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Teachers’ Work and Learning – A Conceptual Overview
Harry Smaller  

 Introduction 

	This article first appeared as a chapter in the book entitled Teacher Learning and Power in the Knowledge Society, edited by Rosemary Clark, D.W. Livingstone and myself (Clark et al, 2012). This book was the result of a decade-long study of listening to Canadian teachers as they told us about the nature of their work and the nature of their engagement in their own learning. A number of conceptual issues, themes and questions grounded our study - some of which we recognized from the planning stages, others which emerged as we progressed with our project. Multiple meanings of “work” and “learning” topped this list, but many more also pertained - “informal” and “formal” learning, teacher knowledge, professional/ism, teacher autonomy, schooling reform, “professional development,” and mentoring. All of these concepts clearly warranted further historical, theoretical and/or sociological exploration, and it was on this basis that we undertook our examination of the relevant literature - academic, professional and general, Canadian and international. The purpose of this article is to provide an overview of this exploration, in the hopes of illuminating some of the underlying themes, and pressures, confronting teachers working in today’s classrooms.    
Teachers’ work 
	Given the historical importance of schooling across much of the world, it is not surprising that teachers have been the subject of much formal academic research over the years. Williard Waller’s U.S. study published in 1932 (The Sociology of Teaching) and G.W. Hughes thesis of the following year (“The social and economic status of the elementary school teacher in England”) marked the beginning of a series of classic explorations of teachers, their lives and their work - very much reflecting a functionalist and “distanced” approach to observing and understanding teachers. In many cases as well, these studies were motivated by an interest in seeing teachers and schools being more instrumental in promoting “proper” cultural values, and becoming more “professionalized.” This mode of inquiry continued well into post-war period, as exemplified by H.S. Becker’s 1952 article, “The career of the Chicago public school teacher.”  The “distancing” aspects persisted into the 1960’s, where teachers remained as “shadowy figures on the educational landscape mainly known, or unknown, through large scale surveys, or historical analyses of their position in society, the key concept in approaching the practice of the teaching was that of role” (Ball & Goodson, 1985, p.6). Similarly, in relation to the underlying motivations for much of this research, Dan Lortie noted that “books and articles instructing teachers on how they should behave are legion.” By contrast, “empirical studies of teaching work - and the outlook of those who staff the schools - remain rare” (1975, p.vii).
	By the mid-seventies however, research approaches to understanding teachers and their work took on new methodological directions, advanced by Lortie’s 1975 monograph, Schoolteacher: A sociological study. While still being concerned with what he saw as schools and teachers needing “improvement,” he criticized earlier approaches, which were mainly “detached” and overly prescriptive in nature. Lortie’s own work drew on symbolic interactionism (SI) as a methodology to explore themes relating to how teachers themselves took up their identity and status. At the same time, this methodological approach was also subject to critique, particularly by those more concerned with the structures of schools and schooling, who noted that SI overly-emphasized individual perspectives and issues, and ignored the larger issues of power, control and change in schools (see, for example, Troyna, 1994). However, others, like Sandra Acker (1994), observed that, in spite of the emphasis on individual teachers, many of these researchers were still “squarely concerned with the disjuncture between modernist efforts to reform schooling through controlling teachers’ work and the reality of schooling in a post-modern society” (p.4). 
	In addition to symbolic interactionism, other researchers located their examination of teachers within the context of schooling cultures - an approach, which certainly assisted in providing an important framework for understanding schooling and teachers’ work. This approach progressed through a series of phases over the ensuing decades, during which teachers themselves were taken up in different lights, depending upon researchers’ interests. Early studies, concerned mainly about the outcomes of working class and minority students in the system, often saw teachers as “villains” in the process (see, for example, Kohl, 1967/1974; Kozol, 1967). By the late 1970s, as pointed out by Ball and Goodson, "attention began to be directed to the constraints within which teachers work.” In this process, however, teachers “were transformed from villains to "victims" and in some cases, 'dupes' of the system within which they were required to operate" (Ball and Goodson, 1985, p.7; see also, Goodlad, 1984). Researchers often found themselves on one side or the other in regards to their philosophical approaches to the issue. As Acker points out, “Erring in one direction leaves teachers as interchangeable cardboard figures, buffeted about by forces - proletarianization, bureaucracy, social reproduction - beyond their knowledge or control; in the other, teachers suffer or prosper according to their skills in life planning” (1994, p.13) 
	By the 1990s, the intent of much of the dominant teacher research shifted from interest in (or concern about) teachers’ work in general, to focus more directly on what was seen as the need for the “improvement” of the individual teacher, often embedded in a renewed interest in “professionalism.” In this context, widely circulated studies included such titles as “Who teaches and why: Dilemmas of building a profession for twenty-first century schools” (Darling-Hammond and Sclan, 1996), and “The New Professionalism: The synthesis of professional and institutional development” (Hargreaves, 1994). As a number of researchers have pointed out, this prescriptive turn was related to the increasing promotion of neo-liberal approaches to the restructuring of the public sector, including schooling (see, for example, Goodson, 1994, p.30; Lawn, 1996). Certainly, judging from the terrain of schooling policy change in many Canadian, American and European jurisdictions starting in that decade, these prescriptive studies have very much served to develop and steer programs requiring teachers to engage in officially prescribed programs relating to their “professional development” (Elmore, 1995, Ashton, 1996), their modes of interaction (Corrie, 1995; Hargreaves and Dawe, 1990) and methods for evaluating their work (DfEE, 1998).
	On the other hand, there has also been a more recent blossoming of research, which critically examines these neo-liberal forces at work. A number of researchers have explored the ideological foundations of professionalism, and its effects on teachers and teachers’ work (see, for example, Densmore, 1987). Others, such as Easthope and Easthope (2000), have more directly examined the ways in which workload has intensified and complicated the lives of teachers in recent years. Perhaps most poignantly, Stephen Ball (2003) has drawn on Foucaudian methods to explore the concept of “performativity” as it relates to the effects of these external forces on teachers and their work.  It is, he argues,
a new mode of state regulation which makes it possible to govern in an ‘advanced liberal’ way. It requires individual practitioners to organize themselves as a response to targets, indicators and evaluations. To set aside personal beliefs and commitments and live an existence of calculation (p.215). 

	Finally, a number of researchers over the past several decades have focused their investigations explicitly on the nature of teachers’ work itself, and the ways which it intersects with both the material and ideological structures of their workplaces (Connell, 1982; Lawn, 1987; Reid, 2003).  Some of these studies, including our own work over the past decade, have also explored issues of teachers’ control of their collective work – in relation to their own instructional practice, their own further learning, and input into larger school-based policy and procedures (see in particular, Ingersoll, 2003). 
Professional/ism 
	Professionalism and professionalization are highly contested concepts – both theoretically and in their day-to-day use among workers who claim such status.  As compared to the traditional functionalist “trait theory” explanations (specialized knowledge, etc), other sociologists have engaged in an analysis of the differing conditions among various worker groups which have been associated with claims of professional status. A number of factors have been identified in this regard: enterprise ownership, managerial authority, and the extent of subordinated employees’ participation in decision-making - all of which, however, have often ignored implications for the control of specialized knowledge which is the standard criterion for achieving professional status.  In comparing levels of power and authority of various occupational groups, historical contingencies also play a strong role, intertwined with issues such as the gender composition of each group, its political and economic leverage in various jurisdictions, etc. 
	Professionalization is a complex concept – with strong historical, ideological and material connections. Viewed through the eyes of social stratification theorists such as Larsen (1980) and Derber (1990), professionalization has been, and remains, an ongoing historic process, in both concrete and ideological terms. The status and authority of particular middle-class, mainly male-dominated, occupational groups have been enhanced through state intervention, in exchange for their social and self-regulatory work. A recent example in Ontario relating to the fluidity of these historical contingencies involves a battle between the Ontario Medical Association and the provincial government – including public billboards, etc – over the latter’s policy/program initiative to enhance and support the expanding role of nurse practitioners and their new government-funded centres.
	Like doctors and lawyers, teachers as well have struggled with the issue of professional status over the years. But teachers have never been part of the “inner circle” of most-favoured occupational groups, in spite of an official rhetoric of their purported “professional status” and importance to society. As a number of educational historians have noted for some time now, precisely because of their value as “proper” role models for future citizens, in most western nations the control over teacher selection, training, certification and practice has generally remained very much in the hands of government and/or monitoring government agencies (see, for example, Duman, 1979; Gorelick, 1982; Lawn,1996; Labaree,1992; Atkins and Lury, 1999). 
	Over the years, classroom teachers have debated the advantages and disadvantages of more “professional autonomy,” although historically teacher association leaders across Canada have invariably taken a strong stance in favour of legislated “professionalism” (Smaller, 1998, 2004). Ironically, by the time two provinces (British Columbia and Ontario) recently initiated procedures to legislate “colleges of teachers,” teachers’ union officials in both jurisdictions had adopted a very strong (but ultimately unsuccessful) position of opposing these changes, partly or mainly because they saw this move as part of a larger government agenda of neo-liberal schooling reforms, and/or as an attempt to reduce the influence and effectiveness of unions (Smaller, 1996).  In any event, even though each of these “professional” colleges has been actively in place for well over a decade, they have not occasioned any more workplace autonomy and control, than that experienced by teachers in other provinces, as our own findings aptly demonstrate (Clarke et al, 2012).  Nor has classroom teachers’ status necessarily been enhanced by the advent of these new quasi-autonomous regulatory bodies - either in the eyes of school board officials, parents, students or the public at large.
	This contradictory nature of professionalism among those who are hired employees has certainly been demonstrated in the recent context of neo-liberal schooling reform initiatives being promoted in many western jurisdictions. While the rhetoric of professionalism is often used in these contexts, the general import is usually that of the “need” for the “upgrading” or “retraining” of teachers. Given these strong ideological messages, it is not surprising that an Ontario survey found a significant percentage of parents (75%) in favour of requiring teachers to submit accounts of their learning activities to their principals (rather than being allowed to use their own professional judgements about their own in-service learning), and an even higher percentage (83%) in favour of principals being required to use provincial guidelines and methods to evaluate their teachers (Livingstone et al., 2001, p.32).[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  By comparison, this same opinion survey found that this same survey, involving a matched teacher sample, found that teachers had a very strong preference for self-directed PD. ] 

	In the context of teacher education, very few teachers, and certainly none of their unions, are opposed to provision of opportunity for further education and training. However, many are very concerned about the control of these programs being taken entirely out of the hands of local teachers at the school and community level - leaving others with the power to determine unilaterally what shall be learned, how much, when, and in what manner.  In Ontario, the College of Teachers has worked continuously to (re)construct new regimes of teacher pre-service and in-service programs (OCT, 2008). While this college works diligently to proclaim that it is ultimately controlled by members themselves, judging from the anecdotal comments of classroom teachers/members over the past few years, there is little indication that they have a meaningful say in determining what the structure, process or content of these regimes might be, and whether these regimes would be designed to build on existing teacher knowledge, or in opposition to it.

Schooling Reform 
	Schooling reform is a ubiquitous theme across all aspects of the educational literature - not to mention being omnipresent in the real world of schooling, teaching and learning. (Plugging “school” and “reform” into Google produced over 25 million hits in mid-2009, while in early 2013 it was up to 177 million).  For example, about 670 papers registered for the 2013 annual conference of the American Education Research Association were listed specifically under the category “School Reform” or “Education Reform” (AERA, 2013). In some respects, one might argue that virtually all of the global research undertaken on schooling could be construed as being motivated by concerns about the efficacies of state schooling systems as we know them, and the “need” for reform.	
To be sure, demands (whether popular, political or academic) for schooling reform have been in place almost from the inception of state schooling itself, as critical educational historians on several continents have long noted (Katz, 2001; Prentice, 1977; Curtis, 1988; Gardner, 1984; Spaull, 1997).  These pressures for change have historically been based (at least by dominant voices) on the “need” for schooling to be linked more closely to the economic “wants” and “needs” of the nation (e.g. Althouse, 1929; Ontario Royal Commission on Education, 1950; Goodman, 1995), a call which has certainly not diminished in the past decade. In fact, many argue that schooling reform is now linked even more closely to transformations in the larger political economy of provinces and nations—a movement consistent with globalizing, neo-liberal economic trends, including tighter control over, but less funding for, public sector social institutions (Ranson, 2003; Carnoy and Rhoten, 2002; Dale and Robertson, 2002). Students and school systems alike are increasingly being pressured to be more “competitive” in the global (education) market. These pressures intensify in spite of increasing evidence that such connections between education, employment opportunities, and national advantage are not necessarily empirically valid (see, for example, Herbert, 2004; Livingstone, 2009). 
	This unease with public schooling is not a recent syndrome; even the birth and early years of our centralized, compulsory public schooling were fraught with doubt, animosity and wide opposition (Curtis, 1988; Katz, 2001). Throughout the decades since, these differences have continued unabated. Even today, .   concerns expressed about a particular school or teacher’s approach are often embedded (knowingly or otherwise) in fundamental differences of opinion about the basic aims of schooling – e.g. development of the individual vs. societal cohesion vs. economic “progress.” In other cases, concerns and complaints focus on what are perceived as weaknesses in relation to specific aspects of schooling - school structure, curriculum, pedagogy, “discipline,” differential treatment of students based on gender/race/ethnicity, streaming, individual teacher effectiveness, etc. 
	However, in the context of widely disseminated claims of unease with the state of public schooling, it is worth noting the seeming discrepancy of the “distance from schooling” phenomenon often evidenced in surveys of school satisfaction. As compared to adults with no children in school, a majority of parents of elementary school students find their local school to be highly satisfactory.[footnoteRef:2] Interestingly however, even those same parents, highly satisfied with their own school, are much less likely to express positive views about schooling in general (Hart and Livingstone, 2010).  This phenomena has led researchers to question how these more generalized negative opinions have come to be (even though many people, in most places, seem relatively satisfied with their own local school), and in the process have examined the role of the dominant media, its corporate connections, and pervasive dominant Western ideology, in supporting these more negative beliefs.   [2:  To be sure, these opinions do vary, based on the class, ethnic and racial backgrounds of parents.] 

	To be sure, judging from the nature of many of the reports and addresses of the economic and political elite across the twentieth century (certainly those which seem to garner considerable media attention), deep concerns have always been expressed about the effectiveness of schools and schooling - and the need for reform (see, for example, Lieberman, 1993). One could also argue that these elite concerns are often expressed in ways calculated to find favour among at least two different groupings of parents in North America and beyond - working class and minority parents concerned about their children’s relative lack of schooling success (not to mention their treatment generally in schools), and upper-middle class parents concerned about what they believe to be falling “standards” in schools. 
	In any event, calls for schooling reform have not fallen on deaf ears over the years, and hundreds of millions of dollars are expended annually in attempts to change various aspects of the system - schooling governance and administration, financing, structures of schools, school syllabi, school year/timetable, curriculum, textbooks, pedagogy, measurement and evaluation, student attendance regulation, parent/community relations and so on (see, for example, Tyack and Cuban, 1995). These reforms have been accompanied (before, during and after) by much debate as to their usefulness, and overall we are left with considerable argument that their effect has been slight.[footnoteRef:3]   [3:  Even the titles of some of the more well-known volumes make this clear:  Tinkering toward Utopia (Tyack and Cuban, 1995) and The Myth of Educational Reform” (Popkewitz et. al, 1982).] 

	Where are teachers, in all of this? While recent calls for reforms in education continue to range across the many dimensions of schooling - funding, governance, curriculum, resources, facilities, etc. - teachers themselves seem to have been singled out for special attention, in unprecedented ways.  Historically, when teachers were seen to be in need of “improvement,” strategies for change were often asked for and/or initiated collectively. For example, educational change was often associated with the need to improve conditions for teachers - class sizes, resources, salaries, benefits, pensions and job security. Even where teachers were seen to be in need of further education themselves, governments at various levels often moved to expand and improve teacher education programs, and/or to offer generic incentives for teachers to engage in further study, whether in pre-service or in-service models (Hopkins, 1969; Robinson, 1971; Fleming, 1972).
	 In the past two decades however, there has been a dramatic shift from this more collective approach to one of focus on the individual teacher. This theme dominates the ways in which teachers’ work is being restructured and controlled (see, for example, Gleeson and Husbands, 2003; Mahony et. al., 2003). Moreover individualization is also dominant in the ways in which teachers are increasingly being educated, trained, evaluated and tested. (Holmes Group, 1990; Labaree, 1992; Darling-Hammond, 1998; OECD, 1998; Ontario Government, 2000).  In many areas of the USA, salaries, promotion, and even basic job tenure for individual teachers are increasingly being determined by teacher testing regimes, by increased external evaluation of teachers’ classroom practice, and/or by student “scores” on standardized examinations (see, for example, Medina, 2008). While these measures have yet to gain a foothold in Canada, in at least one province (Ontario), student results from external examinations now appear in the public press, displayed on a school-by-school basis. The implications for individual teachers in these schools seem clear.
	As noted in the previous section, reform initiatives are often being promoted through a rhetoric of a "need" for increased professionalism. Government initiated and controlled "colleges of teachers" have been established, with a mandate to control the training, certification and practice of teachers. In addition to these new controls over teachers' classroom practice, there have also been increasing calls for introducing compulsory "professional development" programs for teachers, and the closely-related phenomenon of regular, and compulsory, teacher recertification programs. While such programs have been successfully resisted to date in Canada they are widespread in the USA (see, for example, Illinois State Board of Education, 2010). While few teachers, and none of their unions and associations, argue against the need for, and benefits of, ongoing professional development, questions are rightfully posed about the intentions behind and practices of such state-initiated and controlled interventions.  Judging from professional development regimes in the USA, teachers understandably might ask who might be involved in the development and implementation of these programs, what the assumptions might be about necessary or important knowledge, or whether these assumptions might be based, and built, upon existing teacher knowledge, or otherwise.  
	These are pivotal questions in terms of teachers’ quest for professional status and autonomy. In fact, a compulsory province-wide in-service teacher professional development program introduced unilaterally by a Conservative government in Ontario in 2001 was found so odious to teachers in the province that an official boycott was implemented almost immediately by all of the province’s teacher unions, and reaction to this program certainly served to mobilize teachers to campaign successfully against the government in the ensuing provincial election in 2003. Not surprisingly, the new Liberal government was quick to announce the demise of the program, and, for a while at least, worked with teacher unions to develop a collaborative approach to in-service programs as an alternative (Glassford and Salinitri, 2007).
Teacher Knowledge
	There is increasing interest among educational researchers about the concept of "teacher knowledge”. This research has taken a number of directions in recent years, including explorations about what it is, what it should be, how it is acquired and/or enhanced, and the nature of its relation to student and school success. Although there is large and increasing volume of literature covering these themes, to date there has been much less attention paid to how teachers themselves see these matters personally - what they think is important to know and to learn, how they would like to engage in this learning process, and what they are already doing in this regard. These questions have borne directly on the purpose and methodology of this study.
	Interest in this field of inquiry accelerated during the 1990s, in the context of the increased pressures for schooling reform, and “increased professionalism” everywhere (see, for example, Briscoe and Peters, 1997; Klein, 1996; Gibson and Olberg, 1998).  As a practical example, it is not surprising that the newly established Ontario College of Teachers listed “Professional Knowledge” as one of the five “principles” for their “Standards of Practice” to which all teachers were/are required to adhere[footnoteRef:4] (OCT, 1999).  By the mid-1990s however, there were also strong critiques being raised against instrumental ways of presenting (and promoting) adherence to “proper” teacher knowledge.  [4:  The others are: Commitment to students and student learning; Teaching practice; Leadership and community; Ongoing professional learning.
] 

	For example, Robert Donmoyer, in a provocative paper in 1995, challenged the common belief that “teaching does have a distinctive knowledge base, that the knowledge is expressed in articulated understandings, skills and judgements which are professional in character and which distinguish more productive teachers from less productive ones” (p.2).  He recognized that this insistence on a specific knowledge base came in part from historical struggles to “provide the basis for professional rather than political control of education.”  However, as he also noted, many scholars, of all different persuasions have argued and shown “that no knowledge is objective and that all knowledge is inevitably political” (p.2). “Professionalism which is grounded in a knowledge of empirical research is not really an alternative to political control of education; it is simply a different kind of political control” (p.15).  This, he explained, was particularly true in relation to the attempts during previous decades to promote particular teacher education routines on the basis of a belief in “process-product forms of analysis . . . identifying teacher behaviours which correlated with and presumably caused greater amounts of student learning.”  As he noted, numerous studies made it very clear that this approach to schooling improvement was highly problematic, and that results were “quite varied from setting to setting - most effective interventions were not effective in [other] places, and vice-versa.” In fact, as he found in his extensive meta-analysis, “[a]pproaches which aggregate data certified as relatively ineffective were, in certain settings, among the most effective of all the strategies studied.” In short, rather than promoting concepts of universality of teacher knowledge, he concluded the peculiarities of individual teachers, schools, neighbourhoods, and homes influence pupil “achievement far more that whatever is captured by labels such as basic skills or affective education”(p.6).
	This more critical examination of the complex issues relating to the nature of teacher knowledge and its relation to further learning continues. Scribner (2003), for example, found that the general nature of teachers’ knowledge and understandings varied greatly, “partly depending upon the degree to which a subject area is perceived as a well defined discipline (e.g., mathematics) or a more loosely defined set of knowledge and concepts (e.g., social studies or language arts)” - factors which also influence how they engage in their own learning.  “Teachers in the core academic areas tended to have broader notions of professional learning than their career and technical education colleagues.” The latter, Scribner found, had little interest in learning about “issues of pedagogical theory and skill, education reform, or content area knowledge. The focus of these teachers was squarely on developing concrete, “real world” skills to pass on to their students.”  By comparison, although the academic teachers participating in his focus group discussions also initially expressed interest in these areas, they 
described a process in which they banked knowledge gained. That is, while they expressed a desire to focus their learning on practical and immediately relevant knowledge, they actually sought a wide array of knowledge that often was used over a much longer time frame (p.8). 

In our larger study, we explored further our own findings in relation to exemplifying differences among teachers - both in relation to their existing knowledge, and to their interests in further engagement in job-related learning (Clarke et al, 2012).

Teachers’ Formal and Informal Learning 
	To begin, some argue that these two concepts should not differentiated, that the ways we learn are complex and inter-related (see, for example, Billett, 2004). However, for the purposes of exploring the ways (planned and otherwise) in which teachers engage in their own learning, we have found this broad distinction useful. 
	Formal learning can be described simply as intentional learning which takes place in formal settings established for that purpose (eg. classrooms, lecture halls, seminar spaces, etc), usually institutionally sponsored and formally structured (lectures, courses of study, curriculum, teachers, etc). In the context of teacher learning, it can be associated with workshops, lectures, courses, “professional development day” activities, etc.
	Informal learning, by comparison, is somewhat more challenging to define or describe. What is it, actually? When does it happen? How can you tell? How is it differentiated from other kinds of learning? To be sure, these are complex questions, and this complexity is certainly reflected in the existent and ongoing research and literature. David Livingstone suggests that informal learning is
 any activity involving the pursuit of understanding, knowledge or skill which occurs outside the curricula of institutions providing educational programs, courses or workshops.  . . .  Explicit informal learning is distinguished from everyday perceptions, general socialization and more tacit informal learning by peoples' own conscious identification of the activity as significant learning. The important criteria that distinguish explicitly informal learning are the retrospective recognition of both a new significant form of knowledge, understanding or skill acquired on your own initiative and also recognition of the process of acquisition (1999, p. 3-4). 

Another similar definition is offered by Watkins and Marsick:
 Informal and incidental learning is learning from experience that takes place outside formally structured, institutionally sponsored, class-room based activities. Informal learning is a broad term that includes any such learning; incidental learning is a subset that is defined as a by-product of some other activity. Informal learning can be planned or unplanned, but is usually involves some degree of conscious awareness that learning is taking place. Incidental learning, on the other hand, is largely unintentional, unexamined, and embedded in people’s closely held belief systems (1992, p. 288). 

	In both cases, these definitions suggest that informal learning occurs apart from formal courses or institutions, but at the same time they carefully designate “explicitly” informal learning as that learning which is intentioned and/or identified by the learner, as compared to “incidental” learning which is unintended (Watkins and Marsick, 1992) and/or unidentified (Livingstone, 1999) by the learner.  As written, they certainly summarize concisely much of the discussion and debate, at least concerning definitions of the term informal learning.  At the same time, however, implicit in concise definitional statements like these are a multitude of nuances and complexities – as we found when we proceeded through the data-gathering and analysis phases of our decade-long study. 
Professional Development 
	Many states in the USA require teachers to engage in professional development programs, and “document . . . hours of professional development annually in order to renew and maintain their standard teaching licence” (see, for example, http://www.arkansased.org/pd/renewal.html). Although most jurisdictions in Canada do not explicitly require this engagement in order to maintain licensure, formal PD programs are widespread, and offered by a multitude of agencies – provincial governments, local school boards, teachers’ unions, universities, private organizations and companies, etc. Certainly, as we found in our larger study, virtually all Canadian teachers engage in some form of work-related learning each year. 
	Not surprisingly, given both the extensive nature of this engagement in teacher learning, and the overriding debates about schooling reform more generally, much discussion continues about the governance, objectives, contexts, methods and outcomes of teachers’ engagement in PD. For example, should these programs focus narrowly on achieving immediate improved results for students on standardized tests, and if so, should they concentrate on subject content or improved pedagogy? Alternatively, should PD take a broader approach to improving the teaching and learning process, in the hopes of broadening and deepening teachers’ knowledge and understandings about schooling more generally? Or, to what extent should PD even explore issues only indirectly related to specific student academic success - themes such as student welfare, communicating with parents, bullying, workplace health and safety, etc? 
	In this regard, Thompson and Zeuli (1999) argued strongly that more traditional PD programs implemented in the wake of standards-based reforms have largely failed. “Tinkering with the social and structural arrangements of teacher learning is insufficient;” rather, teachers must be allowed to develop “their own ideas and connections among the materials that students are to learn, understanding the various ways students experience a given content area, and learn . . . how to foster student engagement with the material” (quoted in Scribner, 2003, p.5). Thompson and Zeuli contended that to be meaningful, teacher learning activities must provide cognitive dissonance-creating and dissonance-resolving opportunities related to teachers’ classroom experiences. This reflexive approach to professional learning should be designed to develop “new conceptual knowledge (understanding), rather than, say, new habits of practice” (Thompson and Zeuli, p. 356). It is through new conceptual knowledge that new practices develop.  Similarly, Scribner (2003) noted the importance of teachers “experienc[ing] their own learning” and, as compared to those who believe “that teachers are merely tinkerers who favor improving around the margins of their expertise,” he pointed to the possibility of “transformative learning . . . [becoming] the goal of professional development” (p.6).  
	Not surprisingly, a number of other significant factors intersect with these more philosophical debates about the aims and objectives of PD programs. For example, governance questions often arise – who should make these decisions, and how should PD initiatives be planned and controlled? To what extent should PD objectives be determined centrally (at the board level, or higher) based on “system needs,” as compared to being determined at the school or department (or even individual teacher) level based on perceived local interests and needs? (see, for example, Sykes, 1999, Hawley & Valli, 1999). In his study of teacher learning in one school district in the USA mid-west, Scribner (2003) describes what is probably a very widespread phenomenon.
In order to stretch resources and achieve economies of scale, the districts often held district-wide professional development events. While some teachers benefited from the workshops and speakers, most teachers interviewed found the events to be ineffective. For example, because most teachers in the district represented primary and middle school grades, teachers in this study often found the activities to be irrelevant to their needs. These teachers believed that by casting a wide net to accommodate all teachers, learning became superficial. Generally, teachers were frustrated by the waste of time spent at district professional development activities (p.15).

	More recently there has been considerable attention given to the development of teachers’ “professional learning communities” – efforts undertaken to encourage groups of teachers within individual schools to work together on their own learning agendas (Buffum & Hinman, 2006; Dufour, 2004).  While much is being made of the purported success of this movement (see, for example, King, 2002), critiques also are fairly widespread. On the one hand, some researchers suggest that traditional notions of individual teacher learning persist, along with a resistance to “deprivatize” their own practice (Louis, Kruse, and Marks, 1996). On the other hand, as Hargreaves and Dawe (1990) note, many teachers raise concerns about and resist what they see as the top-down “contrived collegiality” of these programs. In his empirical study, Scribner (2003) did find that teacher take-up of these more collaborative approaches was highly influenced by the role taken by school principals, and that significant activity resulted where teachers were actively supported in their efforts to engage in their own self-learning.

New Teacher Induction
Along with the recent influx of new teachers into schooling systems, and the concomitant concerns about their ability to survive their inaugural years, a number of research studies have pointed out the purported inadequacies of more traditional modes of support. As Dymoke & Harrison (2006) note from their empirical study of new teachers in the U.K.,
For our sample of second year teachers, our analysis indicates that the support systems in school do not encourage the new teachers to become self-monitoring or critically reflective practitioners. Their professional development seems to be largely rooted in performance-led school managerial systems that may leave them unsupported in relation to their career aspirations and personal and professional targets (p.71).

	Similarly, Spindler and Biott (2000) note that there are different and somewhat conflicting cultures at work in these more traditional approaches. On the one hand, there is a strong emphasis on managing teacher practice and “and providing training so that deficits can be rectified.” Alternatively, there is a “practice-setting discourse” that is somewhat more embedded in the school culture, in order to promote new teachers feeling of belonging and encourage them to focus on supporting this school culture through their own efforts. Overall, a number of studies have indicated the levels of professional and personal isolation experienced by teachers during their first years in the classroom (see, for example, Tickle, 1991; Weiss & Weiss, 1999 and Harrison, 2002).
	Given these concerns about the limitations of traditional approaches to supporting new teachers, the concept of “induction” and the development of proactive plans have become frequent additions to the PD field (Moir, 2005; Fulton et.al., 2005). While the implementation of these programs has involved a variety of activities, including special workshops, observation sessions in other classrooms and especially developed formative assessments, a major component in many jurisdictions has involved a mentoring program. These programs have taken many forms, but are all based on the concept of a more experienced teacher establishing a personal developmental relationship with a less experienced one.
	Like other methods designed to promote teacher learning, mentoring has experienced various levels of success. Williams et al. (2001) for example, found that even where these particular practices were found to be successful, it was largely due to local factors related to their conception and implementation. As they noted, such practices were “by their nature, not amenable to statute or external mandate” (p.265). As the British Department for Education and Skills admitted in its own report on teacher induction (2003), strong local commitment is needed from the school administration, and the larger school community, in order to provide success for new teacher induction programs. Similarly, in examining the reasons for a 2007 cut back in New York City’s new teacher mentorship program, Bess Keller found that “the program had not won over principals as it had in districts elsewhere,” quoting a city official that only “about half the principals would give new-teacher mentoring their best thought and planning” (Keller 2007, np).
Clearly, while recent innovations to induction/mentoring plans show some promise for supporting new teachers in their classrooms, they are highly dependent upon the social relations existent within individual schools and the larger school systems in which they are located.  
Conclusion
The purpose of this article has been to identify and explore a number of themes and issues related to teachers’ work and learning – many of which arose in the process of listening to Canadian teachers as they described the material and social relations of their work, and the ways in which they engaged critically in their own further learning activities. 
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