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THE STRUGGLE FOR TEACHER PROFESSIONALISM 

IN A MANDATED LITERACY CURRICULUM
MARSHA COSTELLO Saint Francis Xavier University

DAVID COSTELLO Saint Francis Xavier University

ABSTRACT. This article reports on a study investigating how elementary teachers 
experienced the literacy initiatives that have been implemented in schools across 
PEI over the past five years. Such initiatives included the implementation of 
standardized instructional and assessment materials across the board and the 
emphasis on consistency of program use, reporting, and evaluation. Data were 
gathered through an online survey and interviews. Throughout this study, issues 
of professionalism, emotional impact, and teacher resistance were explored. 
This article focuses specifically on the issue of teacher professionalism and its 
relationship with prescribed curriculum. Findings suggest that professionalism is 
challenged when teachers attempt to adhere to the fidelity of program processes. 
However, fidelity to the purpose of a program would allow for teacher decision-
making and autonomy within the context of any given program or practice.

 

PRÉSERVER SON PROFESSIONNALISME COMME ENSEIGNANT AU SEIN D’UN  

PROGRAMME DE LITTÉRATIE IMPOSÉ

RÉSUMÉ. Ce texte présente les résultats d’un projet de recherche explorant la 
manière dont les enseignants de l’Île-du-Prince-Édouard ont vécu la mise en place 
d’actions en littératie au cours des cinq dernières années. Des données ont été 
recueillies à l’aide d’un sondage en ligne et d’entrevues. Au cours de l’enquête, 
des problématiques relatives au professionnalisme, aux impacts émotionnels 
et à la résistance des enseignants ont été explorées. Cet article s’attarde parti-
culièrement à la question du professionnalisme enseignant dans le cadre d’un 
programme prescrit. Les résultats indiquent que lorsque les enseignants tentent 
de se conformer scrupuleusement aux processus du programme, ceux-ci le font 
au détriment de leur professionnalisme enseignant. Cependant, être fidèles aux 
objectifs du programme permettrait aux enseignants de préserver leur capacité 
à prendre des décisions et leur autonomie et ce, au sein de n’importe lequel 
programme ou milieu de travail. 
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It was March and students had been in school for nearly seven full months. 
As a school board consultant, I1 was visiting a grade three classroom to touch 
base with the teacher about a student’s reading. Despite finding no increase 
in reading levels, the teacher was pleased with the student’s progress. I was 
pleased to hear that the student was doing well in terms of attitude, participa-
tion, and work completion, but the fact that he had not progressed from the 
reading level at which he had been assessed seven months ago was disturbing. 
When I probed deeper into the situation, the teacher shared with me that the 
boy’s level had not changed because he had not met the criteria for fluency 
as outlined in the relatively new reading program materials implemented by 
the school board. Fluency is one of four criteria by which students are to be 
assessed as readers, along with accuracy, vocabulary, and comprehension.

I was shocked by the restrictions, which the assessment procedures of the 
reading program seemed to impose, holding this child back from progressing 
to a higher reading level. The teacher, in accordance with the reading program 
manual, was evaluating the student based on the preset criteria for reading 
achievement. My concern was that this student had speech production issues, 
which inhibited his ability to speak fluently. Instead, he communicated orally 
in sentences which consisted of groups of two to three word phrases (ie., my 
dog… went outside…. and… and… he found a stick). The reading assessment 
required the child to read in a smooth and fluent manner, which he was 
physically incapable of doing. As a result, the teacher felt she was not able 
to record any change to his reading level in her evaluations, and therefore, it 
appeared there was no progress in his reading achievement. In this situation, 
although the child may have made significant advances in other aspects of his 
reading, the fluency requirement criterion represented a premise incompatible 
with the child’s speech production issue.

For quite some time I struggled to understand the teacher’s unwillingness 
to use her professional judgement regarding the child’s reading progress. I 
understood that the teacher was following the criteria outlined in the reading 
program, but at the same time I could not help but wonder why her professional 
decision-making did not override or, at the very least, cause her to question 
such strict and literal adherence to the program.

DESCRIPTION OF THE RESEARCH PROBLEM WITHIN A CONTEXT

For the past three decades, national and state / provincial governments have 
developed educational policy to standardize literacy curriculum with the stated 
aim of increasing student literacy achievement (Australian Curriculum, Assess-
ment and Reporting Authority, 2008; Dudley-Marling, 2005; Fullan, 2009; 
Lingard, 2010, 2011; Office for Standards in Education, 2002; United States 
Department of Education, 2002; Wyse & Opfer, 2010; Wyse & Torrance, 2009). 
The implementation of this policy has impacted both the literacy instructional 
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practices of teachers and students’ classroom reading experiences in the United 
Kingdom, the United States of America, Australia, and Canadian provinces, all 
of whom have sought to develop a consistent approach to reading instruction 
that focuses on instructing and monitoring student reading achievement through 
the standardized testing of specific reading skills and strategies. While there 
are differences between the various governments’ approaches to policy, there 
is similarity in standardization, both in terms of curriculum and instruction.

In Canada, there is no federal involvement in public kindergarten through 
grade 12 education as policies are developed and legislated provincially (Ful-
lan, 2009). From 1990 through 2003, there were four common educational 
aims pursued by Canadian provinces: standardization; shifts in the locus and 
direction of responsibility for education; requirements for measurement and 
reporting of achievement; and, the emergence of consequences linked to ac-
countability reports (Jaafar & Anderson, 2007).  

Prince Edward Island (PEI), the location of the study reviewed in this article, 
experienced significant changes to its educational system during the past five 
years. PEI is located in eastern Canada and is the smallest of 10 provinces. One 
of four Atlantic provinces, PEI is primarily an English-speaking province with 
a population of approximately 145,000 and 56 schools. In these 56 schools, 
there are both English and French Immersion classes. The Department of 
Education and Early Childhood Development, commonly referred to as the 
Department of Education throughout PEI, is tasked with developing the 
curriculum, while it is the responsibility of the School Boards to deliver this 
curriculum to the school level.

Changes in senior administration in one of the two English school boards 
resulted in a shift in the focus and direction of the board. Literacy was the 
primary focus of the new administration, which was evidenced in addresses at 
local and provincial meetings, as well as within the literacy initiatives planned 
for 2011-2013 (Western School Board of Prince Edward Island [WES-PEI], 2011).

This concentrated focus on literacy achievement resulted in numerous new 
literacy initiatives, including the implementation of standardized instructional 
and assessment materials across the board, and the emphasis on consistency 
of program use, reporting, and evaluation (English Language School Board 
of Prince Edward Island, 2012; Kurial, 2005; Prince Edward Island Depart-
ment of Education and Early Childhood Development [PEI-DEECD], 2012; 
WES-PEI, 2011). The programs and strategies implemented to address low 
literacy achievement scores were based on the work of Fountas and Pinnell 
(1996, 2007, 2008, 2009).  

The Prince Edward Island Department of Education created a policy document 
called Guidelines for Running / Reading Record Assessment for Kindergarten to Grade 
6 (PEI-DEECD, 2012). This document outlined how to conduct running records 
and how to assess an individual student’s oral reading. Despite Fountas and 
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Pinnell’s (2007) caution that reading levels are to be used to support learners 
and not as an evaluative measure, the department-created document appears to 
represent a standardized approach to reading achievement and evaluation. The 
document outlined where students should be reading according to reporting 
periods and correlated with evaluative language — not meeting expectations, 
approaching expectations, meeting expectations, and exceeding expectations.  

Within the PEI literacy initiatives, teachers were provided with program-
specific training, and guidelines were established to monitor adherence to 
the programs through regularly scheduled grade-level meetings and routine 
reporting of student reading progress. Evaluative measures for reporting to 
school administration and school board officials were included as part of 
the program. This focus on evaluation and accountability is consistent with 
practices in other Canadian provinces including Alberta, Saskatchewan, Mani-
toba, Ontario, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, and Newfoundland (Campbell & 
Fullan, 2006; Government of Alberta, 2010; Government of Newfoundland, 
n.d.; Government of Nova Scotia, 2013; Government of Saskatchewan, 2012; 
Manitoba Government, n.d.; New Brunswick Department of Education and 
Early Childhood Development, 2013).  

The increased focus on student achievement scores provided a relevant back-
ground to the events in my school board. Achievement scores are publically 
accessible and often permeate the media after their release. Pressure to improve 
scores is then felt across all levels — government, board, school, and classroom. 
As pressure mounts to increase achievement scores, so too does the publication 
of programs guaranteeing student achievement. Such programs are adopted 
by educational systems and infused into classrooms, often without sufficient 
analysis of their costs and benefits (Costello, 2012a, 2012b; Duffy & Hoffman, 
1999; Herr, 1999; Spiegel, 1998).  

This study explores how elementary language arts teachers make sense of lit-
eracy initiatives and investigates how teachers implement new programs and 
assessment practices in their classrooms. How teachers use their professional 
judgment in making decisions about the literacy initiatives that school boards 
require them to take up is also explored.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

This study investigated the effect of instructional mandates on teacher profes-
sionalism in a climate of accountability and increasing standardization. As such, 
the concept of professionalism was explored and defined as it pertained to this 
study. The mandated curriculum was examined and the rationale behind the 
mandates was discussed. With a working definition of professionalism estab-
lished and the mandates presented, it was then possible to examine whether 
the prescribed curriculum within the school board was having an effect on 
teacher professionalism. More specifically, my research question became “how 
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were elementary language arts teachers making sense of the literacy initiatives 
which had been implemented in recent years?” and considered concerns related 
to teacher professionalism.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The concept of teacher professionalism has evolved throughout the decades, 
with changes often reflecting trends in politics and society. In some of the 
literature, the term professionalism is used synonymously with the term profes-
sionalization. This interchangeability has created confusion about the meaning 
of professionalism as each of these terms has its own distinct meaning. This 
section explores this evolution, as it is important to develop an understanding 
of the issues and confusion surrounding the term professionalism.  

It is important to understand that the concept of profession — the root of 
these terms — has been contested throughout history with no clear definition 
achieved (Evetts, 2006; Greenwood, 1957; Sciulli, 2005). Researchers have 
viewed the term profession as an occupation (Evetts, 2013; Hughes, 1958), 
while others avoid defining the term and instead “offer a list of relevant oc-
cupational groups” (Evetts, 2013, p. 4). Evetts (2013) defined the concept of 
profession as a “distinct and generic category of occupational work” (p. 4) but 
added that most researchers consider a profession to be the knowledge-based 
aspect of service occupations. Many academics have “debated whether teaching 
is a profession or a semi-profession, whether it is an art, a craft or a science” 
(Talbert & McLaughlin, 1996, p. 129). Despite the definition, or lack of defi-
nition, many researchers agree that the existence of a distinct knowledge base 
is the key aspect of a profession (Hargreaves, 2000; Hargreaves & Goodson, 
1996; Helsby & McCulloch, 1996; Talbert & McLaughlin, 1996).      

Professionalization, as discussed in the introduction to this section, is often 
erroneously used interchangeably with professionalism. In fact, professional-
ization is a related term which refers to the specific aspects of the status of 
teachers as professionals, including issues related to professionalization such 
as salary, status, and power (Evetts, 2013; Hargreaves, 2000).  

Doyle (1986) defined a professional as “the master of a discipline and its 
interpreter” (p. 7). By this definition, mastery of knowledge and skill are con-
sidered integral to a profession, as is the ability to apply these in ways deemed 
appropriate by the professional. This definition lends itself to the inclusion 
of autonomy as one defining characteristic of a professional. Larson (1977) 
identified autonomy as a crucial criterion of professionalism, which helps to 
define it as other than common work. 

Despite the dynamic nature of society’s views on professionalism, Hargreaves 
(2000) suggested some constants have emerged through which professional-
ism can be understood. These include “the quality of what [teachers] do; and 
the conduct, demeanour and standards which guide it” (p. 152). Within this 
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definition of professionalism is embedded the idea of autonomy — teachers’ 
ability to make decisions about how to teach, based on their knowledge of 
subject and students.

Schön (1987) also referred to autonomy in his view of professional behavior 
as practical judgment. The work of Schön (1983) has been misrepresented 
by researchers who define professionalism in terms of institutional control. 
In Schön’s (1983) definition of professionalism as “a model of technical 
rationality” in which “professional activity consists of instrumental problem 
solving made rigorous by the application of scientific theory and technique” 
(p. 21), Abbott (1988) and Freidson (1994, 2001) focused on the idea of rig-
orous application of scientific technique as suggesting a routinized approach 
to professionalism. However, further exploration of Schön’s work reveals an 
emphasis on “instrumental problem solving” as being at the forefront of his 
definition. In his work, Schön referred to inferential reasoning and the ability 
of professionals to make individual decisions based on the uniqueness of the 
situation and the learned insights of the professional — aspects associated with 
autonomy, not routinization or institutionalization. 

Teacher autonomy was a significant aspect in many definitions of professionalism, 
and issues related to teacher autonomy were noted throughout the literature in 
relation to prescribed curriculum. One such issue highlighted the restriction of 
teacher autonomy within the context of prescribed curriculum (Aoki, 1990). 
Aoki warned against situations in which “a curricular demand for sameness 
may diminish and extinguish the salience of the lived situation of people in 
classrooms and communities” and advocated for the need to “nurture the 
interpretive powers of teachers and students” (pp. 362-363). In this context, 
Aoki cautioned against the rigidity of a prescribed curriculum — a curriculum 
intended to promote consistency and sameness between and across classrooms 
and grades. Aoki’s work highlighted a concern among curriculum theorists 
that prescribed curriculum places the teacher in a subservient position to the 
curriculum, diminishing his/her autonomy (Apple, 1983; Bushnell, 2003; 
MacGillivray, Ardell, Curwen & Palma, 2004; Schwab, 1983).

Apple (1983) had concerns about what he termed the “tension” between a 
prescribed curriculum and teacher autonomy. Apple defined prescribed curricu-
lum as being “less a locally planned program and more a series of commercial 
‘systems’… [which] integrated diagnostic and achievement tests, teacher and 
student activities, and teaching materials” (p. 323). Although Apple identified 
strengths related to prescribed curricula such as more efficient planning, he 
also identified serious weaknesses associated with such externally controlled 
curriculum, including what he referred to as a “deskilling” of the teaching force.  

Implementation fidelity is another aspect which contributes to teacher deskilling. 
Implementation fidelity refers to the degree to which a program is delivered as 
intended by program developers (Carroll et. al., 2007). Implementation fidelity 
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also relates to the use of instructional strategies and the delivery of curricular 
content as it was planned (Los Angeles Unified School District; n.d.). While 
there is a range of views about how to evaluate program fidelity, at one end 
of the spectrum, the concept of implementation fidelity can suggest a scripted 
approach to teaching as evidenced in the following description:

Critical to the fidelity of the implementation of a curriculum is the impor-
tance of teaching the lessons in the order that the publisher has presented 
them. Teachers are also to teach each lesson according to the publisher’s 
recommended time. Furthermore, teachers are instructed to follow the rec-
ommendation of the publisher about how many lessons to teach per week. 
In addition, teachers are to make use of each publisher’s recommended 
questions and homework pages or activity sheets that will give students the 
opportunity to practice the skill they are learning. In brief, all of the publish-
ers have specific recommendations for their programs that teachers should 
follow. (Los Angeles Unified School District, n.d.)  

This view of implementation fidelity demonstrates a complete transfer of edu-
cational responsibility from teachers to curriculum developers. Rigid adherence 
to programs, practices, and resources eliminates the ability of the teacher to 
differentiate their instruction in ways they deem necessary to meet the needs of 
their students. In this context, teacher autonomy and decision-making become 
not only unnecessary but also undesirable, contributing to teacher deskilling 
and teachers’ feelings of decreased professionalism.

The notion of teacher deskilling and loss of teacher autonomy in relation 
to prescribed curriculum has been explored in various studies (Apple, 1995; 
Bushnell, 2003; Darling-Hammond, 1987; Goodman, Shannon, Freeman, & 
Murphy, 1988; Irvine & Larson, 2001; MacGillivray, Ardell, Curwen, & 
Palma, 2004; Pease-Alvarez & Samway, 2008; Pratte & Rury, 1988; Shannon, 
1989, 1990, 2000; Shelton, 2005).  Although the studies differ in size and 
methodology, recurring themes are identifiable throughout the literature — 
loss of autonomy, teacher identity, power and control, emotional impact, 
and resistance. Despite the different contexts and results of the studies, the 
influence of mandated programs on teachers is apparent and has ranged from 
significantly negative — teachers experiencing difficulty managing the literacy 
initiatives and feeling like failures, to significantly positive — teachers reworking 
their literacy program and incorporating the initiatives in a way that enhances 
their already established teaching styles and practices.

For the purpose of this study, professionalism will be defined as the ability of 
teachers to apply their content and pedagogical knowledge and expertise to 
solve problems and determine approaches suited to the needs of their students. 
This view of professionalism incorporates the acquisition and development of 
knowledge and skills, and also emphasizes the importance of teacher autonomy 
as an integral aspect of teacher professionalism. 
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METHODOLOGY

This study was based on a mixed methods approach to data collection and 
analysis. Creswell and Plano Clark (2007) described mixed methods research as 
an approach to inquiry which involves the use of qualitative and quantitative 
approaches “in tandem so that the overall strength of a study is greater than 
either qualitative or quantitative research” (as cited in Creswell, 2009, p. 4) 
and provides an expanded understanding of the phenomenon being examined. 
A mixed methods approach enabled us to consider questions of how many, as 
well as open-ended questions which explored individual teacher’s experiences. 
In relation to my research questions, I believed a mixed methods approach 
would enable me to gain more insight than I might through another approach.  

Despite the advantages described above, McMillan and Wergin (2010) pre-
sented a healthy skepticism when they challenged the philosophical bases 
upon which mixed methods approaches are built. According to McMillan 
and Wergin, researchers subscribe to philosophical foundations more closely 
associated with either quantitative or qualitative research and as such, “while 
researchers may increasingly use mixed methods in their designs, with few 
exceptions they continue to operate from a dominant worldview” (p. 8). In 
light of this postulation, I believe it is important to identify my worldview as 
a researcher to better understand how my worldview might have influenced 
the lens I brought to my research study.  

As a pragmatist, I was confident in my decision to have employed a mixed 
methods research approach by which I investigated my research question. 
“Pragmatism as a worldview arises out of actions, situations, and consequences 
rather than antecedent conditions” (Creswell, 2009, p. 10). Pragmatism fo-
cuses on the research problem and understanding the problem rather than 
on the methods employed to study the problem. As such, pragmatists are not 
committed to any one system of philosophy and are able to “draw liberally 
from both quantitative and qualitative assumptions when they engage in their 
research” (p. 10).  

I was not worried about my worldview dominating my research as the pragmatic 
worldview lent itself seamlessly to the mixed methods approach. By having 
used a mixed methods approach to inquiry, incorporating both numerical and 
narrative methods of collecting, analyzing, and reporting data, I was able to 
provide the best understanding of my research problem.  

Participant selection

Implementation of literacy initiatives in Prince Edward Island initially focused 
on elementary schools and as a result, elementary school teachers have expe-
rienced the effects of the implementation of the greatest number of literacy 
initiatives, along with the accountability and reporting that accompany these 
initiatives. Because of their experience and familiarity with the literacy initia-
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tives, elementary language arts teachers were believed to be in the best position 
to reflect on these initiatives and the influence these policies have had and 
continue to have on both teaching experiences and decision-making. There-
fore, elementary language arts teachers across my province were targeted for 
participation in this study. It is important to note that prior to beginning this 
study ethic approval was granted through the St. Francis Xavier REB (Research 
Ethics Board), as well as the school board ethics committee. Pseudonyms are 
used in the reporting of all data to protect the identity of the participants 
involved in this study.

Data collection: Surveys, interviews, and documents

For this study, I used surveys, interviews, and document analysis as methods 
of data collection. The first phase of data collection was the web-based teacher 
survey that was distributed to principals of 39 elementary and consolidated 
schools, which included 426 English elementary language arts teachers in 
grades 1 through 6. Of these 426 teachers, 71 completed the online survey. 
This represents a 17% rate of return on surveys. A low response rate can be 
considered a limitation of a study; however, it should be noted that online sur-
veys receive lower response rates than other forms of surveys (Cook, Heath, & 
Thompson, 2000; Nulty, 2008; Ogier, 2005) and rates as low as 2% have been 
reported (Monroe & Adams, 2012). There is currently no definitive criterion 
outlining an acceptable response rate as this is dependent on both the context 
and the details of the survey and the study. It is important to note that the 
distribution group comprised 6% males while males make up 8.5% of the 
survey respondents, which suggests a fair gender representation of teachers in 
this board. Table 1 is a visual representation of gender and years of experience 
of respondents by both quantity and percentage.  

TABLE 1. Survey respondent demographics: By quantity and percentage

Respondents

0-5 years of 
experience

5-10 years of 
experience

10+ years of 
experience

Total

# % # % # % # %

Males 2 3 0 0 4 6 6 8.5

Females 14 20 13 18 37 52 64 90.1

Unknown 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1.4

Total 16 23 13 18 42 59 71 100

By distributing a survey to all English elementary language arts teachers in the 
province, I was able to reach a larger audience and was therefore able to gain a 
more comprehensive understanding of how teachers across the province were 
making sense of the literacy initiatives. Surveys consisted of multiple choice 
and Likert scale questions, with the final question inviting additional insights 
through an open-ended comment section. Survey questions were piloted to en-
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sure clarity. Four of my colleagues, all of whom had experience teaching within 
the literacy initiatives, read, responded to, and provided explicit feedback on 
the survey questions. The questions were then modified to reflect this feedback. 

Once surveys were completed, I moved to the second phase of data collection: 
interviews. Survey respondents were provided the opportunity to volunteer 
for the interview portion of the study. I intended to use purposeful sampling 
(Merriam, 2014) to invite two teachers from upper elementary (grades 4-6) 
and two teachers from lower elementary (grades 1-3) as research participants 
to be interviewed. Within these pairs, I hoped to have teacher participants 
with significantly different years of teaching experience. Because of the low 
number of teachers who volunteered for the interview portion of my research, 
I did not need to group these participants according to years of experience 
(less than five years, more than five years) and setting (urban, rural) and then 
randomly select one participant from each, as I had initially planned. Instead 
all five teachers who volunteered were included.  

Interview participants represented the same subgroup demographics as did 
the survey respondents.  Participant demographics included teachers with:

•	 varying years of experience (1 teacher with less than 5 years of experience, 
3 in the middle of their career, and 1 very near to retirement), 

•	 varying grade level experience (2 with experience solely at the lower el-
ementary level, 2 with experience in both the lower and upper elementary 
levels, and 1 with experience solely at the upper elementary level), 

•	 varying teaching experience (all participants had experience as classroom 
teachers, 2 had experience as resource teachers, and 2 had administrative 
experience),  

•	 various geographic and school demographics (1 from a French / English 
urban school, 1 from an English rural school, and 3 from dual-track 
rural schools).  

This group of interview participants consisted of 3 males and 2 females 
who provided diverse perspectives, which fulfilled the criteria I had initially 
planned for.

I conducted two semi-structured interviews with each participant. The initial 
interviews were the main interviews and addressed questions and experiences 
related to my topic. The second interviews were shorter follow-up interviews 
to clarify anything from the transcript as well as to discuss revisions, additions, 
and/or deletions. The follow-up interview was essential in verifying that the 
information collected during the first interview and the interpretations of that 
data at that point in the analysis were true representations of the participants’ 
experiences. It also provided an opportunity to ask follow-up questions aris-
ing from the analysis of the transcripts. Such verification contributed to the 
validity and reliability of my study. 
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Interview questions included general demographics, challenges and successes 
related to the literacy initiatives, and questions exploring the experiences of 
teachers in relation to the literacy initiatives currently in place in my prov-
ince. These questions were trialed in a pilot interview to identify areas of 
potential confusion or discomfort for participants. Although these questions 
were re-worked based on this pilot experience, I remained cognizant that each 
participant in my study would interpret and respond differently based on their 
own personal context. As a result of this knowledge, I allowed participants the 
time to process the question(s) and seek clarity if needed. I was mindful to 
prompt gently and remained conscious of the comfort level of my participants 
by paying close attention not only to their responses, but also to other cues 
including pitch, voice intonation, body language, eye contact, etc. I conducted 
interviews on the basis that the more comfortable participants were, the more 
successful the interviews would be. 

Through interviewing participants, I learned more details about their experi-
ences with the literacy initiatives and the curricular materials implemented to 
support the initiatives. I explored the influence these initiatives and materials 
have had on their teaching to better understand how teaching decisions were 
made within this context. A semi-structured interview design was chosen to 
allow participants to respond to questions while at the same time encouraging 
conversations that would enable participants to reflect on issues not directly 
contained within the interview questions. A printed copy of the interview 
questions was provided to participants at the start of the interview. Partici-
pants were informed that the questions were to be used as a guide and that 
both questions and responses may deviate from the guide depending on the 
nature of the conversation.

The third phase of data collection was the gathering of documentary artifacts. 
The most commonly used documents which outlined the implementation of 
literacy initiatives for language arts teachers included the School Board’s stra-
tegic plan, and a running / reading record policy document for the classroom; 
therefor these two documents were collected. Other supporting documentation 
included excerpts from program manuals, and documentation around assess-
ment and evaluation of reading. 

Data analysis

Data analysis was completed on an ongoing basis and began with the comple-
tion of the teacher surveys. Survey results were coded for identification of 
themes and patterns. Results were examined as a whole and then examined in 
terms of gender, years of experience, grade level, etc. to identify any patterns 
resulting from teacher demographics.  

Data were coded to assist in the identification and analysis of themes. Survey 
responses were color coded according to rating (i.e. neutral responses were 
colored pink, negative responses were colored yellow, and positive responses 
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were left uncoloured) and then themes were identified in relation to the ques-
tions. Interview transcripts were coded (Merriam, 2014) in terms of concepts or 
ideas expressed in the various questions (i.e. emotional responses — frustration, 
unsure, compliance, etc.; characteristics described in “ideal teacher”; challenges 
noted, etc.) and were compared and contrasted with themes from the literature.  

This initial coding system followed Merriam’s (2014) definition of open coding 
as all ideas were considered. As I compared the open codes within and across 
surveys and interviews, I constructed categories by grouping codes which went 
together and which related with the concepts central to this study, including 
but not limited to teacher professionalism, loss of autonomy, issues of teacher 
identity, power and control, emotional impact, and resistance. Other themes 
which became apparent as I read through the survey results and interview 
transcripts were also considered. Merriam (2014) referred to this process as 
analytical coding due to the interpretive and reflective nature of the compari-
sons. I then explored these categories in relation to my research question as 
well as my theoretical framework and relevant literature and positioned my 
results within this context.  

A large portion of my data analysis occurred between the initial and follow-up 
interviews (April and May 2014) and was verified through the sharing of the 
interview transcripts in the follow-up interview (May, 2014). Revisions and new 
information gathered during the follow-up interviews were analyzed in relation 
to the categories created and, when necessary, new codes and categories were 
created and initial data were re-analyzed in consideration of these.

Documents gathered during the data collection phase were read to gain a com-
prehensive understanding of the implementation of literacy initiatives as well as 
to explore connections to the themes identified from the literature surrounding 
teacher professionalism and those that emerged from the teacher surveys and 
teacher interviews. Analysis of this documentation provided rich sources of 
information, which, when used in combination with participant surveys and 
interviews, allowed for a deeper understanding of the classroom context as 
well as of the variables influencing teachers’ experiences and sense-making.   

OUTCOMES AND KEY FINDINGS

Teacher professionalism, intensification, emotional impact, and resistance were 
all themes that emerged from the data collected during this study. These are 
all issues associated with mandated programming (Apple, 1983; Bushnell, 
2003; Irvine & Larson, 2001; MacGillivray, Ardell, Curwen & Palma, 2004; 
Pease-Alvarez & Samway, 2008; Shelton, 2005). This article focuses on teacher 
professionalism in relation to the educational context in PEI and shares im-
plications and recommendations for addressing this issue.  
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Overall, responses to questions about professionalism were optimistic. Respon-
dents reported strong agreement with the statement that they had opportunities 
to participate in purposeful professional learning opportunities, usefulness of 
classroom materials, and new understandings about assessment practices. The 
question related to professional learning opportunities had the highest mean 
(M) score of all questions related to professionalism, as 77% of respondents 
recorded a positive score (4 or 5) on the Likert scale. As indicated in Table 2, 
average responses for all demographic subgroups were over 4 and only two 
respondents recorded a score lower than 3 for this question. Responses to 
each question about professionalism were analyzed by subgroup to provide a 
comprehensive depiction of the data. As this article focuses on professionalism, 
only questions related to teacher professionalism were included.  

TABLE 2. Survey question: Purposeful professional learning opportunities

To what degree do you participate in pur-
poseful professional learning opportunities?

1 2 3 4 5 M

All respondents 0 2 14 34 20 4.02

Males 0 0 0 5 1 4.17

Females 0 2 13 29 19 4.03

Teachers with 0-5 years of experience 0 0 4 6 5 4.07

Teachers with 5-10 years of experience 0 0 1 10 2 4.08

Teachers with 10+ years of experience 0 2 9 18 13 4.00

The pedagogical beliefs of teachers were considered in the survey via a ques-
tion asking teachers to what extent the literacy initiatives conflicted with their 
personal pedagogy (see Table 3). Responses to this question indicated minimal 
conflicts with an overall mean score of 1.82. All respondent subgroups averaged 
scores less than 2 with the exception of the subgroup of males. On average, 
males were very close to the “sometimes” (3) rating on the Likert scale. Al-
though a 3 on the Likert scale can be considered to be a neutral response, it 
is still interesting that males scored significantly2 more negative than did any 
other subgroup. Table 3 provides a summary of these results.

TABLE 3. Survey question: Literacy initiatives and personal pedagogy

To what degree do the literacy initiatives 
conflict with your personal pedagogy?

1 2 3 4 5 M

All respondents 31 22 13 3 0 1.82

Males 1 1 3 1 0 2.67

Females 29 20 11 2 0 1.77

Teachers with 0-5 years of experience 7 5 2 0 0 1.53

Teachers with 5-10 years of experience 7 3 3 0 0 1.69

Teachers with 10+ years of experience 17 14 8 3 0 1.93
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Probably most integral to my definition of professionalism was the question 
which asked respondents to identify the degree to which they feel empowered 
as professionals (see Table 4). Upon initial analysis, responses to this question 
were not concerning, with only 10 responses occurring in the negative range of 
the Likert scale (1 and 2). However, when further investigating this data, the 
number of neutral responses was concerning. Generally, neutral responses do 
not represent an extremity of thought, opinion, or attitude. However, for me, 
neutral responses to feelings of empowerment require attention as empower-
ment is an important part of teacher professionalism and teacher identity.

A total of 31 neutral responses were recorded for this question. This represents 
almost half (44%) of the respondents. When considered in light of all responses 
for this question, the mean response was 3.36, which again represented a neutral 
stance. This overwhelming neutrality toward empowerment is concerning as it 
suggests that teachers may feel as much disempowered as they do empowered.  

Further analysis of responses to this question by demographics revealed interest-
ing patterns in the data. One interesting finding indicates that teachers with 
0-5 years of experience tend to feel more empowered than do teachers with 
more years of experience, while responses from teachers with 5-10 years of ex-
perience were below average compared to the group mean. Also interesting to 
note is that male respondents tend to feel slightly more empowered than female 
respondents. Another notable aspect of the data is that the only respondent 
to respond “not at all” to feeling empowered as a professional belonged to the 
group of teachers with more than ten years of experience and did not identify 
gender. A summary of these findings are represented in Table 4.

TABLE 4. Survey question: Professional empowerment

To what degree do you feel empowered as 
a professional?

1 2 3 4 5 M

All respondents 1 9 31 22 7 3.36

Males 0 0 2 4 0 3.67

Females 0 10 28 18 7 3.35

Teachers with 0-5 years of experience 0 1 10 4 0 4.53

Teachers with 5-10 years of experience 0 3 5 4 1 3.23

Teachers with 10+ years of experience 1 5 16 14 6 3.45

Overall survey data displayed positive responses to many aspects of professional-
ism including opportunities to participate in purposeful professional learning 
opportunities. Responses to professional empowerment, however, indicated an 
attitude of neutrality, which may reflect less positive feelings regarding empow-
erment on the part of survey respondents. In the following section interviews 
are analyzed to determine similarities and differences with the survey data.
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Interview data

Interview responses were critical in gaining a deeper insight into the teachers’ 
feelings of empowerment. All interview participants expressed feelings of loss 
of power and control, which suggest a sense of disempowerment. One partici-
pant reported feelings of disempowerment related to the literacy initiatives as 
illustrated in the following transcript excerpt:

I think the power and control one is hard for teachers because a lot of these 
initiatives you feel like they’re coming [from] top down. Even principals, I 
think, feel they’re [initiatives] coming [from] top down and maybe aren’t 
always suited for what’s going on in the building. I think teachers are feeling 
that too. And not that some of these initiatives are bad, or aren’t good, but 
I think when you feel like it’s being done to you instead of done with you 
then teachers have that feeling of loss of power and control. (Emily, excerpt 
from teacher interview, May 7, 2014).

In this excerpt, Emily, who has experience as both a teacher and an admin-
istrator, described the tensions created when programs and practices are 
implemented in a top-down approach. She made the connection between 
hierarchical decision-making and a loss of power and control at the school 
level. By making the contrast between perceiving things as done to you instead 
of with you, she illustrated how a lack of partnership in decision-making results 
in this loss of power and control. Another participant also made this connec-
tion, as evidenced in his statement that “more teacher input would give us a 
better sense of that — power and control — if we had more say in what we’re 
doing” (Leroy, excerpt from teacher interview, May 15, 2014).

William, a teacher and administrator, referenced power and control in terms 
of the environment he hoped to foster in his school. In his view:  

I hope they [teachers] would feel that I would foster autonomy and teacher 
identity and would be anti power and control [over teachers]. I would hope 
that’s what they would think I would foster, all the while still delivering a 
quality curriculum. I think teachers here would feel free to do that but know-
ing that it has to be of quality — it has to be for kids. Because for me, that’s 
what’s most important. Are all schools like that? I hope so but I don’t think 
so. (William, excerpt from teacher interview, May 15, 2014).

In this excerpt William shared not only his beliefs about power and control, 
but also his vision for a positive teaching environment. He stressed his belief 
in the importance of teachers maintaining power and control over their les-
sons. He made the point that high quality education is an attainable goal 
while teachers exercise power and control over their lessons.

These transcript excerpts illustrate the participants’ understanding of issues 
of power and control as having an impact in school and classroom decisions. 
Lack of input by teachers, as suggested by interview participants, results in 
a loss of power and control felt by teachers and contributes to what Apple 
(1983) referred to as deskilling. While it is not clear how severe this sense of 
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disempowerment is for these teachers, the literature reminds us that there can 
be significant impacts on professionalism. According to Apple, when teachers 
no longer plan or control their own work, they lose the skills necessary to 
do so, thus becoming deskilled. This loss of skills results in decreased teacher 
professionalism since skills and expertise are essential components of profes-
sionalism. Lack of input into decisions around classroom materials and other 
decisions also results in decreased professionalism as professional discretion, 
judgement, and decision-making are all central to professionalism. When cur-
ricular decisions are made externally, teachers’ decision-making is influenced. 
This shift in power and control may result in a loss of teachers’ professionalism.    

One teacher referred to an overly scripted program as responsible for the loss 
of autonomy she perceives in her teaching. Similarly, when asked how the 
literacy initiatives influence teacher practice, another teacher responded by 
saying “they direct your teaching practice very heavily.” When probed further 
this participant responded:

Because it’s required of you. You may not see the benefit in everything — like 
the running records, the formal running records that needed to be submitted 
to the board. I don’t see a whole lot of benefit in that…I knew where they 
[students] were at so I could have told whoever at that point where the kids 
were at without having to do it [formal running records]. And I think most 
teachers are on top of where their kids, where their students are at that point 
in the year and just the time wasn’t worth telling me what I already knew. 
(Emily, excerpt from teacher interview, May 7, 2014).

Emily notes her frustration with having to conduct running records three 
times a year. She discusses feeling competent to evaluate and report on stu-
dent progress without having to take the time to complete a formal running 
record. In this excerpt, Emily describes her perception of a tension between 
her professional decision-making and mandated practices. This feeling of los-
ing autonomy to program adherence was echoed in another participant’s early 
teaching experiences when asked about how the literacy initiatives influence 
teaching practice. This participant, with over 10 years of experience, responded 
by saying: “for now we’re using what they give us.” When probed deeper, the 
participant responded:

when I was younger I felt like it [program] was the bible and I had…whatever 
they gave me…that’s all I had and I just didn’t know to go outside that realm 
and realize that it’s just one tool in, you know, your tool belt. (Leroy, excerpt 
from teacher interview, May 15, 2014).

Further investigation into this participant’s experience revealed the origin of 
this perception:

It was said that by omission, “here’s what you use.” So nobody said there 
was other stuff. They didn’t say there was, they didn’t say there wasn’t, but 
they just said it by saying “this is what you have” so…when you’re young, 
you don’t know the right questions to ask sometimes. (Leroy, excerpt from 
teacher interview, May 15, 2014).
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The participants’ experiences highlighted in this section reveal a common 
perception of top-down control over curriculum and instruction. The comment 
regarding a fear of losing the autonomy to teach in ways that are valued by the 
teacher suggests the need to attend to the link between teachers’ professional 
values and teaching practices. When teachers experience a disconnect between 
what they are doing and what they want to be doing, they describe feelings 
of being disenfranchised and disempowered. Such feelings may contribute 
to a passive attitude toward professionalism as observed in the neutrality of 
responses in the teacher survey.

Despite some evidence of the negative implications of teacher deskilling and 
loss of autonomy, it is important and encouraging to recall that only 4% of 
survey respondents reported conflicts between personal pedagogy and current 
initiatives. It is also encouraging to note that while interview participants 
reported a loss of power and control and decreasing autonomy, positive com-
ments were also shared regarding current initiatives including the benefits of 
guided reading (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996) and running records (Clay, 2000). 
Other literacy materials which interview participants reported as having a 
positive influence on their teaching practices included Moving Up with Literacy 
Place (Scholastic, 2007) and Daily 5 (Boushey & Moser, 2006). 

Documents

Many programs and practices in my school board originated from the work of 
Fountas and Pinnell (1996, 2007, 2008). Because many of these programs and 
practices are implemented and supported through the Department of Educa-
tion, they represent the school board’s interpretation of the original work, as is 
explained next. A good example of this would be the use of running records, 
which were created by Clay (2000), interpreted by Fountas and Pinnell (1996), 
and further interpreted by the Department of Education (PEI-DEECD, 2012). 
In effect, this results in a third generation interpretation of Marie Clay’s work. 
When information is re-interpreted, it sometimes becomes obscured.

One example of such obscurity occurred with using reading levels for assess-
ment purposes. Fountas and Pinnell (1996) — in alignment with Clay (2000), 
who was responsible for the creation of the current process for oral reading 
records, also called running records — referred to reading levels as a means of 
informing instruction and decision-making in the classroom. In their concep-
tualization, reading levels were for instructional purposes only and were not 
intended to be formal evaluations. In the Department’s interpretation, the 
range of acceptability for each grade level is narrowed and reading levels cor-
relate with reporting periods. This representation of reading levels indicates a 
more formal summative evaluation of student reading progress than the work 
of Fountas and Pinnell (1996). This use of running records represents assess-
ment of learning and not assessment for learning. This indicates a shift from a 
focus on running records as an instructional tool to a narrowly evaluative tool, 
which contradicts the foundation upon which running records were developed.  



Costello & Costello

850 REVUE DES SCIENCES DE L’ÉDUCATION DE McGILL • VOL. 51 NO 2 PRINTEMPS 2016

 

NOTE. This figure illustrates the acceptable range of reading levels for each reporting period for 
grades Kindergarten through Grade 6.

FIGURE 1. Instructional reading level expectations (Source: PEI-DEECD, 2012, p. 19)



McGILL JOURNAL OF EDUCATION • VOL. 51 NO 2 SPRING 2016

The Struggle for Teacher Professionalism

851

When the language within the running record guideline (PEI-DE, 2012) was 
analyzed, there were many words and phrases identified which suggested teacher 
autonomy is encouraged. Such phrases include: “to inform teaching” (p. 3, 
12, 16, 19, 20), “to inform and plan instruction” (p. 4), and “guide instruc-
tion” (p. 12, 15). The role of the teacher is also defined in the guideline and 
includes the criterion that “teachers need to design and teach lessons” (p. 5). 
This reference to teachers being in control of the design and implementation 
of their lessons suggests an acceptance and expectation of teacher autonomy. 
The guideline also encourages teachers to refer to the Council of Atlantic 
Ministers of Education’s Reading Achievement Standards (New Brunswick Depart-
ment of Education, 2008), which suggests the encouragement of teachers to 
go beyond the guidelines for planning and support. However this is not what 
was encouraged in practice.

As well as the conflicting information among the guideline (PEI-DE, 2012), 
the reading expectations chart (PEI-DE, 2012, p. 19), and the intentions of 
Fountas and Pinnell (1996) and Clay (2000) involving assessment for learning 
and the concept of the teacher as expert, there is a further apparent division 
between teacher perceptions of loss of autonomy and the promotion of au-
tonomy within the guideline.  

Document analysis revealed inconsistencies in the expectations around the role 
of the teacher as well as the purpose and use of assessment practices. Although 
teachers are positioned as experts in foundational documents and documents 
created by the Department of Education, the mandating of certain practices 
and programs seemed to contradict this positioning. Similar contradictions 
surfaced around the intended use of running records. Running records were 
created as a means of assessing learning in the classroom — to inform learning 
and teaching (Clay, 2000). The use of running records in my school board has 
been translated into an evaluative practice in which reading levels are deter-
mined to measure and report progress. Such inconsistencies may have an effect 
on teachers’ perceptions of their roles and identities within the classroom.

DISCUSSION

While the context of my school board is not this extreme, feelings of decreased 
professionalism were reported by teachers who participated in my study. These 
feelings were described in relation to the literacy initiatives mandated by the 
school board and examples of restricted decision-making related to instruc-
tional time, materials, and resources were shared as specific examples. Teachers 
reported benefits of the initiatives despite their noted concerns regarding the 
implementation of the initiatives. This dichotomy — positive attitudes about 
what they are doing but concerns related to how they were asked to do it — 
are indicative of concerns with implementation fidelity. The intended purpose 
behind implementation fidelity is to ensure that programs and practices achieve 
the results promised by the developers.  
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In current school systems, this mindset of teacher as professional does not 
seem to be foremost.  Rather, a mindset of accountability appears to dominate 
(MacNeill, 2014). Hibbert and Iannacci (2005) suggested that “increased pres-
sures on school boards, administrators, and teachers to adhere rigidly to the 
management and measurements of standardized curricula and testing” (p. 716) 
results in the degradation of formal education to a system of reporting and 
accountability whereby goals are measured and determined by specific output. 
Hargreaves (2000) warned that such a subjugation of public education results 
in the de-professionalism of teachers; a situation he described wherein “profes-
sionalism is diminished…by subjecting [teachers] to the detailed measurement 
and control of narrowly conceived competence frameworks” (p. 167).  

Professionalism was a major theme that emerged from my research study. 
In many survey questions about professionalism, teachers selected a neutral 
response and in interviews, all five of the participants reported what may 
be seen as passive attitudes toward their professionalism. In this context, 
professional passivity appeared to be a recurrent response by teachers to their 
circumstances. The surveys and interviews included examples of teachers’ de-
scriptions of feeling they must teach or assess in ways that conflict with their 
values, or perceiving that literacy initiatives are being done to them as opposed 
to with them. Again teachers responded to these feelings in a passive manner. 
Such passivity may be the result of teachers’ perceptions of being positioned 
as subservient to the curriculum, affecting teachers’ identities as professionals 
and diminishing professional autonomy. Subservience results when teachers 
feel decisions are outside of their control (Aoki, 1990; Apple, 1983; Bushnell, 
2003; Schwab, 1983).  

CONCLUSION

This study provided me with the opportunity to better understand how teachers 
navigate the literacy initiatives implemented in their schools and classrooms. 
Through this study, I came to realize the numerous ways in which teachers 
respond to increased instructional demands, and the effect of these responses 
on their feelings of professionalism. The teachers in this study demonstrated 
a strong commitment to teaching and to meeting the needs of their students, 
an attitude which is to be commended and applauded. When teachers exer-
cise their decision making power, based on their experience and expertise, to 
meet the needs of their students, they individualize and potentially improve 
the teaching and learning which occurs in their classrooms.

Findings from this study reveal issues of intensification, professionalism, 
emotional impact, and teacher resistance related to literacy initiatives being 
implemented in my province. Further study is recommended to explore these 
themes in more detail in order to improve how professional learning may 
be facilitated. Further research could also investigate differences in process 
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fidelity and purpose fidelity and the effects of each on teacher professional-
ism, emotional impact, and intensification. Future research that examines 
the perceptions of school board personnel, in how they view teachers and to 
investigate their beliefs about the role of teachers as decision-makers, could 
provide additional insight into how decisions about new initiatives are made 
at the board level and are introduced into schools. Changes in this area would 
be influential in shaping how teachers experience these initiatives. 

NOTES

1. The research study that led to this article was conducted by the first author. The second author 
assisted with the development of the manuscript but did not take part in the research itself; 
hence, all first-person pronouns refer to the first author throughout the text.

2. Significance in this context was determined using the N-1 Two Proportion test for comparing 
independent proportions of small and large sample sizes. 
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