Chapter 2 Literature Review :Teacher Autonomy

2.0 ‘Student autonomy? What about teacher autonomy?’

The comment above was overheard in a teacher staffroom and made by a teacher who felt they had very little control in their working life. There was a feeling of great dissatisfaction with the job. The institution they worked in was highly regimented and while student choice was advocated there seemed little choice for the teachers. It is perhaps one indicator of the lack of congruence between theories of education and how teaching itself is organised. The following chapter has four sections:

(i) Teacher autonomy – what is it?
(ii) Limits to teacher autonomy
(iii) Why is autonomy important?
(iv) Critics of teacher autonomy
(v) Accountability and autonomy – a dilemma?
2. 1 Teacher Autonomy - What is it?

Some commentators on teachers’ work use the concept of autonomy without defining it. It is an article of faith that teachers ‘have’ it. This is in stark contrast with the teacher quoted above and  with writers on learner autonomy where entire essays may be devoted to exploring the idea and its ramifications (see Kenny 1993, David Little 1990 and Littlewood 1996).  A learners’ dictionary definition of autonomy describes it very simply as: ‘the ability to make your own decisions about what to do rather than being  influenced by someone else or told what to do.’ (Collins Cobuild English Dictionary 1995, 100). Going beyond this definition, autonomy can be analysed in terms of knowledge, skills and attitudes.  Littlewood (1996) suggests ability can be divided into knowledge and skills. Knowledge would include an awareness of alternatives that might be chosen, and the skill to implement any choices made. The attitudinal component of autonomy is discussed by Littlewood under the heading of willingness. He points out it is not enough to know how to do something. There must also be the motivation and confidence to do something. While discussing learners David Little (1990) describes how some aspects of autonomy could be recognised in behaviour. Besides decision making, he adds there should be a capacity for detachment, critical reflection and independent action. These would also be features of an autonomous teacher. Autonomy is not the same as independent work and teachers may share autonomy  in joint work (Judith Little 1990). This latter point will be discussed  in the section on collaboration.

Does it make any difference whether we use the noun form ‘autonomy’ or the adjective form ‘autonomous’? Is it something we have as teachers or something more personal, something that we are? This is perhaps analogous to asking the question whether autonomy is best conceived as a product or a process. Dickinson (1995) cites Holec
 as the source of naming this process in learners as ‘automization’ Again, we are presented with a noun. However, it does suggest a possible verb form ‘autonomize’. Having a verb form allows us to conceive of teachers or learners as active agents in creating their autonomy rather than as recipients of autonomy granted by others. It allows us ask how teachers autonomize their work.

The dictionary referred to above also gives an example from the world of politics where autonomy in government is taken to mean the control of a country by itself. We can borrow from this conception that there is a spatial dimension to autonomy. In the case of teachers this area is typically thought to be in the classroom, although as should become clear in the course of this study, it extends to meeting rooms, workrooms and wherever teachers take decisions. Can it be assumed that the degree of autonomy experienced in each place is constant? Probably not, for if we examine autonomy in more detail, we find it is not absolute but gradable. Commentators describe teachers as having ‘more’ or ‘less’ autonomy. It may both be ‘attacked’ and ‘defended’ and as Little suggests it is not ‘a steady state’. It may also change over time.  Ironically, Goodman (1995, 65) talks of teacher autonomy and intellectual involvement being ‘eroded’ by teacher development programmes in western societies. The programmes have mainly been ‘top down’ initiatives with teachers being required to implement ideas decided by policy makers. Writing for ‘American Educator’, Rosenholtz and Kyle (1984) state that teachers have less autonomy and prestige than twenty years earlier. Thus the degree of autonomy experienced by teachers varies not only according to the person, place and time but also according to external influences.

2.2 Limits to Teacher Autonomy

Some of the external limits within which teachers work may be posed by stakeholders such as parents and students. For example, in exam orientated contexts there is often pressure to teach to the exam from both parties. Exams may influence teacher discretion in less direct ways. In Turkey legislation provides the right to challenge exam marks in court. The possibility of litigation influences what sort of exams are set and how they marked. Typically, objective tests are favoured to avoid disputes as exam questions have only one correct answer. As the ‘norm’ of objective tests has become established, other options have been forgotten or not considered. This suggests that just as news may be limited by self-censorship, limits to autonomy may also be self-imposed. Depending on the country, legislation and regulations at national, regional and local level can also restrict the content of teaching more directly by determining what textbooks can be used. Glass (1997) indicates that policies may be ignored so rules and documents alone can not be taken as evidence of teaching practice. Selectively ignoring rules and policies can also be taken as one instance of teachers autonomizing their teaching. 

 From the above, teacher autonomy is clearly not unlimited and it may be more accurate to talk of the relative autonomy of professions and individuals (Maanen and Barley 1984). Within limits defined by administrators, however, Glass (1997) suggests that the teacher may experience a high degree of autonomy but over a narrow range of choices. 

Table 2.1  Degree of teacher autonomy and areas of responsibility

	Degree of Teacher Autonomy
	Area of Responsibility

	High degree of autonomy
	-Teacher/Student interaction in class

-Type of activities used in class

-Pace, timing and total time allocation

-timing of tests

	Shared autonomy with others
	- Objectives

- Curriculum material

- Teaching Strategies

	Low - decisions dominated by principals and staff groups
	- Global concepts and outline of curriculum

- Criteria for assessing students


Table 2.1 above is based on Leithwood et al’s (1997) review of research into teachers’ curriculum decision making. Looking at the areas of teacher autonomy in more detail, they identify four main areas where an individual teacher’s autonomy may be high. The first area is how the teacher and the students interact in the classroom. Related to this is a second area and that is the type of activities used to meet course objectives. The teacher may also determine how fast topics are covered and the total time allocated to each topic. They may also have a lot of influence over when and how often tests are given. Teachers will typically share decision-making responsibility in the areas of objectives, choice of curriculum materials and choice of teaching strategies. Bans on mother tongue use in the class room is one example of how teaching strategies can be restricted in ELT. Leithwood et al suggest principals and staff groups have a higher degree of influence over global concepts and the curriculum outline. This level of organisation will also have most influence over the criteria used in assessing the curriculum and the students. However, in an analysis of written curricula for Israeli schools, Shoham (1995, 39) says there was ‘virtually no written expression’ as to where the teacher could be autonomous. Examining policy documents may give no indication of expectations of teachers. 

2.3 Why is Autonomy important?

Many reasons can be given as to why autonomy is important and most of them are related to the question of teachers’ work. Are teachers technicians who implement other people’s decisions or are teachers ‘professionals’, people capable of deciding for themselves? The answer to this question affects how teachers’ work is designed and what tasks teachers are expected to do. These expectations in turn can influence teachers’ performance and their perceptions of their work. Examining the features of a profession in more detail,  Hoyle (1980, 43) provides the following list;

- a body of theoretical knowledge on which members of the profession base their practice

- a relatively long time spent in training

- a code of ethics regulating member behaviour

- a means of controlling the admission of new members

- a high degree of autonomy in their work

These characteristics are shared by the profession as a whole and the individual practitioner. Thus both the profession and the practitioner are able to regulate their own work free from external controls. In the concern over quality in education , one strategy  has been to call for the greater professionalisation of teaching and the continual professional development of teachers. Attempts have been made to improve the status of teaching in general and in language teaching. In Britain, Hoyle (1980, 45) notes this has resulted in an increase in the amount of time teachers spend in training. Since the Second World War the period of training has gradually increased from two years to four years. This call for greater professionalism has been echoed in  Teaching of English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL). Some evidence of this discussion is seen in the  International Association of Teachers of English as a Foreign Language (IATEFL) Newsletter, where Eayrs (1997, 13) suggests if teachers want to be seen as professionals ‘they will have to meet public criteria for professionalism’. The same issue of the newsletter also carries a notice from the  Steering Group for a British Institute of ELT. If teachers are professionals, then autonomy is an important element in confirming the status of teachers’ work.

It  is acknowledged, however, that the notion of professions and teachers as professionals is open to debate. For some, professions are elitist and increase the distance between the teacher and the taught. For others, the notion of a profession is seen as culture bound, emanating from Anglo-American society (Popkewitz 1994). Yet others follow Granstrom (1996) and find teachers missing certain qualities when compared with a prototypical profession.  Whether teachers are professionals or not, Maanen and Barley (1984,349) note ‘Dedication to high standards of work performance are not matters easily promoted from outside an occupational community’. One consequence of this is that it is important to involve teachers in creating and maintaining the standards of their work if teaching is to improve. This indicates teachers should not be regarded as ‘simply’ technicians.

 Besides being necessary to encourage development, two further reasons can be advanced for the importance of autonomy in teaching. First,  perceptions of autonomy relate to job satisfaction (Pearson 1993). Work is perceived as more enjoyable if there is felt to be some influence over it. This is consistent with theories of motivation at work advanced by Maslow and Porter where autonomy is seen as a need people will attempt to satisfy (cited in Owens 1991). A second reason concerns congruence between the goals of education and how teachers’ work is organised to accomplish these goals. Student autonomy is an important goal of  education. This is outlined in Kenny (1993) who sees autonomy as empowering and emancipating. However, the end result of learner autonomy is more likely to be accomplished in an environment that supports teacher autonomy. In order to achieve this goal all parties should behave consistently. So for teachers to be confident in working with autonomous students the training that the teachers receive should use methods and techniques to foster autonomy (Archer and Hogbin 1995, Little 1995). For this training to be sustained, the conditions of teaching should also support autonomous teaching beliefs and practices (Burk and Fry 1997).

2.4 Critics of Teacher Autonomy  

Critics of teacher autonomy focus on the physical isolation of teachers in their class rooms. During the working day teachers may only fleetingly come into contact with other teachers, indeed other adults if they work with children, spending most of their time with their students. And for many teachers this may be a preference. David Hargreaves
 is cited in Thomas (1992, 31) as suggesting the desire for autonomy stems mainly from the fear of judgement by colleagues. A further reason why this isolation causes concern is that it may act as a barrier to  reform initiatives enacted by policymakers (Flinders 1988).  It can also result in a lack of the collegial and administrative controls which distinguishes this autonomy from that of other professions (Cohen 1981). Cohen stresses the importance of teacher evaluation by others to prevent the occupation being ‘fossilized’. Physical isolation is, however, more than a lack of interaction. Physical isolation is often accompanied by notions of non-interference in other teachers’ teaching. This commitment to privacy as a belief is sometimes described as ‘privatism’(McTaggart 1989). Rosenholtz and Kyle (1984, 12) attribute this is to preservice training programmes that ‘unknowingly teach the professional ethic that it is  wrong to intrude on a colleague’s turf’. Advice on teaching is neither tended nor solicited for fear of raising doubts about teacher competence. They suggest that one of the consequences of this non-interference is that teacher interaction when it does occur becomes increasingly social. Conversation limited to complaining about student behaviour may elicit sympathy for the teacher and serve a supportive function but may leave the issue as a teaching problem untouched. Thus ultimately both the development of the teacher and the learner suffers as the situation does not change.

According to Rosenholtz and Kyle, further problems for teachers and learners flow from the lack of interaction between teachers on a professional basis. One such example is the time wasted in accumulating experience as teachers repeat individually the successes and failures of their peers. Teachers appear condemned to learn teaching by trial and error. In  terms of teacher training the absence of  teaching models encourages new teachers to rely on memories of past teachers. New teachers also cite isolation as reason for leaving the profession. From the point of view of the learner, difficulties may arise as the teaching program of the school lacks coherence since common objectives and methods are not identified. Teachers working by themselves and following their own priorities may result in students repeating topics or missing out others entirely. 

How far is isolation a reality for teachers? Going by appearances, teachers do spend their time in individual classrooms spatially separated from other teachers. However, whether they experience this physical distance as isolation can vary from individual to individual. Hargreaves (1994, 165) notes that while teachers may seem alone, ‘psychologically, they never are’. Institutional support can and does make a difference. For example, school policies favouring continual assessment can help teachers collect homework. Allowing teachers to give class marks that contribute to final grades also increases the range of  rewards a teacher can dispense. As Hargreaves suggests what goes on in the classroom needs to take into account relations created outside it. He goes on to say that isolation can be seen as a rational response by the teacher to a highly pressured work environment. Teachers work alone because they feel it more effective to do so. What some people see as isolation may  be experienced as solitude by others. It can be a tactical withdrawal from social contact in order to be creative. And while Cohen stresses the importance of external evaluation of teaching to prevent fossilisation, a teacher’s self evaluation and discontent with their current practice can also be an important spur to development (Hopkins and Stern 1996, 507). Self evaluation is described by Hopkins and Stern as an important characteristic of a quality teacher and is seen as a part of reflective practice. Here there are clear parallels with some theories of language learning according to which language learners learn by interacting with their linguistic environment and proceduralising their skills. Autonomous language learners would not be expected to rely solely on external evaluation for their development. A balanced perspective on teacher development would also recognise the importance of self evaluation.  

In contrast to those writers who see isolation as a problem to be overcome, McTaggart (1989) sees it as a condition to be understood. This requires going beyond the fact of isolation to examine why teachers frequently desire to work alone and an attempt to view the world from the teacher’s perspective. There are several reasons why working alone might be preferable. At a basic level working alone can be preferable since working together takes time. Even with co-operative colleagues, personal assumptions frequently have to be made explicit, something not required when working alone. A further point is that people working together must both be available at the same time and need to be willing to discuss issues. Both conditions must exist at the same time.  A willingness on the part of one teacher to discuss teaching with a colleague who is getting ready for a lesson is likely  to meet with a poor response. This can be addressed in part by timetabling and by institutional policies that support discussion. McTaggert’s research shows policy discussion should be allowed at the planning and execution stages. His research  describes the attempt of a school district to standardise its curriculum. While it allowed limited participation in the selection of materials, its decisions on implementation were expected to be binding. One consequence was to reduce the incentive for discussing the use of materials. He states teachers who wanted to practise what was best for their students found it was better not to talk about how they used materials. Being private was preferable to being open as they could be questioned about their commitment to the area policy. In one sense participation in decision making appeared to reduce the scope for independent action and at the same time made the use of alternative techniques or materials open to possible disapproval. 

2.5 Autonomy and Accountability - A dilemma? 
Robinson (1994) suggests an additional dimension to autonomy. While discussing professional development and schools, she puts forward the idea that teacher autonomy, besides  including  the freedom to make decisions on content, extends to decisions regarding how teaching is evaluated. However, this brings teachers into conflict with policymakers and others who make judgements about teachers and seek to change teachers’ practice. Having the right to make a judgement on a teacher’s performance is often  based  on holding a position in a hierarchical organisation. This could be interpreted as a conflict between different systems of authority.  While an administrator might have the managerial authority to tell a subordinate what to do, on a professional level this may not be the case. Robinson states that a teachers’ autonomy is violated when the person making the judgement believes their views are right and should be accepted. In holding teachers accountable for their performance, there is also the risk of both failing to solve any of the perceived problems and damaging work relations. Robinson’s study indicates this issue of accountability versus autonomy is typically resolved in favour of autonomy unless there is careful training in critical dialogue in which the assessor is also open to testing their ideas. 

While this study is concerned with the individual and the individual’s perspective on work, it has to be recognised that people work in organisations. Leadership in organisations co-exists with the lead. Granstrom (1996) sees hierarchies as a problem as they encourage dependent behaviour with managers having little faith in subordinates. Consequently, for teachers to develop their professional status and autonomy outside the classroom, Granstrom suggest hierarchical control  needs to change to a more collective task orientated (goal - directed) performance. This should include not just a delegation of responsibility but also influence over the means and resources  to carry out their work.
�Holec, H. (1985) ‘On Autonomy: some elementary concepts’ in Riley, P. (Ed.), Discourse and Learning Longman: London


�Hargreaves, D.H. (1980) ‘The occupational culture of teachers’ in Woods, P. (Ed.) Teacher Strategies: Explorations in the Sociology of the School London: Croom Helm





1
6

