. Deborah did not want people to know she was a teacher, 

as she believes teachers are not held in high-esteem in society anymore. 

Alice’s personal standards sometimes served as an impediment to her job 

enjoyment as others (parent, colleagues) sometimes did not meet the standards she 

held. Francine stated it is difficult to keep meeting those personal standards when one 

is not treated as a professional. Elizabeth and Georgia’s held a personal standard that 

they would continue to act as a professional whether they were treated as one or not.  

Betty and Deborah both believed that many female elementary teachers hold the 

standard of wanting to be “liked”. This standard detracts from their professionalism, they 

believe, in terms of not standing up for their rights as professionals and not being 
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treated as equals to secondary teachers (Deborah), or contributing to an extraordinary 

workload (Betty). Betty stated: 

Our profession at the elementary level is really gendered.  And it’s about…I think 
it’s about 90% women.  And I think one aspect of this is that - and I want to avoid 
stereotypes here - but I do think that as women, we want to be liked.  And we 
want to be liked by our administrator, and we want to be liked by our parents, and 
our kids, and I think that - although there’s women out there that aren’t like that - I 
think that there’s some truth in that, and I think that that can be one aspect of 
which is not particularly professional, in terms of people - I don’t know - working 
until 10:00 at night to make sure the bulletin boards are perfect. 

 

This need to be like, according to Betty and Deborah, hurts the professionalism of 

female teachers because they worry too much about the opinions of others. 

Alice, Carol, Elizabeth, and Georgia said that keeping motivated was important to 

them, as a specific standard. Carol and Elizabeth both mentioned their treatment as 

professionals by those around them as affecting their motivation. Georgia stated that, as 

with all professions, one must have some motivation other than money.   

Facility and Supply Management 

Alice, Deborah, and Elizabeth were concerned that their work environments were 

not kept clean enough.  Accordingly, the need to clean their classrooms themselves 

detracted from their professionalism as it was not one of their responsibilities.   

Elizabeth did admit that she is particular when it comes to tidying, recognizing that 

others may not be able to tidy to her standards. Alice claimed that, 

I clean my [class]room a lot. My room is filthy, disgustingly dirty. The kids are 
living in dirt, most of the time, so I tend to clean quite a bit.  So I don’t consider 
that a professional thing to do… and I am not a fastidious person, like I am not a 
cleanaholic or anything - but there are certain levels of decency that I feel that 
kids have to live in, that they respect their environment and see that in respecting 
their environment that this is a place worthy of respect, and that what you learn 
here and do here is at this level of it being important. 
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All three of these respondents identified that there are staff with the specific job of 

cleaning the building. Alice and Deborah believed that these employees were not 

meeting general standards for a healthy environment. Deborah thought that they were 

not held accountable for their job; Elizabeth mentioned that perhaps the custodial staff 

did not have the time to be more thorough.   

Alice and Deborah both believed that the need to purchase everyday items for 

their classrooms (for use by themselves and/or their students) with their own money 

was unique to the profession of teaching. Deborah believed that this detracted from her 

professionalism, saying: 

I’m not sure there is another profession where you have to bring practically all of 
your own supplies to deliver a program. I don’t know any nurses who have to 
show up at the hospital with their own bandages and pills that they bought out of 
their own money in order to deliver the treatment that is necessary for the 
patients. 
 

Deborah said that she understands the need to purchase items that are over and above 

what would be expected to be in a regular classroom (such as something special for an 

art project). However, both she and Alice said that they should not have to purchase 

regular office supplies (such as pencils, staplers, etc.) with their own money.  

Striking Life Balance 

Alice and Deborah, the two interviewees with the most teaching experience (over 

25 years), felt strongly that teaching is a lifestyle, affecting all aspects of one’s life. They 

noted that there is no set start and end time, and that teachers put in many extra hours 

at night, on weekends, and on holidays. Both believed they give everything they have to 

the job, to the point where it affects their ability to do the other roles they hold in society, 
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as well as their own health. Both struggled with striking a balance between all their roles 

as teaching often took the majority of their time and energy. Deborah said this is what 

makes her a professional (if she believed teaching were a profession); Alice found it 

both positive and negative in terms of job satisfaction. Alice believed it was positive 

because she knows she has made a contribution because she simply has no more to 

give, saying: “teaching is my life”. However, it negatively affected  other aspects of her 

life. She stated:   

I think that the role of teaching demands so much from the teacher’s personal 
lives, that something’s got to give - either the role, or the contribution you are 
making every day suffers, because you need to be there as a parent, or wife, or 
you’re role as a wife and mother suffers.  One or the other suffers.  So I think 
some part of coming to work everyday or enjoying what I do is squeezed through 
the tube of trying to fit into all the roles that you have. 
 

Both respondents recognized that they needed to make some changes to have more 

balance, but both were unsure how to move forward in accomplishing that.   

Relationships 

Relationships were the second most common theme occurring throughout the 

interviews, but only by a small margin. All seven interviewees mentioned some aspect 

of their relationships with the public, colleagues, and administration numerous times 

during their interviews. For the purpose of analysis, “public” will refer to anyone outside 

the education field–parents of students, former parents, society in general. I extracted 

five subthemes from their transcripts: respect, accountability, trust, recognition, and 

collaboration. I discuss each below. 

 

 



53 

 

 

Respect 

Only three of the interviewees deemed respect from the public as inherent to 

professions in general, yet six of them linked it as having great importance to their 

opinions on professionalism in teaching. Alice summarized the importance of respect to 

her, stating: 

If I’m not respected, either by students, or parents, or administration then it’s 
another burden in the coping skills you need to get through the day. Really, it’s 
irrelevant to me whether I’m regarded as a professional or not a professional, it’s  
more whether I’m respected or not respected for who I am and how much I care, 
and my skills and abilities to get the job done in the lives of my students and their 
families. 
 

Betty and Carol said that teaching is a respected profession in the public’s view; in 

contrast, Carol did not think it was not as respected as other professions as teachers 

are held accountable for the success (or lack of success) of students in their 

classrooms.  

Deborah strongly believed that teaching used to be a respected profession when 

she started almost 30 years ago; she spoke of how she enjoyed telling people she was 

a teacher. Now, however, she feels teaching is no longer respected and, consequently, 

is not a profession.  

Alice believed that teachers are not respected in today’s society, and thought a 

possible reason for this is their availability. She explained how physicians or lawyers are 

difficult to see–first one makes an appointment and then sometimes waits weeks or 

months. Teachers, however, are expected to be available to the public all the time.   

Elizabeth stated that respect from the public made her feel like a professional, 

whereas Carol and Francine who said that lack of respect from the public made them 
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feel that they were not professionals. Alice, Betty, and Carol all said that lack of respect 

from the public affected their job satisfaction in terms of enjoying what they do and 

feeling they have made a contribution.  

Alice, Betty, Deborah, and Georgia viewed respect from colleagues as important 

to professions in general. It is a mark of professionalism for them, as teachers, to be 

treated with respect by their colleagues. Alice believed that it enhanced her job 

performance, stating: 

I think that when I am regarded as a professional by my peers and my 
supervisors, I know they have confidence in what I do and that builds confidence 
within me, and I think I get more creative and do my job better when I am 
confident in doing that job. 
 

Betty said that feelings of hierarchy existed on her staff team, and that made her not 

feel like a professional.  

While most referred to teaching colleagues when answering these questions, 

Deborah expressed being affected by a lack of respect from other colleagues in the 

building, the support staff: 

I don’t feel professional when support staff that are designated to work with 
individual students…don’t want to follow the instructions that I’m giving and I 
think that I’m in a role to be giving the instructions, or the directions or the 
suggestions or whatever you want to call them and then they are choosing to 
ignore them. 
 

According to these teachers, respect from colleagues can be professionalizing; lack of 

respect is deprofessionalizing.  

Five of seven interviewees discussed their sense of professionalism as hinging 

on respect given to them by different levels of administration (school, board, Ministry). 

These respondents referred to respect in terms of their teaching ability, decision-making 
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ability, and general courtesy. Betty described a lack of respect from administration in 

terms of common courtesy:  

I have experienced other administrators who seem to be more hierarchical in 
terms of their dealings with teachers, so for instance…some may not 
acknowledge me or make eye contact consistently.  And I always just find that so 
odd. 
Lack of respect from those in administrative positions was noted to affect job 

enjoyment for two of the other respondents. Betty also spoke of disrespect in the form of 

feelings of superiority on behalf of administration as something that made her feel like 

she was not a professional. She believed some administrators have a hierarchical view 

of the different roles in education; moreover, these views are expressed in a way that 

suggests the everyday classroom teacher is inferior to those in administrative positions 

in education.  

Accountability 

Accountability to the public in terms of giving quality service and behaving in an 

appropriate behavior was a component of a profession for five of the seven 

interviewees. While this accountability was seen as a quality of teaching as well as 

professions in general, Carol, Elizabeth, and Francine believed that teaching was a bit 

different in terms of the scope of that accountability. Francine said that the fact that 

teachers are accountable to numerous others in addition to the public made teaching 

unique. Carol and Elizabeth noted the fact that teachers are accountable to the public 

for a service delivered to their children, not them directly. They believed the presence of 

children in the equation made the stakes higher in terms of accountability.   

Alice and Elizabeth both said that they were accountable to their colleagues, and 

that this was a professional aspect of their jobs. Elizabeth said that she was 
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accountable to colleagues (in addition to the public) for behavior and conduct outside 

the classroom. Deborah stated that, while her colleagues were not accountable to her 

for their jobs, it impeded her ability to enjoy her work if they did not do their jobs the way 

she thought they should. In particular, she described a situation where colleague in a 

classroom support role was not willing to assist with a student requiring special 

attention: 

I go to admin and I go to special ed. and I say ‘I don’t know what to do, I’m not 
moving them, they are flat-lining, I can’t get them to retain the stuff.  I can’t get 
them to read, so I don’t know what else to do about that.’…And the answer I get 
is ‘well they are all headed for special ed. anyway’… but I’m telling you I’ve done 
everything that I know what to do. I have a lot of tricks in my bag because I’ve got 
a lot of years of tricks in my bag and I’ve used them and they are not flipping” 
working.  Will someone give me a new trick?. Isn’t it your job to find me a new 
trick when I’m asking for help? So I’m frustrated to the end about that and then I 
think I should just talk myself into ‘so, I don’t care’.  But deep down, I do care and 
I am frustrated and I don’t know what to do and I don’t know where else to go for 
help. 
 

Respondents were clearly affected by the fact that they are accountable to each other, 

and that the accountability is sometimes not present in others.   

Trust 

Though similar to the concept of respect, for the purpose of analysis “trust” was 

perceived to involve the public having trust in a teacher’s abilities and opinions, so as 

not to feel the need to interfere or question their decisions. Only Deborah stated trust 

from the public as a quality of professions in general. Knowing that the public has trust 

in them was a source of professionalism and enjoyment for Alice and Francine. 

Francine stated:  “Yes, I believe I’m a professional. I think that the biggest thing for me 

is just the continual growth, the way I teach my students, the trust of parents, my 

administrators, my colleagues.”  Georgia declared that when there is a lack of trust from 



57 

 

 

the public, it does not impede her ability to do her job – she doesn’t feel she lets it affect 

the quality of job she does. Deborah mentioned numerous times a “highly critical” public 

which detracts from teachers’ professionalism, and that this distrust is in fact 

encouraged by the government and the media.    

Betty, Deborah, and Francine all stated that trust from school-based 

administration was a major factor in their job satisfaction and feelings of 

professionalism. Feeling trusted by their administrator to independently do the job they 

are given was a professionalizing feeling for Francine and Betty; not feeling trusted by 

administration was debilitating for Betty, Deborah and Francine in their feelings of 

professionalism.  Although in her current situation Francine feels trusted by her 

administration, which enhances her job enjoyment, she spoke of this not being the case 

early in her career:  “I think early in my career…I think just my administrator maybe 

didn’t trust me as a professional, and then I didn’t have the confidence or the 

experience”. Francine concluded this lack of trust made her feel like she was not a 

professional.   

Alice, Betty, and Deborah spoke of being given specific directives by 

administration, which they believed was indicative of a lack of trust in them. They said 

that being ordered and told exactly what to teach and how to teach by administration 

was deprofessionalizing. Alice took particular offence to being told exactly what to write 

in report cards, and being left out of the decision-making process when directives are 

being decided:  “And I can follow direction from others, and I can obey if I need to, and I 

have and I do, but it does make me feel like I’m not a professional when I’m not 

considered in those things.”   Deborah expressed being “micro-managed” throughout 
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the interview, which in turn makes her feel she is not trusted. She spoke numerous 

times of having many of her daily duties directed to her in terms of what she must say 

and do: 

It’s being told every single, solitary thing that you are supposed to do, when you 
are supposed to do it, how you are supposed to do it and then because I don’t 
trust that you will do it, you have to bring it to a meeting and show it to me…It’s 
back to that whole micromanage thing, it’s back to that whole thing where you’re 
not trusted, you’re not trusted by anyone to be doing your job. 
 

This issue was a recurring one throughout Deborah’s interview, and a main theme that 

she conveyed.  

Recognition 

None of the teachers interviewed saw public recognition as a sign of 

professionalism, although two were affected by it. Recognition from the public served as 

a confidence boost for Betty: “It’s recognizing my responsibilities, recognizing all of the 

talent that I bring into the position, and it’s encouraging and it’s complimentary…it lifts 

me up”. Lack of recognition from the public was viewed as deprofessionalizing by 

Deborah.  She said, “On a daily basis people don’t say ‘good job’. Nobody 

acknowledges the fact that you worked your tail off-never mind everyday, they never 

acknowledge the fact you worked your tail off months on end.”  This lack of recognition, 

she believed, detracted from her sense of professionalism.  

Betty, Carol, Deborah, and Elizabeth acknowledged that recognition from their 

colleagues was an important factor in whether or not they felt like professionals. It was 

enough to detract from their sense of professionalism if it was not provided. Carol even 

felt it impeded her ability to enjoy her job, saying that “When your fellow staff members 

don’t’ acknowledge the work you do, or tell you, or they think that if you’re doing extra, 
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that it’s somehow bad.” Deborah expressed that recognition from peers used to happen 

more in teaching, but is no longer a common practice. 

Four of the teachers interviewed stated that recognition by administration for their 

contributions was a professionalizing aspect of their jobs. Betty said  

If an administrator is going to recognize the strength that I have, that I’m bringing 
to the table, make room for it…whether it’s just air time around a table or 
flexibility within an agenda, or sharing a leadership role within our meeting or 
networking…that’s allowing us all to show a level of professionalism. 
 

Having administration recognize their contributions in their classrooms increased the 

enjoyment that both Carol and Deborah got out of their jobs. As Carol said, of how her 

principal enhances her job enjoyment:  “She’s very good at letting you know that you’re 

doing a good job, and liking what you do, and sadly we need lots of encouragement to 

feel good about ourselves sometimes.” 

Public Perceptions 

The idea that the public does not fully understand the job of teaching or know 

what it involves was a deprofessionalizing aspect for Alice, Carol, Elizabeth, and 

Francine. Alice believed that this could be due to the fact that everyone goes to school, 

so they think they know what it is about; Carol believed, however, that the public simply 

thinks teaching is an easy job. Alice and Francine both said the political action that has 

taken place recently by the elementary teachers’ union has created negative feelings in 

the public based on teachers’ demands for more money and better working conditions:  

It’s just, sometimes with our union, we get sort of a bad image of teachers, like 
‘oh they just want more money; they get the summers off, look at all that time 
they get off’. So, I think that can sometimes detract from teaching as a 
profession. (Francine) 
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Elizabeth mentioned that the amount of vacation time that teachers receive gives 

the illusion that they do not work as hard as other professionals. This causes negative 

public perceptions, augmented by the short period of time to takes to qualify to be a 

certified teacher in Ontario as compared to other professions.   

Collaboration 

Both Elizabeth and Francine believed that working with other teachers as part of 

a team is a mark of professionalism in teaching. They mentioned that they enjoy the 

opportunity to problem-solve and brainstorm in a collegial environment. Alice and 

Deborah saw a difference in personal standards among colleagues as an impediment to 

their job enjoyment. Alice found it difficult when colleagues did not have the same 

motivation for professional development that she does, and do not want to take part in a 

new initiative. Deborah expressed difficulty in relying on others who have expertise in 

certain areas if they do not have the same work ethic and are not willing to help to the 

degree she would like.  

Job Learning 

The theme of Job Learning was mentioned by all interviewees in responses about 

professions in general, and continued to weave throughout the interview discussions. 

Sub-themes that evolved under this theme include: education, professional 

development, training, knowledge and expertise, and qualifications. For the purpose of 

analysis, I define some of these terms and articulate the boundaries of others to clarify 

these sub-themes. Education refers to formal schooling at the post-secondary level that 

must be completed in preparation for a particular job or career. Qualifications refer to 

particular degrees or certificates required to work in a particular job or career. Training 
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was harder to define, as it was used in a variety of instances. For the purposes of this 

analysis, training will refer to any on-the-job, in-classroom preparation people participate 

in (for example, teaching practicum as part of their B.Ed. degree, observing other 

teachers in action, volunteering). Knowledge refers to the expertise one holds in a 

certain area, expertise that goes above and beyond what the average person would 

know about that given subject. Professional Development refers to any courses or 

workshops that professionals participate in after they have been granted their initial 

credentials. 

Education 

Formal education was the most frequently mentioned aspect of job learning. Six 

of the seven interviewees said that a profession involved some form of education; five 

said that teaching could be considered a profession because of the education required. 

Elizabeth said that teaching is a profession because of the education required.  

However, later in the interview, she described a “lack of education” as detracting from 

her professionalism. She explained that certification to be a teacher in Ontario only 

requires one extra year of education beyond a regular degree; in contrast, programs like 

Master of Business Administration, Medicine, and Law require numerous years of 

education after a bachelor’s degree. Elizabeth believed that society does not take 

teachers as seriously as professionals because of this short-term education.   

Deborah commented that education was something that sets professions apart 

from other jobs, but does not feel teaching is currently a profession. Deborah is an 

experienced teacher with 29 years experience, and described viewing teaching as a 

profession when she started. She does not believe it to now be a profession due to lack 
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of respect and trust on behalf of the public and administration. Curiously, more 

education is required now than when Deborah would have started teaching. Deborah 

did focus, however, on other aspects of a profession (such as respect from the public) 

when answering that question. Only one teacher, Alice, failed to overtly mention 

education in any of her responses, although she did often refer to qualifications in terms 

of professions, which are often received as a result of education.   

Professional Development 

The professional development piece, mentioned by all seven interviewees, was 

difficult to isolate due to its close relation to board and government initiatives. Often, 

what is being offered in terms of professional development is a result of a particular 

externally imposed initiative. Professional Development, for the purpose of this analysis, 

refers to any type of course of workshop that teachers participate in to extend their 

learning after becoming certified teachers, whether these are based on particular board 

or government initiatives or not. Most interviewees had positive views towards 

professional development. Deborah had a negative outlook on professional 

development, which seemed to intertwine with the board and government piece. For 

most interviewees, professional development seems to be a double-edged sword. In 

general, it was described as an important aspect of a profession in order for 

professionals to keep abreast of their particular area of focus (in the case of teachers, 

education). 

Alice, Deborah, and Georgia said that some form of professional development (or 

continuous learning, which is included as part of professional development for this 

study) is an aspect of a profession. Alice, Carol, Elizabeth, Francine, and Georgia said 
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that the professional development piece aided teaching in its designation as a 

profession.  Professional development was something that enhanced feelings of 

professionalism for Alice, Betty, Francine, and Georgia. Elizabeth described 

professional development as an enjoyable part of her job. Being treated as a 

professional motivated Carol and Francine to continue with professional development 

and to seek professional development opportunities. Six of the seven interviewees 

developed positive links between professional development and professionalism in 

teaching.   

On the other hand, these same teachers found aspects of professional 

development to detract from their feelings of professionalism or impede their ability to 

enjoy their work. When professional development activities were made mandatory or 

pushed on them, Alice and Deborah contended that it detracted from their 

professionalism. However, Alice and Francine both noted that teaching is different from 

other professions: professional development is not generally required and they are not 

held accountable for it by a governing body. Professional development, they believe, is 

more regulated in other professions. Three of the interviewees--Alice, Carol, and 

Francine-- suggested that professional development enhanced their feelings of 

professionalism. However, they stated that the amount of change and the struggle to 

stay abreast of new developments impeded their job enjoyment. Georgia, who had 

strong feelings on the importance of professional development to any profession, said 

that her time out of the classroom for professional development impeded her job 

enjoyment. While professional development itself seemed to be a positive and 

professionalizing aspect for the teachers interviewed, the amount of professional 
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development and the manner in which it was delivered seemed to present major 

concerns for these teachers.   

Training 

Though the concept of “training” was mentioned by five of the seven 

interviewees, I found it difficult to differentiate between “training” and “education” and 

whether the participants were using the terms interchangeably. Alice, Deborah, and 

Georgia--the three teachers with 20 or more years of experience--all referred to the idea 

of training, which leads one to believe the use of the term could have a generational 

link.  Alice spoke of training numerous times in terms of what makes a profession 

unique and different from other jobs, and what makes teaching a profession. Deborah 

referred to her training as perhaps not being enough, when describing how she feels 

that teaching is no longer a profession because of the level of micro-managing that is 

now done by administration. Georgia spoke of training in terms of “practice”, a 

requirement of professions and a concept that makes professions unique. Elizabeth, a 

teacher with five years experience, spoke of training as a reason teaching is a 

profession, and clarified the term to mean the teaching practicum pre-service teachers 

must participate in during a teacher education program. Francine, a 12-year teacher, 

mentioned training as setting professions apart from other jobs, and “continuous 

training” as a mark of a profession. The context surrounding the use of the term training 

in all these instances suggests its meaning to be linked to on-the-job learning as 

opposed to learning in an educational institution.   
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Knowledge and Expertise 

When asked about professions in general, four of the seven interviewees 

mentioned a particular set of knowledge or expertise as being a requirement; three 

mentioned knowledge as being of importance to the profession of teaching. Betty also 

described the opportunity for movement of positions based on developing areas of 

expertise or specializing in a particular topic. Deborah said that she is a professional 

because of her ability to recognize her lack of knowledge in a particular area and to 

seek out those who can help. Francine placed much importance on the specialized 

knowledge she holds as a teacher, and feel it makes her feel like a professional.  

Elizabeth said: “Whereas we have to be knowledgeable about how to parent a child, 

how to raise a child, how to teach a child, how children develop.” With this statement 

she expressed that the amount of knowledge teachers must have makes teaching 

different from other professions.  

Qualifications 

The holding of specific qualifications, such as certificates, was noted by three of 

the participants--Alice, Carol, and Elizabeth-- as being an aspect of a profession. Only 

Carol referred directly to qualifications in relation to teaching (completion of “teacher’s 

college”). Alice referred many times to credentials or certificates in terms of professions 

in general, and in relation to teaching as a profession. She described the card she 

carries in her wallet as proof of her qualifications (OCT card) as enhancing her sense of 

professionalism. Even through inferring, only Carol and Alice mentioned teacher 

certification.  None of the seven interviewees said they would use the new professional 

designation of “OCT” (Ontario Certified Teacher). The Ontario College of Teachers 
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instituted this designation in September of 2009, to be added to the signatures of 

teachers to denote their status as a teaching professional. None of the seven believed 

that the term would be recognized by the public, and expressed that it was unnecessary 

in their personal teaching situations.  One teacher, initially, was unaware of the 

designation. While most recognized its value to other educators and did not speak of it 

in a negative manner, none said it was of great necessity for them personally. Elizabeth 

stated: 

It doesn’t change people’s outlook of us.  If I put it on my newsletter, or 
correspondence to parents, people still know I’m a teacher.  I’m not putting it on 
my email. I’m not going to put it in anything that I do.  You know, I tell people 
teacher, they just know what I am.  And really, nobody knows what OCT means 
except us.  People will think it’s “October” if I put it in my newsprint, and they will 
wonder what’s wrong.  
 
Three of the interviewees, however, commented that they would use MD after 

their name if they were doctors, because it is more recognized and respected. While 

some interviewees recognized the importance of credentials or qualifications to 

professions, and all recognized the importance of education (which often leads to those 

qualifications) to professions, none saw the value in their particular qualification in terms 

of using it as a designation of their profession on a regular basis.   

Board and Government Policy 

Six of the seven participants held views regarding the roles of local boards of 

education, the Ministry of Education, and the Government of Ontario in general. Their 

concerns were related to board-level policies, Ministry of Education standards, and 

policies and change within both levels of education management.  I elaborate on each 

sub-theme below. 
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Board-level Policies 

The attitude towards board-level policies was a subject in which opinions varied, 

with five speaking to this topic. The existence of board improvement plans and the need 

to work within them was an indicator of a profession for Francine and made Betty feel 

like a professional. Carol, however, said that all tasks, policies, and activities directed by 

the board impeded her job enjoyment and that she felt reprimanded if she did not follow 

directions from the board. Alice believed that board directives on class size and make-

up detract from her professionalism simply because she is given a situation in which it is 

difficult to succeed (too many students, many high needs students with little or no 

support). She also felt deprofessionalized by a new board policy to train teachers in the 

safe use of high-jump equipment:  

I have been teaching for 25 years, yet the board now believes I must have a 
training section on how to safely teach high jump and shot put.  I've taught over 
750 students without injury, yet now I cannot teach them until I have training! 
  
Deborah’s opinions regarding board-level policies were based around her feeling 

that elementary teachers are not valued by personnel at the board of education, and are 

certainly not valued as much as secondary teachers. She articulated that many of the 

policies detracted from her professionalism and indicated a lack of trust in her as a 

teacher.  

Ministry of Education Standards and Policies 

The Ministry of Education produces numerous policies and guidelines for 

teachers in Ontario; four of the interviewees referred to these in discussions. The 

curriculum, as set by the Ontario Ministry of Education, was a professionalizing aspect 

for both Betty and Deborah. Betty said that the existence of a set of expectations was 
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common in professions, but teaching differs in that there are many expectations that lie 

beyond the curriculum and are unwritten. How she meets the curriculum standards, is 

something Betty says she is free to do, and this enhances her enjoyment of teaching. 

Deborah said that she would be a professional (if she believed teaching was a 

profession) because she follows the government-directed curriculum. However, the fact 

that she must stick to that curriculum and cannot deviate even though it may be 

beneficial to the students is something that impedes her enjoyment of her profession.   

Achievement standards, as set by the Ministry of Education, were another topic 

on which views differed. Alice found the standards unrealistic, which causes stress and 

impedes her ability to enjoy her job. Betty stated she enjoys the professional aspect of 

working together with administrators to devise plans to move students towards those 

same standards. Communication of student achievement, in the form of report cards, 

was expressed as a deprofessionalizing aspect for Alice. She did not believe she has 

the freedom to say what she wants to say and finds it offensive to be constricted by 

rules regarding what she communicates in that manner.   

Alice attributed some of her opinions to changes in the provincial government in 

Ontario. She contended that the changes in political parties and their agendas detract 

from teaching as profession because of the constant change it produces. She said, “The 

ups and downs of government and changes in government, and changes in government 

policies have definitely changed the outlook on teachers and whether they are 

competent or idiots”. 
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 A new Ministry initiative, Professional Learning Teams (PLTs), was another 

subject that led to different opinions. Deborah very strongly felt these are an example of 

micro-managing, a sign of distrust, and a burden.  She said,  

So I don’t think that somebody should be micro-managing, peering over my 
shoulder and checking out every single solitary thing I’m doing and I don’t think I 
should have to prove myself all the time…it’s like ‘I don’t think you can be trusted 
to do this by yourself so you have to hand in this homework assignment and then 
I have to check it and you have to hand it in in front of your peers and then we 
have to talk about it and we have to see if you are actually doing your  job’ and 
that’s the part of it I don’t like anymore.  
 

Georgia supported professional development, but does find the time away from the 

classroom cumbersome and difficult for the students.   

Change in Board and Ministry Systems 

Three of the teachers interviewed mentioned the process of change as it occurs 

at both the board and ministry levels. Professions, in Deborah’s opinion, involve change 

and the need to upgrade and stay abreast of new developments. However, she, Carol, 

and Alice all said that the amount of change in Ministry and board policies and initiatives 

was overwhelming. Alice found it deprofessionalizing that her opinion is not considered 

when changes are made or discussed, and does not think that the board provides 

enough time and training for changes to be put into effect:  “I don’t feel like a 

professional when changes happen without warning, preparation, or instruction”.   

Compensation 

In the theme of Compensation, two subthemes emerged during interviewing:  

salary and holidays. These were the only two components of compensations mentioned 

by the interviewees. Two of the seven interviewees did not make any references to 

compensation at all. Each category of responses is explained below.  
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Salary 

The four interviewees that referred to salary in their perspectives on 

professionalism were divided in their opinions. Elizabeth, a newer teacher, considered 

teachers to be well paid and did not view this as affecting her feelings of 

professionalism. Georgia, a veteran teacher also believed that teachers’ salaries were 

sufficient, but did think that some of the jobs required to be completed during the day, 

such as yard duty and dismissal, were a waste of money at a teacher’s salary.  

Alice and Deborah, the veteran teachers of the group, did not think that teachers’ 

salaries had kept up with the salaries of other professions over the years. Deborah 

believed that she was paid well at the beginning of her career, but did not now. She also 

said that teaching is different from other professions in that there is no compensation for 

doing a better job. All teachers are paid on the same salary grid, regardless of the 

quality of job they do. Alice said that being compensated in the form of a salary (as 

opposed to hourly wage or being paid by the job) was a sign of being in a profession.  

Francine believed that the teachers’ union detracts from teacher professionalism by 

asking for more money, because of the negative way it is received by the public.  

Vacation 

Elizabeth and Francine expressed the vacation time teachers get as detracting 

from their feelings of professional. Elizabeth said that this sets teaching aside from other 

professions; and both were concerned about the negative public perception of the 

amount of vacation time teachers received. I quote Elizabeth:  

I love it, but I hate it - I love it, you know I love the vacation, but as soon as 
people think about the vacation time they don’t see you as professional…I hate 
to say it - but it brings down our profession, because people view professionals 
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as working 24/7, dedicated to their job, working tirelessly you know, in their field, 
and I think that when people see us having vacation time they see us as not 
working, not being a teacher, being a parent, being a role model, so I think that’s 
the one thing that really damages our reputation. 
 

Alice and Deborah both noted that they are constantly working--even on vacation time--

so they do not necessarily agree that they get more holidays than other professions.   

Professional Organizations 

The Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario (ETFO), the union representing 

elementary teachers in the English public education system in Ontario, and the Ontario 

College of Teachers (OCT), the governing body of teachers in Ontario, were of interest 

to the interviewees in answering questions regarding their views on professionalism. 

The existence of, and roles of, these organizations played a part in discussions of 

professionalism for five of the seven teachers interviewed. I discuss each below. 

Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario (ETFO) 

The existence of a union to represent teachers was seen as a mark of a 

profession by both Betty and Elizabeth. Deborah said that the union was not only  a 

positive sign of professionalism, but as working on behalf of teachers to increase our 

professionalism in terms of levels of respect and wages, while teachers themselves do 

little to help the cause. Alice and Francine both worried about the negative impact of this 

same type of political action taken on behalf of ETFO in terms of negative public 

perception and loss of respect.   

Ontario College of Teachers (OCT) 

Membership in a governing body to which one pays dues, and which sets out a 

statement of standards to which one must be accountable (OCT), was an indication of 
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professionalism for Alice, Betty, Elizabeth, and Francine. They believed that this 

governing body made teaching a profession, and increased their own feelings of 

professionalism. Alice, in particular, strongly felt that this type of governing body is a 

requirement of all professions, and also thought that participation in these organizations 

is a professional aspect of one’s role. The membership card produced by the OCT and 

sent to all teachers on a yearly basis also made Alice feel professional. Betty found the 

requirements around collegial respect, as laid out by the OCT, were similar in the OCT 

and the governing bodies of other professions. Alice felt that the OCT is unique in that 

the teacher’s role goes beyond what is expressed in the statement of conduct published 

by the OCT, whereas this may not be the case in other professions.   

The role of the OCT in professional development was raised by both Alice and 

Francine as an exception in the profession of teaching. They believed that governing 

bodies in other professions have stricter and more controlling standards for professional 

development of their membership, whereas the OCT encourages professional 

development, but does not set parameters or requirements for its membership. Deborah 

also viewed the OCT as different from other governing bodies in that it allowed for the 

micro-management of its membership on behalf of the boards of education and Ministry 

of Education. For her, the existence and role of the OCT did not enhance her 

professionalism.   

Personal Privileges 

Throughout the interviews, some specific personal privileges were discussed. 

These are privileges which the interviewees believed were part of other professions, but 

not in teaching.   
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Betty felt that the fact that she cannot use the washroom when she needs to 

detracts from her professionalism. She believes that other professionals have the 

privilege of going to the washroom when needed. She understands why this cannot 

happen in teaching, but it still detracts from her professionalism. The fact that she does 

not have a phone in her room, no workspace where the children are not allowed, and no 

personal computer provided by the board all make Georgia feel like she is not a 

professional. She did note that administrators are issued Blackberry phones, and that 

those would be useful for teachers. Both Deborah and Alice thought that the lack of 

office supplies provided by the board, the need to buy classroom materials and office 

supplies out of their own pocket, and the lack of human resources such as support staff 

impede their ability to enjoy their jobs. A dirty work environment was mentioned by both 

Alice and Deborah as something that also detracts from their professionalism as well.  

Summary of Findings 

Responses to the interview questions were arranged by themes and sub-themes, 

as there were many recurring ideas throughout the interviews. These main themes that 

arose in the data represent a variety of issues, and a variety of views on those issues. 

Responsibilities and Relationships, the most discussed themes, all reflect the particular 

situation in which a teacher works, in terms of personalities and interpretation of 

legislation and roles being different at different workplaces. Job Learning and Board and 

Government Policy are more static themes in terms of having defined boundaries and 

being similar across schools, boards, and districts. Personal Privileges is more 

subjective in that it can differ from school to school. The more flexible themes were 

voiced to be both a source of feelings of professionalism and feelings of 
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deprofessionalism, depending on how those themes were managed in a particular 

school, by a particular administrator. How these responses relate to the research 

questions, will be discussed in Chapter Five.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, AND IMPLICATIONS 

Interviewee responses were organized and discussed by theme in Chapter Four 

to display the data in a way which allows the reader to see the prevalence of themes 

and the disparity of views within the themes. In this chapter, I examine responses in 

relation to the research questions. As well, this chapter discusses conclusions drawn 

from the study, and implications the study has for theory, practice, policy, and further 

research.  

Research Methodology 

The purpose of this study was to describe female elementary teachers' 

perceptions of their roles as teachers in Ontario in regards to professionalism, using the 

participants of one school board located in urban-rural and rural areas of Ontario. This 

study, through the interviews, unveiled how teachers view professionalism, the aspects 

of their jobs they believe enhance or detract from professionalism, and how these 

aspects affect their job satisfaction. The study focused around the following five 

research questions:  

1. What do teachers view to be aspects of a "profession", in general terms? 

2. What does it mean to be a teaching professional? 

3. What aspects of their roles do teachers believe contribute to their beliefs that 

they are professionals? 

4. What aspects of their roles do teachers believe detract from their beliefs that 

they are professionals? 

5. How do these feelings regarding their being professionals affect their roles as 
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teachers? 

As the purpose of this study was to describe the perspectives and opinions of 

teachers on the matter of professionalism, I wanted to approach the study in an open 

manner. This allowed for different perspectives and allowed teachers the latitude to 

respond as they saw fit without distracting them with predetermined ideas, and thus led 

to the decision to use a qualitative approach (Patton, 2002).  

I used purposeful sampling to obtain female participants who had five or more 

years teaching experience, and taught in different schools within the same board. 

Seventeen women responded to the call for participants, and participants were picked 

by the order in which they responded. The original number of participants was 

increased from five to seven based on this positive response, but for the scope and 

length of this research project it was decided that the participants should be capped at 

seven.  

I carried out seven individual interviews (one with each interviewee) of 20 to 60 

minutes in length which, I believe, allowed for depth of answers and perspectives. 

Teachers’ feelings, opinions, and how they make meaning provided the bulk of the data. 

I used a semi-structured interview guide. This approach offered a consistent framework 

of topics and questions, while allowing me flexibility in wording and sequence 

(MacMillan & Schumacher, 2006). I digitally audio-recorded the Interviews and 

transcribed verbatim transcripts. I analyzed the data inductively using a conventional 

content analysis technique, in which the code categories were derived directly from the 

text, as I read and reflected upon the material (Lichtman, 2010). I began analyzing after 

completing the first interview. I used numerous strategies to ensure accuracy and 
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validity of results.  

Summary of Research Question Responses 

The interview questions were based on the research questions designed to guide the 

study. Out of each research question evolved three to five interview questions intended 

to extract the information necessary to provide a thorough response to the research 

question. In Chapter Four, the data were presented by theme, as I decided that it was a 

more effective way to present the data given the large variance in opinion. In this 

chapter, however, I provide answers to each of the research questions. For the 

purposes of summarizing participants’ responses, such descriptors as “most”, “some”, 

and “few” were used: “most” referred to the majority of the participants; “some” referred 

to three participants; and, “few” referred to two participants.  

Question #1 – What do teachers view to be aspects of a profession in general terms? 

The participants provided similar answers to this question. All respondents said 

that some kind of specialized preparation was involved in a profession, such as 

university or college education, development of a specialized knowledge base, or 

specific training which may or may not lead to particular qualifications. Most also 

mentioned the need for preparation to be ongoing in terms of continuous learning in 

professions due to the amount of change in work expected of professionals. One 

participant indicated that those in a profession should have a personal motivation for 

this ongoing learning.   

All of the interviewees held the opinion that a profession involved some form of 

advanced responsibility that would not be seen in other jobs, such as higher-stakes 

decision-making, leadership roles, accountability to various stakeholders for job 
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completion, and upholding ethical standards. One respondent said that a profession 

dealt with certain areas of life such as law, medicine, health, or education requiring 

individual thought and answers which were not easily automated.  

All seven respondents noted requirements for behavior and lifestyle as being 

unique to professions. They believed that those in a profession should be outstanding 

citizens, upholding laws and behaving (i.e., dressing, speaking) in appropriate ways in 

the public. It is important to remember that the interviewees work in a small-town or 

rural contexts, where they are more often in contact with their clients outside of the 

school setting than they would be if they taught in a larger urban area. They also 

believed those in a profession should show motivation and a strong work ethic. In terms 

of lifestyle, those in a profession do not work a regular 9-5 schedule and often put in 

extra hours during times they are not officially on the job, according to most participants.   

Professions elicit a certain amount of respect from the public and are held in 

higher esteem by the public than other jobs, according to some respondents. They 

believed there is much power in the public perception of professions, and that the public 

is more concerned with the off-the-job behavior of professionals than those holding 

other jobs.  

Some interviewees touched on the topic of compensation in their responses. One 

respondent believed that professions were compensated on a higher level than the 

average job; one believed that those in a profession are paid by salary as opposed to 

hourly or by job. In addition, one participant said that a person’s motivation to enter a 

profession was not based solely on compensation, due to the personal and lifestyle 

requirements.  
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A few participants contended that professions were marked by the existence of 

some form of governing body or professional organization. The ethical, practical, and 

collegial standards set by the governing body of an organization were signs of a 

profession for one of the respondents. None of the respondents believed they would 

use the new professional designation OCT (Ontario Certified Teacher) after their 

signature, as proposed by the Ontario College of Teachers, the governing body of 

teachers in Ontario.  

When asked to name professions, most participants named physicians, lawyers, 

and teachers. Dentists and nurses were named by some; accountants, business-

owners, police officers, executives, engineers, physiotherapists and optometrists by a 

few. In relation to these previous responses, it is interesting to note that one of those 

perceived professions (business-owner) requires no formal preparation, five require a 

minimum education of a college diploma, and seven require a minimum education of a 

university degree.  

 

Table 1 

Summary of Question #1 Responses 

  

All Most Some 

Special preparation Ongoing learning Elicit respect from public 

Advanced responsibility  Held in high esteem 

Behaviour and lifestyle 
requirements 

 Compensated on higher level 



80 

 

 

Question #2 – What does it mean to be a teaching professional? 

All respondents made reference to explicit responsibilities in terms of teaching as 

a profession. Most said these explicit responsibilities of teaching were what makes 

teaching a profession and what makes teaching similar to other professions. Most of the 

respondents also said that some of the explicit responsibilities of being a teacher were 

unique to teaching and make it different from other professions. Some of these 

differentiating responsibilities included lack of accountability to a governing body for 

professional development; lack of clarity in terms of roles and responsibilities; the fact 

that teachers are dealing with children almost exclusively in terms of clientele and are 

responsible for the care, learning, well-being, and character development of these 

children; parenting duties; and the large number of stakeholders to whom a teacher is 

held accountable.  

Most of the interviewees mentioned job preparation as being of importance in 

terms of the profession of teaching. The majority thought that this preparation or 

learning made teaching a profession, which supported their arguments for considering 

other occupations professions.  

When asked about what it means to be a teaching professional, one respondent 

noted that teaching was not currently a profession, in large part due to the imposition of 

duties and responsibilities, and the fact that she does not believe she is trusted or 

respected by either the public or the various levels of administration to which she is 

accountable. This particular respondent, a veteran teacher of over 25 years, said that 

teaching was a profession when she started teaching, but not now. All six other 

respondents said that teaching was a profession. 
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Table 2 

Summary of Question #2 Responses 

All Most Some 

Certain explicit 
responsibilities 

Job preparation Vague roles and 
responsibilities 

 Unique explicit 
responsibilities 

Responsible for care of 
children 

  Accountable to numerous 
stakeholders 

 

Question #3 – What aspects of their roles do teachers believe contribute to their beliefs 

they are professionals? 

Interviewees were asked a series of questions regarding what aspects of their 

roles they perceive to contribute to the belief they are professionals. Most of the 

respondents believed that the preparation and learning required of teachers to enter the 

professions made them feel like they are professionals. All but one of those specifically 

noted professional development and ongoing learning needs and opportunities. Most 

also believed that the time and energy that teaching demands from their life, outside of 

school hours, marked them as professionals.   

Most of the respondents also made reference to various explicit duties inherent 

to their roles as teachers as being professionalizing. They believed that planning and 

delivering the curriculum and the creativity and energy that are involved in these 

processes on a daily basis made them feel professional. Assessing and meeting the 

needs of each individual student was also a professionalizing duty. One respondent felt 

that the need to connect her daily activities in the classroom to the larger goals of the 

school and the board (such as character education) made her feel like a professional.  
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The majority of the respondents noted respect from the public as a 

professionalizing aspect of their roles. Being held in high esteem by the public and 

being trusted by the public to offer advice when solicited made them feel like 

professionals. One respondent, who did not believe teaching is currently a profession 

and does not currently feel like a professional, said this was one of the professionalizing 

aspects when she did feel like a professional at the beginning of her career. Being 

respected by their colleagues, and working collaboratively with their colleagues to 

develop professionally, move the school forward as a team, or assist others was a 

professionalizing factor for the majority of participants as well. Some of the respondents 

noted their professional and respectful relationships with administration as making them 

feel professional.   

 

Table 3 

Summary of Question #3 Responses 

All Most Some 

 Job preparation Respect from 
administration 

 Professional development  

 Time and energy demands 
outside school hours 

 

 

 Certain explicit duties  

 Respect from public and 
colleagues 
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Question #4 – What aspects of their roles do teachers believe detract from their beliefs 

that they are professionals? 

Interviewees were asked a series of questions regarding what detracts from their 

belief they are professionals. The answers were quite varied, and, at times, at complete 

contradiction with answers from the previous question. It is important to note that no 

single idea was uniform among all the answers. 

Most of the respondents made reference to an explicit duty when discussing 

what detracted from their sense of professionalism. Among the duties mentioned were 

supervision duties, photocopying, collecting money for various activities, parenting, and 

picking through recycling and garbage bins to ensure they are used properly. Some 

made reference to the implicit duty of cleaning. Respondents felt strongly that this 

detracted from their professionalism, in particular because there are others hired to do 

those specific jobs, which they believed were not being done properly. The teachers felt 

their students deserve a clean and healthy environment, so they often ended up doing 

the cleaning themselves.  

The majority of respondents spoke of relationships with administration as 

detracting from their sense of professionalism. The main issue was when the teachers 

did not feel trusted by their administration. Lack of trust in terms of decision-making and 

being able to fulfill their daily duties and responsibilities without direct instruction or 

intervention, termed “micro-managing” by one participant, was deprofessionalizing to 

the respondents and often evoked strong feelings in responses. One respondent saw 

some collaboration efforts, such as Professional Learning Teams, as indicative of a lack 

of trust and the need for administrators to micro-manage. Another respondent spoke of 
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a lack of trust from administration in relation to students, and the deprofessionalization 

that occurs when administration take the word of a student over that of a teacher, or 

require witnesses to events to justify reprimanding a student for inappropriate behavior 

towards a teacher.  

The majority of respondents also pointed towards public perception as a 

deprofessionalizing factor. Respondents felt that when the public does not trust or 

respect them, and question their abilities, it detracts from their professionalism.  One 

respondent felt that the public thinks they know more about the role of a teacher than 

they do simply because of the fact they have gone through the education system for 12 

years before. 

Some of the teachers interviewed discussed the lack of particular privileges 

detracted from their feelings of professionalism. One discussed not feeling like a 

professional because of the lack of workspace where children are not allowed to be, 

and the lack of access to a phone in her classroom. Another teacher discussed not 

being able to go to the washroom when required as a deprofessionalizing aspect.  A 

third participant discussed having to eat in a dirty lunchroom and provide the furniture to 

that staffroom herself as making her not feel like a professional.  

Other factors noted as deprofessionalizing were relationships with colleagues, 

compensation, and job preparation. Two respondents believed that relationships with 

colleagues can be deprofessionalizing, as some teachers have a sense of superiority 

over others (especially occasional teachers) or do not have a sense of professionalism 

themselves, which affects their colleagues. One respondent believed that the vacation 

time teachers have detracted from their professionalism because the public views them 
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as having too much time off, and thus not working hard enough.  Another did not believe 

that one year of graduate education to receive a Bachelor of Education degree was 

comparable with other professional programs that are longer, and that the competition 

to get into a Faculty of Education is not as difficult as it is for other professional 

programs.  

 

Table 4 

Summary of Question #4 Responses 

All Most Some 

 Specific explicit duties (ex. 
Supervision, collecting 

money, parenting) 
 

Cleaning 

 Lack of trust from 
administration 

Lack of particular privileges 
(ex. Workspace, phone, 

washroom) 
 Public perception (lack of 

trust) 
 

 

Question #5 – How do these feelings regarding professionalism affect their roles as 

teachers? 

When asked questions regarding how their feelings regarding being treated as a 

professional affected their roles, there was little difference in answers. All respondents 

agreed it felt nice to be treated professionally. Six of the respondents said this resulted 

in increased confidence in their abilities and motivation to continue to work hard and 

give all they have. It increased the enjoyment they got from their job, making them want 

to keep those high standards. The seventh respondent expressed that, while it felt nice 



86 

 

 

to be treated as a professional, it did not affect her ability to do her job as she continues 

to put forth the same effort regardless of public opinion.   

Most of the respondents felt that not being treated professionally affected their 

ability to do their job in terms of motivation and desire to put forth time and effort. They 

believed that when they are not treated as professionals it is deflating and exhausting, 

and makes the job very difficult to do. They stated it affected their motivation to put forth 

a strong effort and seek out new activities and the enjoyment they got from their work.  

They reported it made their job cumbersome and tiring. One respondent, as noted 

earlier, stated that being treated unprofessionally did not affect her ability to do her job.  

 

Table 5 

Summary of Question #5 Responses 

All Most Some 

Nice to be treated 
professionally 

Confidence in their abilities  

 Motivation to put forth time 
and effort 

 

 Increased enjoyment  

 Not being treated 
professionally can make job 

seem cumbersome 

 

 

 

Conclusion and Discussion 

While there was definitely consistency in the types of issues that the teachers 

were raising during the interviews, their perspectives on these issues in terms of their 
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professionalism, however, varied to a large degree. For example, some teachers found 

the Professional Learning Team initiative introduced by the Ministry of Education to 

mandate collaboration as professionalizing, while others found it deprofessionalizing. 

Some found their relationship with their administrator enhanced their feelings of 

professionalism, while others thought it detracted from their sense of professionalism. 

There seemed to be variance in most of the relationships and responsibilities discussed, 

and how these related to teachers’ sense of professionalism. Also, the teacher 

participants expressed varying opinions on the role of compensation in teacher 

professionalism, as well as the job learning required in preparation for a career in 

teaching, and during a career in teaching. Board and Ministry of Education policies and 

the role of professional organizations were also either professionalizing or 

deprofessionalizing, depending on the interviewee’s particular experiences and 

opinions. Job privileges did seem to be lacking according to a few respondents, but 

there was not consistency among the privileges, except for the privilege of working in a 

clean work environment, which was an issue for three respondents.   

While the particular notions of what is professionalizing or deprofessionalizing 

were not consistent across the interviews, what was consistent were the larger issues 

that can cause this polarity. It was clear from the responses that all seven interviewees 

felt that relationships with administration, colleagues, and the public could be either 

professionalizing or deprofessionalizing, depending on the nature of those specific 

relationships. In addition, responsibilities could have either effect depending on how 

teachers perceived the administrators understood those responsibilities and the 

personal standards and opinions of the teachers themselves. Board and Ministry 



88 

 

 

policies could also create either a professionalizing or deprofessionalizing effect.  The 

outcome seemed to be related to how they were introduced and implemented by school 

administration, in addition to the respondents’ personal standards and beliefs about 

professions in general. Personal standards and beliefs, as well as knowledge of other 

professions, were largely responsible for varying views on the professionalizing aspects 

of job learning, compensation, and professional organizations.  

What can be concluded from the interviews, then, is that there is no consistency 

among the respondents in terms of particular duties, roles, or relationships that are 

professionalizing or deprofessionalizing to teachers. In fact, it is the teachers’ personal 

standards and beliefs regarding professions and the standards and attitudes towards 

teachers held by a respondent’s administrator that seem to lead to this outcome. Figure 

1 presents this overall finding in a Venn diagram. It depicts how teachers’ personal 

standards and beliefs regarding professions and the standards and attitudes towards 

teachers held by administrators combine to create either a professionalizing or 

deprofessionalizing view of the duties, responsibilities, and relationships involved in 

teaching. It is these two inputs together that create the environment where different 

aspects of teaching can be viewed as professionalizing or deprofessionalizing.   

The figure also reflects how the perceived standards and attitudes administrators 

hold regarding teachers are influenced by the institution or organization in which the 

administrator works, and the policies that form the guidelines they must work within.  As 

well, the figure depicts how teachers’ personal standards and beliefs regarding 

professions are influenced by the public perception of teaching in general.  

 



89 

 

 

 

Figure 1.  Development of professionalizing or deprofessionalizing views. 

While Figure 1 presents a new understanding that arose from this research 

project, the respondents’ views on professionalism in general echoed those found in the 

literature review. I expand on this below. 

Professionalism 

In terms of what makes a profession, the respondents seemed to lean toward 

what Goodson and Hargreaves’s (1996b) termed “postmodern professionalism”; they 

included ideas of collaboration, responsibility, ongoing learning, and the complexity of 

responsibilities in their responses. They participants also mentioned the need for 

professions to go beyond regular working hours, which could be considered the 

“commitment to the care of students” as defined by the authors. The majority of 

respondents described positive opinions towards professional development and 
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collaboration among colleagues, supporting Sykes’s view (1999) that those aspects are 

necessary to make teaching a profession. The working definition of profession used for 

this study had aspects that were included in the respondents’ definitions, but their 

definitions went beyond the working definition to add ongoing learning and complexity of 

responsibilities. The classical definition of professionalism found some voice in the 

respondents’ views.  While the classical definition does include collaboration, the aspect 

of self-regulation of the profession was not discussed among the interviewees. The 

characteristic of professions requiring a specific knowledge-base was mentioned by the 

majority of the respondents. The need for professions to go beyond regular working 

hours, as suggested by the respondents, could be viewed as the commitment to 

meeting the clients’ needs that was characterized in the classical definition.  

Schleicher and Stewart (2008) described educationally successful countries as 

those in which there is a strong sense of teacher professionalism. They describe this 

professionalism in terms of teachers being perceived as knowledge workers who are 

capable of high-stakes decision-making and problem-solving. This sense of trust in 

teachers is similar to what the participants in my study mentioned as being 

professionalizing. The findings of this study were consistent with those of Troman 

(1996) and his study of restructuring in education in England, concluding with conflicting 

views on professionalism. He attributed these conflicting views to length of time in the 

profession and amount of changes teachers had been exposed to. Two veteran 

teachers in my study had the more negative views towards board and Ministry policies, 

relationships with administration, and collaboration with colleagues (three areas in 

which a great deal of change has taken place in education in Ontario recently). Also, a 
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third veteran teacher did not share the majority of these views. I have attributed the 

conflicting views in this to personal attitudes and beliefs towards professionalism and 

teaching, and the perceived attitudes and perceptions of one’s administrator towards 

teachers.  Tichenor and Tichenor’s (2004) study investigating the views of teachers on 

professionalism in the United States found that teachers have high standards, 

expectations, and ideals for themselves and their colleagues. This finding is consistent 

with my study, as personal standards and beliefs formed a large part of a teachers’ 

professional identity. Tichenor and Tichenor also found that certain characteristics 

separate professionals from others. These same characteristics--character, commitment 

to change and continuous improvement, subject knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, 

and  obligations and working relationships beyond the classroom--were all mentioned 

by respondents in my study. 

Certain aspects of A. Hargreaves’ (1994) explanation of intensification (as 

expanded from the ideas of deprofessionalization introduced by Apple (1982)) were 

found to be voiced by interviewees in the current study. Hargreaves characterized 

intensification by a lack of time for relaxation and for upgrading skills, and the creation 

of chronic and persistent overload. Both of these ideas were forwarded as 

deprofessionalizing aspects of teaching by the respondents, though the issue of 

overload was not as onerous as suggested by Hargreaves. Also part of the 

intensification concept was the time meeting administrative demands, and not of the 

time spent caring for students. While the time spent meeting administrative demands 

was a deprofessionalizing factor for one respondent in this study, it was not seen as 

replacing time caring for students; instead,  the time spent meeting administrator 
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demands was seen as impacting the teacher’s personal time. The remaining 

characteristics of intensification, the enforced diversification of expertise and the 

production of packaged curricula and packaged pedagogy, were not mentioned in this 

current study. In fact, some respondents said the teacher’s role is ever-expanding, 

creating the need for expertise in broader areas.  

Ballet et al. (2006) refined A. Hargreaves (1994) intensification thesis to include 

the ideas of multiple sources of intensification; intensification is mediated by school 

boards, schools, and the teachers themselves; and the impact of intensification is 

differentiated among teachers. These refinements were validated in the current study, 

because personal standards served as a source of intensification as well as board and 

Ministry policies. Administrators were seen as a key piece in the mediation of 

intensification, determining whether the respondents found certain duties and 

responsibilities professionalizing or deprofessionalizing.  Another Canadian study by A. 

Hargreaves (2004) suggested that teachers are more enthusiastic about change when 

they are involved in it, a perspective also suggested in the current study. Respondents 

said it was professionalizing was to be involved in change.  Moreover, those with the 

more positive attitudes towards new duties and responsibilities were those who said that 

they were in a trusted and respected relationship with their administration.  

Surprisingly, two of the larger changes that have taken place in education in 

Ontario in the last couple of decades and received negative attention--the existence of a 

more standardized curriculum and the introduction of standardized testing were not 

problematic for the respondents. One respondent mentioned the achievement 

standards for standardized testing as stress-creating, but no other mention was made of 
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these subjects. This is contrary to the findings of Wong’s study in China (2006) where 

similar changes had major deprofessionalizing effects on teachers. 

Easthope and Easthope’s (2000) Australian study of work intensification found 

that the main causes of increased workload for secondary teachers of Behavioural 

Studies in Tasmania were less money spent on education, changes in marking and 

assessment, changes in administrative structures, and an increasingly heterogeneous 

student population. The current research showed that the participants were concerned 

with financial constraints in terms of having to use their own money to buy classroom 

supplies as well as constant changes to assessment practices. Furthermore, 

increasingly heterogeneous classrooms in terms of abilities and special needs were 

mentioned as increasing teachers’ workload to the point of deprofessionalization. 

Easthope and Easthope also found that teachers had a commitment to ideologies of 

professionalism, and that their own values, beliefs, and training regarding 

professionalism in teaching caused their work to become more complex. This concept 

was reflected in the respondents’ answers in the current study.  

The majority of respondents in the current study said that collaboration with 

colleagues was a professionalizing aspect of their roles. The move toward forced 

collaboration is one change that has taken place in education in Ontario in the recent 

past. The respondents’ views regarding collaboration support D.H. Hargreaves’ (1994) 

suggestion that this particular change, from isolationism towards collaboration, is 

reprofessionalizing, as opposed to deprofessionalizing. Regarding the Ministry initiative 

of Professional Learning Communities (also referred to as Professional Learning 

Teams), Servage (2009) noted that the qualifier “professional” in the term legitimizes the 
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interaction and suggests the learning that takes place is professional. She said that, due 

to the government or board’s role in Professional Learning Teams, teachers are often 

told what will be learned or on what they are to collaborate and that this exertion of 

control over the PLCs by others detracts from the existence of professional 

collaboration. Only one respondent in this study made mention of the prescribed nature 

of the these collaborative meetings; her concern was more with the fact she felt it was a 

“check-up” to see if she was doing her job. 

Describing the case in Ontario, Majhonovich (2002) outlined some changes that 

took place in education in Ontario in the past two decades, and described them as 

having a negative impact on teachers. She discussed the introduction of a standardized 

and highly-structured curriculum as a way for the government to exhibit control over 

teachers’ daily practice. In the current study, however, no respondents mentioned this 

change in any capacity. Moreover, some believed their responsibility to meet the 

curriculum expectations was a professionalizing aspect of their jobs.    

In conclusion, I found no consistency among what the respondents said was 

enhancing or detracting from their professionalism in terms of types of duties and 

responsibilities, (either duties or responsibilities that have existed for decades or those 

that have been recently introduced by change), and no complete repetition of the 

findings of previous studies (Appendix F). For the seven participants in this study, a 

sense of professionalism was personally constructed, determined by their own personal 

standards and beliefs about teaching, and the standards and attitudes towards teachers 

they believed to be held by their administrators. Administrators’ standards and attitudes 

towards teachers determine how they implement certain changes or initiatives and what 
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those changes require in terms of teachers assuming certain roles or responsibilities. 

This seemed to be a factor in how these ideas were perceived by the responding 

teachers in terms of their sense of professionalism.  As one respondent noted, “for me, 

an administrator has a lot of power within a school, and the relationship between the 

administrator and the teachers is really key in terms of elevating or decreasing my 

sense of professionalism” (Betty). Perhaps then, the key to professionalization of 

teachers lies less in roles and responsibilities, and more in particular relationships and 

personal beliefs.  

Implications for Theory 

In the literature I reviewed, I uncovered teachers’ feelings towards 

professionalism in terms of particular roles, duties, or responsibilities (some of which 

were introduced as a result of educational change). Discussions and theories revolved 

around whether particular roles, duties, or responsibilities were professionalizing, 

deprofessionalizing, or reprofessionalizing for teachers. The literature described 

deprofessionalization in terms of work intensification and the increase of teacher 

workload.  

The current study expanded the theoretical base in terms of what is 

professionalizing, deprofessionalizing, or reprofessionalizing for teachers. Many of the 

duties, roles, and responsibilities discussed enhanced professionalism for some, and 

detracted from professionalism for others. This conflicting effect could be said to be 

impacted by the beliefs of the respondents regarding their perceived relationships with 

their administrators, and the perceived manner in which the administrators approached 

or introduced a given role, duty, or responsibility. Respondents’ personal standards and 
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beliefs regarding professions and professionalism in general also seemed to play a role 

in their perception of these aspects of their jobs. These findings suggest that, for the 

seven teachers interviewed, personal constructs of professionalism and administrator 

standards and attitudes are important factors in their perceived sense of 

professionalism rather than a particular duty or responsibility. Also of importance to the 

respondents in terms of professionalism were their relationships with the public, their 

colleagues, and those at other levels of administration, none of which was identified in 

the literature as a major theme. 

 Thus, Goodson and Hargreaves’ (1996b) constructs of what makes a 

profession, A. Hargreaves’ (1994) theory of intensification, its refinement by Ballet et al. 

(2006), and D.H. Hargreaves (1994) theory of reprofessionlization can all be augmented 

by the findings of the current study. The data presented in this study supported some 

aspects of their theories, but did not support any one theory as a whole. 

Implications for Practice 

Of most importance in terms of practice, I believe, is the finding in this study that 

the perceived relationship between the administrator and the teacher, for the seven 

teachers interviewed, was a major factor in a teacher’s sense of professionalism. The 

perceived administrators’ standards and attitudes towards teachers seem to be 

connected to how the administrators manage their staff and school, including 

implementing initiatives and the expectations for particular roles or duties. The 

perceived attitudes and beliefs of the administrator played a large part in the teachers’ 

feelings of professionalism. It became clear, throughout the data analysis, that 

administrative style varied from school to school, and that roles and responsibilities 
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were being delivered or managed in an idiosyncratic manner due to the administrator’s 

style. If the role of the administrator impacts on a teacher’s construct of professionalism, 

then perhaps more attention needs to be given to this aspect of school management 

and the training of administrators. The responses presented here by the seven teachers 

suggest that even the issues deemed deprofessionalizing by academics and theorists 

(i.e., standardized curriculum, forced collaboration) can be seen as professionalizing by 

teachers when presented in a respectful and collegial milieu.  

Some other more specific and easily implemented implications for practice also 

arose from the current study. One of these is the need for, and importance of, 

recognition in the school environment. Most respondents mentioned recognition--

whether by parents, colleagues, or administration--as something that enhanced their 

feelings of professionalism. Administrators being seen to support teachers’ efforts in 

working with colleagues and administration in a school, according to the seven teachers 

interviewed, would seem to be an easy and effective way to enhance teachers’ sense of 

professionalism.  

 Another implication for practice that arose out of this study is the need, 

according to some respondents, for increased accountability for the maintenance of the 

school environment. Three of the respondents said that having to clean their rooms and 

work in a filthy environment detracted from their sense of professionalism. As staff 

members in each school are responsible for this job, administrators should make them 

more accountable for their daily work, which might, in turn, increase the sense of 

professionalism for those teachers affected by this issue. 
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Implications for Policy 

While standardized testing is currently a highly-debated issue in education in 

Ontario, it did not seem to be an issue of great significance to the teachers interviewed 

for this study. Also the amount of compensation received for teaching was only seen as 

less than other professionals for one of the respondents. Both of these are issues that 

the Elementary Teachers’ Federation of Ontario have raised in recent contract 

negotiations as of particular interest to its membership.  

The implementation of Professional Learning Teams (or Professional Learning 

Communities) by the Ministry of Education was a professionalizing aspect for most 

respondents in this study. They considered it a mark of professionalism to be able to 

collaborate with their colleagues and solve problems in a collegial atmosphere with both 

teachers and administrators. Currently, these Professional Learning Teams exist on a 

school level. The results of my study would suggest that this is a good avenue to 

pursue, in order to enhance teachers’ feelings of professionalism. I would even suggest 

expanding these teams between schools as well.  

The designation of the acronym OCT, as a public affirmation of their 

professionalism for teachers in Ontario, was not of significance to the teachers 

interviewed, who all had five or more years teaching experience. They did not see the 

addition of this acronym to their signatures as important or useful to them as 

professionals or as teachers. They believed that their professionalism was expressed 

more in terms of their behavior and conduct, and that these three letters would not 

change public opinion. 
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Implications for Further Research 

This study was an introductory study to describe the perspectives of experienced 

female elementary educators in Ontario, albeit of one school board in urban-rural and 

rural areas, towards professionalism, as this has not previously been done. The study 

interviewed only seven teachers, all female teachers, and all employed in the same 

board of education. The possibilities for expanding this study are numerous, in terms of 

using male teachers, teachers from the secondary level, teachers from other boards in 

Ontario, and teachers from other provinces in Canada. Also of interest, would be an 

analysis of perspectives of professionalism by teachers of varying years of experience 

in education. In addition, the views of administrators and parents on their perceptions of 

teacher professionalism would also make for different but useful studies.  

This study investigated many issues. Any one of the research questions could 

serve as the basis for a more in-depth study of professionalism of a group of teachers, 

as could a more detailed questioning of any of the themes I uncovered.    

Afterword 

As my research journey comes to an end, I’m still faced with my original question 

– what do teachers in Ontario believe about the state of their profession? While I cannot 

answer for all teachers in Ontario, I certainly have more insight because of the seven 

teachers whom I interviewed. I have come to realize that the same thing that led me on 

this journey in the first place has also emerged as the most important finding in the 

study. 

My interest in this topic was sparked from my own personal experience as a 

teacher in Ontario--a  teacher who faced challenges in teaching the way she believed 
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children should be taught, a teacher who thought that she was not treated professionally 

at times, a teacher whose contribution did not seem to make a difference when money 

was the bottom line, and a teacher who was hurt, deflated, and confused with the 

profession she had longed to be in since she was five. My passion for teaching had 

been beaten out of me by conflicts between the system of education in Ontario, my own 

personal beliefs about teaching, and, as I’ve discovered, by the attitudes of 

administrators. 

This is where I find my journey has come full circle. This same delicate balance 

between the system, my own beliefs, and the beliefs of my administrators, was in fact 

where I found at least partial answers, based on the interviews of these seven teachers. 

This balance, which for me had come toppling down in a heap of despair and 

exhaustion, is what guided the teachers interviewed towards articulating their beliefs of 

professionalism or deprofessionalism. Not one job, one relationship, one duty, or one 

responsibility emerged across the interviewees as truly professionalizing or 

deprofessionalizing. Instead, it was the interaction of these jobs, relationships, duties or 

responsibilities with the teachers’ own beliefs and their perceptions of their  

administrators. 

So what do teachers in Ontario believe about the state of their profession?  For 

the seven teachers interviewed, they believe that the mark of professionalism is not a 

few letters after your name, it is not a certificate or piece of paper, and it is not even a 

duty or responsibility. It is a way of being, and a way of being treated by others. It 

comes from within, mingles with the attitudes of others, and emerges in a confident and 

motivated individual who believes in what she does especially when recognized and 
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respected for the contributions a teacher makes. The state of the profession, for these 

teachers, lies in their feelings and emotions. In short, they believe the state of the 

profession is just that — a  state. It is a state of being that is constructed by the teachers 

themselves and a reflection of those people around them.  
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Appendix A 

Email sent via board listserve to all elementary school teachers to call for participants 

 

TOPIC:  Opportunity to be involved in research project  

A Masters of Education student, Sherrilee Bell, with the Faculty of Education at  

Queen’s University, is undertaking a study on teachers’ perceptions of professionalism 

in regards to their roles as teachers in Ontario, and is calling for voluntary participants.  

If you participate, you will be invited to partake in one 60-90 minute, one-on-one 

interview with the researcher. In the interview, you will be asked a variety of questions 

about your personal beliefs and opinions on professionalism and how it relates to your 

role as a teacher. Interviews will be arranged at a time and location convenient for you.  

Participants must be female elementary school teachers currently employed by 

the HPEDSB, and with five or more years teaching experience in the public education 

system in Ontario. 

All interviews will be confidential and names will not be used.  The information 

collected will be used for the purpose of Sherrilee’s Masters thesis. The data may also 

be published in professional journals or presented at academic conferences, but any 

such presentations will be of general findings and every precaution will be taken to 

avoid breaching confidentiality 

If you are interested in participating in this study, please contact Sherrilee at  

sbell@hpedsb.on.ca.  Participation in the study will be based on when I receive your 

email expressing your interest to participate.  
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Appendix B 

Letter of Information 

 
“Professionalism through the eyes of female elementary teachers in Ontario” 

 
 

This research is being conducted by Sherrilee Bell under the supervision of Dr. Ben Kutsyuruba 
in the Faculty of Education at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario.  

 
What is this study about? The purpose of this research is to describe the beliefs and opinions 
of elementary school teachers on professionalism and the role of a professional, and how these 
beliefs relate to their roles as teachers and their job satisfaction 

.  
What will happen during the study? The study will require one 60-90 minute visit, at a 
convenient time, in which I will ask you a variety of questions regarding your personal beliefs 
and opinions on professionalism and how it relates to your role as a teacher. There are no 
known physical, psychological, economic, or social risks associated with this study. 

 
Is my participation voluntary? Yes. You should not feel obliged to answer any material that 
you find objectionable or that makes you feel uncomfortable. You may also withdraw at any 
time.  

 
What will happen to my responses? Confidentiality will be guaranteed to the furthest extent 
possible. Only experimenters will have access to this information. To help us ensure 
confidentiality, please do not use your name at any point during the interview process, or give 
information which may lead to your identification. The data may also be published in 
professional journals or presented at academic conferences, but any such presentations will be 
of general findings and every precaution will be taken to avoid breaching confidentiality. Should 
you be interested, you are entitled to a copy of the findings. 

 
Are there any benefits to this study? The research will not benefit you directly.  I hope to 
learn more about the perspectives of teachers in regards to professionalism in teaching.  I hope 
that what is learned as a result of this study will help us to better understand teachers’ 
perceptions of their roles, as compared to the numerous arguments offered by academia in 
terms of teaching as a profession. 

 
Will I be compensated for my participation? No, participants will not be given any 
renumeration for their time.   

 
What if I have concerns?  Any questions about study participation may be directed to Sherrilee 
Bell at 6smb2@queensu.ca.  Any ethical concerns about the study may be directed to the 
Chair of the General Research Ethics Board at 613-533-6081 or chair.GREB@queensu.ca.  

 
Again, thank you. Your interest in participating in this research study is greatly appreciated 
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Appendix C 

Consent Form 

 
“Professionalism through the eyes of female elementary teachers in Ontario” 
 

Name (please print clearly): ________________________________________ 
 

I have read the Letter of Information and have had any questions answered to my 
satisfaction. 

 
I understand that I will be participating in a study called Professionalism through the 
eyes of the female elementary teacher in Ontario.  I understand that this means that I 
will be asked to answer numerous questions about my personal beliefs and opinions on 
professionalism and how it relates to my role as a teacher.  
 
I understand that my participation in this study is voluntary and I may withdraw at any 
time.  
 
I understand that every effort will be made to maintain the confidentiality of the data now 
and in the future. Only the graduate student researcher, her supervisor, and committee 
member will have access to this data. The data may also be published in professional 
journals or presented at scientific conferences, but any such presentations will be of 
general findings and any identifying information will be disguised. Should you be 
interested, you are entitled to a copy of the findings. 
 
Any questions about study participation may be directed to Sherrilee Bell at 
6smb2@queensu.ca.  Any ethical concerns about the study may be directed to the  
 
Chair of the General Research Ethics Board at 613-533-6081 or 
chair.GREB@queensu.ca.  
 
I am aware that the interview will be digitally audio-recorded. 

 
I have read the above statements and freely consent to participate in this research: 
 
 
Signature: ________________________________   Date: _______________________ 
 
Please include email address below if you wish to have a copy of the findings emailed 
to you: 

 
_____________________________________________________________ 



110 

 

 

Appendix D 

Interview Guide 

 

 
The bolded questions are the overall research questions.  They will not be asked, 

but are bolded here simply for organizational purposes.   

 

1. What do teachers view to be aspects of a "profession", in general terms? 

a) In your opinion, what is a profession? 

b) What qualities make a profession different from other jobs? 

c) What are some characteristics of conduct, roles, and responsibilities unique to 

a profession? 

d) Name some professions. 

 

2. What does it mean to be a teaching professional? 

a) In your opinion, is teaching a profession? 

b) What qualities and roles of teaching lead you to the previous belief? 

c) The Ontario College of Teachers has recently deemed teaching an official 

profession in Ontario by allowing for the acronym OCT (Ontario Certified 

Teacher) to be added after the signatures of teachers.  Do you plan on using this 

designation?  Why or why not? 

d)  How is teaching similar to other professions? 

e)  How is teaching different than other professions? 

f)  What roles and responsibilities do you feel are unique to the profession  of 

teaching? 

 

3. What aspects of their roles do teachers believe contribute to their belief 

they are professionals? 

a)  If teaching is a profession, then a teacher is a professional.  Do you believe 

you are a professional?  Why or why not? 
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b)  What aspects of your role make you feel like a professional? 

c)  What do you believe to be the professional aspects of a teachers’ role? 

 

4. What aspects of their roles do teachers feel detract from their beliefs 

they are professionals? 

a) What qualities of your role as a teacher, make you feel like you are NOT a 

professional? 

b) What aspects of your role detract from your professionalism every day? 

c) What aspects of teaching, in your opinion, detract from teaching as a 

profession? 

 

5. How do these feelings regarding being a professional affect their roles 

as teachers? 

a) How do you feel when you are regarded as a professional?  How does  it 

affect your ability to do your job? 

b) How do you feel when you are not regarded as a professional? How does it 

affect your ability to do your job? 

c) What aspects of your role impede your ability to come to work everyday, enjoy 

what you are doing, and feel you have made a contribution? 

d) What aspects of your role enhance your ability to come to work everyday, 

enjoy what you are doing, and feel you have made a contribution? 
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Appendix E 

Ethics Clearance Letter 
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Appendix F 

Discussion Summary Chart 

 

Consistent Some 
Consistencies 

Few Consistencies 

Goodson and Hargreaves’ 
“Postmodern 
Professionalism” (1996b) 

Troman – conflicting 
findings, not necessarily 
due to time teaching (1996) 

Wong – little mention of the 
standardized testing and 
curriculum  (2006) 

Tichenor and Tichenor – 
teachers’ high standards 
(2004) 

A. Hargreaves 
intensification thesis (1994) 

Servage – control over 
collaboration (PLCs) 
detracts (2009) 

Ballet et al refinements to 
intensification thesis (2006) 

Easthope and Easthope – 
financial constraints and 
heterogeneous classes, 
commitment to ideologies 
(2000) 

 

D.H. Hargreaves – 
collaboration as 
professionalizing (1994) 

Majhanovich (2002)  

 Classical definition of 
Professionalism 

 

 
 

 




