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Abstract 

This research set out to explore how teachers are adapting to changes to the 

nature of the profession of teaching associated with the widespread permeation 

of information and communication technology (ICT) in schools and the wider 

society. ICT is changing the landscape of teaching in ways that present many 

enhancement opportunities, but the journey from policy statements and 

strategies to acceptance and implementation on the ground is a complex one. 

Such strategies are mediated by the complex web of diverse perspectives 

emerging from the individual lives and professional experiences of the teachers 

tasked with implementing them. 

The sociocultural concept of identity was chosen as a framework to explore 

teachers’ responses to this changing environment from the context of the 

personal, political, and professional elements that constitute the landscape 

within which teachers operate. Within this research, teacher identity is 

conceptualised as part of a wider personal identity that is multi-dimensional and 

fluid. ICT is theorised as a tool that acts to mediate many of the processes 

involved in teaching. 

The main questions the research sought to answer are:  

1. How do teachers navigate their professional identities in an 

increasingly technology-mediated social and education context?  

2. How do aspects of teacher identity mediate the integration of ICT into 

teachers’ practices? 

In gathering the data, interviews with a biographical focus were employed to 

encourage teachers to recount their career journeys and their experience of, 

and engagement with, ICT over the course of their teaching careers. 

Thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) was used to analyse the teachers’ 

narratives in light of key themes identified in the teacher identity literature and 

emerging themes that were identified in the interviews themselves. Five themes 

were identified across the teacher narratives: 
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 Attitudes and beliefs  

 Autonomy 

 Teaching landscape 

 Affective aspects  

 Professional learning  

The teachers in this study were found to experience the changing teaching and 

technological landscape in a variety of ways, spanning enthusiasm, overwhelm, 

concern, vulnerability, uncertainty and tension. These personal experiences and 

how they navigated them had implications for how they choose to engage with 

ICT in their professional lives. 

The implications for approaches to teacher professional development that seek 

to embed the use of ICT in schools and foster a more student-centred and 

constructivist approaches to education is discussed. 
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Chapter 1 

1. Introduction 

1.1. Introduction 

The 21st century has witnessed a dramatic technological explosion that has affected 

the underlying fabric of life in many developed countries and beyond. Technological 

advancements have created enormous opportunities but also significant threats as the 

resulting social, political, and economic changes have been compounded by the 

increasing fragility of the environmental ecosystem (Schleicher, 2018). We are living in 

what Castells (2011, p1) calls the network society, wherein a ‘technological revolution, 

centred around information technologies’ is reshaping ‘the material basis of society’ 

and changing the ‘relationship between economy, state, and society’. As such, 

developments in technology are threatening societal norms, requiring a reorientation of 

social and political frameworks (Duff, 2008). 

This global context poses fundamental challenges for education systems charged with 

helping children and young people prepare for futures that will be very different to what 

has gone before. Children growing up in this new world require an education than can 

help them negotiate the opportunities and challenges of an environment in which 

‘interactive computer networks are growing exponentially, creating new forms and 

channels of communication, shaping life and being shaped by life at the same time’ 

(Castells, 2011, p2). For them, the challenge is not how to access information but how 

to evaluate it, how to discriminate between truth and falsehood and how to work with 

others across contexts and cultures to achieve common goals. An approach to 

education that leaves technology at the school door will leave school leavers ill-

prepared to thrive in such a world. Opinions on how best to position young people, and 

society as a whole, to take advantage of the opportunities this new order offers, while 

navigating the dangers, have in many cases centred on the cultivation of skills and 

character traits that will help them adapt and prosper. The fostering of such skills 

requires a reimagining of traditional approaches to education - a shift away from a 

focus on knowledge to a more transformative vision centred on the cultivation of 

‘curiosity, imagination, resilience and self regulation’ (Schleicher, 2018, p2), and what 

have come to be known as 21st century skills. 
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1.2. 21st century skills 

Both in Ireland and internationally, there is an expectation that a focus on 21st century 

skills will help ensure that school leavers are better prepared for a global economy that 

is increasingly based on the production of knowledge (Austin & Hunter, 2013). In their 

survey of international frameworks for 21st century competences, Voogt and Roblin 

(2012) found a general alignment between them regarding the nature and importance 

of 21st century skills. Common to all frameworks is an acknowledgement that the 

speed of information and communication technology (ICT) development requires the 

cultivation of ‘ICT literacy competences that go beyond the mere operational use of ICT 

tools and applications’ (ibid, p316). Common competences identified include 

collaboration, communication, creativity, critical thinking, and problem-solving (Voogt & 

Roblin, 2012). Dede characterises 21st century skills as a mix of ‘perennial’ skills, such 

as collaboration, which have always been important, and ‘contextual’ skills, which are 

more recent and centre ‘on “disorderly” knowledge co-creation and sharing’ (2010, 

p53). He points out that school systems are typically based around 20th century 

curricula and are therefore not set up to develop the contextual skills required by 

students.  

The focus on 21st century skills has both an economic and a social dimension. It is well 

rehearsed that the rapid technological advances of the past 20 years or so ‘have 

transformed the global economy and its work practices, from one based on material 

goods and services, to one based on information and knowledge’ (Conneely, Lawlor & 

Tagney, 2013). The changing nature of work and the workplace environment has 

created a need for workers who are flexible, capable of dealing with uncertainty, and 

able to work with others, oftentimes in geographically dispersed teams. Attributes such 

as critical thinking, communication, and collaboration are seen as the keys to success 

in this new environment. Within this context, there is concern that education institutions 

are continuing ‘to operate in a classical “information delivery” paradigm which does not 

take enough account of the increasing impact of a digital, collaborative dimension of 

human existence’ (Scimeca et al., 2009, pp489-90). Scimeca et al. (2009) contend that 

the internet is affecting the development of collective intelligence, with social, 

economic, and political consequences. Success in such an environment demands 

specific skills and literacies. ICT integration is perceived as enabling the social 

constructivist pedagogical shifts that many feel will best serve the requirements of the 

21st century skills agenda (Voogt & Pelgrum, 2005).  
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1.3. The role of ICT in education 

The use of ICT in education is often viewed as central to the development of 21st 

century skills. Over the past 20 years or more, a wide-ranging literature has developed 

examining the potential of ICT to transform the education system (Christensen, Horn & 

Johnson, 2008; Dede, 2008 & 2011; Somekh, 2007; Oliver, 2013). According to Conole 

(2010, p141), ‘technologies now infiltrate all aspects of our lives and are recognised as 

important tools for education’. At its most basic level, ICT refers to networked 

technologies that can be used for ‘accessing, gathering, manipulating and presenting 

or communicating information’ (Toomey,  2001, para 3). In the context of schools, ICT 

has many affordances that align with educational goals. Affordances can be 

conceptualised in terms of the complementarity between what the environment offers 

and what is required in a particular context (Gibson, 1986). According to Hammond, an 

‘affordance is an emergent property of an object’; in order to be realised, there needs 

to be an awareness of the opportunity offered (2010, p206).  In terms of ICT in 

education, there is thus a requirement for teachers to first become aware of the 

possibilities it offers before they can begin to reimagine their practices.  Hammond 

(2010) points out that affordances are always associated with constraints. This is 

important when considering strategies designed to encourage greater ICT integration 

in schools. 

Conole and Dyke (2004) suggested a taxonomy to describe the types of affordances 

digital technologies offer for education. Among those discussed are accessibility, 

speed of change, diversity, communication and collaboration, reflection, non-linearity 

and immediacy. They note that these affordances may also bring about changes to the 

nature of what needed to be prioritised in the education context.  For example, the 

access to information that ICT offers creates an attendant requirement for students to 

develop the skills to navigate that abundance of information in an informed and critical 

way (Conole & Dyke, 2004).  This is a key point when considering the evolution of ICT 

in education.  

1.4. Evolution of ICT in schools 

Early uses of IT in schools occurred largely with a model of teacher-centred instruction. 

A 1999 survey of public school teachers in the US found that those most common uses 

for computers and the internet for classroom instruction were word processing, 

spreadsheets research, drills practice, problem solving and data analysis (Smerdon et 

al, 2000).  Since their emergence in the early 80s, learning technologies have evolved 



 

4 
 

in their pedagogical richness shifting from teacher centred, to student centred, to group 

centred, real world centred and now community centred (McPherson, 2016).  

 

The emergence of web 2.0 (O’Reilly, 2010) sometime around 2004 paved the way for 

more creative, student-centred education modalities that focus more on the production 

than consumption of information. Web 2.0 represents a transition from the original 

incarnation of the Internet as a medium of transmission to a medium of interaction and 

collaboration. In particular, the collaborative and generative affordances of web 2.0 

tools are seen as offering ways of shifting the focus from teacher to student. Now, tools 

such as blogs, wikis and the vast array of social media platforms offer opportunities for 

students to engage in real-world tasks capable of engaging a wider audience. This 

capacity to facilitate authentic and participatory learning in communal social settings 

(Carr et al., 2008) is strongly aligned with social constructivist learning theories. In the 

context of primary and secondary schools, digital technologies offer a platform wherein 

creative endeavour can be integrated with STEM-focused activities and provide 

opportunities for the development of computational thinking. Examples include the use 

of Google Earth to develop students’ thinking about spatio-temporal changes (Xiang & 

Liu, 2017); the use of robotics kits to foster the integration of STEM competences  

(Smyrnova-Trybulska, 2017); the use of programming platforms, such as Scratch, to 

develop students’ computational thinking (Ching et al, 2018); the use of Raspberry Pi 

and other technologies to foster a ‘maker’ approach to education, which uses the 

processes of collaborating, design and making artefacts to draw together and cement 

the development of a range of 21st century skills (Hsu et al, 2017); and the use of real-

time communication and collaboration technologies to work with students in 

geographically dispersed schools (Beauchamp et al, 2019). What is common to all 

these approaches is that they support the active engagement of students in projects 

that enable them to encounter ill-defined and emergent problems to address through 

information seeking and trial and error, enabling them to refine their processes as they 

develop their skills and engage in collaboration, cooperation and communication.  

As Ross et al. (2010, p19) note ‘educational technology is not a homogeneous 

“intervention” but a broad variety of modalities, tools, and strategies for learning’. 

Among its many benefits is its ability to give students greater control and responsibility 

for their leaning. However, it is also being employed in more traditional contexts; for 

delivering ‘drill and practice exercises’ personalised for individual students (ibid, p19).  

Moreover, teachers also use it as a ‘teaching aid,’ helping them to ‘organise, present 

and assess lessons’ (ibid, p20). Ultimately, its effectiveness depends on the extent to 

which it ‘helps teachers and students achieve the desired instructional goals’ (ibid, 
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p19). Livingstone (2012, p12) suggests, we might view computer technologies as 

representing a transformation in learning infrastructure’ in ways that call for us to 

reimagine the relationships between pedagogy, society, teacher, student, knowledge 

and participation.  

1.5. ICT and student achievement 

In terms of assessing the merits of ICT’s effect on student achievement, there is 

evidence of modest positive effects. Tamim et al. (2011) conducted a second-order 

meta-analysis that spanned 40 years of research comparing student performance in 

technology-rich versus technology-poor classrooms. Their findings show a ‘small to 

moderate effect size favoring the utilization of technology in the experimental condition 

over more traditional instruction’ (Tamim et al., 2011, p16). This finding has been 

affirmed in a recent review of 20 meta-analyses of primary studies, though the authors 

acknowledge that ‘much depends on teacher training, instructional strategies and 

methods, the tasks that computers are intended to accomplish, the subject matter, and 

more’ (Bernard et al, 2018, p18). Archer et al.’s (2014) tertiary meta-analysis of the 

effectiveness of ICT-based interventions on literacy instruction concluded that ‘ICT 

interventions can prove to be more effective when implementation factors such as 

support and training are employed, measured, and clearly reported (Archer et al., 

2014, p148). This aligns with the findings of Wastiau et al.’s (2013, p19) Europe-wide 

survey of the use of ICT in education, which found that ‘confident and supportive 

teachers are needed to use ICT infrastructure effectively and exploit its potential’. It 

may also help explain the findings of a 2015 OECD analysis of PISA results, which 

showed ‘no appreciable improvements in student achievement in reading, mathematics 

or science in the countries that had invested heavily in ICT for education’ (OECD, 

2015, p3). The same analysis also found that ‘students who use computers very 

frequently at school do a lot worse in most learning outcomes, even after accounting 

for social background and student demographics’ (ibid). What this suggests is that 

mere investment in technology alone is insufficient without robust supports for teachers 

to enable them to develop their IT skills and expand their repertoire of pedagogical 

approaches.   

1.6. ICT and the professional development of teachers 

It is clear from the above that developing the skills and competence of teachers is a 

key component of the effective use of technology to enhance learning. The UNESCO 

ICT Competency Standards for Teachers (2011) framework has been used as a 

benchmark for recent ICT policies in many countries. The framework identifies three 
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levels of teacher ICT competency – technology literacy, knowledge deepening and 

knowledge creation. At the first level, teachers are expected to possess basic digital 

literacy and to use off-the-shelf educational activities aligned to core curricula 

employing didactic teaching methods. As they progress to the knowledge deepening 

stage, the focus switches from content coverage to depth of understanding and 

application to real-world situations. The move to knowledge creation moves beyond the 

notion of school subjects to embrace an explicit focus on the skills and competences 

that enable the creation of new knowledge. The teacher’s role is to create a knowledge 

community that engages with digital technologies to create knowledge products and 

plan and manage their own learning and development (Cosgrove et al, 2014).  A 

substantial body of research has sought to produce insights into the professional 

development (PD) approaches that best position teachers to incorporate ICT effectively 

into their classes (Owston et al, 2008; Belland, 2009; Twining et al, 2013; Sotiriou et al, 

2016; Passey & Anderson, 2018; Genlott et al, 2019; Blundell et al, 2020) as well as 

some of the barriers to such integration (Somekh, 2008; Ertmer, 1999, 2005; Ertmer et 

al, 2012; Tondeur et al, 2017), and these will be discussed in the next chapter.  

1.7. ICT integration in Ireland: policy context 

In the Republic of Ireland, the Department of Education and Skills Digital Strategy for 

Schools 2015-2020 states that ‘meaningful ICT integration…is a key component of a 

high-quality 21st-century education system’ (DES, 2015a, p5). The DES’s vision for ICT 

integration is that it will, 

Realise the potential of digital technologies to enhance teaching, learning and 
assessment so that Ireland’s young people become engaged thinkers, active learners, 
knowledge constructors and global citizens to participate fully in society and the 
economy (ibid). 

This strategy represents the most recent in a series of initiatives aimed at ensuring that 

ICT use becomes an integral part of the fabric of the Irish educational system. Before 

investigating the current policy landscape in greater detail, it is worth spending some 

time examining previous initiatives in order to gain some perspective on the current 

state of affairs.  

1.7.1. ICT integration policy: phase 1 

Buettner (1997) identifies three phases that countries generally go through on the path 

to ICT integration: the techno-ghetto phase, in which adoption occurs among 

specialised teaching staff; the keyboarding phase, in which the rapid distribution of 

computers compels policymakers to respond; and the integration stage, in which 
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students use the new technologies across the range of their subjects. McGarr (2009), 

in his review of the history of ICT integration in Irish secondary schools, shows how 

Ireland has followed this pattern, though, as in many countries, the integration stage 

still remains largely aspirational. The first phase started back in the early 1970s with 

the commencement of summer in-service courses in computing for teachers. This 

phase attracted early adopters, many of whom were mathematics teachers intending to 

teach computer science. While its impact on the schooling system was peripheral, it 

triggered the establishment of the Computer Education Society of Ireland (CESI), the 

goal of which was to ‘promote the development of computer education in Ireland’ 

(McGarr, 2009, p1097). In 1980, the Department of Education (DoE) introduced an 

optional module in computing as part of the Leaving Certificate Mathematics 

programme (McGarr, 2009). The module had no set syllabus; rather, schools were 

required to submit their syllabi to the DoE for approval. While this was seen as 

progress of sorts, CESI had reservations about the link with mathematics, which was 

something it had sought to de-emphasise.  

In time, a number of schools started to develop their own informatics courses focused 

on IT skills and applications. In the absence of a national computing policy, such 

initiatives tended to be led by interested staff members rather than any formal 

curricular initiative.  A development that has resonance with the discourse of today 

emerged from the then newly established Curriculum and Examinations Board (CEB). 

A CEB discussion paper from 1987 included the following aspiration:  

Information technology should be developed on a cross-curricular basis, and be 
manifest in every subject. Information technology should be an essential element of the 
learning experience of all young people throughout the period of compulsory schooling 
(CEB, 1987, p17, cited in McGarr, 2009, p1100).  

The launch of the Schools IT2000 initiative (DES, 1997) attempted to bridge the gap 

that was opening between Ireland and other European countries in the use of ICT in 

schools. Having ranked in the third division in an International Data Corporation report 

on readiness for the Information Age, there were fears for Ireland’s ‘economic 

competitiveness in a global information based society’ (McGarr, 2009, p1102). Schools 

IT2000 saw quite a significant injection of funds into hardware and broadband 

infrastructure through a public-private partnership with a telecoms provider (DES, 

1997). There was also a focus on professional development support for teachers and a 

goal that every student ‘would have the opportunity to achieve computer literacy and to 

equip themselves for participation in the information society’ (ibid, p7).  
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In 2001, Blueprint for the future of ICT in Irish education (DES, 2001) was launched. Its 

aims included a lowering of the student–computer ratio, the expansion of internet 

access through an enhanced network infrastructure, the use of ICT for teaching and 

learning, increased professional development opportunities for teachers and the 

development of digital educational resources (Marshall & Anderson, 2008). However, 

from 2002 on there was a significant decline in ICT investment and ICT activity was not 

generally prioritised in schools. In 2004, the National Council for Curriculum and 

Assessment (NCCA) launched Curriculum Assessment and ICT in The Irish Context: A 

Discussion Paper (NCCA, 2004), which put the notion of 21st century digital literacy on 

the education agenda (Marshall & Anderson, 2008). This was followed in 2007 by the 

NCCA’s Revised Framework for Information and Communications Technology (ICTs) 

in the primary school curriculum: Guidelines for teachers (NCCA, 2007), which 

provided detail for teachers on how to integrate technology across the curriculum and 

outlined the ‘skills, knowledge and competencies to which students should aspire’ 

(Marshall & Anderson, 2008, p470). However, according to Judge (2013), the 

combination of an ICT policy vacuum and an inadequate ICT infrastructure made 

implementation of the NCCA framework very challenging. The report of the Minister’s 

strategy group on ICT (DES, 2008) noted that the lack of access to ‘a basic level of 

equipment and technical support’ had undermined teachers’ openness to greater use 

of ICT (Judge, 2013, p311). A discussion paper from the union of primary school 

teachers, the Irish National Teacher Organisation (INTO, 2017) notes that many of the 

government’s aspirations towards ICT integration failed to be achieved due to 

‘sustained under investment at school level; a lack of a coherent, implementable, 

developmental national strategy and insufficient capacity to allow teachers to develop 

their professional practice’.  

1.7.2. ICT integration policy: phase 2 

The launch of Investing Effectively in ICT in Schools 2008-2013 (DES, 2008) signalled 

a shift to a new phase in technology integration policymaking – from one that focused 

on the provision of technology to a wider concern with the use of digital technologies in 

ways that would enrich teaching approaches and enhance the learner experience 

(McGarr & Johnson, 2019).  There was a recognition that genuine integration required 

a shift to a more student-centred pedagogical approach and a greater appreciation of 

the complexity and ‘contextually bound nature of the associated change process’  

(McGarr & Johnson, 2019, p1). The report identified seven key investment priorities 

including PD and support for research-focused innovation projects aimed at 

establishing models of best practice. The report’s aspiration that schools would 
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develop the cultures and vision necessary to transform themselves into ‘purposeful e-

learning environments’ (DES, 2008, p11) evidences a recognition of the necessity for 

school-level focused action if the possibilities of ICT were to be realised. However, it 

was limited by its failure to provide a significant focus on curriculum and assessment 

and a funding allocation that was still heavily weighted towards infrastructural rather 

than the pedagogical elements. 

 

The publication the following year of Smart Schools = Smart Economy (DES, 2009) 

again signalled a recognition of the potential of digital technologies to enhance the 

learning experience and a focus on enabling a more student-centred approach. The 

overall focus however leaned more towards the economic and social imperatives to 

embed ICT in schools than the educational ones. 

1.7.3. ICT integration policy: phase 3 

The government appears to have gone some way towards learning from past mistakes 

in its Digital Strategy for Schools 2015-2020 (DES, 2015a). The strategy maintains the 

focus on the transformative potential of ICT integration and sets out a learner-centred 

view of technology integration that explicitly links ICT integration to a constructivist 

orientation aimed at developing learners as ‘engaged thinkers, active learners, 

knowledge constructors and global citizens’ (DES, 2015a, p5). Schools have been 

promised multi-annual funding for technology, as well as support for the development 

of infrastructure. The strategy also references the need for teacher professional 

development (PD) in the use of ICT in teaching, learning, and assessment. It is 

envisioned that this will occur at the initial teacher education (ITE) stage and through 

continuing professional development (CPD). Associated action plans have been 

created for 2017, 2018, and 2019 and the government is reporting on progress each 

year. As part of the strategy, a new Digital Learning Framework (DLF) was developed 

for primary and post primary schools and rolled out in the 2018/19 school year. The 

framework ‘articulates effective and highly effective practice for the use of digital 

technologies’ in the key dimensions of ‘Teaching and Learning’ and ‘Leadership and 

Management’. It is to be supported by a range of PD activities, including ‘national-level 

day-long DLF seminars, a comprehensive integrated planning and support website 

(www.dlplanning.ie), an online course, and a suite of webinars’ (Cosgrove, 2019, p1).  

In addition to the integration of ICT ‘within and across subjects,’ the strategy seeks to 

examine ‘how discrete ICT skills and competencies in computing can be developed as 

part of the Leaving Certificate’ (DES, 2015a, p23). To this end, 2018 saw the 

introduction of computer science as a new subject in the Leaving Certificate – the 

terminal state exam – and a coding in primary schools initiative aims to embed basic 
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programming and computational thinking skills from an early age. Recognising the 

crucial role that ITE needs to play in all of this, the Teaching Council has specified that 

ICT in teaching and learning be a mandatory component of ITE programmes (Teaching 

Council, 2011).  

McGarr and Johnson (2019) note that Digital Strategy for Schools represents a slight 

shift in priority away from infrastructure in favour of teaching, learning, and assessment 

and PD for teachers. Moreover, in contrast to previous ICT initiatives, it positions ICT 

integration as a facilitator of the objectives set out in other school-based reforms, rather 

than as an end in itself, locating it within the broader reform agenda. 

1.8. Comparison with Northern Ireland 

The picture that emerges from the above is one of an ICT integration strategy that has 

in the past tended to be short-term in outlook and lacking in coherence. In addition to 

political inertia, Austin and Hunter (2013) also point to wider economic factors, 

specifically the cost of implementing wide-ranging ICT initiatives. This may help to 

explain why the DES offered only ‘guidance and advice on ICT rather than introducing 

a fully-costed strategic policy’ (ibid, p188). Marshall and Anderson (2008) noted that 

the approach by government to ICT integration was supportive rather than mandatory. 

Comparing the approach taken to ICT integration in Northern Ireland versus the 

Republic of Ireland, Austin and Hunter note that the implementation of a strong 

centralised approach to ICT integration in Northern Ireland ‘based on a managed 

service which provides broadband connectivity, hardware and software off a single 

platform’ for all schools enabled access to a common core of ICT services as part of an 

extended ICT strategy for schools that stretches back as far as 2003 (2013, p183). 

Moreover, they point out that the mandating of assessment and reporting of the use 

of ICT as a statutory requirement for schools has been a key driver of ICT integration in 

Northern Ireland. In the Republic, in contrast, there was no appetite for such a 

centralised approach. Funding for digital technologies was allocated directly to the 

schools with no provision for maintenance or technical support (Austin and Hunter, 

2013). This can be viewed in an historical context, wherein schools have generally 

been afforded a greater degree of autonomy than is the norm in other European 

counties. Moreover, opposition to continuous assessment from strong teacher unions, 

meant that ICT could not be assessed as a skill in the assessment of other subjects. 

Thus, with no requirement to assess or report on the use of ICT, there was no strong 

impetus for teachers to engage in PD aimed at integrating ICT. Marshall and Anderson 

(2008, p468), argue that the history of ICT integration initiatives in the Republic 
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underscore the need for a centralised policy ‘to provide infrastructure and ensure the 

development of practice’.  

1.9. ICT integration in Ireland: school context 

According to Drudy (2010), as far back as the 1960s, education was perceived as key 

to Ireland’s social and economic development and, more recently, policy has focused 

on its role in underpinning the knowledge economy. Ireland’s National Competitiveness 

Council (NCC, 2006) has identified enhanced ICT use as a key driver of productivity in 

the country. Policy initiatives to embed ICT across the curriculum can be understood in 

terms of this agenda. The notion of students as ‘knowledge constructors’ is central to 

what is seen as technology’s promise. One of the five key principles of the Digital 

Strategy for Schools 2015-2020 is of ‘a constructivist pedagogical orientation 

underpinning the embedding of ICT in schools’ (DES, 2015a, p8). Conneely, Lawlor & 

Tagney (2013, p1) argue that student-centred pedagogical approaches based on 

‘Vygotskyian ideas on the social construction of knowledge’ are required to nurture 

creativity in students and enable peer-learning, problem solving, and other skills that 

are considered central to ‘the knowledge-based society of the 21st century’. 

Historically, Irish schools have been slow to adopt such an orientation. 

The OECD’s Teaching and Learning International Study (TALIS) provides a useful 

insight into the instructional beliefs of teachers. Unfortunately, Ireland did not 

participate in the most recent TALIS study, so the available data are from 2008. 

According to a report on the study by Gilleece et al. (2009), Irish teachers held weaker 

constructivist beliefs and stronger transmissionist beliefs than teachers in the selected 

comparison European countries – Norway, Austria, Belgium, Denmark, and Poland. 

Moreover, a longitudinal study by Smyth, Banks and Calvert (2011), which focused on 

the experiences of young people as they prepared for the Leaving Certificate, found 

that those taking the Established and Vocational Leaving Certificate programmes 

(which account for 94% of all candidates) experienced ‘greater use of teacher-led 

instruction, with an emphasis on practising exam papers’, compared to those taking the 

Applied programme (Smyth, Banks and Calvert, 2011, pxvi). The study found that  

students from better off or more academically inclined schools ‘became highly 

instrumental in how they approached the impending exam’ and were critical of teachers 

who did not maintain a strict focus on exam preparation (ibid). This glimpse into the 

impact of the Leaving Certificate on students’ behaviour and expectations provides 

some insight into the pressures that teachers are under to stick to tried and tested 

transmissionist approaches, even when they believe that more facilitatory approaches 

might ultimately be more fruitful. The Skills in Creativity, Design and Innovation report 
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from Forfás (2009) identified the part played by the Leaving Certificate in shaping 

teaching and learning at post primary level and creating an environment that promoted 

rote learning in place of more creative and innovative approaches. A small-scale focus 

group study by McCarthy and Murphy (2014, p23) found that only one of the 17 

teachers surveyed recognised the potential of digital tools to give students more 

independence and control of their learning.  The same study found that the interactive 

whiteboard (IWB) was the only technology with which the teachers seemed very 

familiar, but they were mainly using IWBs as a substitute for the traditional whiteboard, 

adopting a teacher-focused, instruction-based approach and using the IWB to organise 

and present their materials.  

Despite developments in the policy landscape and the increased funding that has been 

made available in recent years, McGarr and Johnson (2019) suggest that there may 

still be a considerable gap between rhetoric and reality when it comes to ICT 

integration. It is difficult to get an accurate picture as schools are not obliged to report 

on their ICT integration activities or provide feedback to the DES (Marcus-Quinn et al, 

2019). The 2013 ICT census in schools (Cosgrove et al, 2014) noted that while Irish 

teachers are heavy users of ICT, Irish students’ ICT usage in school tends to be below 

EU and OECD averages. The census also found that teachers typically reported using 

ICT for activities associated with didactic teaching, such as presenting information,  

providing instruction, creating lesson plans and resources and delivering online 

resources. This finding of high teacher, low student usage of ICT has been reaffirmed 

more recently in a report on Irish students’ performance in PISA 2018 (McKeown et al, 

2019). The report found that Irish students spent less time using digital devices in 

Mathematics, English and Science classes than the OECD average. Across all the 

three domains, it was mainly the teachers rather than the students who used digital 

devices in class. Interestingly, the study also found that teacher-only usage was related 

to higher student performance in reading, mathematics and science, compared with 

‘student-only usage and teacher and student usage’ (McKeown et al, 2019, pxxv). 

Moreover, student-only use was associated with lower performance across all three 

subject areas. Such findings underscore the need for close examination of the contexts 

and pedagogical frameworks within which digital devices are used in education.  

Among the challenges principals at post-primary level identified in The 2013 ICT 

census in schools were ‘pressure to cover the curriculum, low levels of teacher 

knowledge of how to use ICT effectively in teaching and learning, and low levels of 

teacher confidence regarding the use of ICT’ (Cosgrove et al, 2014, pxvi-xvii). Among 

post-primary teachers themselves, the main obstacles were all connected to lack of 
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time. The report identified a need for enhanced PD and an emphasis on training on the 

actual equipment that teachers have access to in their schools.  A whole school 

approach to such PD opportunities was considered desirable by many of those 

surveyed. The report also noted a level of scepticism among a minority of principals 

regarding the value of ICT, with some keen to see more research demonstrating the 

merits of greater ICT integration. Others expressed the view that ICT may have a 

detrimental effect on students' learning, underscoring the fact that the project of ICT 

integration can be seen as ‘contested and problematic’ (Brown, 2005, p20).  

1.10. ICT integration: contested space 

Whilst recognising that ‘ICT is part of a new epoch of human civilization’ with 

‘enormous potential as a pedagogical innovation,’ Brown (2005, p16) is critical of the 

zeal with which policymakers have gone about promoting its use, perhaps without due 

consideration of its consequences. He notes that ICT ‘is an inherently value-laden 

cultural artefact that must be understood as a social practice’ (2005, p18). It is 

therefore vital that teachers ‘continually question and justify the faith they place in new 

digital technology’ (2005, p17). Indeed, it has been argued that the impetus for ICT 

integration, particularly the discussion around 21st century skills, is a product of a neo-

liberal agenda that values education for its role in ‘human capital formation’ (Connell, 

2013, p104) and its capacity to cultivate the ‘skills and attitudes’ required of the 

workforce of tomorrow. It is argued that the shift towards a market ideology has 

undermined the traditional conception of schools as ‘essential to collective well-being’ 

(Davies & Bansel, 2007, p254). Moreover, according to Connell, the ability of teachers’ 

to make ‘autonomous judgment about curriculum and pedagogy’ is undermined by 

systems concerned more with accountability than pedagogical insight (2013, p108).  

According to Marcus-Quinn et al, government policy has failed to account for the fact 

that ICT integration has been both ‘intensified and destabilised by the societal impact 

of technology on our everyday recreational activities’ (2019, p768). They identify an 

‘unavoidable tension’ between the two spheres, with the ‘chaotic amorphous world of 

social media’ perhaps serving to undermine ‘the planned, differentiated and considered 

world of educational technology’ (ibid, p769). Moreover, they also raise considerations 

of excessive screen time – and its possible association with decreased physical activity 

and psychosocial health and increased sedentary behaviour and sleep problems. They 

argue for the need to include perspectives from embodied cognition, which emphasises 

the role of sensory experience in the construction of conceptual knowledge, when 

deciding to move from physical to virtual environments. They suggest that policy 

around ICT integration in schools requires a greater focus on the capacity of 
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technology to assume ownership over individuals’ lives. They recommend that steps 

are taken to ensure that the drive towards greater ICT integration does not exacerbate 

the trend towards excessive screen time and overuse of technology by children and 

young people and recommend that students are supported to use technology safely 

and effectively. They observe that the level of autonomy afforded to schools in Ireland 

offers an opportunity for individual schools to open a discussion with all stakeholders 

regarding the value of greater ICT integration in their school context and the balance to 

be struck between device use at home and school. Their findings echo the 

perspectives of Selwyn, who argues for the need to examine ‘the social conflicts and 

politics of educational technology use at the individual, institutional and societal levels’ 

(2010, p66).  

1.11. Context and rationale for this study 

The review above has provided a flavour of the social, economic, and political contexts 

in which policy decisions, regarding initiatives such as the integration of ICT, play out at 

a macro level. However, there is also a micro level that is equally, if not more, 

important. Initiatives that seek to change aspects of the work that teachers do depend 

ultimately on their success on how they manifest as reality for the thousands of 

individual teachers working across the country in their various schools. Curricular and 

pedagogic initiatives arise and are implemented within a complex web of interrelated 

factors that operate to promote or hinder their implementation. According to Tondeur et 

al., ‘in order to understand how to achieve meaningful technology integration in our 

schools, a better understanding is needed of the interrelated factors that potentially 

impact the desired outcome’ (2017, p564).  Plans for ICT integration are occurring 

against a backdrop of the encroachment of technology into almost every aspect of daily 

life and the widespread use of social media, with attendant impacts on both teachers 

and students.  

This research set out to explore how a small group of teachers in the Republic of 

Ireland are experiencing and negotiating changes to the nature of their work associated 

with the widespread permeation of ICT in schools and the wider society. The 

sociocultural concept of identity was chosen as a framework to explore teachers’ 

responses to their changing environment, linking as it does the personal, political, and 

professional elements that constitute the landscape within which they operate 

(Mockler, 2011a). By seeking to understand the perspectives of this small group of Irish 

teachers, it is hoped to gain a greater understanding of the complexity involved in the 

introduction of change initiatives relating to ICT and ultimately help inform the 

approaches taken to the delivery of such change. As Chronaki and Matos (2014) have 
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observed, educational policy can benefit from research that focuses, not merely on the 

effectiveness of education initiatives, but on the disturbances that are an integral part 

of such initiatives and how teachers deal with complexity. 

1.12. Research questions 

The study aims to answer the following research questions: 

1. How do teachers navigate their professional identities in an increasingly 

technology-mediated social and education context?  

2. How do aspects of teacher identity mediate the integration of ICT into teachers’ 

practices? 

Stemming from this questions were the following sub-questions:  

a. How do teachers perceive the changing expectations of the teacher role 

associated with technology integration? 

b. How do teachers’ own relationships with technology influence their pedagogical 

practices? 

c. How do teachers perceive their students’ technology use and its impact on their 

education? 

d. How do teachers feel that the relationships between students and teachers are 

impacted by technology? 

With the research, ICT refers primarily to networked technologies that can be used for 

computing and communication purposes. However, the terms ICT, technology, and 

computers may be used interchangeably depending on the appropriateness of the 

context. 

1.13. Overview of the forthcoming chapters  

This chapter has provided an overview of the wider political and historical context 

within which this research is located. Chapter 2 will provide an overview of the 

literature on identity, which provided the analytical lens for this research, and 

approaches to teacher professional development. Chapter 3 will then outline in detail 

the methodological positions and related decisions that underpin the research. Chapter 

4 describes how the data were collected using biographically focused, in-depth 

interviews with teachers and analysed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

It provides a description of the main themes of the interviews, exemplified by extracts 

of participants’ narrative. Chapter 5 will consider those themes in light of the research 
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questions and seek to pull the strands of the research together and consider its wider 

implications.  

1.14. Summary 

This review has shown that two separate but inter-related arguments are generally 

made for greater ICT integration in education. On one hand is the need to better 

prepare students for the technologies and working environments they will encounter 

once they leave school, including the need to develop 21st century skills. In its most 

reductive sense, this can be characterised as better preparation for the world of work, 

the ability to produce productive citizens, but it also extends beyond that to embrace 

wider sociological benefits. On the other hand is the pedagogical rationale – ICT can 

allow for differentiation, personalisation, higher level of engagement, expansion of 

choice and a shift of the locus of control to students. The picture that emerges from the 

discussion above and indeed the wider literature is one that suggests that ICT does 

have the potential to positively impact education, but not in a vacuum. Teachers need 

to play a crucial role in planning, designing, and scaffolding effective learning episodes 

with ICT. This is an on-going process that must be continually adapted to meet the 

specific needs of each child in each class and requires careful consideration when 

attempting to use ICT as a vehicle for educational change. It has also shown that 

technology is a contested arena and that the project of integrating ICT into schools has 

political implications that touch on power relations and wider conceptions of the role of 

education in society. Teachers need to be mindful of this and understand the wider 

forces at play in order to make considered decisions about their pedagogical choices.  

Looking at the situation in Ireland, we have seen that ICT policy has until now been 

characterised by a lack of real commitment and joined up thinking on behalf of the 

government. Too often, lip service was paid to ICT integration but the resources or 

funds to enable this were not forthcoming. There are signs, however, that this may be 

changing as a result of the current Digital Strategy for Schools 2015-2020. At the policy 

level, it would appear that the move towards ICT integration has been driven more by 

the political and economic goals of the 21st century skills agenda than by pedagogical 

principles. However, it is important to recognise the overlap between 21st century skills 

and the widely accepted goals of education.  
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Chapter 2 

2. Literature Review  

2.1. Introduction 

As outlined in chapter one, the requirement to embed ICT use across the curriculum in 

both primary and-post primary schools and the interlinked focus on the development of 

21st century skills requires of teachers a shift from their traditional role as purveyors of 

knowledge to a more facilitatory role as designers of learning experiences and 

stewards of their students learning journeys. Moreover, it requires that they develop 

competence in digital technologies that might be used to support these new ways of 

working. For those who began their teaching careers before such approaches were 

embedded, it requires changes to practices that may significantly alter how they 

perceive the role of teachers and consequently how they see themselves as teachers. 

In order to explore what this means for such teachers in practice, the lens of teacher 

identity (Mockler, 2011a) was chosen in this research to shine a light on the processes 

at play from the perspectives of individual teachers. This chapter will also outline some 

approaches to teacher PD that seek to better support teachers to adapt to the 

changing education environment and develop their practice to take advantage of the 

affordances of ICT for teaching and learning.      

The use of identity as a lens through which we might come to understand more about 

how teachers learn, work, and develop has become increasingly prevalent in recent 

years (Akkerman & Meijer, 2011). Identity formation is generally characterised as an 

evolutionary process that plays out on many stages. It is widely accepted that it is not a 

fixed, unitary thing, but that, rather, individuals have multiple identities, with different 

ones coming to the fore depending on circumstances (Gee, 2000; Akkerman & Meijer, 

2011). All people have multiple identities connected not to their “internal state” but to 

their performances in society (Gee, 2000, p99). From this multiplicity, most individuals 

manage to construct a coherent way of thinking about themselves and presenting 

themselves to the world. The mechanisms by which this occurs are described 

differently across the range of academic disciplines that have turned their attention to 

the concept of identity. In this chapter, I will attempt to tease out some of these 

mechanisms and consider the implications of what they can tell us about the identities 

of teachers. 
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2.2. Locating teacher identity 

The body of research into the professional identities of teachers has historically largely 

lacked a coherent theoretical basis from which to make sense of and build knowledge 

in the area. While some work makes brief reference to the literature from psychology, 

sociology, and philosophy, few studies appear to be firmly rooted within the theoretical 

frameworks provided by these disciplines. Moreover, the concept of professional 

identity is not used uniformly in the research on teaching and teacher education. In a 

meta-analysis of teacher identity research, Beijaard, Meijer & Verloop (2004, p119) 

concluded that it is difficult to identify ‘a shared sense or perception of professional 

identity’. They found that ‘researchers conceptualize professional identity differently, 

investigate varying topics within the framework of teachers’ professional identity, and 

pursue a diversity of goals’ (ibid, p108). Similarly, Friesen and Besley (2013, p24) have 

characterized the research on teacher identity as emanating from ‘a wide-range of 

theoretical perspectives’ and exhibiting ‘a tendency toward disconnected qualitative 

studies’. Beauchamp and Thomas (2009) see these issues as stemming from the 

complex nature of professional identity, the multidisciplinary focus of the research 

arena, and the existence of a host of disparate perspectives within the area of teaching 

and teacher education.  

Akkerman and Meijer (2103) argue that the conceptualization of identity needs to be 

elaborated so that it can serve a useful purpose by informing the way we study and 

describe teachers and their development. Friesen and Besley (2013) point to the 

existence with the disciplines of sociology and psychology – augmented by 

anthropology and political science – of a body of well researched concepts related to 

the formation of identity that have largely failed to impinge upon teacher identity 

research.  They suggest that such work could be used as a basis for research aimed at 

shedding light on the largely ignored question of how teacher identity development 

occurs. In an attempt to identify and appraise the theoretical approaches that underpin 

this research, it is worth providing a brief overview of this work. 

2.3. Theorising identity 

2.3.1. Identity in developmental psychology 

In psychology, the focus on identity had its roots in the work of developmental 

psychologist Erik Erikson (1968, 1970, 1979). Erikson proposed that ‘the major 

psychosocial task linking childhood with adulthood involves developing a viable adult 

identity’ (Cote & Levine, 2014, p113). Erikson’s work was predicated on the notion that 

the goal of adulthood was the achievement of self-knowledge and an element of 
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identity synthesis in order to create a stable core identity (Schwartz, 2001). Identity 

synthesis represents ‘a reworking of childhood and contemporaneous identifications 

into a larger, self-determined set of self-identified ideals’ (ibid, p9). Erikson contended 

that personal identity, ‘the set of goals, values, and beliefs that one shows to the world’ 

developed ‘at the intersection of self and context’ (ibid, p10). He theorised social 

identity as ‘the consolidation of elements that have been integrated into one’s sense of 

self from groups to which one belongs’ (ibid, p10). Cote & Levine (2014) argue that 

Erikson’s appreciation of the social context of identity development provided a link to 

sociological explorations of identity and could have formed the basis of an 

interdisciplinary framework for identity research. However, the siloed nature of 

psychology and sociology – and the fragmented nature of the disciplines themselves – 

meant that each pursued its own explorations of identity along different trajectories. 

Consequently, the opportunity to develop a ‘unifying taxonomy or common language’ 

was lost (ibid, p11). 

2.3.2. Identity in social psychology 

From a social psychological perspective, identity is concerned, not only with ‘who you 

think you are’, but also with ‘who you act as being’ in interactions with other individuals 

and groups, and how these actions are interpreted by those individuals and groups 

(Schwartz, Luyckx & Vignoles, 2011, p2). The focus is therefore on the outward 

manifestations of the inward state.  ‘Social identity refers to the self in terms of the 

individual’s shared similarities with members of a social category in contrast with other 

social categories’ (Friesen and Besley, 2013, p24). Social identity theory (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979) and the related concept of self-categorisation theory (Turner et al., 1987) 

offer a way to explain the conditions under which particular social or personal identities 

are activated or become ‘salient’ within specific contexts. Social identity theory 

examines the relationship between the individual and the group ‘and the emergence of 

collective phenomena from individual cognitions’ (Brown, 2000, p746). The core idea is 

that the social categories to which individuals belong provide definitions of who they 

are in relation to the defining characteristics of the category. This self-definition 

becomes a part of the individual’s self-concept (Hogg, Terry & White, 1995). These 

group memberships provide a social identity that simultaneously describes and 

influences an individual’s attributes as a group member (ibid, 1995). Social identity 

theory assumes ‘that people have a basic need to see themselves in a positive light in 

relation to relevant others’ (ibid, p260). According to Brown (2000), one of the realms in 

which social identity theory has made a significant contribution is in its examination of 

intragroup homogeneity. The behaviour of group members in disparate intergroup 

contexts can be interpreted as attempts to avoid situations that threaten the esteem of 
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the group, and by association the self-esteem of its members. Self-esteem 

maintenance is therefore a key mechanism of influence between a group and its 

members (Stets and Burke, 2000; Martiny & Rublin, 2016).  

2.3.3. Identity in sociology 

In sociology, although the term ‘identity’ was rare prior to the 1940s, the genesis of the 

concept is evident in work that explored the relationship between the ‘self and society’ 

(Cote & Levine, 2014, p10). Cooley’s (1902) concept of the ‘looking glass self’ 

explained how individuals’ sense of themselves was developed from their imagined 

perception of how other people perceived, and more importantly, judged them.  Further 

foundational work emerged from Mead’s (1934) writings on the process by which ‘the 

self’ is generated through interaction with the social environment, which formed the 

basis of the symbolic interactionist school of sociology. Identity theory in sociology 

seeks to explain an individual’s self-conception in terms of role-related behaviour 

(Stryker, 1968). The core of an identity is the categorization of the self as an occupant 

of a role, ‘and the incorporation, into that self, of the meanings and expectations 

associated with that role and its performance’ (Stets and Burke, 2000, p225). Thus, the 

self is conceptualised ‘not as an autonomous psychological entity but as a multifaceted 

social construct that emerges’ from the roles individuals play in society (Hogg, Terry & 

White, 1995, p256). This performative aspect was highlighted by Goffman (1978), who 

building on Mead’s work, emphasises individual agency in the construction of a social 

identity.  People play ‘different roles on different stages to different audiences’ 

(Greenhow, 2009, p123). In doing so, they engage, consciously or subconsciously, in 

impression management, altering their behaviour to influence how others perceive 

them. By recognising the part played by social networks in the formation of individual 

self-concepts, identity theory connects individual action to the wider social structure 

(Hogg, Terry & White, 1995). Jenkins (2014) emphasises the interrelatedness of the 

collectively shared and the individually unique aspects of identity. He argues that both 

are born out of a process of interaction and proposes that each should be afforded 

equal importance in the theorisation of identification. 

A hierarchy of role identities exist that is based on ‘the probability that they will form the 

basis for action’ (Hogg, Terry & White, 1995, p257). Within identity theory, the concept 

of identity salience is used to explain how identities are activated in response to 

situations. Within a given context, the chance of a particular identity being activated will 

depend on its relevance within that context. The location of an identity in this hierarchy 

is, by definition, ‘its salience’ (Stryker & Serpe, 1982, p206). Within identity theory with 

its focus on role-related behaviour, self-efficacy is an important trigger for action. 
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Bandura defines self-efficacy as ‘people's beliefs about their capabilities to produce 

designated levels of performance that exercise influence over events that affect their 

lives’ (2010, p1). Research in identity theory shows that ‘self-esteem and self-efficacy 

are increased by the self-verification which occurs through performing a role well’ 

(Stets & Burke, 2000, p233).  

2.3.4. Socio-cultural approaches to identity  

Rooted in the work of Vygotsky (1978) and Wertsch (1995), the socio-cultural view of 

identity holds that what individuals believe and think and how they act ‘is always 

shaped by cultural, historical, and social structures that are reflected in mediational 

tools’ (Lasky, 2005, p900). Identity then is ‘located in the interaction between an 

individual and the culture’ (Zembylas, 2003, p218). While there are overlaps with 

Eriksonian developmental approaches, its key distinction lies in its assignment of 

analytic primacy to socio-cultural processes rather than individual mental functioning. 

In their discussion of the workings of cultural tools, Penuel and Wertch (1995, p89) 

point out that ‘the artifacts, images and myths that are part of the environment of 

children growing up are traces of a culture’s history that, over time, become 

internalized to a greater or lesser degree by youth who grow up in that culture’. This 

implies that many identity ‘choices’ are never really deliberately considered and affords 

individuals less agency than is suggested by Erikson’s work. According to Lasky (2005, 

p900), ‘cultural tools actually shape human cognitive functioning and the possibilities 

for action’.  

Socio-cultural investigations seek to discover the mechanisms through which identity 

achieves continuity over time (Zembylas, 2003). Within this perspective, the focus is on 

the actions that individuals take that reinforce identity. Penuel and Wertch (1995) 

suggest that sociocultural investigations should focus on locations and settings where 

individuals are actively engaged in identity forming processes and should explore how 

the cultural tools at their disposal act to empower or constrain the identity formation 

process. The emphasis on action views identity formation as an ‘encounter between 

individual choices and cultural tools employed in a particular institutional context’ 

(Zembylas, 2003, p220). Identity then can be seen as the sum of an individual’s 

personal attributes associated with the actions they perform and mediated by factors 

such as relationships, careers, and ideology (Zembylas, 2003).  

Lasky’s (2005) use of a socio-cultural lens to show the impact that educational policy 

changes can have on teachers illustrates how that perspective can be used to tease 

out the influence of the social and political context in teachers’ lives. Her study 
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examines the mediating influences of early teacher identity and the political and social 

context, which in this case, was concerned with secondary school reform in Canada. 

Lasky found that the teachers’ sense of identity was closely bound up in their beliefs 

about the purpose of education and the way they should act as teachers. She contends 

that the mediational systems that had acted on them in their formative years as 

teachers had shaped their understanding of teaching and defined the contours of their 

subsequent work practices, including their interactions with students. This was now 

influencing how they interpreted the reform mandates (ibid, 2005). Because the 

teachers did not understand the aims of the reforms, they felt a disconnect between the 

goals of the reform and their ‘professional sense of purpose’ (ibid, 2005, p910).  As a 

result, although the new mandates sought to establish different norms, expectations, 

and tools for the profession, these teachers did not change their fundamental sense of 

professional identity or sense of purpose. Lasky suggests that their established teacher 

identities were operating in opposition to the external mediation system of educational 

reform. The study also found that teachers with ten or fewer years of teaching 

experience were less negative about the reforms, perhaps because their professional 

identities were not so deeply entrenched. The analysis ‘indicates that external 

mediational systems may have a deeper or more enduring effect on the formation of 

teacher identity, than on reshaping professional identity that is securely established’ 

(ibid, 2005, p914).  

2.3.5. Post-structural approaches to identity 

Although socio-cultural approaches are concerned with the interactional space 

between the individual and the wider culture, Zemblyas (2003, p220) contends that 

they do not pay adequate attention to ‘the role of power relations in mediating these 

encounters’. In contrast, post-structural accounts, based on the work of Foucault 

(1982) and Butler (1997), ‘emphasize discursive practice and power’ and ‘refuse any 

humanist foundations for agency’ (Zemblyas, 2003, p224). Foucault (1982) suggests 

that the formation of the self takes place ‘within a historical framework of how meaning 

intersects with experience’ (Zemblyas, 2003, p221). Within this process, the self is both 

the subject and object of experience. Since the experience itself is not what creates 

self-knowledge, it is more fruitful to focus on the ‘discourse of experience’ (ibid). By 

doing so, it is possible to interrogate identity in terms of socio-historical power 

structures and practices. 

From the perspective of teacher identity, post-structural accounts suggest that socio-

cultural and institutional discourses provide sets of scripts (Reynolds, 1996) that often 

serve to limit the possibilities for who a teacher may be. However, ‘identity is formed in 
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this shifting space where narratives of subjectivity meet the narratives of culture’ 

(Zemblyas, 2003, p224). It is construed, not as something fixed, but as something in a 

constant state of ‘becoming’ (Deleuze & Guattari, 1988). This dynamic conception of 

identity allows for constant evolution as different aspects are problematized and then 

resolved. According to Zemblyas (2003, p223), although poststructuralist accounts 

focus on the ‘cultural and discursive dimensions of experience’, they also recognize 

that ‘these experiences are felt and embodied’. He contends that the post-structural 

account of identity ‘creates spaces for individuals…to construct strategies of power and 

resistance’ (ibid). 

2.3.6. Narrative and identity: discourse and dialogic approaches 

Sociocultural, poststructural and postmodern approaches to identity highlight the 

centrality of interaction and discourse as key processes in identity construction. The 

work of Vygotsky (1978) revealed how an individual’s mind is generated through social 

interaction, while Bakhtin (2010) stressed how thought and speech is derived from 

language fragments that have been voiced elsewhere (Gee, 2000). We ‘appropriate 

the words of others and populate them with’ our own intentions (Wertch, 1998, p76). 

Gee (2000) reminds us that all individuals have, through the course of their lives, 

encountered specific social and historical discourses. It is the trajectory of these 

discourses and the process of narrativisation that the individual engages in to make 

sense of them that create the individual’s ‘core identity’ (Gee, 2000, p111). This core 

identity is always potentially evolving, as it adapts to new situations and discourses 

(Gee, 2000).  According to Gee (1989, 2004), ‘the creation of one’s identity is always 

connected with the use of Discourses’. Discourses act as “identity kits,” and come 

complete with the ‘appropriate costume and instructions on how to act, talk, and often 

write, so as to take on a particular role that others will recognize’ (Gee, 1989, p7). 

Adopting a similar approach, Rodgers and Scott (2008) refer to the self as a storyteller 

and identities as the stories being told. Within the research on teacher identity, 

biographical research drawing on the stories teachers tell of their own experiences has 

been widely used to throw light on their thinking, culture, and behaviour (Zembylas, 

2003). Connelly and Clandinin (1990, p2) characterise teacher professional identity as 

‘stories to live by’, a plot line teachers use to provide coherence and continuity to their 

experiences. The process of telling and retelling these stories operates to both claim 

and produce professional identity (Mockler, 2011a). 

Akkerman and Meijer (2011) propose the adoption of a dialogic approach to theorise 

the inherent instability or discontinuity of teacher identity. A dialogic approach explains 

how teacher identity can be seen as ‘both unitary and multiple, both continuous and 
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discontinuous, and both individual and social’ (Akkerman & Meijer, 2011, p308).  

Central to the dialogic framework is the concept of the I-position, ‘a speaking 

personality bringing forward a specific viewpoint and story’ (Ibid, p311). Each individual 

comprises multiple I-positions that may conflict depending on the context. The self is 

thus cast as a negotiated space. However, the on-going act of synthesizing identities 

works to create a sense of coherence and continuity (Akkerman & Meijer, 2011). 

Akkerman & Meijer (2011) suggest a dialogic approach to teacher identity may offer a 

useful analytic framework from which to explore the professional development of 

teachers.  

2.4. Research on teacher identity 

2.4.1. Identity as a framework 

The centrality of identity in the ways individuals think about and approach their 

professional lives has long been recognised in the literature focusing on teachers 

(Nias, 1984; Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop, 2004; Alsup, 2006; Mockler, 2011a). 

According to Hammerness et al. (2005, pp383-384)  

Developing an identity as a teacher is an important part of securing teachers’ 
commitment to their work and adherence to professional norms...the identities teachers 
develop shape their dispositions, where they place their effort, whether and how they 
seek out professional development opportunities, and what obligations they see as 
intrinsic to their role.  

However, as previously discussed, there is a lack of agreement as to what constitutes 

teacher identity and much of the literature does not position itself firmly within a specific 

theoretical framework. In keeping with Beauchamp and Thomas (2009), this research 

aligns to Sachs’ conception of teacher identity as a ‘framework for teachers to 

construct their own ideas of “how to be”, “how to act” and “how to understand” their 

work and their place in society’ (2005, p15). 

Mockler (2011, p520) provides a model for conceptualising teacher identity in terms of 

three domains, each with its own defining characteristics: ‘personal experience, 

professional context, and the external political environment’. Personal experience 

refers to the mix of personal circumstances that teachers bring to their profession – 

framed by class, race and gender and including things like family circumstances, 

personal interests and their own experience of being a student (Lortie, 1975). 

Professional context encompasses all aspects of teachers’ careers, including ITE and 

PD development activities, the characteristics of the school systems and settings in 

which they have worked, the influence of colleagues and engagement with professional 

associations and unions.  The external political environment refers to the ideological 
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and political forces that influence the ways in which education is construed in the wider 

society. For teachers, these political discourses are experienced through media 

channels as well as through the application of education policies, which have a direct 

impact on their day-to-day lives. According to Mockler (2011, p520), these three 

domains operate in a ‘reflexive, constantly shifting dynamic’ that calibrates and 

recalibrates teachers’ perceptions of their work and how they do it. Figure 1 below 

provides an illustration of how the domains operate. 

Figure 1: Mockler’s domains of teacher identity 

 

Mockler (2011, p521) 

Mocker’s also identifies the ‘identity anchors’ – personal development, teacher 

activism, and professional learning – which ‘serve to secure teachers’ professional 

identities, provide a “touch-stone” for professional development and formation and a 

frame of reference for professional practice’ (Mockler, 2011a, p522). Identity anchors 

serve as a link between the work teachers do and their purpose in that work. They 

connect ‘the essential identity question “who am I (in this context)?” to the broader 

question of purpose: “why am I here?”’ (Mockler, 2011b, p135). Mockler contends that 

a focus on teacher identity can act as a ‘lever for teacher learning and development’ 

(2011a, p522). 
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The work of Akkerman and Meijer (2011), which was discussed earlier, is also useful 

for its capacity to explain how identity processes are operationalised at the level of 

individual teachers. Their dialogic approach to identity, with its focus on I-positions, 

offers a window on the tensions and conflicts that teachers experience in negotiating a 

coherent identity. 

2.5. Personal and professional lives of teachers 

‘Consciously, we teach what we know; unconsciously, we teach who we are’ 

Hamachek (1999, p209). 

It is well recognised that there is a strong link between the personal and professional 

identities of teachers (Nias, 1984; Kelchtermans, 1993; MacLure, 1993; Hargreaves, 

1998; Day et al., 2006). Day et al. (2006, p602) claim that ‘an understanding of 

teachers’ selves…is central to the analysis of variations in teachers’ work, lives and 

effectiveness’. The role of teacher involves a significant investment of self, and over 

the course of their professional lives, teachers develop a conception of themselves as 

teachers and a ‘personal system of knowledge and beliefs about their job’ 

(Kelchtermans, 1993, p444). Moreover, Hamachek (1999, p209) referred to a teacher’s 

‘self’ as the ‘private curriculum’. 

The work of Nias (1984), along with others who have employed biographical history 

research, (Alsup, 2006, MacLure, 1993; Kelchtermans, 1993), has sought to examine 

the lived experiences of teachers in order to understand how these personal identities 

interact with the structures, contexts, and relationships of the teaching environment. 

Nias (1984) found that individuals who enter teaching tend to have clearly defined 

personal values and a strong sense of personal identity. Citing Ball (1972), she 

distinguishes between the individual’s ‘situational selves’ and their ‘substantial self’. 

Situational selves refer to context-dependent views of themselves that individuals 

present that are shaped by social forces, such as group norms and expectations. The 

substantial self, in contrast, refers to an individual’s ‘most salient and most valued 

views’ of themselves. It encompasses beliefs that are long established and deeply 

held. The substantial self is vigorously ‘defended and highly resistant to change’ (Nias, 

1984, p268).  

A review of the literature on the professional identities of veteran teachers by Carrillo 

and Flores (2018) found that these teachers had a strong inner motivation to teach that 

was often characterised as a vocation or calling. This internal passion for teaching was 
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a source of motivation for teachers even when they experienced difficult working 

conditions. This sense of moral purpose is a recurrent theme in explorations of teacher 

identity (Day, 2004; Fullan, 2002; Lasky, 2005; O’Connor, 2008; Mockler, 2011a). As 

O’Connor (2008) points out, ‘the ethical and humanistic dimensions of teachers’ work 

frequently act as a source of intrinsic motivation for individual teachers, and inspire 

them to remain committed to the profession’. Indeed, acting in line with their values and 

beliefs is a source of self-esteem for teachers (Nias, 1996). Research by MacLure 

(1993), however, which focused on primary and secondary teachers in England, found 

some resistance to the notion of teaching as a vocation. MacLure found ‘considerable 

unease amongst teachers about the restricted range of culturally endorsed 

professional identities available to them, and widespread resistance to the old 

iconographies of the dedicated career’ (MacLure, 1993, p319). She proposed that 

identity might be seen, not a something individuals possess, but as ‘set of discursive 

practices’ (1993, p 313), ‘that they use, to justify, explain and make sense of 

themselves in relation to other people, and to the contexts in which they operate’ 

(1993, p312).  

2.6. Emotion and vulnerability 

Many writers have highlighted the central role played by emotion in the work of 

teaching and the formation of teacher identity (Rodgers & Scott, 2008; Zembylas, 

2003; Nias, 1984; Kelchermans, 1993, 2005; Lasky, 2005; O’Connor, 2008, 

Hargreaves, 1998, 2005). According to Rodgers and Scott (2008), stories and 

emotions make up the internal meaning-making aspects of identity formation. 

Zembylas (2003, p214) contends that ‘an investigation of the emotional components of 

teacher identity yields a richer understanding of the teacher self’. For Hargreaves 

(1998, p835), emotions lie at the very heart of teaching, imbuing it with ‘its most 

dynamic qualities’. Nias (1996, p297) found that teachers who feel they are effective 

‘experience joy, excitement, exhilaration and deep satisfaction’ while those who feel 

ineffective feel ‘afraid, frustrated, guilty, anxious and angry’. O’Connor (2008) notes 

that because the emotional inputs that are central to good teaching cannot be 

measured, they generally go unrecognised in education policy and formulations of 

competence.  

The centrality of emotion is associated with an element of vulnerability for teachers and 

this is an area that has been widely referenced in the literature (Kelchermans, 1993, 

2017; Lasky, 2005; Nias, 1996). The teachers in Kelchtermans’ study felt that they 

were constantly being scrutinised and judged by parents, principals, and colleagues. 

He posits that the personal basis of teachers’ underpinning teaching philosophies, 
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lacking as they do ‘the legitimacy of scientific knowledge’, leaves them particularly 

vulnerable to criticism from outsiders (Kelchtermans, 1993, p454). This vulnerability is 

compounded by the fact that teachers have little control over their ‘essential working 

conditions’ and no ability to prove their effectiveness but instead must contend with 

being measured in terms of student outcomes (Kelchtermans, 2017, p15). He noted 

that ‘teachers’ tendency to passivity and conservatism increased’ when they felt 

vulnerable (Kelchtermans (1993, p454). Hargreaves (1998, p836) claims that ‘teachers 

are always prone to fall short emotionally, because people expect too much of them’. 

He contends that the ‘caring orientation’ of teachers can turn against them ‘as they 

sacrifice themselves emotionally to the needs of those around them, in policy 

conditions which make caring more and more difficult’ (ibid). This resonates with 

findings by Nias (1996) that the personal investment in their work left many teachers 

feeling ‘bereaved’ in times of significant social, economic, and legislative change.  

In much of the literature on teacher identity, the focus is on the socially and politically 

mediated experiences of emotion rather than the individual experience of it (O’Connor, 

2008; Hargreaves, 1998; Zembylas, 2003). Lasky (2005) perceives teacher 

vulnerability and the emotional experience of teaching as inextricably linked to beliefs, 

context, power, and culture. According to O’Connor (2008, p118), teachers use 

emotions and professional philosophies to ‘navigate, interpret and occasionally resist 

the official ethos of the schools in which they work’.  She argues that, in order to 

explore the ‘complex and dichotomous nature of teachers’ emotions’, it is necessary to 

examine ‘how individuals deal with and respond to professional situations in different 

school contexts’ (O’Connor, 2008, p118).  

2.7. Relationships with pupils 

Closely related to the notion of emotion is the issue of teachers’ relationships with 

pupils. Positive relationships with students have been linked to greater satisfaction and 

commitment and higher levels of motivation in teachers (Carrillo & Flores, 2018). 

Beijaard (1995) identifies the development of good relationships with pupils as key to 

the beginning teacher’s professional development, growth, and overall sense of 

professional competence. His study of experienced secondary school teachers found 

that many of the teachers who felt they did not interact well with pupils at the start of 

their careers also perceived themselves negatively in terms of their position in the 

school at the time. This underscores the extent to which positive relationships with 

pupils are key to positive self-image as a teacher. Beijaard (1995, p283) suggests that 

pupils are ‘critical reality definers’ whose actions impact ‘teacher’s careers and 

identities’. Golby (1996, p423) found that teachers gained ‘considerable emotional 
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security’ from their commitment to their pupils. Both Nias (1984) and Kelchtermans 

(1993) found that teachers who were able to build good relationships with students felt 

more competent and competence was closely linked to self-esteem.  

2.8. Becoming a teacher 

Teacher identity formation is concerned with the process of transitioning from knowing 

how to teach to becoming a teacher (Kelchtermans & Hamilton, 2004; Britzman, 2012). 

Flores and Day (2006), in their longitudinal study of 14 elementary and secondary 

teachers in Portugal, examined the development of teacher identity in terms of three 

aspects. The first, prior influences, considers the teachers’ experience of themselves 

being a pupil in the past. The second, initial teacher education and professional 

practice, examines teachers’ assessments of how the formal teacher preparation 

process affected their professional development. The third, teaching context, analyses 

the part played by school cultures and classroom practices.  

2.8.1. The role of previous experience 

It is widely recognized that teachers’ previous experiences of being pupils themselves 

strongly influences the identities they bring to bear on their own conceptions of 

teaching (Flores & Day, 2006; Furlong, 2013; Sugrue, 1997). In particular, their former 

teachers served as both positive and negative role models. This ‘apprenticeship of 

observation’ (Lortie, 1975), during which teachers-to-be observed many approaches to 

teaching, appears to have exerted a key influence on ‘the way in which they 

constructed their identities, shaping, in some cases, the way in which they responded 

to practical situations as new teachers’ (Flores & Day, 2006, p223). In more recent 

research, Furlong (2013) used a narrative approach to illicit, from 15 students on an 

ITE programme, a picture of the type of teacher they would like to become. Her study 

found that, while students generally aspired to teacher personas based on progressive 

notions of teacher identity – e.g. facilitative, approachable, child-centred – there was an 

undercurrent that harkened back to more traditional conceptions of teacher, particularly 

in relation to classroom management and related areas of discipline and control. 

Furlong discovered that the students’ opinions on the type of teachers they would like 

to become were strongly informed by their own experiences – both positive and 

negative – as part of their apprenticeship of observation. She believes that the 

tenacious power of student teachers’ lay theories needs to be addressed in ITE 

programmes, by incorporating opportunities for critical reflection.  
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2.8.2. Initial teacher education and practice 

Flores and Day (2006) found that ITE programmes did not have a very strong impact 

on teacher identity formation or the ways in which beginning teachers approached 

teaching. The gap between theory and practice was widely cited, and the majority of 

teachers considered that their ITE programmes were inadequate in preparing them for 

the complex demands of classroom life. The teachers experienced a tension between 

their knowledge of the teaching methodologies gained on the ITE programme and the 

reality of balancing pedagogical choices with class management on a day-to-day basis 

(Flores & Day, 2006). This gap between their expectations and the reality left many of 

them feeling adrift. This is a theme that resonates with much of the work on beginning 

teachers in Ireland, which focuses on the challenges they face in developing a teaching 

style that incorporates the progressive teaching methodologies they have been 

introduced to on their ITE programmes within the constraining environment of the 

classroom. A key theme in some fairly recent Irish studies is the central role of 

classroom management in beginning teachers’ concerns and the strong perceived 

need for control (O’Sullivan & Conway, 2016; Hall et al., 2012; Long et al., 2012).  

One such study by Hall et al. (2012) adopted a sociocultural perspective on 

professional learning in order to elicit the processes involved in teacher identity 

construction. They found that for student teachers engaged in school practice, there 

was a tension between their dual roles as learner and teacher. As a coping strategy, 

the students tended to deny their student needs, refusing to seek help and striving to 

be independent, even when they missed out on learning opportunities as a result. Hall 

et al. (2012, p108) make the point that schools are not considered to be ‘learning 

places for adults’. A related study by Long et al. (2012) of 17 novice teachers found 

that most were not sure how to go about negotiating their identities as professionals in 

the school context. Echoing the tension identified by Hall et al. (2012), many teachers 

in this study preferred to remain ‘invisible’ as learners rather than ‘confront their own 

learning needs as teachers’ (Long et al., 2012, p621). Long et al. (2012) argue that by 

believing ‘that established teachers have no vulnerabilities and do not need to update 

themselves continually’, student teachers are conceptualising the process of ‘learning 

to teach’ as separate from teaching itself (Long et al., 2012, p622).  

Another very strong theme that emerged from the work of Hall et al. (2012) was the 

strong association of good classroom management with good teaching. Hall et al 

(2012) found that discipline came to be singled out as the critical focus in the student 

teacher’s mind. In common with other studies (Flores & Day, 2006; Furlong, 2013), this 

usually meant adopting more teacher-centric methods of teaching. They found that the 
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student teachers held a traditional view of teaching that conceived of ‘abilities as 

stable; teaching as coverage and telling; learning as consumption of knowledge; and 

success as achievement in exams’ (ibid, p109).  Moreover, their eagerness to be seen 

to be effective meant they were extremely tuned into the cultures of the schools in 

which they found themselves and generally found it difficult to resist falling in line with 

prevailing school practices (ibid). Kelchermans (2017) discusses how this negotiation 

of the ‘micropolitics’ of the school context is an intrinsic part of the professional 

development of the teacher.  He contends that the ability ‘to read situations in terms of 

professional interests’ and master ‘micropolitical tactics and strategies’ while 

developing ‘the emotional stamina to endure and persist’ is important for the ‘ongoing 

professional development of beginning teachers’ (Kelchermans, 2017, p15).  

2.8.3. School cultures and classroom practices  

The first few years following graduation from a teacher education programme can be 

daunting ones for teachers. They typically find that teaching is more demanding than 

they had anticipated and often feel unsupported, triggering a crisis in identity. This 

crisis is often caused by the disconnection between their idealised classroom practices 

and the demands of classroom management. Reynolds (1996, pp74-5) writes that the 

classrooms and schools that teachers inhabit represent a ‘workplace landscape’ that 

values conformity with ‘prescribed definitions and scripts’, which often serve to limit the 

teachers’ pedagogical choices, whether consciously or unconsciously. New teachers, 

in common with student teachers, are often heavily invested in the establishment of 

rules and the maintenance of order (Flores & Day, 2006). Accompanying this is often a 

shift in focus from the student-centred teaching approaches they have been introduced 

to in their ITE programmes to more traditional teacher-centred ones. This shift 

represents a source of tension for the teachers. For some, this creates a ‘permanent 

dilemma’ that stemmed from the contradiction between their ‘views as educationalists’ 

and ‘their practices as teachers’ (Flores & Day, 2006, p228).  This tension has been 

noted in similar studies. Alsup (2006) found that the unresolved tension caused by 

trying to manage multiple pedagogical beliefs negatively affected teachers’ sense of 

fulfilment (Akkerman and Meijer, 2011). 

Ultimately, the deconstruction and reconstruction of teacher identity that occurred as 

part of the process of students graduating and starting to work as teachers was found 

to be part of the journey towards becoming an experienced teacher. Overall, most of 

the participants in the Flores and Day (2006) study found that through the process they 

developed a greater awareness of the responsibility associated with being a teacher. 
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As they learned how to become professionals, they felt they deepened their knowledge 

of themselves as individuals. 

A review by Carrillo and Flores (2018) identified the role played by the situated space 

of the school in teachers’ sense of professional identity. They conceptualised school as 

both ‘a physical and emotional space’ (2018, p644) that extends beyond the 

boundaries of the school structure into the wider community of which it is a part. They 

found that the notion of the school created a sense of belonging for most teachers and 

moulded the evolution of their professional identities. Similarly, McIntyre (2010), writing 

about the experiences of veteran teachers in disadvantaged schools in the UK, 

identified the significance of the staffroom as a centre of collegiality and moral support 

for the teachers in her study. Within the classroom, some of the teachers felt a sense 

of ownership, which created a sense of liberation for them and enabled them to 

assume a unique identity. She found that the teachers expressed ‘a sense of obligation 

and responsibility for their classroom space’ that sometimes verged on the territorial 

(2010, p606). Olson (2000, p2) casts the classroom in sociocultural terms, depicting 

the ‘techniques and tools of classroom instruction and management’ as a technology 

that embodies certain values about the nature of the work being carried out. He points 

out that teachers employ these techniques to create a classroom flow that allows many 

activities to happen simultaneously while requiring only minimal intervention. Within 

these systems, teachers can monitor their students, easily recognise signs of difficulty 

and employ well-established systems for handling them. According to Coldron and 

Smith (1981), classroom practice is at the heart of teachers’ professional identities. It is 

in the classroom that they take their place in the school community, exercise their 

professional choices, and perform their teacher identity.  

2.9. Knowledge base of teachers 

Kelchtermans (1993, p443) characterises teaching as a craft profession, rooted in 

‘embodied experimental knowledge’ rather than ‘technical-conceptual knowledge’. In 

his study of ten Flemish primary school teachers, he discerned an apparent lack of 

interest in CPD and the implementation of new teaching approaches (Kelchtermans, 

1993). Kelchtermans interprets this as evidence of a disposition that leaned more 

toward a craft rather than a professional orientation. He contends that through the 

course of their careers teachers develop their own subjective educational theories that 

inform their practice and their professional identity. These theories develop in part from 

pre- and in-service training, but to a larger extent are the product of the teacher’s 

personal experiences, both in and out of the classroom (Kelchtermans, 1993). 

Kelchtermans (1993) found that new elements are more likely to be incorporated into a 
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teacher’s subjective educational theory if they are congruent with the teacher’s 

established practice and not overly onerous in terms of the level of time and effort 

involved in implementing them. Clandinin (1985) too recognised the subjective 

character of teachers’ classroom knowledge, noting that teaching was not a matter of 

applying an objectivist body of knowledge to practice, but rather the practical 

knowledge that expert teachers draw on is ‘experiential, value-laden and oriented to 

practice’ (Clandinin 1985, p19). In the Nias (1984, p272) study, the teachers saw their 

‘teaching as a means of self-actualising’, with several stating that they ‘wouldn’t want to 

teach in any other way’.  

2.10. Autonomy or isolation? 

Teachers’ conceptions of what is involved in the task of teaching places a strong 

emphasis on professional autonomy in the classroom. Hoyle and John (1995, p92) 

define teacher autonomy as ‘freedom to construct a personal pedagogy which entails a 

balance between personality, training, experience and the requirements of the specific 

educational context’. While the existence of prescribed curricula and school plans set 

the boundaries within which teachers operate, within their classrooms, teachers 

generally have freedom to choose their own methodologies and approached. 

O’Donovan (2013) notes that the level of personal autonomy afforded to teachers is 

predicated on the assumption that they possess the required subject matter and 

pedagogical expertise. It therefore provides an affirmation of their status as 

professionals. Many studies have shown the value that teachers place on their 

professional autonomy (Kelchermans (1993); Flores & Day, 2006; Canrinus et al., 

2012; Kyndt et al., 2016). In the literature on teacher identity, the concept of autonomy 

has also a more negative association with professional isolation. For some teachers, 

autonomy means being left in the classroom without the necessary support (Parker, 

2015). This is a strong undercurrent in the work of Nias (1984, p267):  

From the start of her career a teacher is alone. Often denied any opportunity to see 
another teacher in action, even on teaching practice, left from the start to make her 
tactical decisions single-handed, socialized into an understanding of teaching as an 
individualistic pursuit, dependent on her own preferences, personality and decision-
making, she has little incentive to develop a collegial sense of the “state of the art”. 

This can extend to a lack of relationship with, and even a negative perception of, other 

teachers in school. MacLure (1993, p318) found that many of the teachers in her study 

were at pains to emphasise their lack of social contact with other teachers and ‘distain 

for talking “shop”’. The lack of collegiality was something that emerged particularly 

strongly in some beginning teachers’ accounts. Beginning teachers often discussed 

their acquisition of teaching experience in a context of isolation in the classroom 
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setting. They emphasised that they learned by doing whatever was required of them 

and ‘little importance was attached to colleagues as influencing elements in learning at 

work’ (Flores & Day, 2006, p229). All of this operates to shield teachers ‘from the 

referential influence of their colleagues’ (Nias, 1984, p275).  

The theme of isolation also emerges in Hall et al.’s (2012) research on the experiences 

of student teachers. They found that ‘student teachers are expected to be prematurely 

expert and independent, and able to work without the support of a school-based 

professional network’ (Hall et al., 2012, p112). This operates to create a distance 

between the student teacher and ‘full practice’, which leads students to perceive 

teaching as ‘mysterious and attributing it to personality’ (Hall et al., 2012, p114).  More 

recently, however, there has been a focus on forging greater links between ITE and the 

practice of teaching in the Republic of Ireland. Droichead, the Teaching Council’s 

integrated professional induction framework, provides newly qualified teachers (NQTs) 

with mentor support to identify their professional learning needs and develop plans to 

address them. The framework also provides NQTs with the chance to observe and be 

observed by more experienced teachers and receive feedback on their teaching. The 

framework is due to be implemented across all primary and secondary schools by the 

2020/21 school year.  Research by O’Sullivan and Conway (2016) into existing 

mentoring approaches in Irish primary schools suggest there may be a distance to be 

travelled before such approaches become embedded in Irish schools.  Their research 

into the perspectives of NQTs on the mentoring they received found that the practice 

tended to be narrowly conceived and generally focused on elements such as low-level 

organisational issues and ‘basic survivor skills’ rather than explorations of practice 

(2006, p409).  

2.11. ICT and identity 

To date, there has not been a big focus on identity in research exploring individuals’ 

use of and relationship with technology, though this is beginning to change as 

technology plays an increasingly large role in daily life and technological advances are 

increasingly leading to a blurring of the boundaries between the human and the 

technological. Goode employs the concept of technology identity ‘to explore how 

formative experiences and social context influence skills and attitudes toward 

computing’ (2010, p498).  She conceptualises technology identity as arising from 

individuals’ beliefs regarding: 

1. Their own technology skills 

2. The opportunities or constraints they face in using technology 
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3. The importance of technology 

4. Their motivation to enhance their knowledge of technology 

For the individual, such beliefs stem from their previous experiences and the social 

context within which they operate. Goode (2010) has used the framework to explore 

the ‘digital divide’ between those who are able to use their technology knowledge 

seamlessly within their everyday life to enhance their education and career 

opportunities and those who do not have the technical resources to do so. She 

contends that ‘holding, or not holding, a technology identity impacts an individual’s 

ongoing endeavors’ (Goode, 2010, p501). Carter and Grover (2015) point out that, 

while there has been a wealth of identity research focusing on roles and relationships, 

there has been little investigation on the link between identities and material objects 

such as technologies. They have proposed the construct of IT identity as ‘the extent to 

which an individual views use of an IT as integral to his or her sense of self’ (Carter & 

Grover, 2015, p932). They propose that such a lens can be used to understand how 

individuals relate to IT in specific social contexts.  

Nach and Lejeune (2010) have focused on the ways in which the introduction of new IT 

systems in organisational contexts often require employees to learn new skills and alter 

their behaviours and attitudes, potentially challenging their self-conception.  They 

contend that changing the way individuals work does more than alter their roles and 

the expectations surrounding how they perform those roles. Rather, it may ‘disrupt the 

social and psychological processes underlying identification through which individuals 

come to understand who they are’ (Nach & Lejeune, 2010, p618). This may be 

positive, as when individuals feel that the new technologies or work practices enhance 

their identities by adding desired elements, producing time efficiencies or offering new 

opportunities (Nach & Lejeune, 2010). If, however, the new system imposes a way of 

working on the individual that does not align with their values or usual behaviour, the 

individual may experience a range of negative emotions, including dissatisfaction, 

anger, frustration, and fear (Nach & Lejeune, 2010).  

Nach and Lejeune (2010) have identified both behavioural and cognitive strategies by 

which individuals act to defend challenges to their identity posed by the adoption of 

ICT, specifically: 

1. Acting on the situation 

2. Adjusting the self 

3. Cathartic practices 

4. Distancing 
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Figure 2: Strategies for coping with IT challenges to identity 

 

(Nach & Lejeune, 2010, p621) 

As a result of these strategies, an individual may develop: 

1. A redefined identity, which may for example, include being a proficient user of 

the new system 

2. An ambivalent identity, whereby the individual experiences conflicting thoughts 

and feelings about the new system 

3. An anti-identity, which manifests itself as a rejection of the meanings 

associated with a particular identity and may involve the adoption of an identity 

that is specifically opposed to the identity in question – i.e. a ‘not me’ position 

2.11.1. ICT and teacher identity 

The use of identity as a theoretical lens for the work investigating teachers’ use of ICT 

in the classroom is an emerging area and does not have a large body of work behind it. 

In this section, texts have been identified that employ identity as a framework in various 

ways, as well as some that do not specifically refer to identity but encompass concepts 

that are central to it. just  

Orlando (2014), while not specifically employing the lens of identity, raises the need to 

place the use of ICT in teaching in a wider sociocultural context. Her study sought to 

explore why veteran teachers appear to be reluctant to integrate ICT into their 

teaching.  She notes that teachers’ responses to ICT-related changes will be 

influenced by many factors, including the knowledge they have amassed from past 

reforms, school leadership, interactions with students over the years, understanding of 

the process of learning and their professional aspirations. Using Windschitl’s (2002) 

framework of dilemmas, she found that the issues did not relate to ICT itself but to a 

myriad of other factors with which the teachers had to contend over their teaching 

careers. They spoke of a continuous requirement to keep abreast with changes, 

including those related to student needs, the organisation of the school, teaching and 

learning approaches, and leadership priorities. As these changes were seldom initiated 

by the teachers themselves, they did not tend to gain a sense of achievement from 
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them. She also found that the adoption of ICT-related teaching practices in the school 

created knowledge insecurity among the veteran teachers. It challenged their ‘prized 

status as elders’ within the school (Orlando, 2014, p436), as younger teachers who 

had more exposure to ICT-related teaching practices in their ITE were often more 

knowledgeable than them in this regard. Orlando points out that the main focus of PD 

relating to ICT is on ‘expanding teachers’ repertoire of classroom practices’ (2014, 

p437). Such approaches do little to address the ‘cultural and political dilemmas that 

dominate their teaching practices’ (Orlando, 2014, p437) and often leaves teachers 

feeling disempowered. She proposes that teachers, researchers, and educational 

authorities should work together to create a joint vision for ICT in schools. Such a 

process would create a space wherein the relationships, norms, and values 

underpinning the use of technology could be surfaced and critically appraised in order 

to produce more ‘sophisticated and useful understandings of technology practice’ 

(p437). 

Chronaki and Matos (2014, p109) point out that ICT is ‘connected to everyday routines 

that dissolve into habits of work, entertainment and learning’. In their research focused 

on mathematics teachers, they state that the focus of ICT integration and the resultant 

need for teacher change should be expanded to include ‘issues of identity work as 

discursively situated in professional practices of teaching’ (p110). Identity work can be 

seen a process of reflection focused on identifying the sense of ‘professional and 

personal relevance’ that will trigger changes to practice (Mockler, 2013, p42).  Its goal 

is the integration of the professional context with personal experience (Mockler, 2013). 

Chronaki and Matos (2014) argue that teacher PD cannot ‘be approached as a one-

size-fits-all and effective identity that teachers can easily adopt and ‘wear’ (2014, 

p122). Rather, the teacher change processes required to bring about ICT integration 

represent a continuous effort to reconcile individual experiences and understandings of 

teaching and ICT with the broader politics of teacher identity change at the societal and 

institutional levels (Chronaki and Matos, 2014). 

2.11.2. ICT and teacher identity: beliefs 

Much of the literature centred on the barriers to ICT integration (Ertmer, 1999) has 

focused on the role of teacher beliefs (Ottenbreit-Leftwich et al., 2010; Ertmer et al., 

2012; Kim, Kim, Lee, Spector & DeMeester, 2013; Tondeur et al., 2017). Beliefs have 

been defined as ‘understandings, premises or propositions’ that the holder feels to be 

true, which serve as ‘personal guides that help individuals define and understand the 

world and themselves’ (Tondeur et al., 2017, p557). They act as a ‘filter’ that screens 

new knowledge, ideas and experiences for meaning and relevance (Tondeur et al., 
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2017). They can thus be seen as a subset of identity (Rokeach, 1968). Pedagogical 

beliefs are those specific beliefs that relate to approaches to teaching and learning. 

Such beliefs are often classified as teacher-centred or student-centred. The former is 

generally associated with a behaviourist approach to teaching; the latter is typically 

associated with constructivist or social constructivist approaches. In practice, however, 

teachers can hold pedagogical beliefs that are both teacher- and student-centred 

(Tondeur et al., 2017).  Research suggests that teachers who hold constructivist beliefs 

are more likely to use ICT in student-centred ways (Becker, 2000; Ertmer, 2005), with a 

focus on helping develop their students’ analytical, critical and communication skills 

and engaging in effective problem solving. However, the research has also thrown up 

inconsistencies and the relationship between beliefs and practices has not always 

been clear cut. There is not always a direct relationship between teachers’ pedagogical 

beliefs and their classroom practice (Nykvist & Mukherjee, 2016). Pedagogical beliefs 

may not be enacted or may be altered due to competing beliefs or intervening factors 

that may originate from the teachers themselves, their school environments, or the 

wider society (Tondeur et al., 2017). 

A systematic review of qualitative studies investigating the relationship between ICT 

use and teacher pedagogical beliefs conducted by Tondeur et al. (2017) identified five 

key positions: 

1. There is a bi-directional relationship between the two, i.e. teachers with 

constructivist beliefs were more likely to use ICT but equally ICT was seen as 

an enabler of pedagogical change. 

2. A number of inter-related factors including time constraints, rigid schedules and 

an examination oriented education system can impact teachers’ pedagogical 

beliefs.  

3. Exploration of the relationship between ICT use and pedagogical beliefs 

requires a multi-dimensional approach that recognises that the process of ICT 

integration is unique to each teacher. 

4. Professional development initiatives aimed at increasing ICT integration should 

take account of the complex role that pedagogical beliefs play in mediating 

such change. 

5. School contexts, in terms of pedagogical leadership, technical support, and 

peer support, appear to play a key role in the relationship between ICT and 

pedagogical beliefs.  

Recent literature has focused on approaches to teacher PD that seek to address 

pedagogical as well as technical dimensions and surface and challenge pedagogical 
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beliefs. Before examining such approaches, it is worth briefly introducing two 

frameworks that have been widely used in informing teachers’ approaches to ICT 

integration – the SAMR model (Puentedura, 2006) and TPACK (Mishra & Koehler, 

2008). 

2.12. Frameworks for ICT integration 

2.12.1. SAMR 

The SAMR model (Puentedura, 2006), named for the acronym of its component 

aspects: substitution, augmentation, modification, and redefinition, is probably one of 

the most widely used models in the adoption of digital technologies into the classroom. 

The model describes a continuum of technology integration, which involves a 

progression in terms of its impact on the teaching and learning experience. At the 

lowest level – substitution – teachers are simply replicating an element of their practice 

using digital tools. For example, sending students a PDF of a document, rather than 

giving them a printout. At the next level – augmentation – they are using technology to 

enhance the learning. For example, if the PDF includes links to resources such as 

videos or websites, there are greater opportunities to expand the learning opportunities 

for students. Both these approaches are still based on the same model of teacher-led 

instruction. The third level – modification – is typically associated with a shift in the 

mode of instruction to allow for increased student involvement. For example, a science 

teacher switching from the use of diagrams to teach their students about light to the 

use of a computer simulation that allows students to change certain variables and 

observe the results (Hamilton et al, 2016). The top level – redefinition – enables a 

transformation of the teaching and learning approach, wherein technologies are used 

to shift the locus of control to students. For example, the use of web conferencing 

platforms for collaborative projects with students in other countries and virtual field trips 

(McKnight et al, 2016, p207). Such uses offer opportunities to develop a wide range of 

transversal skills that will be valuable for the students and they progress through the 

education system and beyond. It is worth noting that the SAMR model has been 

criticised for under emphasising the complex nature of teaching with technology 

(Hamilton et al, 2016). 

2.12.2. TPACK 

Mishra and Koehler’s (2008) TPACK model, in contrast, takes account of the complex, 

contextual nature of teaching. Mishra and Koehler (2009) note that unlike the precursor 

technologies of the classroom, such as pencils or chalkboards, digital technologies are 

not limited by specificity – a smartphone can be used for a variety of purposes. 
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Moreover, because they are constantly evolving they offer less stability for the user – 

updates and enhancements require the user to continually keep abreast of 

developments. In addition, they are opaque in the sense that end users are typically 

not familiar with their internal workings. They have their own affordances and 

constraints which need to be understood in order to use them effectively for teaching. 

Mishra and Koehler (2009) point out that many teachers may not have sufficient 

experience of using digital technologies in the context of teaching, particularly those 

whose ITE pre-dated the current focus on technology integration. These differences  

imbue digital technologies with an essential character that is fundamentally different to 

the classroom technologies that have gone before. They therefore require an entirely 

new approach to preparing teachers to use them, one that recognises and accounts for 

the complex and ill-structured nature of the task of teaching with technology. 

 

To accommodate this, Mishra and Koehler (2008) propose a framework that expands 

Shulman’s (1986) concept of pedagogical content knowledge to include the 

incorporation of digital technology. The TPACK framework (2008) describes how 

teachers’ PCK interacts with their understanding of educational technologies to enable 

them to use technology effectively in their teaching. The model (see Figure 2) 

recognises content, pedagogy and technology as the fundamental knowledge 

components required to successfully integrate ICT into teaching. The interactions 

between and among these knowledge components is of key importance. These are 

represented as pedagogical content knowledge (PCK), technological content 

knowledge (TCK), technological pedagogical knowledge (TPK), and technological 

pedagogical content knowledge (TPACK) (Mishra & Koehler, 2009). Within this 

framework, technology knowledge (TK) is conceptualised as the ability to ‘accomplish a 

variety of different tasks using information technology and to develop different ways of 

accomplishing’ them (2009, p64). TK is conceived as a developmental rather than an 

end state, evolving over time through continuous interaction with technology. The 

concept of TCK captures ‘the impact of technology on the practices and knowledge of 

a given discipline’. Such knowledge is key when seeking to use appropriate digital 

technologies for educational purposes. TPK encompasses an understanding of how 

teaching and learning may be altered by the ways in which digital technologies are 

used. This requires knowledge of the affordances and limitations of technologies, 

considered with reference to both the subject domain and the desired pedagogical 

approach.  
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Figure 3: TPACK Framework 

 

(Koehler & Mishra, 2009, p63) 

The strength of the TPACK framework is its recognition of the complexity and context-

bound nature of teaching with technology. It is thus useful as an underpinning 

framework for PD aimed at developing teachers’ capacities to integrate technology into 

their teaching.  

2.13. Teacher professional development 

Mockler makes a distinction between teacher PD conceived as “one-shot” courses 

‘used to satisfy time requirements and easily “tick off” standards’ (2013, p45) and 

professional learning, which ‘constitutes the processes that teachers engage in when 

they expand, refine and change their practice’ (2013, p36). She contends that the latter 

can act as ‘a catalyst for the emergence of identity anchors’ and is key to the process 

of identity articulation (2013, p42). Viewing professional learning through the lens of 

professional identity places the focus on ‘”formation”, the ongoing “becoming” of 

teachers ’ (2013, p42). Her vision draws on Wenger’s notion of learning as ‘personal 

histories of becoming in the context of our communities’ (Wenger, 1999, p5). It is thus 
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embedded in identity formation and recognises the capacity of schools to function as 

communities of practice. 

 

Mockler’s conceptions are echoed by Netolicky (2016) who highlights the teacher’s 

‘notion of self’ and the interdependent relationship between the school and the teacher 

as key elements of professional learning (2016, p280).  Netolicky’s (2016) research 

focused on transformational professional learning – that which results in changes to the 

learner ‘that positively impact their knowing, doing, and being’ (2016, p282). She found 

that the teachers who took part in the coaching intervention that was the focus of her 

research ‘were most engaged when they perceived organizational identity and purpose 

to resonate with their personal identity and purpose’ (2016, p280). They perceived 

professional learning as a balance between mandated and self-directed approaches 

that can encompass traditional elements such as courses, conferences and expert 

speakers. They valued attendance at courses and conferences for the opportunities 

afforded for collaboration and networking. Collaboration was also fostered through 

working in teaching teams, postgraduate study groups and action learning projects. 

Netolicky’s research found that transformational learning can emanate from a range of 

experiences that are often informal, unplanned and outside of the PD realm, including 

travel, parenting, work in non-education sectors and the influence of both role models 

and anti-role models. Engaging with other teachers through social media, blogging and 

micro-blogging sites such as Twitter, also provided support and motivation for learning 

(Netolicky, 2016).  

2.14. Development of ICT competence 

Recent approaches to teacher PD that have achieved a measure of success in 

developing ICT competence have been mindful of the importance of the local context. 

Passey and Anderson (2018, p2), for example, suggest an ‘exploratory and bespoke 

approach’ to ICT integration that focuses on improvement challenges that are specific 

to individual schools. The focus is thus on ICT skills development as an enabler of 

improvement, rather than as an end in itself.  

 

In a similar vein, Pettersson (2018) locates digital competence within schools’ 

organisational structures that act to support (or not) staff to develop the skills they 

need. She suggests that policymakers and practitioners interested in developing digital 

competence in schools need to set goals and visions at all levels of the education 

system from national down to school level.  At the school level, frameworks can 

support the development of digital competence and school leaders should work with 

staff to set goals aligned to the specific needs of the school. Moreover, leadership for 
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digital development should encompass a network of individuals and roles, with each 

staff member taking responsibility for developing their own digital competence.  

 

A recent Australian study by Blundell et al (2020) reaffirmed the importance of intrinsic 

influences on teacher practice (Ertmer et al, 2012; Tondeur et al, 2017). The authors 

point out that transformative integration of digital technologies requires changes to 

‘classroom roles, relationships and actions’ that interact with ‘teachers’ frames of 

reference and habits of mind’ (2020, p191).  They suggest that professional 

development aimed at changing practice needs to afford teachers the time to explore 

the changes required in all three dimensions and to create opportunities for them to 

engage with disorienting dilemmas (Mezirow, 2000; 2012) designed to surface and 

examine their beliefs. The process is therefore one of transformative learning for 

teachers.  

 

Based on their systematic review of the literature, Yurtseven Avci et al (2020) suggest 

some key principles for teacher PD aimed at developing ICT competence. In common 

with the previous authors they recognise the importance of such activities being 

adaptive to individual school contexts. Yurtseven Avci et al (2020) suggest that PD 

should also adopt active participation methodologies and support collaboration, 

reflection, exploration and evaluation of new technologies. They propose that models 

should be learner-centred and should provide opportunities for peer mentoring and 

ongoing support from more advanced users. Moreover, they need to be sustained over 

time, connected to classroom instruction and focused on technologies that teachers 

have access to in their classrooms. To incorporate these elements, they have 

developed a model based on the concept of flipped learning (Bergman & Sams, 2012), 

whereby didactic contact is delivered online in advance of face-to-face training that is 

focused on active engagement and collaboration. Owston et al. (2008) found that 

models of PD that blend online and face-to-face elements, can enable access to 

expertise that may not be distributed throughout the school system, open channels for 

ongoing dialogue with knowledgeable peers and support the development of 

communities of practice (Wenger, 1999) at the school level.  

 

Sotiriou et al (2016) report on Open Discovery Space (ODS), ‘a pan-European 

multilingual e-learning and community-oriented social platform’ (2016, p549). The 

initiative was a key element of a project aimed at supporting the embedding of 

technology-enhanced learning in schools throughout Europe. It involved the provision 

of open access resources and training for teachers and the creation of networks to 

provide ongoing support as they developed their ICT competence and introduced new 
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ICT-based approaches into their teaching. According to the authors, peer networks 

‘offer a forum … that cannot be matched by traditional professional development 

activities’ (2016, p542).  Over the course of a school year, over 400 ‘school and 

thematic communities’ (2016, p546) were established and one in three portal users 

created and shared resources with at least one community – a much greater number 

that what previous research would have predicted. The authors attribute this to ‘the 

provision of guidance and support and the implementation of an effective community 

strategy’ which served to ‘support the development of trust between the members of 

the community’ (2016, p547). 

 

Research by Genlott et al (2019) shows the importance of an extended, as well as an 

immediate, social network within schools. In their research into the large-scale 

introduction of an innovative ICT-based reading programme, they found that innovative 

teachers who had progressed furthest towards the implementation goals benefited 

from collaborative networks that extended beyond their own schools. In contrast, those 

who had made less progress felt more supported by the immediate school network. 

The authors point out that enacting significant educational change requires teachers to 

broaden their horizons and engage constructively with individuals who hold different 

perspectives. An extended ecosystem of schools can help develop a vibrant learning 

community, generate energy for reform and foster and spread shared ideas and 

practices. 

2.15. Summary 

This chapter has explored the roots of identity based on work in the disciplines of 

psychology, social psychology, and sociology. It has also examined more recent 

approaches such as sociocultural and poststructuralist accounts and has identified the 

central role played by narrative in weaving the threads of identity together. It identified 

Mockler’s (2011) framework for teacher identity – with its focus on the personal, the 

professional and the political as its identification of ‘identity anchors’ of personal 

development, teacher activism and professional learning – as a useful one, both in its 

ability to conceptualise teacher identity, but also to incorporate on-going identity 

development and changes. It also recognises the value of Akkerman and Meijer’s 

(2011) dialogical framework, which speaks to how identity comprises both unity and 

multiplicity, continuity and discontinuity, and individual and social elements. Within the 

individual, it entails a negotiation between situationally derived I-positions to achieve a 

sense of coherence (Akkerman & Meijer, 2011). 
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The chapter then went on to focus on the professional identities of teachers and 

recognised the investment of self that the role of teacher involves.  It examined the 

evolution of teacher identity through the career path of teachers, starting with their own 

experience as a student, continuing through their initial teacher education and then the 

commencement of their work as a teacher in a school and their continuing 

development throughout their career. Within this trajectory, it identifies some of the 

tensions and challenges teachers face as they navigate the territory of becoming a 

teacher.  

Next, the chapter looked at the ways in which issues relating to ICT integration might 

be considered within an identity framework. It recognised that this is an emerging area 

without a consistent body of work or theoretical basis. It focused on work conducted in 

other areas on the impact of ICT, such as Nach and Lejeune’s (2010) work on the 

identity challenges posed by the introduction of new technologies in the workplace. It 

also considered the more substantial body of work that has focused on the role that 

teacher beliefs can play in impeding the integration of ICT into teaching practices. This 

literature has found that teacher beliefs play out in a much larger arena that includes 

institutional factors, policies, and practices. The focus on teacher identity has the 

capacity to incorporate these elements into the understanding of ICT integration. 

Finally, it considered two of the most widely used frameworks for examining ICT 

integration – SAMR (Puentedura, 2006) and TPACK (Mishra & Koehler, 2008) – and 

reviewed recent literature to explore its insights into approaches to PD that have shown 

some success in achieving the complex and multifaceted task of changing teacher 

practices to embrace digital technologies.   
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Chapter 3 

3. Methodology  

3.1. Introduction 

This research sets out to explore how teachers are adapting to changes to the nature 

of the profession of teaching associated with the widespread permeation of ICT in 

schools and the wider society. The study proposes that the changes to the teaching 

context stem from two overarching sources: 

1. The widespread availability of computing devices, but in particular the role 

smartphones have come to assume as a communication platform for children 

and young people - giving rise to means of communication that are still novel 

and the implications of which are at present poorly understood.  

2. Educational policies aimed at embedding the use of ICT into classroom 

practices in an attempt to foster the development of 21st century skills. 

This chapter outlines the methodological considerations that have informed the 

approach taken to this research. First, it will consider diverging ontological and 

epistemological positions about the nature of reality and the implications for how 

knowledge of the world should be sought and identify where this research is 

positioned. Next, it will outline how these methodological considerations informed the 

choice of research methods and will describe the research design. It will then describe 

the steps that were taken to plan, organise, and refine the data collection stage of the 

research, including the process of identifying and selecting the research participants 

and refining the interview approach and questions. The notion of quality in qualitative 

research will be considered and the measures taken to ensure the quality of this 

research will be outlined. This includes ensuring an awareness of potential ethical 

issues arising from the research and then devising strategies to address them. It also 

involves an awareness of my own role in the research and making sure that it is clearly 

delineated and that my positioning within the study is laid bare.  

3.2. Research methodology: paradigms 

3.2.1. Overview 

In education, as in other spheres, research is conducted within a context that implies 

certain ontological and epistemological commitments. In order to position research and 

make its assumptions and claims explicit, it is important to interrogate and foreground 

these commitments. As Crotty (1998) points out, unless we unpack and clarify our 
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assumptions, it will be impossible to know precisely what our research is about and 

what it is telling us. There is considerable variety and inconsistency in the ways in 

which key concepts associated with research methodology are discussed across the 

literature, so for the sake of clarity I will outline the ways in which I will be using the 

terms in this research. All research can be understood as emanating from a particular 

theoretical perspective or paradigm, ‘a loose collection of logically related assumptions, 

concepts, or propositions that orient thinking and research’ (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998, 

p22). The four main paradigms identified by Guba and Lincoln (1994) are positivism, 

postpositivism, critical theory, and constructivism. These paradigms and the 

methodologies that fall within them can be organised along an objectivist-subjectivist 

continuum. One’s position toward either pole of this continuum provides a frame of 

reference that informs choices regarding what is deemed worthy of research, the 

nature of knowledge and beliefs about what constitutes scientific inquiry.  

3.2.2. Objectivist paradigms 

In broad terms, positivism and post positivism are objectivist paradigms (Crotty, 1998). 

They posit that social reality has an external existence that is independent of those 

who inhabit it (Bryman, 2012; Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007; Crotty, 1998). This 

existence is associated with structures and laws that can be discovered, observed, and 

measured through empirical research, though postpositivism recognises that the 

complexity of the social world places limits on what can be learned through such 

means. This perspective is dominant within the natural sciences. It was also dominant 

in education research up to the 1970s. According to Lagemann (2002, p21), ‘the 

pioneer scholars of education placed a great emphasis on quantification as well as on 

identifying what were taken to be invariable certainties’. 

3.2.3. Subjectivist paradigms 

Critical theory and constructivism are subjectivist paradigms. They conceive of reality 

as a fluid and subjective phenomenon that can only be understood from the 

perspective of its constituent subjects (Bryman, 2012; Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 

2007; Crotty, 1998). From a research perspective, this means that the perspectives of 

both the researcher and the research subjects will shape the understanding of reality 

put forth. Critical theory holds that subjective positions and practices become reified 

over time to create structures that act to exert power over individuals. Its focus is on 

foregrounding such structures and interrogating the issues of power that are connected 

with them (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Constructivism is concerned with the subjective 

meanings that individuals ascribe to their experiences. It focuses on their interpretation 

of reality. It recognises that the meanings individuals make are varied and multiple and 
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are negotiated within social, cultural, and historical contexts. In contrast to positivist 

and post-positivist research, which seek to simplify social phenomena into categories 

in order to measure them, constructivist research seeks to tease out the complexity of 

the meanings ascribed to these phenomena and examine how they interact with wider 

socio-cultural and political forces in order to better understand them.  

The constructivist position is associated with an interpretivist theoretical perspective 

(Crotty, 1998). Interpretivist accounts adopt a relativist approach in which observed 

phenomena may be associated with multiple interpretations. The goal is not to 

generalise to larger populations, but rather to gain a deeper understanding of a 

particular phenomenon in its unique context with all the complexity that implies.  

3.3. Research methodology: epistemology 

The conception of reality associated with a particular research paradigm will influence 

understanding of the ways in which phenomena may be explored and understood. 

Epistemology is concerned with the philosophical consideration of the nature of 

knowledge and the justification of claims to knowledge (Carter & Little, 2007). The 

researcher’s understanding of reality (paradigm) will influence their conception of the 

type of knowledge they are seeking (epistemology), which in turn will influence the 

research methods that they use and the claims they may make on the basis of their 

research data. The relationship between methodology, epistemology, and research 

methods is captured in Figure 4 below. 

Figure 4: Relationship between epistemology, methodology and method 

 

(Carter & Little, 2007, p1317) 

The researcher’s epistemological position is thus central to the choices they will make 

regarding the process and design of the research. The belief that knowledge is ‘hard, 
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objective and tangible’ will require that researchers play the role of observer, collecting 

and analysing it dispassionately (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007, p6). Such analysis 

tends to be predominantly quantitative in character and may, if rigorously designed and 

conducted, have the potential to be generalisable to larger populations.  The view that 

knowledge is ‘personal, subjective and unique’, in contrast, will require that researchers 

become actively involved with their subjects rather than adopting the disconnected 

stance of natural scientists (ibid). It is, therefore, essentially qualitative in nature. 

Qualitative research has been described by Denzin & Lincoln (2011, p6) as ‘a set of 

complex interpretive practices’ that seek ‘to make sense of or interpret phenomena in 

terms of the meanings people bring to them’ (ibid p3). These subjective meanings 

emerge through interactions between individuals that are bounded by historical and 

cultural norms (Creswell, 2013). They are specific to the research population and 

cannot by themselves be generalised to larger populations. 

3.4. The construct of identity 

The construct of identity that has emerged from the literature reviewed in the previous 

chapter is a multi-faceted and fluid construction with a powerful socio-cultural 

dimension. At the personal level, individuals synthesise a multiplicity of situational 

identities into a coherent identity through a process of internal storytelling or 

narrativisation (Rodgers & Scott, 2008; Sfard & Prusak, 2005; Akkerman & Meijer 

(2011). Sfard and Prusak (2005, p10) contend that identities should not be conceived 

as ‘extra-discursive entities’ that are merely represented through speech, but rather are 

created through internal and external speech. Similarly, Akkerman and Meijer (2011) 

focus on the concept of identity as composed of multiple I-positions – verbal utterances 

that bring ‘forward a specific viewpoint and story’ (Akkerman & Meijer, 2011, p311). 

Identity-forming processes, while moulded by sociocultural commonalities, are 

inherently personal and specific to individuals – no two people will have identical 

experiences to draw on and the process of identity construction is unique to them. To 

try to piece together the components of an identity requires an approach that 

accommodates the personal and subjective nature of the ‘data’, while recognising that 

they are bounded by a wider sociocultural context in the form of socially, politically, and 

culturally produced norms and values. It is therefore appropriate to employ an 

interpretivist qualitative research framework in which to conduct this research. Such an 

approach affords primacy to the subjective experience of individuals as a means of 

exploring how the melding together of the diversity of individual subjective experiences 

creates coherent and stable entities. Qualitative approaches allow for exploration of the 

richness of the parts that make up a whole. 
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3.5. Research design 

When designing a research study, it is necessary to consider the goal of the research 

and the types of questions it seeks to answer (Seidman, 2013). One must then 

consider which research methods will provide best access to the data required to 

inform the research. For this research, the focus is on the influence of the increasingly 

technology-mediated social and education context on teachers’ professional identities 

and the resulting influence on their practice. The key element is thus teacher identity. 

The use of identity as a framework for research on teachers’ use of ICT is not 

widespread and thus the research approach was conceived as exploratory. When 

designing the research, consideration was also given to a mixed methods design 

(Caruth, 2013) that would seek to capture quantitative data on teachers’ use of ICT in 

schools. Such data could provide contextual data that could be used to locate the 

participant teachers’ experiences in a broader context. However, such data would be 

unlikely to provide insights into the key area of focus, which was teacher identity. This 

thus placed it beyond the scope of this study. 

Within this research, teacher identity is theorised as a socio-cultural construction that 

arises from the key domains that constitute teachers’ lives and work – the external 

political environment, teachers’ personal experiences and their professional contexts 

(Mockler, 2011a). Teacher identity is part of a wider personal identity that is manifest 

through a process of narrativisation (Gee, 2000; Sfard & Prusak, 2005; Akkerman & 

Meijer, 2011) – this may be seen as the process of considering or answering the 

question ‘who am I’ in a particular context. It is thus multi-dimensional and fluid, 

constantly calibrating and recalibrating in response to feedback from the external 

environment. It achieves coherence in the dialogical space between different I-

positions – verbal utterances that bring ‘forward a specific viewpoint and story’ 

(Akkerman & Meijer, 2011, p311). These, sometimes conflicting, I-positions can be 

seen as contextual, or qualified, responses to a given set of circumstances. Figure 5 

below shows a simplified overview of the process.  
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Figure 5: I-position process 

 

Technology is theorised as a sociocultural tool that acts to mediate many of the 

processes involved in teaching, including, at times, communication with students and 

the wider school community (Goos, 2005; Jones & Bissel, 2011). According to Oliver 

(2013, p41), social accounts of technology emphasise how researchers, teachers and 

students alike are ‘not simply “caused” to act by technologies, but must make efforts to 

makes sense of them, work them into our social practice and through doing so remake 

them’.  

The study draws on the concept of technology identity (Goode, 2010) as a framework 

within which to explore teachers’ feelings about technology and its role in their lives 

and in their teaching more generally. For Goode (2010), the concept taps into four 

aspects of an individual’s beliefs about technology. These beliefs relate to their own 

technological abilities, the opportunities and constraints they experience when using 

technology, their perception of the importance of technology and their motivation to 

enhance their knowledge about technology. Such beliefs stem from their previous 

experiences and the social context within which they operate. Goode (2010) contends 

that an individual’s technology identity can affect their opportunities and life chances. In 

order to explore teachers’ technology identities and the interaction between those and 

other identities that may be significant to their teaching selves, a methodological 

approach that can attend to the discursive, narrativised nature of identity is required. 
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Such an approach would seek to externalise and make visible the internal, identity-

forming narratives of individual teachers to gain insight into their situations and 

perspectives in all their complexity. 

3.6. Qualitative interviewing 

This research used in-depth interviews with a biographical focus to capture the voices 

and stories of the teachers in the study.  Interviews are one of the most common 

research methods in qualitative research, since they provide a window on the thoughts, 

feelings, and perspectives of individuals that cannot be brokered through direct 

observation (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015; Patton, 2015). They afford an insight into the 

contextual aspects of individual behaviour and thus open the possibility of 

understanding that behaviour (Seidman, 2013). They help us understand ‘the lived 

experiences of other people and the meaning they make of that experience’ (Seidman, 

2013, p9). Issues of identity are not easily amenable to direct questioning, but rather 

emerge tacitly through wider discussions of the contexts of participants’ lives that 

reveal their perspectives. Within this context, it was felt that a life-history approach that 

captured the biographical arc of the participants’ relationship with technology could 

prove insightful. 

3.7. Biographical research approaches 

Coldron and Smith (1999) have noted that biography, with its social and personal 

aspects, influences the professional identities and practices of teachers. An individual 

teacher’s professional identity/location is, ‘on the one hand, determined biographically, 

through his or her own choices, and, on the other, socially “given”’ (Coldron & Smith, 

1999, p714). It has thus been much used in research focused on teacher identity 

(MacLure, 1993; Kelchermans, 1993; Kelchtermans and Vandenberghe, 1994; 

Goodson, 2013). MacLure (1993, p312) contends that biographical approaches enable 

‘better theoretical linkages between individual agency and social structures’. According 

to Bryman (2012, p712), the biographical method ‘emphasizes the inner experience of 

individuals and its connections with changing events and phases throughout the life 

course’. As such, it has proven a rich source of insight into the landscape of teacher 

identity and has thrown light on identity construction and reconstruction processes that 

play out on multiple stages.  

According to Rosenthal (2004), the methodological rationale for biography-focused 

research is based on the following theoretical assumptions: 
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1) The importance of examining the ‘genesis’ of social and psychological 

phenomena in order to try to understand them 

2) The need to explore individuals’ subjective perspectives of the courses 

of action that they undertook 

3) The need to interpret individuals’ statements about the past in terms of 

how they have moulded their current and future perspectives 

This research, while employing a biographical turn, is not focused on the participants’ 

biographies per se, but on how these biographies have acted to shape those aspects 

of their identity that relate to their position as teachers and technology users. In such 

circumstances, it is appropriate to combine life history with a thematic focus 

(Rosenthal, 2004). According to Rosenthal, ‘this allows us to state our topic and ensure 

that the interviewees speak about it, while still leaving enough room for relating other 

biographical strands’ (2004, p51). Biographical interviews seek to encourage 

interviewees to actively reconstruct events in the context of their lives (Seidman, 2013; 

Bryman, 2012). In this research, the teachers’ reconstructions were framed by the 

focus on technology and must thus be interpreted in this light. Moreover, as Bryman 

(2012, p582) points out, ‘people perceive their lives in terms of continuity and process’ 

and this will influence their reconstructions in the interview process. It is thus important 

to consider the purpose of the narrative for the narrator. Thus, the interviewees’ 

perspective is generally of greater interest than the actual facts of the narrative (Miller, 

2000; Soreide, 2005).  

3.8. Sampling 

One of the challenges in qualitative research can be selecting a sample that is 

sufficiently large to ensure the achievement of data saturation and sufficiently diverse 

to ensure that the widest feasible range of perspectives is represented. For this study, 

a process of purposeful sampling was used to ensure wide representation. According 

to Creswell, (2013, p156), purposeful sampling ‘means that the inquirer selects 

individuals and sites for study because they can purposefully inform an understanding 

of the research problem and central phenomenon in the study’. The goal in this case 

was not to generate a representative sample, as it would be in a quantitative study, but 

rather to create a diverse sample in order to reflect a multiplicity of perspectives. The 

research therefore sought to include male and female teachers at both primary and 

secondary levels, in both rural and urban settings, at private as well as state supported 

schools. It also sought to include those who taught in religious and non-religious 

patronage schools and those who taught in mixed, as well as single-sex, schools and 



 

54 
 

to seek diversity in terms of school size. The recruitment criteria can be seen in 

Appendix 1. 

To recruit the interviewees, a stratified purposive sampling strategy (Bryman, 2012) 

was used to seek out cases or participants within subgroups of the main group of 

interest. In the context of this study, it was important to capture the perspectives of 

teachers’ different socio-economic teaching contexts and to include the perspectives of 

teachers with varying levels of teaching and ICT experience. Both electronic and 

traditional methods were used to contact potential interviewees, so as to ensure that 

the interviewee pool would be as diverse as possible.  A request for participation was 

emailed to a database of teacher contacts that had been collected by the researcher’s 

employer.  A request was also posted on the social media site, Twitter, in order to 

target teachers who could be expected to be technologically aware. In addition, contact 

was made with teachers who were less likely to be technologically savvy through the 

researcher’s personal contacts and through a process of snowball sampling (Cohen, 

Manion & Morrison, 2007), which involved using the initial set of participants to suggest 

further participants, it was possible to recruit teachers that aligned with the stratified 

sample that had been identified. 

3.8.1. Sample Size 

Determining how many participants to include in a qualitative study is not always 

straightforward. According to Seidman (2006), there are two criteria for determining 

whether enough people have been recruited: sufficiency and point of saturation. 

Sufficiency means there are enough participants to represent the population you wish 

to explore, so that the findings will be relevant to those outside the sample (Seidman, 

2006).  The point of saturation, or redundancy, is the point at which no new information 

is forthcoming from the participants. Guest, Bunce and Arwen (2006, p65) 

operationalise the concept as ‘the point in data collection and analysis when new 

information produces little or no change to the codebook’. Saunders et al. (2018) 

highlight the role of the researcher in making decisions regarding saturation. They point 

out that ‘saturation is an ongoing, cumulative judgment that one makes’ that may never 

be completed. Bryman (2012) suggests that researchers often claim to have reached 

saturation without any evidence that it has actually been considered as a factor in the 

decision to stop sampling. He warns against ‘making inappropriate inferences from the 

kind and size of sample you end up with’ (Bryman, 2012, p19). He identifies four other 

factors that influence the sample size required: minimum requirements for sample size 

in qualitative studies – although he concedes that there is no agreement regarding 

these; the style of qualitative research – life history research will usually provide an in-
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depth study of a small sample of individuals, for example; the amount of diversity within 

the sample population; and the range and complexity of the research questions. The 

latter point is echoed by Charmaz (2006, p114), who points out that the appropriate 

sample size will be driven by the aspirations of the study – a relatively small sample 

size may be appropriate if the research makes ‘only ‘modest claims’. Owing to the 

narrow focus of the proposed study and the relative homogeneity of the population 

being studied, the sample was considered sufficient once a participant group had been 

recruited that met all the pre-identified criteria for inclusion (see Appendix I for details). 

This amounted to a total of nine participants. 

3.9. Quality considerations 

In research of any kind, the issue of quality is paramount. Merriam and Tisdell (2015) 

underscore the importance of rigour in the conduct of academic research, if it is to have 

an impact on theory or practice. Researchers ‘need to present insights and conclusions 

that ring true to readers, practitioners, and other researchers’ (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, 

p238).  However, the issue of what constitutes quality in qualitative research is far from 

straightforward and there are no generally accepted quality indicators. Qualitative 

research is a broad and heterogeneous arena that encompasses a wide variety of 

approaches. Consequently, the criteria for quality may differ depending on the 

methodology chosen. For example, Creswell (2013) points out that while quality in a 

narrative study might require the telling of an engaging story, this would not necessarily 

be the case in phenomenological or grounded theory research. Lincoln, Lynham, and 

Guba (2011) distinguish between two levels of rigour - methodological, which is 

concerned with how the methods are applied, and interpretive, which relates to the 

extent to which the findings can be shown to be credible and worthwhile. Firestone 

(1987) contends that a good qualitative study should provide the reader with sufficient 

detail to show that the conclusions drawn make sense. 

The use of a biographical approach places different requirements on the researcher. 

‘According to Miller (2000) the narrative approach to biography sees ‘fact’ as 

secondary to an exploration of the ongoing construction of an individual’s unique 

standpoint…and emphasizes the interplay between interviewer and interviewee in 

structuring reality’ (Roberts, 2002, p15). 

3.10. Validity and reliability 

For some qualitative researchers, the concepts of validity and reliability, which 

underpin quality in quantitative research, provide a useful framework (LeCompte & 
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Goetz, 1982; Kirk & Miller, 1986; Mason, 2017). According to Mason (2017, p35), 

validity in qualitative research is concerned with the extent to which there is alignment 

between what you claim to be ‘observing, identifying, or “measuring”’ and what you 

actually are. Hammersley (1992, p69) concurs: ‘An account is valid or true if it 

represents accurately those features of the phenomena that it is intended to describe, 

explain or theorize’. Guest, MacQueen and Namey (2011) discuss validity in terms of 

the research being defensible and well grounded. They identify many different types of 

validity, the most relevant for qualitative research being ‘face’ and ‘external’ validity.  

Face validity refers to the ‘degree to which an indicator for a concept…intuitively makes 

sense’. External validity relates to the generalisability of the research. Creswell and 

Plano Clark (2011) contend that validity is a function of the rigour of the researcher’s 

analytical procedures. Consequently, transparency of process is key to demonstrating 

the validity of findings and interpretations (Huberman & Miles, 1994). Bryman (2012) 

highlights Hammersley’s (1992) focus on the plausibility and credibility of empirical 

accounts, which includes an evaluation of the ‘amount and kind of evidence used’ 

(2012, p394, 396). Hammersley also stresses the importance of relevance, in terms of 

‘the importance of a topic within its substantive field or the contribution it makes to the 

literature in that field’ (Bryman, 2012, p396).  

LeCompte and Goetz (1982) distinguish between internal and external validity and 

reliability. Internal validity relates to whether there is sufficient alignment between what 

the researchers have observed and the resulting theories that emerge. External validity 

relates to whether the findings can be generalised to other contexts. This issue of 

generalisability tends to be problematic for qualitative research due to its typically small 

sample sizes. External reliability relates to the extent to which the research can be 

replicated. This too is quite a problematic notion in qualitative research, where the 

focus is often on dynamic social situations. Nonetheless, LeCompte and Goetz (1982) 

suggest strategies that can be followed in order to enhance the external reliability of 

research. Spencer et al. (2004) have also produced a comprehensive list of 18 quality 

criteria for qualitative research, many of which have been captured by other schemas.  

3.11. Authenticity and trustworthiness 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) have sought to provide alternatives to validity and reliability 

as guiding concepts for qualitative research. They propose in their place authenticity 

and trustworthiness. Authenticity in this context relates to the ‘wider political impact of 

research’ (Bryman, 2012, p393) and aligns with Hammersley’s (1992) concern with 

relevance. Trustworthiness comprises four elements – credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability. Credibility requires that research is conducted in 
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accordance with the demands of good practice and that the subjects of the research 

affirm that their social world has been accurately represented. Transferability is the 

extent to which research can be applied to other contexts or situations. While this is 

generally problematic given the small sample sizes that tend to be employed in 

qualitative research, transferability can be enhanced by the generation of ‘thick’ 

descriptions – ‘rich accounts of the details of a culture’ – that provide a basis for 

determining applicability to other contexts (Bryman, 2012, p392). Dependability can be 

equated to the notion of reliability or consistency of measurement in quantitative 

research. It is concerned with the robustness of the record-keeping associated with the 

research, so that there is a clear and accessible audit trail that could enable peers to 

review the research and assess ‘the degree to which theoretical inferences can be 

justified’ (Bryman, 2012, p392). Confirmability relates to the extent to which the 

researcher has sought to be objective while recognising that complete objectivity is not 

possible.  

3.12. Reflexivity 

According to Richards (2014, p162), ‘good qualitative research gets much of its claim 

to validity from its emphasis on reflexivity’. The researcher needs to be able to ‘show 

convincingly how they got there, and how they built confidence that this was the best 

account possible. Richards recommend that researchers are diligent in keeping logs 

and records for all their research activities. These records comprise an audit trail that 

can be used to generate confidence in the rigour of the research process and the 

capability of those conducting it. In the end, ‘the trustworthiness of the data is tied 

directly to those who collect and analyse the data-and their demonstrated competence’ 

(Patton, 2015, p706). It is clear from the above descriptions that the issue of quality 

has been much considered, even if that has not resulted in an undisputed list of quality 

criteria. The breadth of the discussion, however, underscores the importance of quality 

in the research process and the moral responsibility inherent in conducting research. It 

serves to act as a reminder of the importance of rigour, intellectual honesty, and 

professionalism in such endeavours. 

3.12.1. Reflexivity in this research  

As discussed above, reflexivity is key when conducting qualitative research. How one 

thinks about the world and one’s perspectives on knowledge will guide the design and 

conduct of social research (Matthews and Ross, 2010). It is, therefore, important that I 

interrogate my own position in relation to the research and my relationship with the 

participants. One of the issues I need to contend with is my outsider status as a non-



 

58 
 

teacher. This might be associated with certain disadvantages when trying to elicit the 

perspectives of teachers on their personal and professional identities and is salient in 

terms of the early discussion of the identity-generating aspects of group membership. 

Among the primary motivating factors that distinguish the outsider and insider 

researcher ‘are the construction and meaningfulness of the researcher as subject-

object’ (Kanuha, 2000, p441). Being identified as an insider can help researchers earn 

the acceptance of the participants. This may result in a more open exchange of ideas 

and thus ‘there may be a greater depth to the data gathered’ (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009, 

p58). The researcher’s perceived position as part of the group affords a feeling of 

‘safety and comfort’ to the participants (ibid). There are, however, also certain 

disadvantages associated with being an insider. In some circumstances, the 

researcher’s insider status may cause the participant to assume ‘similarity and 

therefore fail to explain their individual experience fully’ (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009, p58). 

This is reinforced in Kanuha’s (2000) recounting of her experience as an insider 

researcher.  She explains that there were situations in which she failed to ‘pursue 

vague statements, generalities, or even participant-initiated leads with follow-up 

probes’ because she believed she was able to infer what respondents meant (Kanuha, 

2000, p442). Similarly, insider status increases the chance that personal experience 

might cloud one’s perceptions and make it difficult to dissociate personal perspectives 

from those of participants. This could lead to a tendency to emphasise shared 

perspectives and de-emphasise discrepancies between the views of the researcher 

and those of the participants. Outsiders are more likely to have the necessary distance 

to see through the complexity of various situations in ways that a researcher who is 

more immersed in those situation might not. Moreover, it is often easier to gain a wider 

perspective when one is external to an institution and not bound by its norms and 

conventions. Ultimately, Dwyer & Buckle (2009, p62) posit that both insider and 

outsider positions have their advantages and limitations and what is important is that 

researchers ‘find a way to work creatively within the tensions created by the debate’.  

A second consideration is my professional life – at the time I conducted the research, I 

was involved in the development of a teacher education programme that was delivered 

partially online and would consider myself to be relatively technologically literate. I was 

conscious of the fact that if my professional background were made known to the 

participants, it might have a negative impact on their willingness to speak candidly with 

me. I might have been perceived as a champion for the use of technology in teaching, 

which might make teachers who hold a different view reluctant to express their 

opinions. I attempted to address this by explaining to the interviewees that the purpose 

of the research was to gain an understanding of their teaching and technological 
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journey and capture any inter-relationship between the two. There were no right or 

wrong approaches – what was important was their own perspective. I also used a 

timeline of technology use to help focus on a practical task that would act as a jumping 

off point for the discussion and help it to flow more naturally.  

I also recognised that I have my own perspectives on the use of technology in teaching 

and need to be mindful that these beliefs will have an impact on the type of questions I 

ask. I attempted to address this through the use of bracketing throughout the research 

process, following the conceptual framework devised by Tufford and Newman (2012). I 

maintained a reflexive diary throughout the research process, aimed at capturing my 

own perceptions and preconceptions at various stages of the research process. My 

decision to employ biographical interviewing was intended to create a space for the 

participants to tell the stories of their lived experiences as teachers in a technologically 

evolving context, rather than imposing my own agenda on the flow of their discussions. 

I did, however, draw on the wider literature regarding teacher identity to introduce 

questions that would steer the participants into territory that would illuminate aspects 

such as their relationship with students and peers, their sense of autonomy and the 

importance of the classroom space. In addition, I followed up on themes introduced by 

the participants themselves in the course of the interviews. I was mindful, however, not 

to introduce themes or questions that stemmed from my own preconceptions, rather 

than from the literature or the participants themselves. 

3.13. Ethical considerations 

Closely related to the issue of quality and reflexivity in research is consideration of the 

ethical dimension. The academic community and the public at large need to have 

confidence that research has been designed and conducted with integrity and that the 

researcher has adopted an ethical position (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). When 

conducting qualitative research, the relationship between the researcher and the 

research participants needs to be supported by a robust ethical framework. Ethical 

issues may arise in relation to the collection of data and the dissemination of the 

findings. For example, the researcher needs to consider how much information they 

give the participants about the purpose of the research and how much privacy they 

afford them (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). One of the most basic principles of ethical 

research is that the participants should not be caused harm and should be made aware 

of any risks that may be associated with their participation (Diener & Crandall, 1978). 

For participants, interviews may also be associated with risks to their privacy. They 

may find certain questions embarrassing or reveal more than they intended to and feel 

regretful afterwards (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). It is important for researchers to 
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consider the implications seriously and always act ethically to minimise the potential for 

harm. Clear guidelines and statements of principle created in advance of the research 

process can provide participants with reassurance that they will be treated with dignity 

and respect. These act to protect both participants and researchers, as well as 

ensuring the integrity of the research and that organisational and professional 

obligations are met (Aluwihare-Samaranayake, 2012).  

One of the pillars of ethical research is the concept of informed consent. This is the 

process by which individuals chose whether to participate in a research study or not 

having been made fully aware of all of the facts that are likely to influence their 

decisions (Diener & Crandall, 1978). The concept comprises four elements: 

competence, voluntarism, full information and comprehension’ (Cohen, Manion & 

Morrison, 2007, p52). What this means is that the researcher must ensure that the 

participants are capable of understanding what the research is about and what their 

participation means. They should be aware that they are free to participate or not and 

that they can withdraw at any stage. They must be given as much detail as possible 

about the research, while recognising that some aspects may be impossible to outline 

in advance. And, finally, the researcher needs to be satisfied that the participants fully 

understand what the research is about, notwithstanding the fact that sometimes it may 

be complex. 

This research was conducted in line with the British Educational Research 

Association’s (BERA) guidelines (2011). These guidelines state that ‘educational 

researchers should operate within an ethic of respect for any persons involved in the 

research they are undertaking’. In addition to the aspects covered above, BERA 

guidelines recommend that the informed consent include an explanation of why the 

subjects’ participation is required and details about where the research will be reported. 

The guidelines also specify research participants’ right to privacy, confidentiality, and 

anonymity; ‘Researchers must ensure that data is kept securely and that the form of 

any publication, including publication on the Internet, does not directly or indirectly lead 

to a breach of agreed confidentiality and anonymity’ (BERA, 2011, p8). Before 

commencing the research, ethical approval was secured from the university in which 

the researcher was a student (see Appendix VI). Permission was also sought, and 

granted, to allow transcription of some of the audio recordings by a research associate, 

subject to the signing of a confidentiality agreement (see Appendix VII). Moreover, the 

collection and management of data was carried out in line with the provisions of the 

Data Protection Acts 1988 to 2018. Participants in the research were pseudonymised 

and no information was included that might cause an interviewee to be identified. An 
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abridged version of the transcripts of the participants’ interviews, which included all text 

that would potentially be used within the research, were sent to the participants for 

review and they were given the opportunity to amend or request the deletion of any 

information with which they were uncomfortable.  Participants were also informed that 

they had the right to withdraw at any point up to the point of data analysis. 

3.14. Summary 

This chapter has sought to make explicit the methodological approach that has been 

employed in this research study. The study seeks to explore how teachers navigate 

their professional identities in increasingly technological contexts and how aspects of 

identity mediate the integration of ICT into their practices. The goal is to develop an 

understanding of the complex web of both personal and sociocultural factors 

associated with technology that interact to influence teachers’ on-going understandings 

of themselves and the work that they do. The chapter started with a review of the 

research paradigms and epistemologies that are associated with them. It positioned 

this research within the constructivist paradigm, more specifically social constructivist, 

and its associated interpretivist theoretical perspective. Such a perspective recognises 

the dynamic and multifaceted nature of the social world and aims to understand it 

through the eyes of its constituent members. Through its focus on individual identity 

construction, it seeks to create a window on the wider socio-cultural processes that 

may be revealed through the perspectives of individual teachers. Thus, the decision to 

use ICT in teaching is not just a matter of individual choice but is driven by wider social, 

political and cultural forces, all of which can be explored through the lens of identity.  

The research is rooted in Mockler’s (2011) conception of teacher identity as comprising 

three domains – the personal, the professional, and the political. It also embraces 

Akkerman and Meijer’s (2011) dialogic conception of identity, which recognises it as 

emerging from a dialogical space that can accommodate its unity and multiplicity, 

individual and social aspects, and continuity and discontinuity. It is revealed, and thus 

can be accessed and analysed through the utterance of I-positions – identity mediated, 

situation dependent perspectives that individuals hold. This process of narrativisation 

(Gee, 2000; Sfard & Prusak, 2005; Akkerman & Meijer, 2011), which may be internal or 

external, works to create the sense of coherence and continuity that characterises 

identity. In line with this conception, in-depth interviews with a biographical focus were 

chosen as the research method that best aligned with the goals of the study.  

The chapter then outlined the process whereby participants were selected and 

recruited for the interviews. Issues of quality in research of this nature were then 
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discussed and there was a recognition of the importance of reflexivity on the part of the 

researcher. This was followed by a description of the researcher’s own reflexive 

activities throughout the research. The chapter concluded with a discussion of ethical 

considerations and an outline of the steps the researcher followed to ensure that the 

research aligned with ethical good practice.  
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Chapter 4 

4. Analysis and Findings 

4.1. Introduced 

This chapter presents the data gathered as part of this research study. It describes 

how the data were gathered from nine teachers using in-depth interviews with a 

biographical focus. It also used the device of the generation of a timeline to capture the 

biographical arc of the participants’ relationship with technology. The chapter describes 

the process used to analyse the data and describes how initial codes were first 

identified and later condensed into five overarching themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006). 

The themes are discussed individually and reference is made to how they relate to the 

literature on identity, particularly Nach and Lejuene’s (2010) focus on the challenges 

technology poses to identity; Akkerman and Meijer’s (2011) focus on three facets of 

teacher identity – multiplicity and unity, discontinuity and continuity, and social and 

individual; and Mockler’s model for conceptualising teachers’ professional identity – the 

external political environment, personal experience, and their professional context. The 

chapter concludes then with a summary of the key points raised.  

4.2. Data gathering 

The interviews for the research ranged from 1 to 2.5 hours long and were generally 

conducted in neutral venues, such as hotels and cafes, with the exception of three 

interviews – one of which was conducted in the home of the interviewee, one which 

was conducted in the school in which the teacher worked, and one which was 

conducted in my office. There were two aspects to the interview – the first, a 

biographical exploration of participants’ engagement with and feelings about 

technology. This involved discussion around the generation of a timeline of technology 

use for each teacher, considering key points such as childhood, primary and secondary 

school, tertiary education, the start of their teaching career, the present and the future. 

In order to help focus the interviewees and make the goal more concrete a pre-

prepared timeline relating to the researcher’s own technology use (Appendix II) was 

employed to help illustrate the process. The device of the timeline was informed by arts 

based and narrative research approaches (Harrison, 2002).  The goal was to 

encourage the teachers to tell their stories with minimal intervention from the 

researcher and in so doing provide a window into the identity processes that were 

associated with them. The biographical format was in keeping with Hamachek’s (1999) 

observation that ‘we teach who we are’. The second element was an interview based 
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on specific areas of relevance generated from the literature. The interview questions 

were only used as a guide and were not asked if the participant had already explored 

the related issues through discussion of their timeline.  

The timeline acted as a device to trigger the teachers’ memories as they related to 

technology in the broadest sense and encouraged them to reflect on the role that 

technology had played and was continuing to play in their lives. In all the interviews, 

the focus shifted from the elements in the timeline to a wider discussion of 

technological change and its impact. The goal was to ensure that the interaction was 

as informal and conversational as possible in order to build a rapport with the 

participants and put them at their ease to facilitate the development of an open 

discussion (Seidman, 2013). All the interviews were recorded, having received the 

participants’ permission. This allowed full attention to be focused on the participants’ 

unfolding stories and exploration of points of interest that emerged. Having a recording 

of the interviews was very useful (Seidman, 2013) at a later stage, as it enabled 

relistening to the participants’ stories and the capture of tonal and performative aspects 

(Elliott, Ryan & Hollway, 2012).  

4.3. Data analysis 

Data analysis followed the six-step method for thematic analysis described by Braun 

and Clarke (2006) as it was felt that this offered a useful structure for exploring the 

themes identified from the literature, while retaining the flexibility to include emergent 

themes identified in the data. Thematic analysis is the systematic process of 

identifying, analysing, and describing patterns within qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). It offers a way of organising and describing data in rich detail. The aim is to 

capture and amalgamate elements that are important in terms of the research 

question. Within the constructivist paradigm, the identification and development of the 

themes is an active one, in which the researcher bringing the lens of their own previous 

research, values and sociocultural positioning, creates an interpretation of the data that 

reflects this perspective as much as the data themselves. The researcher plays an 

active role in identifying themes, selecting those that are of interest, and reporting them 

to the readers (Braun et al., 2018). It is therefore important that, in conducting this 

thematic analysis, the researcher acknowledges her own theoretical position, which in 

my case favours a sociocultural view of technology as a tool (Goos, 2005; Jones & 

Bissel, 2011) that acts as a mediator of human interaction. The area of interest is 

therefore on the space around the intersection of technology and the individual rather 

than on the technology itself. This, aligned to reading of the relevant literature, 

informed the decisions made regarding what was included and omitted in the themes 
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generated. As Braun and Clarke (2006) acknowledge, the key consideration is that 

there is alignment between the theoretical framework, the methods used, and what it is 

the researcher is seeking to know, ‘and that they acknowledge these decisions, and 

recognise them as decisions’ (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p80). 

4.4. Inductive vs. deductive thematic analysis 

In analysing the transcripts, a primarily deductive approach was adopted in that the 

codes generated emerged from themes that had been identified as salient from the 

literature on teacher identity. Such a deductive, theoretical approach possesses both 

advantages and limitations. According to Braun and Clarke (2006, p86), it can cause 

the researcher to ‘focus on some aspects of the data at the expense of other potentially 

crucial aspects’. However, having an awareness of the related literature can also help 

draw attention to aspects that might otherwise be overlooked (Tuckett, 2005). Patton 

(2015, p226) notes that an iterative approach to the literature review allows for ‘creative 

interplay among the process of data collection, literature review, and researcher 

introspection’. In light of the fact that there did not exist a great body of literature on 

teacher identity in relation to the use of ICT, the researcher remained open to 

generating codes that did not relate to previous reading of the literature but were 

relevant to the overall research question. Open coding, a process of careful, line by line 

reading of the transcripts aimed at identifying concepts and categories that capture the 

data (Lune & Berg, 2016) was thus employed. 

4.5. Semantic and latent themes 

In conducting the analysis, the focus was both on the reality of the participants’ stories, 

as told by them, and on the connections between these stories and their wider identity-

focused aspects, derived from the literature, which often include sociocultural and 

political implications. This mirrors the distinction between the semantic and latent 

theme identification as discussed by Braun & Clarke (2006). The relationship between 

the different levels of questions – i.e. research question, sub questions, questions 

asked of the participants and questions used to interrogate the data – is shown in 

Appendix III, in line with good practice (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The table shows how 

the questions asked to guide the participants through their biographies were designed 

to produce insights into the identity aspects of teachers’ perspectives. Thus, the line of 

questioning was open and indirect, with follow up probes designed to generate more 

detailed and layered answers. It is important to note that the participant questions were 

not asked verbatim or in order. Rather, they acted as a sort of checklist of what needed 

to be covered in the course of the participants’ recounting their stories. The questions 
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used to interrogate the data were generally designed to bring the latent themes to light 

and, in analysing the transcripts, a focus was maintained on what was not said as well 

as what was.  

4.6. Transcribing the data 

The first step of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) approach involves transcribing the data and 

immersing oneself in it until one is familiar with it in all its depth and breadth. Interview 

transcription was started as soon as the first one was completed, rather than waiting 

until the data collection phase was complete. This afforded an opportunity to reflect on 

the data gathered thus far and informed the approach to subsequent interviews. 

Although initially, the researcher listened to all the recordings and took notes, the task 

of transcribing the recordings was shared with a research associate. Before getting 

access to the audio files, the transcriber signed a confidentiality agreement in line with 

good practice (see Appendix VIII). The transcription process sought to generate as 

much as possible a verbatim transcript that included the questions and any additional 

information, such as laughs or pauses (Braun & Clarke, 2006). It also sought to ensure 

that the transcript reflected the original recording, in terms of punctuation and other 

non-text elements that could affect meaning. When the transcripts were complete, their 

accuracy was checked against the recordings. The transcription was followed by close 

reading of the transcripts in order to seek out patterns and meanings. As the scripts 

were read, the audio was sometimes played simultaneously to get a sense of the tone 

of voice and extraneous interjections that may not always have been religiously 

recorded, such as sighs and laughter.  

4.7. Coding 

Following transcription and initial analysis, initial codes were generated for the data. 

Codes are words or phrases ‘that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-

capturing, and/or evocative attribute’ to the data (Saldaña, 2011, p95). Initially, 

fragments were highlighted according to 10 codes, which were identified using different 

colours that had emerged from reading the literature. As the process continued, 

additional codes were identified based on data that appeared interesting and relevant 

to the research questions, eventually amounting to 30 codes. These can be seen in 

Appendix IV. While the transcripts were not coded line for line, the initial coding was 

kept as broad as possible in relation to the research questions. Braun and Clarke 

(2006, p89), recommend coding ‘for as many potential themes/patterns as possible,’ 

and retaining some of the contextual text in the coded data to retain the context of the 

code. 
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4.8. Seeking out themes 

The 30 codes identified were the examined to identify how they related to overarching 

concepts related to the research questions. Those that were marginal or unrelated to 

issues of identity were set aside. The remaining themes were then re-examined to 

seek connections across them that would suggest overarching themes with related 

sub-themes. By the end of this process, the themes had been distilled into seven 

overarching areas, or candidate themes, with the coded data grouped around them. 

The candidate themes were: 

1. Feelings about technology 

2. Expanding beyond the classroom 

3. Beliefs 

4. Autonomy 

5. Relationships 

6. Emotions 

7. Becoming a teacher 

The initial candidate themes and their related codes can be seen in Figure 6. 

 

Figure 6: Pre-thematic map 

 
 



 

68 
 

4.9. Reviewing and refining themes 

Next, the themes were refined in terms of ‘internal homogeneity and external 

heterogeneity’ (Patton, 2015, p465). What this means is that data within themes should 

relate together logically, whilst individual themes should be clearly distinguishable from 

each other. Following this analysis, it was decided to merge the emotional impact with 

the relationships theme, as there was considerable overlap between the two. The data 

were then revisited to consider whether the six remaining themes adequately captured 

its breadth in relation to the research question. This stage of analysis, which was 

guided by Merriam and Tisdell’s (2015) criteria for categories, themes, and findings, 

involved analysis of the emergent themes in terms the following criteria: 

 Responsiveness to the purpose of the research 

 Exhaustiveness 

 Mutual exclusivity 

 Sensitivity to the data – the name should give indicate what the theme or 

category relates to 

 Conceptual congruence – a uniform level of abstraction across all categories at 

the same level 

Following this step, the ‘Feelings about technology’ theme was merged with the 

‘Beliefs’ theme as on reflection it appeared that they were not mutually exclusive. 

Following this, a revisiting of the literature on teacher identity resulted in the reframing 

of some of the themes in terms of a specifically identity-related focus. This generally 

involved moving from semantic to latent interpretations of some of the earlier codes 

and themes. Following this, some of the themes were renamed and some of the codes 

within them reformulated. The resultant revised thematic map can be seen in Figure 7.  
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Figure 7: Thematic map 

 

The completeness of the map was assessed in terms of King’s (2004) advice that there 

should be minimal data that the researcher considers illuminating but cannot be 

assigned to one of the existing categories and that the categories chosen appeared to 

be plausible in light of the data from which they were derived.  

The next stage involved assessing ‘the validity of individual themes in relation to the 

data set’ as a whole (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p91). This stage drew on the literature 

on teacher identity and in particular the work of Akkerman and Meijer (2011), Mockler 

(2011), Goode (2010) and Nach and Lejeune (2010). Whilst the focus was on the 

broad themes that emerged from the teachers collectively, they were illustrated by  

drawing out the perspectives of individual participants. What follows is the result of 

phases five and six of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase process of analysis, which 

involved identification of the central elements of each theme and what they captured in 

relation to the data. The themes were then carefully reviewed in terms of the specific 

insights they provided into the research questions and a coherent account of the 

analysis was created. The names of the participants were changed to protect their 

identities. Table 1 provides information on some of the salient characteristics of the 

participants and their schools. 
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Table 1: Participant and school characteristics 

 
 

4.10. Theme 1: Attitudes and beliefs  

The feelings of the participants towards ICT are complex and sometimes contradictory 

and cannot easily be classified into neat boxes. 

4.10.1. ICT and admin 

All the teachers interviewed recognise the centrality of computers in the world today 

and their use to support the administrative aspects of running a school. Most of the 

schools they work in use online systems to fulfil functions such as managing 

attendance, school reports, and communication with parents. All the teachers 

interviewed saw ICT systems as central to the operation and management of the 

modern school. Kevin, a principal in a primary school, alluded to the weight of the 

administrative burden that has overwhelmed schools in recent years.  

 [Kevin] … we're dealing so much now with outside agencies… Tusla [Child and Family 
Agency] … occupational therapist… special needs organisers… coaches coming 
in…parents…referrals…psychologists…all these agencies who come with a paper trail. 

For Kevin, the result of the increased level of interaction with outside agencies and the 

bureaucracy that entails means that it would be impossible to run the school without a 

robust IT infrastructure and student management system.  
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[Kevin] I look back now and we couldn't operate as a school now the way we operated 

in 2011… the day that the Internet is off or down you just feel, you feel, I don't know, not 
isolated is the wrong word, but you feel like you just can't do your day's work.  

While Kevin welcomes the help from technology, he is conflicted about the way in 

which the nature of the job of principal is changing.  

[Kevin] unfortunately my role gets less and less and less to do with teaching and 
learning and more and more to do with regulations and circulars and policies and 
procedures and how to deal with this and how to deal with that and you know it's 
unfortunate really because it takes away from what I got into the profession to do. 

In identity terms, Kevin’s comments can be understood in relation to the right-hand side 

of Mockler’s (2011) teacher identity framework – the intersection of the external 

political environment and Kevin’s professional context. The past few years have 

witnessed an increase in bureaucracy and what is perceived by teachers as ‘initiative 

overload’ (McGuire, 2018). While technology may not be the cause of these changes, it 

can be seen to operate as an enabler of changes to the way schools are run and thus 

a contributor to change agendas – with consequences for those charged with running 

them.  

4.10.2. ICT and practice 

Roughly, half the teachers interviewed could be described as ICT enthusiasts who 

recognised benefits for integrating ICT into their practice. The motivation was not 

always the same, however. For Deirdre, it stemmed from an innate enthusiasm for 

technology and its possibilities – she referred to it as ‘magic’ at various time throughout 

the interview – as well as a sense of responsibility to prepare students to navigate the 

technology-laden world in which they live. For Grace, the main focus was on 

connecting with her students – using the tools they use to reach out to them in her 

position as year head. For Kevin, it was about achieving his vision of a progressive 

school that used all the tools at its disposal to make it an enriching place for students. 

For Sara, it was mainly about engaging her students in her subject and helping bring it 

to life for them.  

[Sara] ICT enhances and can animate and it can just change the voice and stimulate 
learning, create questioning environments, more curious environments.  

For Barry, it was about using appropriate technology pragmatically to help give 

students an opportunity to use real-world applications, such as spreadsheets, and work 

out problems for themselves. The discussion of ICT use among the other teachers 

interviewed centred mainly on the administrative affordances of IT systems. 

References to teaching and learning focused mainly on the use of pre-prepared media 

and resources such as games and quizzes to engage and encourage students. Of the 
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teachers, only Barry and Deirdre had grown up with exposure to and an interest in 

technology. For the others, the introduction of ICT into their practice had been an 

evolutionary process that had started with their ITE programme (Kevin, Sara, Grace), 

in response to initiatives in their schools (Catherine, Una and Margaret), or as the 

result of a decision to undertake further study (Monica).  

Many of the older interviewees’ reminiscences about the introduction of computers to 

their schools focused on the sense of novelty, but also fear, illustrating the unsettling 

aspect of the new and unfamiliar.  

[Catherine] … these computers were arriving and they were being set up and no 
teacher in the school would go near the computers because we were all afraid of them. 

In more recent times, one of the teachers mentioned how the introduction of ICT 

systems had caused her anxiety and loss of control.  

[Una] I used to feel very anxious like. When the kids were small and it was moving on 
and I hadn’t time to catch up that was really anxious everything happened really quickly 
you know? 

This feeling of anxiousness was referenced by a few of the participants in relation to 

their own experience but many more referenced it in relation to other teachers with 

whom they were acquainted. Indeed, many of the participants perceived it to be the 

main reason for other teachers’ non-engagement with ICT. In studies of identity, such 

crises of confidence often serve as triggers for action, which ultimately lead to growth 

and the adoption of new identity positions (Alsup, 2006; Hermans & Hermans-

Konopka, 2010; Akkerman & Meijer, 2011). As previously discussed, Nach and 

Lejeune (2010, p621) have suggested that individuals act to defend challenges to their 

identity posed by the adoption of ICT either by ‘adjusting the self’, ‘acting on the 

situation, ‘distancing’ or engaging in ‘cathartic practices’. Una responded by ‘adjusting 

the self’ – undergoing training to develop her skills in using technology and 

incorporating it into her teaching. Nach and Lejeune (2010) point out that this is most 

likely in situations where individuals feel they have a degree of autonomy in their 

operations, which aligns with the perspectives of most of the participants in this 

research, as expressed in other parts of the interviews.  

By the time of the interview, Una could be seen to have redefined her identity (Nach & 

Lejeune, 2010) to reflect a sense of competence that left her feeling much more in 

control. She felt comfortable with the level of her knowledge and felt secure enough to 

ask for help when she needed it.  

[Una] … if I have to go into another classroom… all I do is I go pick a child and they go 
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up and they do whatever I need’ [on the interactive whiteboard] 

While all the teachers interviewed seemed quite comfortable with the level of ICT 

engagement in their schools, some referenced the difficulties experienced by their 

colleagues and suggested that there may be more resistance to technology than was 

evidenced from the interviewees in the study. The tendency to refer to the lack of ICT 

competence among some of their peers could be interpreted as means of positioning 

themselves in contrast to these teachers. According to Akkerman and Meijer (2011), 

‘identity dialogically defines itself not only based on or by including others as positions 

within the self, but also by contrast with others that are part of what I am not’ (2011, 

p315).  In general, this lack of ICT skills tended to be associated with older teachers:  

[Kevin] …we'd have one or two members of staff who would be that bit older… their use 
of the computer and of ICT would be minimal in comparison to a lot of the other staff 
and they would maybe struggle and they would have slight insecurities around ICT and 
em wouldn't be as competent.  

This was something that was echoed by some of the older teachers interviewed. They 

often portrayed younger teachers as very technologically capable and a useful source 

of ICT inspiration and learning within the schools.  

[Monica] Some of the younger teachers that have come in over the last four five years 
would be big into it, I mean, and they would probably have encouraged the rest of us 
along…they're out of college more recently and they have new ideas and they're 
enthusiastic about it. 

Interestingly, however, this view of younger teachers as technologically proficient was 

refuted by Deirdre, the most technologically literate of the participants.  

[Deirdre]…it’s not a generational thing as far as I can see. It's very much comes from, if 
you've an interest in it or not because I do have colleagues that are younger than me 
and are not taking this [ICT integration] on 

Interpreted in light of Deirdre’s comments and drawing on the dialogical framework for 

identity proposed by Akkerman and Meijer (2011), the older teachers’ assertion that the 

younger teachers are more technologically adept could be interpreted in some 

instances as an example of the social and the individual dialectic, with the older 

teachers perhaps voicing a discourse internalised from the wider society that 

associated ICT proficiency with younger teachers. According to Orlando, ‘The notion 

that technology is part of youth culture and that older people struggle with their use is a 

consistent social message’ (2014, p428).  

When it came to teaching and learning, there was a sense that most of the participants 

saw themselves as integrating technology to quite a large extent, though the 

descriptions in most cases, suggested a primarily teacher-focused model, with the 
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electronic whiteboard as the main focal point and delivery system. Deirdre expressed 

the opinion that principals often push the use of ICT from a feeling that they should be 

doing it because everyone else is, rather than out of any underlying pedagogical belief 

in its value. She also feels that many teachers do not fundamentally believe it is in the 

students’ best interest to use technology in the classroom. She characterises the 

attitudes of many teachers as ‘isn't the way I'm doing it working OK and sure don't they 

get enough of that [technology] outside of school’. Deirdre could be described as an 

evangelist for the use of ICT in the classroom and expressed frustration with the 

attitudes of some of her colleagues. A firm believer that digital literacy is critical for 

preparing young people for the world around them, she believes educators have a 

responsibility to learn to use technology so they can show their students how to use it 

responsibly. However, she believes that many teachers fear using ICT in the classroom 

because it is associated with a loss of control, which leaves them feeling vulnerable. In 

the interview, Deirdre’s I-positions centred on her own fascination with technology and 

on positioning of herself in opposition to other teachers whom she perceives as not 

being interested in technology and not buying into what she believes is the imperative 

to teach students to be capable and responsible users of technology. The tendency for 

teachers to define themselves in oppositional terms to other teachers has been 

identified in the teacher identity literature (MacLure 1993; Akkerman & Meijer, 2011; 

Hall et al., 2012) and was something that many of the participants engaged in at 

various points of the interviews.  

4.10.3. Beliefs 

One of the recurrent themes evident in the literature concerned with teachers is the 

powerful impact of teacher beliefs on practice (Fang, 1996; Hoy, Davis & Pape, Ertmer, 

2005; Ertmer et al., 2012, Tondeur et al, 2017). As Ertmer (2005, p28) discusses, 

beliefs have more powerful ‘affective and evaluative components’ than knowledge and 

are thus more powerful predictors of behaviour. The interviews with the teachers 

revealed much about their underlying beliefs, sometimes apparently subconscious and 

sometimes surfaced as a result of self-reflection, often prompted by further training or 

education. Below, I have highlighted the two most frequently recurring sub-themes that 

could be classified as relating to teacher beliefs and will discuss them separately.  

4.10.4. The tactile vs the virtual in teaching and learning 

A recurrent theme that emerged spontaneously from the participants was a strong 

belief in the importance of the kinaesthetic and the engagement of the senses in the 

process of teaching and learning. This applied to their own personal preferences and 

their perceptions of what helped their students learn. It emerged from all the teachers, 
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primary and secondary, except one. There was a sense in some of the interviews that 

the teachers associated a sense of ephemerality with digital communication. 

Somehow, online engagements were perceived as less real. Margaret, talking about an 

online CPD course she took, stated: 

 [Margaret] I did the online ones and they were good and interesting and you ... you got 
good information from them but then once it was done it was done, like it was nothing 
that you kind of bring with you for ever.  

It is interesting here that Margaret’s perception does not align with her statement at 

another point in the conversation about printing off the materials from an online course 

so she would have them for the future. It is perhaps the case that what was actually 

missing was the human connection that she might have made had she attended the 

course on a face-to-face basis. This is expressed more directly by Una:  

[Una] You can do stuff online and I, we, just prefer the face to face and the reason we 
prefer the face to face is the networking and the advice in particular.   

This sense of the lack of substance of digital engagements is echoed by Sara:  

[Sara] ‘…we are three dimensional people you know and I think but em ICT makes 
things too abstract and it's only like a kind of a wall between the real me you know it's 
really like a dreamscape me and my real world.’ 

Despite being a prodigious user of digital approaches and a strong believer in their 

affordances in terms of the creativity they enable in her classroom, Sara believes that 

online text is inferior to printed books in teaching and learning contexts: 

[Sara] …I don't learn that well in an abstract format, you know the tangibility of a book, 
being able to flick and find it and cross cut...we’re losing a lot in our world by not having 
a hard copy of a book. 

This feeling that something is lost when we rely too heavily on ICT is mirrored in 

comments by Kevin, who is nevertheless a passionate advocate for the use of ICT in 

education: 

[Kevin] …creative writing I feel in the senior end of the school would have slipped 
slightly…because I think there is an over-reliance now on ICT and the brain isn't as, I 
don't know maybe this is the wrong thing to say, but the brain isn't as active as what it 
would have been pre the ICT… there's so much dependence now on ICT and you know 
for ideas and research  

Even Deirdre, believes it is important to continue to encourage the use of non-digital 

media: 

[Deirdre] I'd also be a bit advocate of in my class of girls sit down with an actual book, 
we're not just going to read articles online all the time.  
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On a symbolic level, it would appear that books have taken on an almost talismanic 

role for teachers – they are historically one of the essentials tools of their craft and thus 

speak to a jealously guarded aspect of their identity. As Olson (2000) observes, the 

artefacts of the traditional classroom constitute a pre-existing technology that embodies 

values relating to the nature of the work that is being done. In this context, threats to 

the artefact represent threats to the values, and will thus be resisted.  

Another teacher, Una who works in learning support, refers directly to the importance 

of kinaesthetic learning for her students. Her reference to ‘visual bombardment’ is 

revealing in terms of its association for her with ICT.  

[Una]: I I always feel that the child who ends up in learning support is kinaesthetic 
anyway and if you have something in their hand they’re going to learn better than this 
visual bombardment all the time.  

What is evident in all these accounts is the underlying tensions between the various I-

positions that teachers maintain (Akkerman and Meijer, 2011). In the above examples, 

all of the teachers were using technology and some identified themselves as very 

passionate advocates for the use of ICT in education. Yet they also expressed beliefs 

about the nature of learning and the mechanics of how it takes place that could be 

seen as opposed to their belief in the value of ICT. This speaks to the fact that their 

identities as effective teachers are derived from a wide variety of sources – their initial 

teacher education; comparison to their own school-day experiences of teachers; 

feedback from students, parents, colleagues and superiors; CPD; and education 

policies and initiatives among others. The message they receive from all these sources 

are not always aligned and indeed may often conflict. This is captured in Akkerman 

and Meijer’s (2011) framework, which construes the identity-making process as a 

dialogical one in which different I-positions will come to the fore in response to different 

contexts. As can be seen from some of the exchanges above, the interview process 

included many examples of the participants expressing context-specific perspectives 

that conflict with their expressed generalised perspectives. 

4.10.5. Teacher centred vs student centred 

The literature shows that teachers traditionally held a very teacher-centric view of their 

role as educators, often stemming from what Lortie (1975) referred to as the 

apprenticeship of observation – their own experience of being a student when they 

were at school. This remains a potent force, despite a strong focus in policy and 

teacher education programmes on student-centred approaches to teaching and 

learning. The use of ICT is often heralded for the ways in which it can facilitate a more 

personalised, student-centred focus that promotes active learning (Tondeur et al., 
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2017). However, the realities of school life and culture can make this difficult to achieve 

in practice.  

4.10.6. Issue of control 

A central contradiction relates to the notion of retaining, and being seen to retain, 

control of the class (Nias, 1996; Furlong, 2013; Hall et al., 2012). This focus on control 

is precisely captured in an exchange with Monica: 

[Monica] …we thought the right way to teach was kids sat in their desk, nice and 
quietly, did their work and the sign of a good teacher was a silent classroom and 
complete control as it seemed to a passer-by.  

Monica’s ideas about the role of the teacher were transformed as a result of her 

decision to return to education to undertake a Masters degree in education and her 

subsequent engagement in professional development. There was an initial fear, 

however, that embarking on a messier and noisy teaching approach centred on the use 

of technology and group work would be perceived as some way subversive within her 

school: 

[Monica] I was just doing small bits, now I wasn't doing anything major, 'cos the school 
wouldn’t I suppose, almost would have frowned on me almost at that stage if there was 
sort of chaos from the classroom, as they would have perceived it.  

For Monica, there was also a sense that working in this way was taking the easy way 

out for the teacher:  

[Monica] I would have seen group work as maybe from my own experience of being a 
student as almost being the lazy way out, that the teacher kinda said oh go and work on 
that together that meant the teacher was doing nothing.  

Monica’s reference to her own school days illustrates the influence that those 

experiences can have on teachers (Lortie, 1975). Undertaking the Masters and PD 

course helped Monica to appreciate the value of engaging students actively in the 

classroom and the active role the teacher must play in facilitating group work, and it 

exemplifies a shift of focus on the role of the teacher, from ‘sage on the stage’ (King, 

1993), essentially filling students with knowledge, to a social constructivist perspective, 

which positions the teacher as a facilitator of learning in a collaborative environment. 

Carillo and Flores (2018) acknowledge the importance of PD programmes for shaping 

the way teachers think and act in their roles. Monica’s perspective is echoed by Grace, 

who credits her initial teacher education with giving her a strong basis in the pedagogy 

of active learning and uses technology as an enabler of this approach in her classes. 

[Grace] ‘I have embraced technology and the use of data projectors and digital 
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technology it has definitely changed the way we teach in the classroom.  I would feel 
much of my work is done prior to entering the classroom and then the children do most 
of the work inside the classroom. 

Deirdre too is very aware of the potential of technology to enable more student-centred 

teaching and learning approaches:  

[Deirdre] ‘I love that because technology is there they are able to be a lot more 
independent learners... It definitely is more autonomous for them in terms of they can 
find the information themselves and even like we’ve great discussions about kids 
finding conflicting information say on different websites and why would that be happen 
and who do you think is right? And not automatically believing everything that they 
read’. 

However, she too has experienced similar feelings to Monica, in that the school 

environment is not as supportive as it might be: 

[Deirdre] I think there's this maybe feeling that … you're just doing fun stuff… there's a 
feeling that unless you've got your head in a book and a pencil in your hand you're not 
really working. 

4.10.7. Misaligned policies 

Teachers who try to adopt a student-centred approach can find their freedom to pursue 

that derailed by structural aspects of the education system that are at odds with the 

stated goals of that system. Within the secondary school system, the state 

examinations system poses a considerable obstacle to change. Comments by the 

participants revealed tensions relating to the need to balance exploration and deep 

learning with the requirement to cover the curriculum to prepare students for those 

examinations. As an illustration, Monica, when asked if she used group work with her 

exam classes responded: ‘Oh I wasn't even prepared to risk it, I'd say, even with third 

years’. She went on to discuss how adopting a more student-centred approach, while 

more beneficial to students, resulted in less coverage of the curriculum. ‘We got about, 

I'd say, a third of the work covered than we would have done the previous year when 

we weren't doing all the stuff’. It also relates to a problem Monica perceives with using 

technology in the classroom:  

[Monica] I think the technology would be great, and I think it does help you understand, 
and it does help you learn, so it makes a lot of sense, but you actually haven't the time 
to actually delve into that deeply enough and still get the course covered. 

The focus on ‘coverage’ of the curriculum was identified by Hall et al. (2012) as a key 

concern for Irish teachers. There is a tension between the constraints imposed by the 

time demands of the curriculum and the policy of embedding ICT into the classroom to 

create a more student-centred learning experience. For teachers, this plays out to 

produce conflicting I-positions (Akkerman and Meijer, 2011) arising, on one hand, from 
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the policy-led impetus to use ICT, to facilitate student-centred, active approaches to 

learning and, on the other, from the requirements of a summative assessment regime 

that is not well aligned with those goals and aspirations. For the individual teacher, 

motivated to pursue a sense of self-efficacy in the performance of their teaching role 

(Stets & Burke, 2000), such misaligned policies present a challenge. 

This conflict between policy, pedagogy, and time also plays out for students as 

illustrated by an exchange Monica recounted with a school inspector. The inspector 

had advised a teacher that they were doing too much of the work for the class. Rather 

than putting information for the students into Dropbox, as the teacher had been doing, 

the inspector suggested she should be encouraging the students to conduct research 

and share the resources with their classmates themselves. Monica recalls the horror of 

the students when they heard that this had been suggested.   

[Monica] They said like, ‘if we had to go off and do all that research that you're doing for 
us now, that would be eating into the learning time’.  

Monica went on to explain  

[Monica]…there's an awful lot of learning work in it [the curriculum] so like if you're 
trying to learn reams of stuff you don't really have the time to go off and do the research 
as well. 

The comments above are revealing both in what they show about the students’ 

perception of research as something that eats into their learning time, rather than a 

potential learning activity in itself. It also suggests that despite Monica’s promotion of 

student-centred learning through group work and the use of technology, the demands 

of the curriculum – ‘learning reams of stuff’ – mean that both she and the students still 

see a requirement to present knowledge to students in a pre-digested format that they 

can easily assimilate. Monica’s identity as a research-informed educator must compete 

with that of a competent teacher who prepares her students for the examinations that 

are a defining part of their secondary school experience.  

4.11. Theme 2: Autonomy 

The extracts above are interesting in what they reveal about how teachers perceived 

autonomy is often undermined by the day-to-day realities of school life. The notion of 

teacher autonomy is a recurrent one in the literature (Coldron & Smith, 1999; Beijaard 

et al., 2004; Flores & Day, 2006; Canrinus et al., 2011; Buchanan, 2015), but Reynolds 

(1996) notes that the landscape of the school is associated with scripts for behaviours 

that serve to promote conformity and limit teachers’ courses of action. The teachers in 

this research expressed a belief that they had complete autonomy in the classroom to 



 

80 
 

teach as they saw fit. This gave them some power to accept or fail to comply with 

initiatives with which they did not agree or in which they were not interested. While 

none of the teachers interviewed discussed circumstances in which they personally 

had taken such a stand, there were references to other teachers who don’t engage 

with new ICT systems or ways of doing things.  

[Barry] Well most of us use it [VSware] for attendance and then some of them don't 
bother, which and then the whole thing breaks down because of that. 

However, the picture that emerged from the interviews suggested that the reality of 

daily life in school limits autonomy in ways that are not always explicit.  While the 

examples above point to the power of the wider education policy environment and the 

prevailing school culture to limit autonomy, it may also be subtly eroded through means 

that are assistive rather than constraining, for example, the provision of training and 

resources, oftentimes relating to or utilising technology. Many of the interviewees 

spoke enthusiastically about the huge range of resources available via the interactive 

whiteboards and various publishers’ websites that were available to support the 

curriculum.  

[Margaret] You click into the Folen's website, the Folen's one, and the poster comes up 
with songs to go with your lesson, they have ... maybe a game to go with your lesson 
and then we have a phonics program where all the letters of the alphabet come up and 
whatever letter you're on that day or that week you click on it and you get a song for 
that letter, you've got a poem, you've got some activities. 

Moreover, vendor training was a significant element of the training the teachers spoke 

about in relation to the use of technology in their teaching. There were many 

references to visits from sales reps and training from technology companies on the 

capabilities of the various platforms they had invested in.  

[Barry] We've had the people say for the VSware case, like they came in for like a day 
sort of thing, or a morning, and showed us what to do. 

[Grace] Dragonfly came in and did a brilliant presentation with us because they were 
trying to sell us iPads.  

These comments are interesting in what they reveal about the influence that 

technology companies have in setting the agenda for technology use in schools. By 

‘subsuming public education interests into corporate concerns’ (Player-Koro, Bergviken 

& Selwyn, 2018, p682), tech companies are helping set the policy agendas for the use 

of technology in education. This trickles down to the individual teacher level through 

the purchase by schools of hardware and software and the provision of training for 

teachers. Such activities can be interpreted as serving to undermine teacher autonomy 

and limit agency at a collective level.  
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Similarly, the provision of PD resources and training associated with curricular 

initiatives may also serve in practice to limit teacher agency and extend external control 

further into the classroom.  

[Monica] …they gave us lesson plans done out which would have had, I suppose the 
fun and games part, the group work part, including the technology and stuff like that, for 
a lot of lessons throughout first year. Most of us kind of thought, Okay that's what 
they're saying, we'll do them, so I did them and they worked, and they were great, the 
kids loved it’ 

The references to ‘they’ in the comments above are indicative of the line that teachers 

walk between autonomy and control. While traditionally they have been masters of 

their own classroom, they are increasingly subject to external control, generally in the 

name of accountability and often wielded through facilitative means – through the 

provision of pre-created resources, lesson plans, and training. Again, this can be 

interpreted in terms of Akkerman and Meijer’s (2011) social and individual dialogic. 

Teacher’s I-positions are derived from their own personal experiences and life histories 

but also through the wider professional environment, shaped, among other things, by 

education policies and commercial interests.  

The provision of engaging resources, while welcomed by teachers, can throw up 

conundrums regarding the wider context of teaching and learning approaches. The 

following extract from Kevin reveals how the interactivity and entertainment value of 

some of the online resources produced to support the curriculum may render more 

traditional teaching approaches dull by comparison and leave students craving 

approaches with higher entertainment value.  

[Kevin] …sometimes if it's not interactive and it's not all singing all dancing colourful 
lively look at the screen, they become disengaged. If it's the book if it's the old style pen 
and paper they don't want to do it. 

While there is general agreement that engagement is an important aspect of learning, 

in their discussions some of the teachers expressed conflicted feelings about the heavy 

use of technology for what could be perceived as ‘edutainment’ purposes. Sara, 

although an enthusiastic user of ICT in her classes, talks about ‘pandering’ to the 

students’ needs for entertainment. 

[Sara] …here I am all singing and dancing on the stage for you, ‘let me entertain you’, 
absolutely killing myself trying to create these little puppet shows and this 'is this 
entertaining you? 

Finally, for those schools and teachers who embrace the promise of technology and 

are active users of ICT, there is a perception that a reliance on ICT can be seen as 

operating to curb teacher agency. Sara’s remark that ‘you give over agency to ICT’ is 
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echoed in a comment from Kevin. 

[Kevin] …everything is ICT orientated and the day that the Internet is down … has a 
huge impact on the classroom then because you know teachers plan their lessons 
around the interactive whiteboard now. Kids expect the interactive whiteboard… as a 
result when the Internet is off sometimes it’s like the end of the world. 

What is again evident is the discussions above are the diverse and sometimes 

apparently contradictory perspectives the participants express in response to different 

parts of the interview. In presenting a coherent perspective, the participants must, in a 

sense, mentally qualify their own statements in relation to a range of other factors, both 

intrinsic (personal) and extrinsic (socio-cultural) that are relevant to that particular point 

of the interview. As Hong et al. (2017, p95) point out, the achievement of continuity and 

individuality in identity requires an ‘agentic effort’ by teachers. ‘Agentic effort’ refers to 

the deliberate actions in these domains that the individual must take to actively 

articulate their identity. It requires a process of active cognitive engagement, reflection 

and consideration of one’s values and positions. Such efforts are characterised by 

intentionality, forethought, self-regulation and self-reflectiveness (Bandura, 2001). 

4.12. Theme 3: Teaching landscape 

The literature on teacher identity highlights the significance of the bounded spaces of 

classroom and school as a signifier of teacher autonomy and a key site for identity 

development (Coldron and Smith, 1981; Olson, 2000; McIntyre, 2010; Carillo and 

Flores, 2018). The classroom is often depicted as a space that the beginning teacher 

must master – and in a sense conquer (Hall et al., 2012; Long et al., 2012). They must 

learn to manage the behaviour of their students, and ensure the smooth functioning of 

all that unfolds within the classroom environment. The classroom is the teachers’ 

realm; they decide much of what is displayed there – what goes up on the wall, how 

the furniture is organised, what equipment is to be made available and used. The 

centrality of the classroom as the teachers’ space was emphasised by Catherine, when 

discussing the situation in her own school. Unusually, for a secondary school, the 

teachers do not have their own classrooms, but instead move about the school to 

teach wherever their particular classes are. Catherine goes on to explain that not 

having their own rooms is undermining for teachers. 

 [Catherine] … teachers don't have their own rooms, which I don't agree with…teachers 
don't have their own space. Like if you have your own classroom you can put everything 
into it …you can have your resources beside you, you can have all of that.  

This notion of the importance of space was also emphasised by Sara, when she talked 

about an all-boys school in which she had previously worked. Her discomfort with the 
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school was summarised in her description of the environment ‘all boys, didn't like it, 

private school, it was their space not mine’. 

The importance of the physical space and feeling secure within that space and the 

notion of the school as the students’, as well as the teachers’, space was also alluded 

to by Kevin, who spoke of his efforts during the summer holidays to help integrate new 

students who would be joining the school from other schools in September.  

[Kevin] I like to bring them in and introduce myself, walk them around the place. This is 
where you line-up, this is going to be your classroom... I just think it's nice and important 
for them that it just breaks the ice and it is kind of creates a more I suppose that school 
isn't the big scary place that it needs to be.   

While the examples above point to the centrality of the physical space of the school 

and its classrooms, on a metaphorical level the encroachment of ICT is expanding the 

virtual space of the school, bringing the outside in and the inside out. This has a 

number of dimensions that were referenced in the participant interviews. 

4.12.1. Inside out: enhancing information flows and eroding boundaries 

One of the main themes that emerged from the participants was the extent to which 

ICT was enhancing information flows and eroding the boundaries between the school 

and the outside world as well as between teachers and students. The widespread use 

of school management systems makes it easier for teachers to communicate with 

parents but also for parents to contact teachers.  

[Sara] …every parent has a code to access it [VSware]  they can look at the reports 
online, they can monitor their child's attendance, and we can text them via that, you 
know so there’s a calendar and like look at their behaviour as well and it's a great form 
of interaction with parents. 

The increased access to teachers is undermining the notion of the classroom as the 

closed door domain within which the teacher is autonomous, however. This is 

perceived as something of a double-edged sword for teachers, who recognise the 

benefits of greater interaction with parents and the wider community, but are mindful of 

the encroachment into their lives that technology is increasingly bringing. 

[Monica] you can send off an email at night to a teacher whereas you're not gonna 
phone, you can't phone the school outside of school hours, so, yeah, you're probably, 
now you are more accessible 

Moreover, it is not just through official channels that the information flows are 

increasing. As mobile phones become ubiquitous, even among primary school 

children, some of the participants expressed anxiety regarding the potential for 

students to record their interactions and broadcast them outside the classroom.  
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 [Margaret] I have an awful fear of being recorded and it's not that I'm doing anything that 
I’m afraid of, but I don't want that someone's down the back of the room with a phone.  

[Catherine] …for schools it is the greatest nightmare is that something was videoed and put 
up on whatever, and it goes viral and it can be taken totally, totally out of context.  

This sense of anxiety regarding the possibility of material leaking out from the school 

and being interpreted out of context harkens back to the themes of vulnerability and the 

feeling of being judged experienced by teachers in studies by Lasky (2005) and 

Kelchtermans (1993). It carries within it a sense among the teachers that their work 

may not be properly understood or appreciated by the wider public, and thus carries 

within in a self-referential element that speaks to a concern with the perceptions of 

others – captured in Akkerman’s and Meijer’s (2011) social and individual dialectic. 

Another sense of discomfort emerges from the undermining of the boundaries that 

traditionally existed between students and teachers. As recognised in much of the 

writing on teacher identity, the relationship with students is a fundamental one that 

plays a significant part in how teachers perceive their own success or failure (Nias, 

1984; Kelchtermans, 1993; Beijaard, 1995). The work of teaching entails the 

development of reciprocal relationships between teachers and students. Although 

these relationships are premised on creating social and emotional connections, they 

contain with them power relations that must be negotiated (Aultman et al., 2009; 

Gomez et al., 2004). Social media opens potential new channels for student-teacher 

relationships that operate outside the walls of the school and require careful navigation 

by teachers seeking to delineate a boundary between their private and professional 

lives.  

 [Kevin] …regularly the teachers would record in the staff room over a cup of tea that 
they got a friend request from a 6th class student or they got a friend request once from 
a senior infant student.  

Such situations, while ostensibly harmless, require teachers to consider how much it is 

advisable to allow students to know about their personal lives and similarly how much 

they wish to know about the personal lives of their students. Another teacher, Una, 

highlights the intrusive nature of social media and the loss of control that can be 

associated with it, making it challenging for teachers who wish to maintain a sense of 

distance from their students and the wider school community:  

[Una] I want privacy I can’t bear it…I don’t even like when em say somebody’s put 
something up like a picture of me. And then somebody else is saying oh I liked your top 
and I’m going, ‘what?’ 

Social media also open the potential for professionally undermining experiences as 

identified by Sara.  
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[Sara] I do have a Facebook account. I know a lot of my teaching friends don't or they 
use their maiden name, they don't have the same name because of a fear of being 
vilified or whatever or harassed or followed or whatever you know. 

Comments such as Sara’s speak to a sense of teachers monitoring the external 

environment for threats to self-esteem and once again reference Akkerman and 

Meijer’s (2011) social-individual dialectic. 

4.12.2. Outside in: dealing with the fallout 

This encroachment of the outside world into the school realm is also occurring in other 

ways. Most of the teachers interviewed reported that problems caused by social media 

use outside of school are finding their way into schools as issues to be dealt with. 

There was a strong sense from a few of the teachers that some parents seem to be 

increasingly out of their depth and unable to cope or perhaps even abdicating their 

responsibilities and it was falling on the schools to pick up the pieces. Teachers have 

always had to deal with the social and other problems that their students bring to class, 

but the increase due to social media is increasing the pressure. 

 [Kevin] There would be a lot of negativity that creeps into school as a result of pupils 
and sometimes parents’ behaviour online outside of school… and we would have had 
to deal with issues that unfortunately we don't like to have to deal with it. 

[Catherine] I get the fallout of something that happened at the youth club at the 
weekend or on the school bus or totally outside of school. It comes into school then do 
you know, the rows still going on and leaks into school and then parents are ringing for 
me to sort it out even though it didn't happen in the school or whatever. They do, there 
is an expectation there that the school will solve all problems. 

These encroachments are being amplified at the policy level as schools are seen as 

the space to fix problems identified in the wider society, leading to an expansion in 

what is perceived as the role of the school. An example referenced by Catherine is the 

introduction of wellbeing programmes designed to address rising anxiety levels among 

students, which some of the interviewees attributed in large part to the ubiquity of 

social media. She views such programmes as putting additional pressure on a school 

system that is already stretched trying to cover the existing curriculum and expresses 

concern at the expanded conception of the school’s role: 

[Catherine] …they're just literally telling you that you have to have this wellbeing so it's 

all dealing with, with what they're finding, I think that they're in a crude kind of way 
they're trying to deal with… the anxiety and all of this kind of thing. 

Catherine’s concerns about the pressure on schools to fix societal ills are echoed in the 

newspaper article reference earlier on the issues that are concerning teachers 

(McGuire, 2018). Throughout her interview, Catherine expressed a view of the role of 

the school that was very focused on the academic development of students and the 
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development of the skills they needed to succeed in further education or employment. 

Education policy interventions that extended the role of the school beyond that 

academic remit in the absence of structural changes to the curriculum or the school 

calendar were a source of stress. There was a conflict between Catherine’s identity as 

an effective deputy principal and competent educator and the changing demands and 

expectations surrounding that role. Catherine’s sense of dislocation regarding the 

changes that are occurring was such that she expressed that it was unlikely that she 

would stay in the job for much longer. Her situation clearly underlines the intersection 

of the personal, professional and the political (Mockler, 2011a) in the day-to-day 

experience of teachers. Nias (1996, p300) has previously recognised the frustration 

that teachers experience when distracted from ‘their central purpose, helping children 

learn’. She also notes that teachers reacted intensely to what they perceived as 

‘intrusions into their physical or professional territories’. Golby (1996, p423) too, in his 

study of teacher emotions, observed that his subjects had a tendency to ‘define school 

matters outside their teaching as distractions and frustrations’.  

Another of the participants, Grace, has adapted differently to the challenge posed by 

social media use and rising anxiety levels among students. As year head, she has a 

pastoral role within her secondary school and thus a specific focus on students’ overall 

wellbeing. She has started using a school-focused social media app as a way to 

connect with her students. Students use the app to message her publicly or privately 

and, if required, arrange in-person meetings. She also creates regular posts 

recognising events such as birthdays and achievements and inspirational thoughts for 

the day. She discussed her embrace of technology as a pragmatic evolutionary 

response to the changing landscape of teaching and the challenges associated with 

being a teacher. Her approach can be interpreted as adopting a behavioural response, 

‘acting on the situation’ to a situation-focused challenge to identity (Nach & Lejeune, 

2010, p621). 

4.13. Theme 4: Affective aspects 

4.13.1. Caring and concern 

As previously noted, emotion and relationships with students feature significantly in the 

literature on teacher identity (Nias, 1984, 1993, 1996; Kelchtermans, 1993; Golby, 

1996; Zemblayas, 2003; O’Connor, 2008). The shift to student-centred education in 

Ireland can be traced to 1971, when a new child-centred primary school curriculum 

was launched (Department of Education, 1971). The intervening years have seen an 

evolution in the relationships between students and teachers as structures have 

become less hierarchical, both within the school system and in society in general. Like 
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any institution, the school culture reflects the social culture and the period since the 

1970s has been one of transformation as Ireland has become more multicultural and 

less in thrall to the hierarchies of church and state. In common with all developed 

countries, the advent of the internet and widespread access to communication and 

computing through the use of smartphones has had a dramatic impact on the way 

individuals communicate and live their lives and schools have not been immune to this. 

In the interviews, there was a sense from some of the primary school teachers, 

particularly in more disadvantaged schools, that the ubiquity of such technologies 

meant that families were not communicating as they would have in the past and as a 

consequence children were arriving into school with language and other deficits: 

[Margaret] I would think, home life has changed, children aren't used to … people 
talking to them…they're maybe stuck in front of the telly or they have their little 
computer games and they're coming into school .... they don't know nursery rhymes, 
they don't know stories 

[Una] …children who have very deprived language and remember this will all link back 
here because they’re not being spoken to, right? We’ve a massive amount of those. 

While all the teachers interviewed were generally positive about the impact of 

technology on education, all were equally concerned about the impact of smartphones 

and social media on their students. The issues raised were far reaching – distraction 

and limited attention span, self-esteem and anxiety issues, access to inappropriate 

content, cyber bullying, excessive time spent on phones impinging on sleeping and 

studying time were some of the problems they associated with their students’ 

technology use.  

The interviews all revealed a deep sense that the teachers cared for their students and 

were very invested in their welfare. This investment was sometimes linked to a sense 

of anxiety in the face of what many teachers saw as the onslaught of social media and 

its erosion of student wellbeing.  

[Catherine] “I would have a huge concern about where we're going … I'd worry for 
future generations; you'd worry about how they're going to be as human beings 
because if we in school stop you know don't give them the boundaries nobody is going 
to give them their boundaries. 

What is evident from the above as well as the comments of many of the teachers was 

a strong sense of responsibility for their students – there were many references to what 

they saw as their duty to pick up the pieces when parents were perceived as not 

fulfilling their responsibilities. 

[Una] …even the younger children are being exposed [to unsuitable content on the 
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internet], so there’s nothing being supervised…I would notice in our school our children 
aren’t being regulated really you know. I don’t think the parents. They’re so [pause] it’s 
great because it keeps them quiet.  

Many of the teachers felt a responsibility to support students through issues emerging 

as a result of the negative aspects of technology – some responded to the challenge 

with enthusiasm while others appeared to find the situation oppressive. Deirdre 

explains what she sees as the responsibility of teachers to educate themselves about 

ICT, including social media and to use it responsibly and in doing so model good 

practice for students: 

 [Deirdre] …it's so dangerous in lots of aspects as well like technology. Like they've got 
to know how to use it properly and what’s appropriate for them and what's not… we had 
a whole Snapchat incident…it came to me and I knew what Snapchat was whereas 
most teachers were ‘what's Snapchat now?’ So we have to kind of know for their safety 
and be able to inform them of what’s safe practice and what isn’t and what's appropriate 
and what isn't. 

Grace too is responding by adopting the platforms the students use to offer them the 

support they need. As year head, she says she encounters significant mental health 

issues among the student body, which she attributes in part to social media, along with 

exam pressure and a general lack of resilience. She explains that social media 

presents an image of perfection to young people that is often not attainable by them 

and their self-esteem can be very tied up with the number of ‘likes’ they receive. She is 

also concerned about the negative impact of social media on the students’ 

communication abilities. Nevertheless, she chooses to use social media applications to 

connect with them. 

[Grace] This is the way they communicate themselves and therefore I think we as 
teachers need to embrace that. And I think I can connect much quicker with kids… I get 
them integrating or interacting with me through this… that encourages them to message 
me if there's a problem. 

Other participants talked about the measures their schools had taken to address these 

issues, in part by limiting phone use and access. Catherine talked about what she sees 

as the enormous pressure that schools are under to try to mitigate against the harm 

created by technology and social media.  

[Catherine] …while technology is great, I think that there's a huge downside to it that I 

don't think we realise quite what a serious impact it’s having on the mental health of our 
children…teachers in general and probably management more so are expected to be 
school counsellors and psychotherapists and all sorts … it really does weigh heavily on 
my mind, so much so that I would say that I won't do this job for very long. 

What is evident throughout the discussions were the variety of I-positions adopted by 

the teachers, some of which arose from their personal histories, others from the roles 

that they occupied within the school (Stets and Burke, 2000). Catherine’s role as 
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deputy principal meant she was more exposed than the class teachers to what she 

termed the ‘fallout’ from ICT and social media use and this would have influenced how 

she perceives the impact of ICT’s negative aspects. Her discussions on the purpose of 

school were very much rooted in the academic development of the students and their 

preparation for higher education and employment. The necessity to deal with problems 

emanating from social media is seen as undermining that core purpose and perhaps 

impeding her ability to enact her role in a way that aligns with her identity as an 

educator. For others such as Grace, the focus in her role as year head was very much 

on the pastoral aspect of what it meant to be a teacher. She perceived that the 

technology that was in part responsible for her students’ mental health issues could be 

harnessed to try to address those issues. For Deirdre, one of the two teachers who had 

grown up with a high level of exposure to and interest in technology, her self-concept 

as a teacher was strongly associated with the use of ICT in a proactive way to help her 

students navigate the technologically saturated world in which they are growing up.  

4.13.2. Relationships with students  

For some of the participants, the use of phones and social media had changed the 

nature of the student-teacher relationship in ways that could be seen as intrusive or 

liable to cause issues with boundaries. As previously noted, Kevin talked about primary 

school students sending friend requests to teachers on Facebook. Other participants 

related instances that point to ways in which technology and social media can leave 

teachers feeling vulnerable. As previously described, Catherine and Margaret both 

spoke of their fear that students might take videos in class and post them on social 

media.  

Sara spoke about how her confidence had been damaged by comments that appeared 

about her on an online platform and expressed concern about the blurring between the 

real and the virtual worlds and the impact that was having on how students are 

interacting with their peers and teachers. 

[Sara] Initially when I started teaching I got great comments on [NAME OF SITE 
OMITTED] and I loved it, it was a great little source for my, boost for my ego ... And 
then one day I checked it and it was horrible and …it really affected my self-esteem. I'd 
say for 3 weeks I was I was on the floor. I was like 'I am rubbish'. 'I'm a rubbish teacher 
and it accessed right in here, into my personal identity, how I rated myself and totally, 
very unsettled by it, you know. 

Sara’s comments underscore the centrality of self-esteem in mediating the negotiation 

of identity (Nias, 1996; Kelchtermans, 1993; Stets and Burke, 2000, 2005). Nias (1996) 

points out that the close linking of personal and professional identity for teachers 

makes them more vulnerable to criticism that in other professions.  
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Teachers invest their ‘selves’ in their work, often so closely merging their sense of 
personal and professional identity that the classroom … becomes a main site for their 
self-esteem and fulfilment (Nias, 1996, p297).  

Kevin, a non-teaching principal in a primary school, laments the disconnection that has 

emerged between the practice of teaching and the realities of fulfilling the role of 

principal:  

[Kevin]…I could, if I spend my time doing what comes up on a daily basis and what I 
have to do, I could not know one of the children in this school, how they're progressing 
academically.  

Kevin’s comments underline how the rise of managerialism, supported by 

enhancements in ICT capability, has changed the nature of the role of principal, taking 

it away from what he sees as the core function of leadership in teaching and learning. It 

is evident from the interview that this is a source of tension for Kevin. It is clear that his 

professional identity was firmly rooted in his abilities as a creative and innovative 

teacher, who sought the best for his students at all times.  

[Kevin] …when you're so passionate about somewhere and you have such a love and 
enthusiasm … I want the best for the children here. I want the children walking out of 
here happy, saying that this is a fantastic school. 

While he brings this same motivation to his work as principal, the nature of the work in 

which he finds himself embroiled often takes him away from what he perceives as 

what’s central to his role as principal ‘the leader of teaching and learning in the school’. 

In identity terms he is seeking to achieve congruence between his identity as an 

effective teacher, which is based on close engagement with students and his identity 

as a principal, whose responsibility for students’ education is at a level that is removed 

from actually working with students – rather it is mediated through the staff, the policies 

and the tools (technologies) he orchestrates within the school. This tension is 

exacerbated by managerialist trends in education that have caused schools to place a 

greater emphasis on audit and accountability, which leaves less time for meaningful 

education work. His statement that he forces himself to get into the classrooms to talk 

to the children and teachers suggests an internal struggle, wherein he is making a 

purposeful effort to hold on to his core teacher identity. In his interview, he refers to the 

loneliness of his position as principal and expresses the sense of loss he feels by not 

being a regular teacher in the classroom any more: 

[Kevin] Nothing equates to the buzz when you're standing in a classroom and whether 
it's through ICT or the textbook when [clicks fingers] that click and the long 
multiplication, child that couldn't get it comes up to the desk and has it, comes up to the 
board and does it. The smile on the face when you praise a child for some written piece 
that they have put great thought into. Nothing beats that. No admin or people 
management or financial management or health and safety or building regulations that I 
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deal with on an on-going basis will equate to that. 

Kevin’s comments resonate with the findings by Revell (1996, p398), that time spent 

with the students provides ‘emotional nourishment’ for primary school principals and is 

one of the most rewarding aspects of their work. 

4.14. Theme 5: Professional learning  

While the literature on teacher identity places a significant focus on the process of 

beginning teachers’ learning and development, there has been less of a focus on that 

of practicing teachers. In discussions about how the participants learned about ICT and 

their professional development in general, the picture that emerged from the interviews 

was of a mix of formal and informal sources, both structured and unstructured, that 

were typically not harnessed in a strategic way. The teachers referred to their initial 

education programmes, PD courses, colleagues, former teachers, school inspectors, 

spouses, software vendors, official training bodies, social media and their own 

experimenting as sources for their learning. Those in the role of principal or deputy 

principal made reference to their formal professional networks as a source of new 

ideas and inspiration. 

Much of the historical literature on teacher identity emphasised the solitary nature of 

the profession and the lack of sharing of ideas and practices. This was confirmed in the 

biographical recounting of one of the secondary school teachers. As an early career 

teacher and the only maths teacher in the school at the time, Barry felt he had to, in a 

sense, teach himself how to be a teacher: 

[Barry] …when I started there was actually no other maths teachers in the school so I I 
really had to just, you know, learn myself.  

He received what could be termed informal mentorship from two of the school’s former 

maths teachers who popped in from time to time to give him advice. Apart from that, 

however, he feels his development as a teacher has been very much down to his own 

efforts: 

[Barry] …aside from those two now, I'd probably have like learned most of what I know 
about teaching just from myself like, sort of just thinking about it I suppose.  

His experience speaks to the notion of the autonomous but isolated teacher behind the 

doors of the classroom (Flores & Day, 2006) and also the findings of Hall (2012) and 

Long (2012) that schools are not conceptualised as sites at which teachers, as well as 

students, learn.   
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The sense that emerged from the discussions with the participants was that this may 

be changing to some extent. For example, some spoke of their schools centralising 

class materials on school networks and cloud-based services facilitating the sharing of 

resources. This can be seen to offer teachers a window on the practices of colleagues 

that they may not have had in the past. 

[Siobhan] I really feel ICT has blown apart all that coveted private teaching notes. You 
know that's just not really a thing anymore. 

Moreover, some of the teachers talked about formalised systems within the school for 

sharing tips and approaches and passing on what they learned on professional 

development courses to their school colleagues. There were also quite a few 

references to how younger teachers were a valuable source of information, not only 

about IT related issues, but also areas such as behaviour management. There was a 

sense that student teachers were being much better prepared in their ITE programmes 

that was the case in the past. 

 [Ursula] I would find with the younger members of staff, I’ve learned an awful lot. They 
seem to have picked up an awful lot about like dealing with challenging behaviour or 
you know great little ideas. 

Young teachers were also generally perceived as being much more tech savvy and 

open to new ways of doing things by the participants. 

[Mary] …some of the younger teachers that have come in over the last four five years 
would be big into it, I mean, and they would probably have encouraged the rest of us 
along...they're out of college of more recently and they have new ideas and they're 
enthusiastic about it’  

The participants, in particular those teaching in primary schools, made quite a few 

references to PD courses as a way of developing their knowledge and skills. Primary 

school teachers have an opportunity to earn time off by taking PD courses over the 

summer holidays, so there is a strong incentive to do so. Some of the discussions 

alluded to value of the social and networking opportunities afforded by these courses: 

[Una] So myself and eh another learning support teacher, we did a course on autism 
but the big thing was, so much of it was OK what do you do if this? And different people 
were telling their anecdotal stories and there was nothing you could bring up that 
somebody hadn’t met before. 

When it came to issues of ICT, there were quite a few references to training provided 

by hardware and software vendors and of teachers subsequently experimenting with 

new systems to figure out how to use them. Training in ICT was generally spoken 

about as something that was available to you if you were interested in it or would be 

supported if you sought it out, but there was no sense of a system-wide professional 



 

93 
 

development programme based on the mandatory implementation of new systems or 

approaches, as would be the case in other professional domains. Indeed, one of the 

teachers expressed exasperation at what she saw as the reluctance of some teachers 

to engage in professional development and embrace new ways of doing things:  

[Denise] I kind of resent that we [teachers] feel like when a system is implemented in a 
school that anyone feels oh well I'll just decide that I'm not doing that regardless of what 
it is you know. 

4.14.1. Transformative aspect of further education 

The importance of formal, in-depth education programmes for developing teachers’ 

ideas and thinking was evident in the participants’ comments. Some referenced things 

they discovered, or approaches they had been introduced to on ITE programmes they 

had completed more than 15 years previously, which had a particular influence on their 

thoughts about teaching. 

[Siobhan] …there was a course in teaching ICT and looking at em how would you use 
ICT as a means for enhancing teaching and learning. So I really liked my teacher. He 
said … not being IT literate was akin to not being able to read and write in the 1950s. 
And that was something that really struck me, the importance of it’ 

For three of the participants, completing Master degrees had a transformative effect on 

the way they saw themselves as teachers and the way they thought about teaching. 

Both Monica and Deirdre were exposed to a range of new ideas and possibilities for 

their teaching. In Monica’s case, this centred on the potential of adopting constructivist 

pedagogical strategies in her teaching. 

[Monica] They were basically saying kids don't learn properly from you giving an 
example up on the board, they actually have to make sense of the problem for 
themselves… they've got to work on it, they've got to talk it through, they've got to make 
a mess, they've got to make noise, they've got to do all those things, so, that in some 
ways fascinated me. So I think then, when I had done the Masters, I kinda said, you 
know, this is another way’. 

For Deirdre, pursuing a Master’s in Technology and Learning helped her to channel her 

love of technology into pedagogically valuable approaches: 

[Deirdre] …it would have opened up my eyes big time in terms of the best way to use 
technology because em I never would have really been formally educated in the ways 
that technology should be like approached in the classroom. Like we, as I've said before 
like, when I grew up it was there's the computer, isn't this amazing. We have this 
fabulous thing in the room. Let's put them all on for 10/15 minutes each play away…it 
made me think about why would I give them say like maths flat – it's a tables learning 
game – as opposed to just giving them some like handmade laminated cards, so it 
really made me think about that way. 

In Catherine’s case, doing a Master’s degree gave her a sense of confidence in her 

abilities as a teacher that she didn’t have before. 
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[Catherine] I think I lost that feeling that I always had that I wasn't good enough, like I 

always had that, that I wasn't the best teacher in the place 

This increased confidence that teachers gain from pursuing further academic study has 

been recognized in other research (Dixon and Ward, 2015).  

4.15. Summary 

This chapter described the process by which the data were collected using an in-depth 

biographical interview that focused on the teachers’ journeys to becoming and working 

as teachers and on the technologies that had formed a backdrop to that journey. To 

help participants explore this technological backdrop, the discussion centred on the 

generation of a timeline of technology use for each teacher, highlighting key points 

such as childhood, primary and secondary school, tertiary education, the start of their 

teaching career, the present, and the future.  The chapter describes how the interviews 

were planned and conducted and then recorded and transcribed before being analysed 

using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step method for thematic analysis. The analysis 

process resulted in five themes that captured the range of the discussions: 

 Attitudes and beliefs  

 Autonomy 

 Teaching landscape 

 Affective aspects  

 Professional learning  

The teachers in this study experienced the changing teaching and technological 

landscape in a variety of ways, spanning enthusiasm for the ways in which ICT has 

enabled changes to school administration and its potential to engage students, 

overwhelm at the pace of change, concern at the impact of technologies such as social 

media and smartphones on student well-being, vulnerability associated with the 

erosion of the boundaries between school and the wider community, uncertainty about 

the impact of ICT on learning and a tension over the conception of school as the locus 

for remediating societal ills. These personal experiences and how they navigated them 

had implications for how they choose to engage with ICT in their professional lives.  
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Chapter 5 

5. Conclusion 

5.1. Introduction 

This chapter draws the strands of the research together by reviewing the key findings, 

noting the implications, and then drawing attention to some of the limitations of the 

study. It considers the contribution the study can make to current knowledge and 

concludes with recommendations for avenues of further study that may prove fruitful. 

The study set out to explore how teachers are adapting to changes to the nature of the 

profession of teaching associated with the widespread permeation of ICT, both in 

schools and in the wider society. The research adopted the lens of teacher identity 

through which to explore this area.  According to Mockler, 

Teachers’ work, encompassing the decisions they make on both a short and long term 

basis about approaches to such things as curriculum design, pedagogy and assessment (to 

name a few), is framed by and constituted through their understanding and positioning of 

themselves as a product of their professional identity (2011, p517).  

The main questions were:  

1. How do teachers navigate their professional identities in an increasingly 

technology-mediated social and education context?  

2. How do aspects of teacher identity mediate the integration of ICT into teachers’ 

practices? 

Stemming from these questions were the following sub-questions:  

a. How do teachers perceive the changing expectations of the teacher role 

associated with technology integration? 

b. How do teachers’ own relationships with technology influence their pedagogical 

practices? 

c. How do teachers perceive their students’ technology use and its impact on their 

education? 

d. How do teachers feel that the relationships between students and teachers are 

impacted by technology? 

Within the research, teacher identity is conceptualised as an element of a wider 

personal identity that is multi-dimensional and fluid, but which achieves coherence 

through an on-going process of narrativisation (Gee, 2000; Sfard & Prusak, 2005; 
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Akkerman & Meijer, 2011). The narrativisation process has been conceptualised by 

Akkerman and Meijer as taking the form of verbal utterances that bring forth ‘a specific 

viewpoint and story’ (2011, p311), which they term ‘I-positions’. These, sometimes 

conflicting, I-positions arise from the key domains that constitute teachers’ lives and 

work – the external political environment, personal experience and their professional 

context (Mockler, 2011a). ICT is theorised as a sociocultural tool that acts to mediate 

many of the processes involved in teaching, including, significantly, communication 

with students and the wider school community (Goos, 2005; Jones & Bissel, 2011). 

In gathering the data, interviews with a biographical focus were employed to encourage 

teachers to recount their career journeys and their experience of and engagement with 

technology over the course of their lives to try to capture a sense of what Goode (2010) 

has described as their technology identity. According to Goode (2010, p498), 

technology identity incorporates ‘beliefs about one’s technology skills, beliefs about 

opportunities and constraints to use technology, beliefs about the importance of 

technology, and beliefs about one’s own motivation to learn more about technology’. 

The interviews also sought to get a sense of the lived experience of the participants’ 

teaching lives and to provide a window on the sometimes subtle ways that technology 

was changing their experience of being a teacher. In analysing the data, Braun and 

Clarke’s (2006) approach to thematic analysis was followed to elucidate key themes 

that had been identified from the teacher identity literature, as well as pursuing new 

insights suggested, following a closer reading of the interview transcripts. 

5.2. Key findings  

The section will seek to outline how the themes identified in the previous chapter 

address the specific research questions. The sub-questions will be addressed first and 

then the strands arising from them will be drawn together to address the two over-

arching questions concurrently.  

The findings centred around five themes: 

1. Attitudes and beliefs  

2. Autonomy 

3. Teaching landscape 

4. Affective aspects  

5. Professional learning  

Within these themes, particular attention has been paid to the conflicting I-positions 
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that teachers expressed in relation to their feelings about ICT use. 

5.3. Sub question 1 

How do teachers perceive the changing expectations of the teacher role 
associated with technology integration?  

The discussions with teachers revealed a variety of positions regarding the role of the 

teacher, generally falling into three categories. Roughly half of the teachers interviewed 

expressed opinions that suggest they see it as their job to evolve as the role of teacher 

evolves in response to societal and technological changes and to proactively seek to 

meet the challenges posed by an increasingly technological environment.  

[Grace] It's something you have to embrace because it's part of society; it's part of 
change and you can either put your head in, now we have teachers on our staff who 
don't use technology. They put their head in the sand and they forget it but you can't do 
that if you want to keep the kids engaged and working with you, so you have to just 
embrace it. 

Others expressed positions that point to a more reactive approach, suggesting a 

willingness to take things as they come and adapt to change as is brought to them. 

Thus, although they may feel frustrated by inconsistencies of policy and infrastructural 

inadequacies, they are generally willing to go along with what is mandated by those in 

positions of authority.  

[Monica] I think the vast majority of us now at this stage are kinda saying, look, 
technology is here, it's here to stay, let's make the best of it’. 

One of the teachers expressed concern that the wider context of ICT – excessive use 

of smart phones and social media leading to mental health issues for young people – 

was creating a requirement for teachers to devote an increasing amount of time to 

what could be termed pastoral issues, undermining schools’ ability to carry out what 

she saw as its fundamental role – the academic preparation of students for 

employment or further education.  

[Catherine] I absolutely hate what technology is doing to young people, I hate the space 
that it takes up in their head… teachers in general and probably management more so 
are expected to be school counsellors and psychotherapists and all sorts of things 

5.4. Sub-question 2 

How do teachers’ own relationships with technology influence their pedagogical 
practices?  

Previous research by Goode (2010) focused on the impact of personal exposure to 

technology as a significant influencer of the ability to use technology in a purposeful 
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way to achieve specific outcomes. The findings of this research did not appear to 

resonate strongly with Goode’s finding, most likely due to the widely differing contexts 

within which both studies were conducted. The teachers in this study had, with the 

exception of two participants, grown up in a world where exposure to ICT was limited 

and it was only later in their lives that they came to use ICT on a regular basis and own 

devices such as computers, tablets, and smartphones. The picture that emerged from 

the interviews was that their use of technology for pedagogically-driven practices 

depended more on the education opportunities they availed of than their own technical 

proficiency. One of the teachers, who had grown up with a high degree of exposure 

and access to technology, explained that it was undertaking a Masters study that 

opened her eyes to the potential for ICT for teaching and learning. Other teachers too 

discussed the impact of Master’s level and professional development courses on their 

awareness of the pedagogical opportunities that ICT can afford.  

[Deirdre] I was opened up to so much that was available out there and the kind of things 
you could be doing in the classroom in an ideal world’. 

In general, the discussions suggested that most of the teachers did not think of ICT in 

terms of its capacity to enable more student-centred, constructivist-focused 

classrooms. Just two of the teachers raised the notion that ICT might enable the 

teachers to step from centre stage to a more side-line role as facilitators of learning. 

The discussions generally suggested a practical and pragmatic approach to teaching 

that did not appear to be rooted in theoretical perspectives on a day-to-day basis. Just 

one of the teachers used the term ‘pedagogy’ in the interviews, three others referred to 

‘teaching and learning’ as a guiding concept, and there were few references to 

education research during the interviews. This aligns with earlier research that 

emphasises the subjective, craft element of teacher knowledge (Clandinin, 1985; 

Kelchermans, 1993, 2017). Within this context, there is little scope for consideration of 

the use of ICT philosophically or pedagogically. Rather, ICT consideration tends to be 

mainly of a technicist nature, focusing on structural and administrative enhancements 

and efficiency and failing to consider the role that it might play in facilitating more 

student-centred approaches. The table below shows the ways in which the teachers 

used ICT in their classrooms, classified in terms of the SAMR (Puentedura, 2006) 

categories.    
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Table 2: Teachers’ use of ICT 

 

5.5. Sub question 3 

How do teachers perceive their students’ technology use and its impact on their 
education?  

Once again, the teachers generally appeared to have mixed feeling about their 

students’ technology use, citing positive examples of how they can use technology for 

learning but also misgivings about the depth and nature of learning that takes place 

using ICT and a strong belief in the importance of the tactile, physical element of 

learning, which they believed was missing from ICT use. This suggests that they 

viewed ICT primarily as a content delivery vehicle rather than a tool that could be used 

to support different approaches to teaching and learning.  

[Margaret] You still need to do the book form, you still need to have the little games, like 
the alphabet games or bingo games and the stuff that we always had, the construction, 
the straws you still need… There's only so long you can spend looking at a computer, 
listening to someone singing. 

Three other teachers, one of which was a non-teaching principal, spoke in terms that 

suggested awareness of a more transformative use of ICT, however. One of the 

teachers, Deirdre, discusses below how she gets her students to record audio 
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commentaries on their work to promote reflection on what they are learning. 

[Deirdre] It's very much right well if I don't know where you're going wrong in long division 
I want you to talk it out to yourself and then we can listen back to you and they can see 
OK well why was I thinking that way 

Among the secondary school teachers, there was a sense that the demands of the 

state examinations system meant that teachers who were interested in helping 

students use ICT to take a more exploratory and critical approach to their subjects 

were stymied by the need to cover the curriculum and ensure student success in an 

exam system that was predominantly based on an ability to memorise facts.   

Many of the teachers interviewed expressed a strong belief that social media and 

excessive mobile phone use was having a negative impact on their students’ wellbeing 

and contributing to increases in anxiety and stress.  

[Grace] You could walk into a room but there's no talking going on; they are all on their 
devices… the anti-socialism. I think not having to communicate with other people, not 
being able to communicate. You see kids and they're less and less able to 
communicate how they're feeling 

Such concerns may feed into a wider negativity about the use of devices such as iPads 

in class, as suggested by Deirdre’s observation that teachers in her school were of the 

view that students ‘get enough of that [ICT] at home’. Many teachers also expressed 

concern at the potential for distraction that students face when using iPads. Finally, 

there was some discussion about how social media related issues that arose outside of 

school hours often made their way into the school as issues for teachers to address. 

For some teachers, this was an unwanted additional burden that could undermine the 

school’s functioning in other realms.  

5.6. Sub question 4 

How do teachers feel that the relationships between students and teachers are 
impacted by technology?  

The literature on teacher identity is replete with references to the moral and affective 

aspects of teaching and the centrality of the teacher-student relationships (Nias, 1989; 

Kelchtermans, 1993; Zemblayas, 2003; O’Connor, 2008). In general, the participants in 

this study expressed that they did not think their relationship with their students had 

changed as a result of the greater access to ICT and the additional communication 

modes that it offered. However, discussions revealed vulnerability associated with 

concern that students might video them in class, a need to negotiate relationships with 

students on social media and one instance of a teacher being very demoralised by 
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comments made by students about her on an internet platform.  

On the other hand, however, one of the teachers saw social media as a way to better 

engage with her students and make herself more accessible to them. 

[Grace]: I get them integrating or interacting with me through this…we post the 
birthdays on a Monday and thoughts of the week on a Thursday… and they're 
encouraged to “like” it’ 

 Another teacher felt that using ICT enabled her to form a more facilitative relationship 

with students, enabling them to take a step forward towards assuming responsibility for 

their learning. 

[Deirdre] I love that because technology is there they are able to be a lot more 
independent learners. It doesn't mean you can sit back you still have to monitor what 
they're doing and make sure they're approaching it in the right way’. 

5.7. Navigating teacher identity and integration of ICT 

This section will build on the findings from the sub-questions outlined above to address 

the two overarching research questions:  

1. How do teachers navigate their professional identities in an increasingly 

technology-mediated social and education context?  

2. How do aspects of teacher identity mediate the integration of ICT into teachers’ 

practices? 

In light of the inter-related nature of the questions, they will be addressed together in 

terms of the identified themes of the research. 

5.7.1. Attitudes and beliefs 

Overall, the teachers interviewed generally spoke positively about the increasing role 

played by ICT in education and all acknowledged its advantages in streamlining and 

enhancing the administrative aspects of running a school and generating efficiencies in 

the delivery of curricula. Many spoke about the usefulness of the lessons plans and 

resources that were available to them electronically and the value of quizzes and 

interactive games for motivating students in areas such as maths and literacy. One 

teacher, who worked in learning support, extolled the value of the gamified elements 

for children who are struggling with reading:  

[Una] It's really hard to motivate them… They've failed so much they know now that 
they're no good … so there's games and nuggets they win and then when they win a 
certain number of nuggets they get to play this prize and it's all bells and whistles and 
it's fantastic. 
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At the time of the interviews, all the participants seemed comfortable that their 

technical competence was at a level commensurate with their use of technology in their 

teaching. However, some referenced earlier times in their careers, where the 

introduction of technologies, such as electronic whiteboards, had left them feeling 

overwhelmed and stressed. In general, PD and other formal and informal learning 

opportunities had helped them regain their feeling of competence, though many 

referenced other colleagues, who had not developed their competence in the same 

way and employed strategies of avoidance to manage the potentially undermining 

experience of using ICT tools. Two of the three participants who had completed 

Master’s degrees in education spoke about how it had opened their eyes to more 

student-centred ways of thinking about approaches to teaching and how ICT might 

facilitate that. 

However, throughout the discussions with the teachers there were many examples of 

contradictory feelings about the role and use of ICT in education. While the utterances 

were generally positive, there were concerns about the depth of learning that takes 

place using ICT and also about the potential of ICT to take time away from covering the 

curriculum. This was something that is seen as particularly important for teachers 

preparing students for state exams. Moreover, while proponents of the use of ICT in 

teaching point to its transformative potential (Keane, Keane & Blicblau, 2016), the 

comments of the majority of the teachers in this study suggested they perceived ICT as 

a content delivery vehicle, rather than a tool that could enable more student-centred 

pedagogical approaches and collaborative work environments. For some, ICT, when 

considered in this light, was, in ways, an inferior method of content delivery, as it 

lacked the sensual and kinaesthetic elements of the physical world.  

In terms of greater ICT integration and the move to a more student-centred teaching 

environment, the sense was that it was not something that most of the teachers 

thought about. Within the literature on technology integration, there is hope that ICT 

can act as a Trojan Horse for a more student-centred approach to education and 

research has shown that there can be a mutually reinforcing relationship between 

pedagogical change and ICT introduction (Tondeur et al., 2017). However, the sense 

from this research was that, in general, teachers were happy to continue to learn more 

about new technologies and perhaps introduce them into their classrooms, but they did 

not, with one or two exceptions, articulate any wider pedagogical rationale for using 

ICT or any connection between ICT use and a move away from teacher-centred 

practices.  
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5.7.2. Teaching landscape 

ICT has in subtle ways, changed the landscape of the school – the boundaries 

between classrooms, the school, and the wider community have become more porous. 

For the teachers in this study, this entails a requirement to engage more and in 

different ways with colleagues (resource sharing, planning, collaboration), parents 

(accessible through email and text messaging) and the wider community (developing a 

web presence and seeking to broadcast what they do) of which the school is a part. 

This porousness has occasionally been the source of negativity and anxiety as the 

reality of widespread smartphone and social media use infiltrate schools raising issues 

of cyberbullying, ambiguity around teacher-student boundaries, and a recalibration of 

power relations, through the capacity of students to use online platforms to undermine 

teachers.  

5.7.3. Autonomy 

In this changing environment, the teachers in this study affirmed that they continue to 

exercise their autonomy, in particular their ability to teach in the way that they saw fit. 

In chapter 4, some of the constraints on that autonomy that act to limit teacher agency 

were identified. Here, the focus on teachers’ perceptions of autonomy and how that 

operates within the wider identity context that is being examined. The literature on 

teacher identity shows that teachers derive boosts to their self-esteem by teaching in a 

way that enhances their sense of self-efficacy and will seek out opportunities to engage 

in the types of teaching activities that enable them to demonstrate it. The writings of 

Nias (1996, p297) reveal that when teachers ‘feel they are effective…they experience 

joy, excitement, exhilaration and deep satisfaction’. Research into teaching principals 

by Revell (1996) and Hayes (1996) find that they seek out ‘opportunities to do the kind 

of teaching that individually they most enjoy, seeking the refreshment and 

reinforcement of successfully exercising their craft skill’ (Nias, 1996, p297). Having 

autonomy means that teachers are free to adopt teaching approaches that deliver 

meaning and self-esteem benefits. Being compelled to adopt practices that do not 

provide these rewards can lead to a sense of demoralisation. This dynamic is best 

observed in the experiences of Kevin, a principal who is so overwhelmed with 

paperwork that he has to force himself to find time to talk to the students and teachers 

and engage in the types of activities he got into teaching to do. Kevin’s situation can be 

seen as an example of how neo-liberalism and its associated managerialist approach 

to education can serve to limit teacher agency and set an agenda that sometimes 

places accountability above helping students learn. As previously noted, while ICT is 

not the cause of such tendencies, it can act as a key enabler.  
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5.7.4. Affective aspect 

This focus on self-efficacy and its implications for self-esteem are elements of the 

wider context of what is termed the affective aspect of teaching, which influences how 

teachers relate to their work on an emotional as well as an intellectual level. This 

emotional investment of self lies at the heart of good teaching, but is also the source 

vulnerability for teachers. The literature on teacher identity highlights the centrality of 

emotion and the ethical dimension to teachers understandings of themselves and their 

work (Nias, 1989; Kelchtermans, 1993; Zemblayas, 2003; O’Connor, 2008) and also 

the way they use their identity ‘to justify, explain and make sense of themselves in 

relation to other people, and to the contexts in which they operate’ (MacLure, 1993, 

p312). The participants in this study were clearly heavily invested in the well being of 

their students. Almost all expressed concern about their students’ use of phones and 

social media and the impact it was having on their social and emotional well-being. 

This creates a negative association with ICT that emerged in comments by the 

teachers at various parts of their interviews. Such negativity about the impact of ICT on 

students in the broader context may consciously or subconsciously influence their 

decisions to use ICT in the classroom, as illustrated by Deidre’s recounting of her 

colleague’s statement that students ‘get enough of that (ICT) at home’. 

Moreover, the literature on teacher identity has highlighted the subjective nature of 

teacher knowledge (Clandinin, 1985; Kelchermans, 1996, 2017). It is not typically 

underpinned by a well-established body of scientific knowledge on which to base 

practice, and teachers develop a ‘subjective teaching theory’ to guide their practice 

(Kelchermans, 2017, p444).  They prefer to trust their own experiences and those of 

other similar teachers when considering pedagogical approaches than adopt new 

practices arising from the latest research. Oliver et al. (2018) note that teachers have a 

wealth of practical knowledge that is often tacit and difficult to articulate, making it 

challenging to abstract and reify good practices so they can be developed and shared 

across teacher communities. The close integration between their personal and 

professional identities renders them vulnerable to criticism of their pedagogical 

approaches or charges that they are not acting in the best interest of their students 

(Nias, 1996). There is therefore risk involved in technology integration that involves a 

change in their role as teacher. Moreover, in the absence of a recognised problem to 

address, there is little incentive to change practice. Kelchermans’ ‘stories of 

conversion’ typically stemmed from specific teaching incidents his participants had 

experienced that forced them to question their assumptions about teaching and 

‘thoroughly rethink and reconsider themselves and their pedagogies’ (2017, p9). They 

arose out of lived experience rather than top-down reform initiatives. 
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5.7.5. Professional learning  

Within this context, the integration of ICT into teaching cannot be viewed as an isolated 

challenge that can be addressed by traditional notions of training. Rather, using the 

lens of identity provides insight into the challenges of changing teachers’ pedagogical 

practices at such a fundamental level. ICT integration is part of a larger web of identity 

related factors that incorporate teachers’ conceptions of themselves as professionals, 

their understanding of the role of teacher, their role within their school, their beliefs 

about where guidance about good practice comes from and their sense of what is in 

the best interest of their students. This web of identity produces sometimes conflicting 

perspectives that teachers need to negotiate for themselves.  

The discussions with the participants in this research highlighted the fact that there was 

no system of systematic on-going professional development that could provide 

teachers with both the technical and pedagogical skills to enhance their knowledge 

and, importantly, the discursive space to explore and articulate the complexity of ICT 

integration and the competing values and allegiances that may impede it. Viewed in the 

context of the changes planned as part of the Digital Strategy for Schools 2015-2020 

(DES, 2015a), it would appear that the visions expressed in that document and the 

supporting infrastructure of PD have yet to feed through to the school system at the 

ground level. Kevin’s comment that the principal should be the leader of teaching and 

learning in the school, but who was actually drowning in administrative work, suggests 

there may be gap in terms of the type of meaningful whole school planning that could 

articulate a vision of how ICT could be used to enable student-centred learning, which 

could inform decisions regarding ICT. As such, PD could be provided that was more 

contextualised towards achieving this goal, rather than focusing purely on the 

mechanics of using specific platforms and tools. The interviews revealed one or two 

examples of schools that were engaging in informal PD and knowledge sharing. In 

general though the findings align with research by Hall et al. (2012) and Kyndt et al. 

(2016) that schools do not generally place a big focus on providing support for teacher 

learning.  

5.8. Implications 

This research has used identity as a lens through which to examine and interpret the 

perspectives of teachers as they adapt to the changing socio-technological 

environment of teaching. The lens of identity has created a space in which competing 

narratives regarding the role of ICT in students’ lives, the importance of ICT integration 

into teaching and the purpose of education could emerge. Recognising and 
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understanding the identity implications of change and the competing narratives that 

may be at play in the adoption of education initiatives can inform the way such 

initiatives are approached, the development of dialogue and supports that can help 

teachers grapple with the contradictions and perhaps ease the transition to enhanced 

ways of doing things.  

5.8.1. The moral purpose of teachers  

This research has shown that the use of ICT by teachers for teaching purposes is not 

merely a question of infrastructure or technological or pedagogical knowledge but 

encompasses a moral dimension that is at the core of teacher identity. The focus on 

identity has highlighted the role of self-esteem maintenance in the day-to-day work of 

teaching. It has shown that teachers’ self-esteem is boosted ‘when they feel that they 

are acting consistently with their beliefs and value’ (Nias, 1996, p297). Conversely, 

teaching in ways that are not consistent with the value of acting in the best interest of 

students is likely to cause a negative emotional response and a sense of dislocation.  

This research has highlighted some of the challenges that are posed by technology in 

the learning environment, including its power to distract, its potential to erode important 

boundaries and its capacity to undermine traditional interaction and communication 

norms. The concern that the teachers in this study feel over the detrimental effects of 

smartphones and social media cannot be divorced from their perspectives on whether 

it is a good idea to introduce personalised technologies such as iPads, into the 

classroom. This can be summed up by the almost throwaway phrase uttered by 

Deirdre when she discussed the perspectives of some of her colleagues towards the 

use of ICT for teaching ‘aren’t they getting enough of that at home’. This finding 

resonates with the observation of Marcus-Quinn et al (2019) that ICT integration has 

been destabilised by social media. 

Through the interviews, there was a clear sense that the study participants were 

concerned with and invested in their students’ lives. This was manifest in a clear 

message from some of the interviewees that some parents seemed to be unable or 

unwilling to regulate their children’s technology use and it was often falling to the 

school to fill the gap. It is likely that this existential concern about the implications of 

ICT for their students’ wellbeing may act as a countervailing force against initiatives 

aimed at promoting the use of ICT for personalised, student-centred learning. If 

teachers are to believe that it is in their students’ interests to use ICT, then it must be 

addressed in a holistic way that recognises the impact on the wider lives of students, 

including the negatives aspects. By recognising and discussing these aspects, it may 
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be possible to include measures to address them. A wider discussion can help Irish 

teachers to tease out distinct issues that may sometimes be unnecessarily conflated. 

Such an approach requires PD that embraces a philosophical and sociocultural 

understanding of ICT as well as a technological and pedagogical focus. 

5.8.2. Expanding the ICT context  

As part of the PD process for teachers in Ireland, it is important that space be given to 

explore the wider philosophical, sociocultural, and ethical dimensions of ICT 

integration. In addition to the focus on learning how to use technological tools, there 

needs to be an understanding of how ICT can be employed as a tool of empowerment 

for students. However, it also requires a critical understanding of the ways in which ICT 

can be disempowering for young people through; for example, the more nefarious 

aspects of social media and its capacity for distraction. Policymakers need to recognise 

the impact that technology in its broadest terms (Marcus-Quinn et al, 2019) is having 

on schools and explore its impact on the role and professional identities of teachers. 

While the drive towards ICT integration has to date been very top-down, the autonomy 

afforded to schools creates the potential for discussion at the school level that can 

inform an approach to ICT integration that is sensitive to the unique context of each 

school. To facilitate such discussion, Irish teachers would benefit from support to guide 

and evaluate the decisions they make regarding their use of ICT, enabling them to 

make decisions and act with greater intentionality. This might encompass exploration 

of the purpose of education in society and discussion around the limits of the school’s 

role in helping to address wider societal issues. 

5.8.3. Professional learning 

The literature has revealed that teachers’ beliefs (Blundell et al, 2020; Tondeur et al, 

2017; Ertmer, 2005; Ertmer et al, 2012;) form a significant influence on what teachers 

perceive as good teaching and that these beliefs come from a range of sources 

including the type of teaching they have experienced themselves as students (Lortie, 

1975), what they have learned in ITE programmes (Flores & Day, 2006) and other PD 

activities in which they have engaged, and what they have observed and experienced 

in their own schools and classes (Kelchermans, 2017). The work of Ertmer et al (2012) 

and Tondeur et al (2017) on ICT integration has shown that teachers often do not 

teach in accordance with their expressed beliefs. Despite their expressed support for 

the use of ICT in teaching, the participants in this study expressed a deep attachment 

to kinaesthetic aspects of learning, which they generally perceived as incompatible with 

the use of ICT.  Moreover, a favourable attitude towards ICT does not necessarily 

equate to transformative approaches to teaching and learning. Almost all participants in 
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this study revealed strong teacher-centred orientations in the interviews. Such findings 

point to the complexity of designing professional development approaches capable of 

accounting for the multifaceted, non-linear way in which teacher learning occurs.  

5.8.4. PD design 

If teachers in Ireland are to really embrace the potential of ICT to deliver a more 

student-centred education that encourages critical thinking and self-direction, they 

must be supported to develop a teaching identity that recognises the potential of ICT 

and embraces the requirement to develop new skills and learn about new pedagogies. 

The process of changing teacher thinking and behaviour is not something that can be 

accomplished by ‘one-shot’ (Mockler, 2013) courses focused exclusively on developing 

technical competence. While technical competence is important, PD programmes 

aimed at changing beliefs need to be supported by robust measures designed to 

develop teacher self-efficacy in the desired teaching approaches. In the context of ICT 

integration, this means developing technical, pedagogical and content knowledge 

(Koehler & Mishra, 2009), but also designing long-term PD interventions focused on 

reinforcing and embedding new ways of thinking and acting.  Such requirements 

demand a transformative conceptualisation of PD (Blundell et al, 2020; Mezirow, 2000, 

2012) focused on providing opportunities for teachers to surface and examine their 

beliefs over an extended period of time. Blundell et al, (2020) suggest the incorporation 

of disorienting dilemmas (Mezirow, 2000, 2012) as a trigger for self-reflection and the 

design of PD activities that challenge beliefs over a sustained period of time. 

In addition, the wider sociocultural context of ICT integration that this research has 

thrown light on calls for a focus on what Chronaki & Matos refer to as ‘identity work’, a 

‘struggle for meaning over multiple, and often, conflicting discourses’ (2014, p110). The 

work of Mocker (2011, 2013) and Netolicky (2016) provide insight into what such 

approaches to PD might look like. Their work highlights the importance of schools as 

sites for the development of communities of practice to support ongoing, collaborative 

teacher learning. This too necessitates a reconceptualisation of PD from the provision 

of one-off courses and in-service days to a holistic developmental programme that 

foregrounds reflection and critical inquiry alongside pedagogical knowledge acquisition 

and skill development. According to Tondeur et al. 

The process of effective technology integration should not be facilitated as a stand-
alone event, focusing solely on technical skills… teachers’ beliefs about ‘‘good’’ 
education should be a critical dimension in professional development programs that 
support teachers learning about the meaningful use of technology in education’ (2017, 
p571). 
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The potential for this is highlighted by the teachers in this study who found other 

teachers in their school to be a valued source of informal professional development.  

These approaches could be strengthened and built up to provide support for teachers 

such as Deirdre who have the knowledge and enthusiasm to act as digital champions 

to channel their experience in ways that could aid the professional development of their 

peers through the provision of mentoring and ongoing support as recommended by 

Yurtseven Avci et al (2020).  

In light of the findings by Genlott et al (2019) into the importance of the extended as 

well as the local network, there would also appear to be value in encouraging 

participation in broader teacher networks that extend beyond individual schools to 

support teachers who have a particular interest in innovative practice through the use 

of ICT and otherwise. Sotiriou et al (2016) suggests ways that this might be enabled 

through the provision of online resources and MOOCs that could be delivered centrally 

but supported through school level communities of practice (COPs) (Wenger, 1999).  

Such COPs could provide a space to consider the broader concerns regarding 

technology that this study identified, within the context of each particular school 

(Marcus-Quinn et al, 2019). Moreover, social media and microblogging platforms such 

as Twitter provide access to a worldwide network of teachers and technologists that 

can be further harnessed for the sort of interest-led, self-directed, informal professional 

development that was identified as an important aspect of teachers’ professional 

learning (Netolicky, 2016).   

While some of the enabling infrastructural elements of the above have been developed 

to support the implementation of the Digital Strategy for Schools 2015-2020 (DES, 

2015a), the development of the school-based COPs requires changes to school 

cultures and expectations regarding PD. Viewed from the framework of teacher 

identity, there is a need to consider the political, the professional and the personal 

aspects involved in such change. In order to act as a catalyst, the Teaching Council 

needs to move to finalise and formally launch the professional development framework 

for teachers, which has been in development for more than three years. Such a 

framework can be used to incentivise teachers to engage in professional development 

and empower them to take responsibility for their continued learning. 

5.8.5. Students 

The issues raised by the teachers in relation to the problems students were 

experiencing through their use of technology and social media suggests that Irish 

students too would benefit from a similar means of conceptualising the impact of 
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technology on society, in particular its impact on human communication and 

interaction. Digital literacy has been identified as a key element (Dede, 2010) of the 

21st century skills drive, but this research suggests that the exploration should go 

further than what that generally envisions and adopt a humanities or social sciences 

perspective, embracing a more critical examination that could incorporate ethical and 

moral dimensions. It is within such a context they could begin to explore and adopt a 

critical position on their own technology use. The Junior Cycle Philosophy short-course 

curriculum (DES, 2015b) could offer a starting point for the development of such a 

curriculum. 

5.8.6. Policy 

In the interviews, there were many references to vendor training in specific tools. At a 

policy level, Irish schools need to be supported to understand the technological 

landscape in order to make good choices with regard to technology. According to a 

report conducted by the Educational Research Centre (Cosgrove et al., 2018), ‘schools 

could benefit from guidance on the purchase of DT [digital technology] devices and that 

(publicly-funded) schools should be protected against (corporate) marketing pressures’ 

(p19). Another recurrent issue from the interviews was the lack of a robust support 

system for the use of ICT within schools. The same ERC report also recommends that 

schools have access to digital technology coordinators, who would be a source of 

pedagogical advice on the use of ICT on an on-going basis (Cosgrove et al., 2018). 

The report suggested that this should be in addition to digital technology technicians 

who would be responsible for the provision of technical support. Policy makers might 

do well to consider the model used in Northern Ireland, whereby a centralised 

managed service provides broadband, hardware and software to all schools, providing 

access to a common core of ICT services (Austin & Hunter, 2013).  

At the policy level too, there needs to be discussion and consideration when 

developing digital strategies that recognises the limitations and downsides of 

technology and maps out a strategy based on an awareness of these and seeks to 

mitigate against them. The perspectives of the participants in this study on the negative 

aspects of technology echo many of those identified by Marcus-Quinn et al (2019). 

Moreover, an ESRI study based on the Growing Up in Ireland longitudinal research 

found ‘a statistically significant and negative relationship between early mobile phone 

ownership and academic outcomes’ for children measured at age 9 and then again at 

age 13 (Dempsey, Lyons & McCoy, 2018, p10). Such findings accord with the 

perceptions of many of the teachers interviewed regarding the impact of mobile phones 

and may influence their willingness to use more personalised devices in a school 
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context. In summary, adopting a more critical approach to the integration of ICT into 

the education process (Selwyn, 2010) would open the discussion regarding the real-

world impact of using technology to achieve educational goals.  

5.9. Contribution 

This research adds to understandings of the ways in which ICT is bringing changes to 

the landscape of Irish schools and the work of the teachers in a small sample of 

primary and post-primary schools in Ireland. The focus on teacher identity enabled a 

richly layered, sociocultural perspective that encompassed the beliefs and practices of 

teachers, the material reality of the school, and the web of relationships between 

teachers, their students, and the wider communities. The research also bridges the gap 

between work that has previously been conducted on teacher identity and research 

focused on ICT integration. A research focus that recognises the identity implications of 

ICT integration initiatives, in particular one that accounts for the centrality of teachers’ 

moral purpose and their care for students, has the capacity to capture a more 

comprehensive and nuanced perspective that can inform the development of the 

training and support that needs to accompany policy initiatives both in Ireland and 

internationally. 

Adopting the lens of identity opened the investigation to a wider sociocultural analysis 

that allowed contextual issues to be explored that may not otherwise have emerged. 

This approach also sought to uncover the ‘habits of mind’ (Blundell et al, 2020) that 

impact the day-to-day work of teachers. The holistic focus on the all-encompassing 

permeation of ICT yielded a richer view than one focused purely on ICT integration or 

pedagogy. The research also showed how historically misaligned educational policies, 

lack of adequate PD opportunities, inadequate resourcing of ICT infrastructure and lack 

of integration with teaching and learning strategies at the whole-school level has 

largely resulted in ICT’s failure to achieve its transformative promise.  

The research also identified specific avenues of support that could be developed and 

enhanced to help teachers engage in meaningful pedagogical change and it identified 

the need for on-going PD that included a discursive space within the school 

environment to critically discuss issues of pedagogy and reform as part of intentional 

identity-focused activity. 

Finally, although students were not the subject of the research, it identified a need for 

Irish students to be equipped with the language and the tools to critically discuss and 

evaluate their own ICT use and the impact it is having on their lives. It suggested that 
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curricular initiatives in subjects such as philosophy or sociology could help provide Irish 

students with the conceptual tools to achieve this. 

5.10. Limitations 

This was a small-scale qualitative study focusing on the perceptions and experiences 

of this specific group of veteran teachers in the Republic of Ireland. While the teachers 

were drawn from a number of different teaching contexts, the intention was to study the 

personal experiences of these teachers in depth to uncover perspectives and generate 

insights that may not be accessible through other methods. The research was not 

intended to provide a representative view of Irish teachers as a whole and other 

research methods would be more applicable to such a focus. Moreover, because the 

research focus was on latent themes and implicit interpretations, the research should 

be understood as a construction in which the researcher played a central role in 

moulding the direction through the questions posed, the literature cited and the themes 

foregrounded. While the research has been conducted in line with good practice in 

qualitative research, and the researcher engaged in reflexive practice and bracketing 

and actively sought to be as impartial and objective as possible in working with the 

participants’ transcripts, the nature of such qualitative studies means that there is 

always the possibility of alternative interpretation of the data.  

5.11. Recommendations for further study 

The use of identity as a framework within which to explore teachers’ use of technology 

has not been widely employed to date, but it has the potential to be a very fruitful 

approach, connecting as it does the individual, the sociocultural and the situational 

factors. This small-scale research has thrown up much that could be further explored 

using research methodologies that are more generalisable. In particular, teachers’ 

understanding of their role as teacher and of the purpose of education is particularly 

salient in a time of much change. It would also be valuable to conduct mixed methods 

research that would employ both quantitative and ethnographic methods aligned to an 

identity framework to provide a more comprehensive window on the practices of 

teachers using ICT and to better understand how technology identity influences 

practice. 

Another factor that emerged very strongly in schools on the more disadvantage end of 

the spectrum was the perception that parents were not adequately supervising or 

limiting their children’s mobile phone and social media use, with knock-on implications 

for schools and an expectation that teachers should to an extent fill the breach. It would 
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be interesting to explore more fully the socio-economic factors that affect students’ use 

of ICT. From a critical perspective, an exploration of the role that vendors of technology 

products play in setting the ICT agenda for schools would also be valuable. Finally, in 

light of the recommendations regarding a greater role for school-based CPD, it would 

be valuable to include a professional identity focus in the evaluation of the current PD 

activities underway with selected schools as part of the implementation of Digital 

Strategy for Schools 2015-2020 (DES, 2015).  

5.12. Conclusion 

Teacher identity is a fluid and shifting concept that constantly recalibrates in tune with 

teachers’ external environment. This study set out to explore the nature of the 

recalibrations that are taking place as a result of the widespread emergence of ICT as 

both an educational tool and a ubiquitous platform for communication and 

entertainment. It also sought to tease out the wider implications for the project of ICT 

integration within schools. The main questions it sought to answer were: 

1. How do teachers navigate their professional identities in an increasingly 

technology-mediated social and education context?  

2. How do aspects of teacher identity mediate the integration of ICT into teachers’ 

practices? 

It found that the teachers studied held many conflicting positions about technology and 

the role it had come to assume in school and in society, more generally. While it has 

introduced great benefits in terms of school administration, the permeation of ICT 

throughout society as a whole and its infiltration into schools through student 

smartphones had, in some respects, altered the fabric of the school, creating new 

sources of vulnerability for students and teachers.  It also found that the encroachment 

of technology was blurring the boundaries between school and the outside world – 

making the workings of the school more accessible to parents and the outside world. 

While this was generally a positive element, sometimes boundary issues arose, 

including an increased involvement for the school in issues that occurred outside the 

school gates and context, which put additional strain on schools. 

In addition, while ICT offered enhanced teaching and learning opportunities, these 

opportunities were generally not being fully embraced in the service of a more 

transformative, student-centred pedagogical approaches; the descriptions of ICT use 

suggested a teacher-centred approach that mainly focused on augmenting existing 

practices. The sense that emerged was that teachers were willing to use technology in 
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ways that they felt would enhance their students’ lives and learning, once the 

necessary training, resources, and supports were in place. They have wider concerns, 

however, about the role of technology in their students’ lives and the negative aspects 

that they see every day in their schools. These wider concerns come into play because 

they are integral to a core aspect of teacher identity – a moral commitment to their 

students that places a concern for their welfare at the centre. At the individual teacher 

level, these wider concerns may work against initiatives that aim to increase ICT 

integration into schools. If teachers are to believe that it is in their students’ interests to 

use ICT, then it must be addressed in a holistic way that recognises the impact on the 

wider lives of students, including the negatives aspects. By recognising them and 

including them in a wider discussion, it may be possible to include measures to 

address them or help teachers to navigate them by teasing out distinct issues, which 

may otherwise be unnecessarily conflated. It suggested that identity was a critical 

element in teacher learning and development and recommended that ‘identity work’ 

(Chronaki and Matos, 2014) be at the centre of teacher PD initiatives aimed at 

promoting greater ICT integration.  
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7. Appendices 

Appendix I: Participant criteria 
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Appendix II: Sample technology timeline 
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Appendix III: Question levels in this research 

Research questions Sub questions Interview questions Questions used to interrogate 

the data 

How do teachers navigate 

their professional identities 

in an increasingly 

technology-mediated social 

and education context?  

How do teachers’ own 

relationships with technology 

influence their pedagogical 

practices? 

Tell me about when you were young, 

what you liked to do etc. 

Timeline: hobbies in early life. Toys 

they likes to play with. 

Is there a link between their past 

technology experience and their 

current level of ICT integration? 

How do aspects of teacher 

identity mediate the 

integration of ICT into 

teachers’ practices? 

How do teachers’ own 

relationships with technology 

influence their pedagogical 

practices? 

Tell me about your school days 

(generally and tech wise) 

Is there a link between their past 

technology experience and their 

current level of ICT integration? 

How do teachers navigate 

their professional identities 

in an increasingly 

technology-mediated social 

and education context? 

 Where there teachers who inspired 

you? What was it about them 

inspired you? 

What are their beliefs and values? 

How do teachers navigate 

their professional identities 

in an increasingly 

 Tell me about becoming a teacher. 

Was it something you always 

wanted to do? 

What are their beliefs and values? 
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Research questions Sub questions Interview questions Questions used to interrogate 

the data 

technology-mediated social 

and education context? 

How do teachers navigate 

their professional identities 

in an increasingly 

technology-mediated social 

and education context? 

 Where did you train? Tell me about 

that. 

Did their initial ITE have a 

significant impact on them as 

teachers? 

 How do teachers’ own 

relationships with technology 

influence their pedagogical 

practices?  

Tell me about your interest or 

otherwise in technology. 

Is there a link between their general 

interest in technology and their 

current level of ICT integration? 

 How do teachers’ own 

relationships with technology 

influence their pedagogical 

practices? 

Tell me how you learned about it. What are the sources of teacher 

learning? 

 How do teachers perceive the 

changing expectations of the 

role of teacher? 

Tell me about your teaching career. What has changed over time? 
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Research questions Sub questions Interview questions Questions used to interrogate 

the data 

How do teachers navigate 

their professional identities 

in an increasingly 

technology-mediated social 

and education context? 

 Tell me about your current school 

and other schools you may have 

worked in. How do they differ? 

What aspects of the socio-cultural 

environment may have moulded 

their perceptions?  

 

How do aspects of teacher 

identity mediate the 

integration of ICT into 

teachers’ practices? 

 Do you feel there is a specific push 

to incorporate technology in 

teaching? Where is that coming 

from? 

What aspects of the socio-cultural 

environment may have moulded 

their perceptions?  

 

 How do teachers perceive the 

changing expectations of the 

role of teacher? 

Tell me a bit more about how you 

use tech in your day-to-day 

teaching?  

Do you feel under pressure to do 

more?  

Are you using technology to enable 

students to become more self 

directed? 

How do they feel about changing 

nature of teaching? 
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Research questions Sub questions Interview questions Questions used to interrogate 

the data 

How do aspects of teacher 

identity mediate the 

integration of ICT into 

teachers’ practices? 

 Are you seen as a tech evangelist 

in your school? Are you asked to 

share practice? Do you have a 

website? Engage in Twitter/online 

networks. Why? 

Do they have a well defined tech 

identity? 

  

How do teachers perceive the 

changing expectations of the 

role of teacher? 

Is there a sense that teachers who 

don’t embrace technology are seen 

as deficient in any sense? 

Do you have any concerns about 

technology? 

How do they feel about changing 

nature of teaching? 

How do teachers navigate 

their professional identities 

in an increasingly 

technology-mediated social 

and education context? 

 Teacher as learner – have you 

changed the way you teach over the 

years? Talk me through that 

evolution. 

CPD in general. CPD for ICT. 

What are the sources of teacher 

learning? 

 

Is the nature of teaching changing? 

 How do teachers perceive the 

changing expectations of the 

role of teacher? 

Do you feel that you have autonomy 

as a teacher? 

How do they experience 

autonomy? 
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Research questions Sub questions Interview questions Questions used to interrogate 

the data 

  

 How do teachers perceive the 

changing expectations of the 

role of teacher? 

Would you feel you needed to 

include some technology in your 

teaching if an inspector was 

present? How would you feel about 

that? 

Is there external pressure to use 

ICT? 

How do aspects of teacher 

identity mediate the 

integration of ICT into 

teachers’ practices? 

 What’s your philosophy of 

teaching? 

What are their beliefs and values? 

How do teachers navigate 

their professional identities 

in an increasingly 

technology-mediated social 

and education context? 

 What are you proud of as a 

teacher? 

What are their beliefs and values? 
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Research questions Sub questions Interview questions Questions used to interrogate 

the data 

  Is there anyone in particular you 

have learned from? Can you tell me 

about that? 

What are the sources of teacher 

learning? 

 

  Are you involved in any networks – 

either online or offline? Tell me about 

your engagement in those. 

What are the sources of teacher 

learning? 

 

 How do teachers perceive their 

students’ technology use and 

its impact on their education? 

Tell me about your relationship with 

your students. Tell me about their 

technology use. 

Has technology had an impact on 

teacher-student relationships? 
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Appendix IV: Initial codes 

 

No. Codes No.2 Codes 

1 Purpose of education  16 Inspectors  

2 Teaching with ICT 17 Parents 

3 Vulnerability 18 Expanded curriculum 

4 Sources of learning 19 Increased accessibility 

5 Communication 20 Care 

6 Tech journey 21 Infrastructure 

7 Tech impact on students 22 Impact of resources 

8 Concern  23 Pressure to entertain 

9 Tech vision for the future 24 Anxiety 

10 Curriculum/exam pressures 25 Educational turning points 

11 Sources of pride 26 School spaces 

12 Inspiration 27 ICT as admin support 

13 Preference for tangible 28 Young teacher bias 

14 Tech company agenda 29 Ideas about how to teach 

15 Dependence on technology 30 Changes to teaching 
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Appendix V: Codes colour coded by participant contribution 
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Appendix VI: Ethical approval memo 
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Appendix VII: E-mail conforming permission to use transcription service 
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Appendix VIII: Confidentiality agreement 

 

 


