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Riding the Roller Coaster. Teaching: The Highs and Lows 

 

Abstract 

Research indicates that teaching is consistently listed in the top three professions 

which experience the highest levels of occupational stress (NUT, 2012). A survey 

(Teachers Assurance, 2013) found that teachers’ reported stress levels were 

impacting their ability to teach. This survey found teachers were more likely to 

experience the consequences of stress, compared to staff in management roles. The 

Teacher Wellbeing Index (ESP, 2018) found an overwhelming majority (74%) of the 

1502 respondents considered the inability to ‘switch off’ from work to be the major 

contributing factor to a negative work-life balance. This most recent survey indicates 

the current pressure on staff within education.  

 

In this research, I aim to reveal how teachers experience their role and how they 

manage the daily demands on them. The review revealed limited research which 

focused on the factors that support and undermine the wellbeing of teachers with 

reference to the systems in which they function. I hope this research offers an insight 

into the factors that support and hinder wellbeing, as well as further developing 

knowledge of what retains some teachers in this stressful profession. In this study, I 

intend to do this by examining how teachers view their role, what empowers and 

stresses them, and how systems support or hinder their daily practice. 

 

I applied a narrative approach from a critical realist perspective to hear the stories 

teachers told about their careers, as well as what supports and undermines their 

wellbeing. Participants were three full-time teachers, with at least five years teaching 
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experience, who had taught in a minimum of two schools (at least one was required 

to be a UK state school). Semi-structured, narrative interviews were undertaken 

using an ‘episodic’ approach (adapted from McAdams, 1993) which highlighted 

changes over time. This approach allowed me to hear each individual’s story about 

their role on a daily basis, as well as across their career, with regards to systems in 

which they were required to work. It also meant participants were able to identify and 

speak about key events, such as the factors which initially brought them to the 

profession and which factors continued to motivate them as teachers. Stories were 

analysed using The Listening Guide (Gilligan, 1982).  

 

Findings across all three narratives indicate that teachers identify as having multiple 

roles. These varied roles related to personal values they associated with teaching, 

as well as systemic-led responsibilities. The roles which closely aligned to their 

values generally supported their wellbeing. However, at times there were differences 

between what they felt they should be doing as teachers and what they were being 

asked to do, and these instances undermined their wellbeing. Tensions within the 

narratives often related to professional judgements being questioned despite high 

levels of training; a disregard for the holistic vision of pupils, and increasing 

workloads which ultimately encroach on personal time. The language within the 

stories generally align themselves to narratives which are becoming more publicly 

widespread.  

 

Key Terms: wellbeing, stress, socio-psychological wellbeing, environmental 

influences/factors, protective factors  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

In this study, I aim to explore class teachers’ experiences of teaching and how they 

manage their wellbeing. This research area has been influenced by my own teaching 

experience and mental health issues affecting my colleagues. It has been further 

influenced by my attempts to understand which processes and systems best support 

teachers’ wellbeing in light of government legislation, which results in changes to 

national expectations and expected targets within education. Additional influences 

include mixed messages, which result from government guidance aimed at 

supporting the social, emotional and mental health of education staff and young 

people (DoH 2011; DoH, 2015).  

 

1.1: Interest in Teacher Wellbeing 

My main interest in class teachers’ wellbeing stems from my belief that teachers 

need to be able to model positive wellbeing to the children and young people that 

they teach. Therefore, the systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) around class teachers 

need to assist them effectively in prioritising their own wellbeing, before expecting 

them to be capable of nurturing the wellbeing of others. When I initially began this 

research, I considered running a mindfulness intervention with teachers to measure 

its effectiveness, if any, on their wellbeing and ability to manage stress. I became 

conscious that at the start of this research project, I was aligning myself with a 

narrative about teacher stress that was focused on the ‘within’ person view and 

disregarded the context in which they were working. Rather than problematising the 

system in which they were working, this initial perspective implied that stress is about 

the individual, and it is their responsibility to reduce it. I began to question whether 
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supporting teacher wellbeing is best done through interventions, which add 

additional workload, or whether this simply puts the responsibility on practitioners to 

manage their own wellbeing. My thinking has developed further because I believe 

that it is the systems in place which need to change. This is necessary in order to 

address the underlying issues which cause the teaching profession to be 

continuously listed as one of the top three most stressful professions (NUT, 2012). I 

believe these systemic issues contribute to many teachers leaving the profession 

within the first year five years of qualifying (Bachkirova, 2005; Gibbs and Miller, 

2013). 

 

1.2: Influences 

I am aware that my beliefs will have influenced this research. This includes my belief 

that wellbeing, also referred to as social, emotional and mental health, is an 

important influence on teachers’ capacity to teach well. When I was teaching, I 

noticed that teachers’ careers and their ability to teach seemed to be impacted by 

their wellbeing. This is supported by educational research, which indicates that 

experiences in teachers’ personal lives are closely associated with their ability and 

performance in a professional capacity (Goodson & Hargreaves, 1996; Acker, 1999). 

Within my practice, I was aware of education systems which seemed to nurture and 

protect the wellbeing of staff; countries outside of England appear to be investing in 

ways to prioritise and protect staff wellbeing (Aelterman, Engels, Van Petegem and 

Verhaeghe, 2007). Within my own local authority and nationally, I have observed 

staff whose social, emotional and mental health appear to be suffering. I would argue 

that this is due to conflicting messages from the government. Consequently, a 
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number of experienced teachers I knew were signed off sick from work as a result of 

occupational stress. There appears to be an ever-increasing rhetoric within teaching 

communities on social media which indicate the unsurmountable stress they are 

experiencing. This type of narrative is beginning to gain more exposure within some 

media outlets and there have been petitions made to the UK Government and 

Parliament website in relation to reducing teacher workload.  

 

The National Children’s Bureau indicates that the number of children and young 

people suffering from poor social, emotional and mental health is increasing (NCB, 

2017). NUT surveys (2012; 2014) indicate the same pattern for teaching staff. 

However, record numbers of children, young people and adults are waiting an 

increasingly long time to access help. Following an international review on teacher 

stress and burnout, Kyriacou (1987) highlighted one of the reasons that teachers’ 

wellbeing should be a global concern is due to concerns that it may affect their ability 

to provide quality first teaching and build positive relationships with their pupils. 

While interest in class teacher wellbeing is starting to gather momentum, the focus 

tends to be on ‘firefighting’ highly escalated situations through the use of initiatives or 

strategies, rather than addressing underlying SEMH issues. I hope this research will 

contribute to the current literature on teacher wellbeing by offering a direct and 

detailed expression of the lived experience of practitioners and how they manage 

their social, emotional and mental health.  

 

1.3: The Role of a Teacher and Their Identity 
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When I was a teacher, I would discuss with colleagues the need to juggle the 

multiple ‘roles’ of a teacher. Now, as a trainee educational psychologist, my area of 

research interest is met with enthusiastic nods from teachers, due to the fact that 

someone outside of their profession is acknowledging their daily plight. As a teacher, 

I felt I was acting out different roles on a daily basis. This included as a performer for 

my class, an administrator for senior leadership, as a listening ear to contain 

concerns, and as someone who could boost morale in colleagues. These ideas 

about needing to perform different roles and have multiple identities resonate with 

Goffman’s theory on identity (1963, 1959) which highlights the constructions an 

individual makes within the current social situation, that then allows them to adjust 

their behaviour so the most believable and relevant performance can be seen by 

others. This can lead to questions about authenticity and which version of the ‘self’ is 

visible at any one time. I was interested to discover if and how teachers’ experiences 

of the various pressures within the role influence their career.  

 

1.4: Synopsis 

In summary, I had a personal interest in the subject area of teacher wellbeing. The 

literature briefly outlined above indicates that this is an international issue of 

importance, because teacher stress is something which is experienced worldwide 

and is a focus of international research. Some examples of international research 

included in the literature review were carried out in Australia (Cross, Lester and 

Barnes, 2014), Finland (Soini, Pyhalto and Pietarinen, 2010), America (Jennings, 

Snowberg, Coccia and Greenberg, 2011), Norway (Hakanen, Bakker, and Schaufeli, 

2006) and Canada (Cooper and Olson, 1996). As well as being important on a global 
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scale, I felt that listening to the stories of teachers would be valuable in several ways. 

Firstly, they would have the opportunity to reflect and share their own particular 

story. Secondly, it would be valuable because their individual story would be heard 

on a larger platform. Consequently, this may give hope to other teachers and it may 

help shape systemic educational policies and practices of the future. 

 

1.5: Positionality 

I had a very positive teaching experience and was curious about others within the 

same school system who did not. 

 

1.5.1: My Experience of Wellbeing 

I trained as a primary school practitioner and started out as a teacher in the Early 

Years of a school which took pupils from the age of 3 to 11 years old. My own 

wellbeing, although I did not know it by that name at that time, was supported by 

working hard during term-time balanced with travelling during school holidays. This 

involved working long hours which extended well beyond the school day and also 

into my weekends. I unthinkingly gave my own personal time because I wanted to do 

the best I could for my class. I worked long hours during term-time but used the 

holidays to regenerate by educating myself through travel experiences.   

 

During the school term, my focus was dedicated to the children in my class and 

seeing them develop as little people with personalities, not just as numbers on a 

spreadsheet. Whilst I used the school holidays to rejuvenate myself by travelling.  
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Throughout my teaching career, I visited over fifty countries. I was able to travel 

because of my teaching career but I also used travelling to enable me to teach. I 

balanced work and travel opportunities throughout the ten years that I was a teacher, 

which enabled me to maintain my wellbeing.  

 

As a class teacher, particularly within the Early Years, I felt incredibly fulfilled. I loved 

seeing my class learn and their accomplishments seemed almost palpable by the 

time spring term arrived. I learnt something new every year. In fact, when I began 

teaching my intention was to later train as an educational psychologist; at that time 

two years teaching experience was a pre-requisite. What actually happened was that 

I fell in love with teaching. It offered me a framework, the school day, but it also 

provided excitement and variation because no day was ever the same.  

 

1.5.2: Colleagues 

My initial partner teacher, who was also the Early Years Coordinator and my mentor 

during my first year of teaching, was someone who I found to be an enthusiastic 

teacher. As a partner teacher and mentor she was engaging and supportive towards 

me. As an Early Years Coordinator, she had good ideas but seemed to find the 

additional responsibilities filled with tensions. These related to expectations, with 

regards the curriculum, leadership of people within the team as well as their 

continual professional development (CPD). 

 

1.5.3: Nurturing My Professional Development 
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My attention was drawn to the wellbeing of teachers when the Early Years 

Coordinator, who was no longer my partner teacher, was signed off on work-related 

sick leave. I recognise that my identity as a teacher was multifaceted, depending on 

who I was interacting with (e.g. peers, class or parents) and what role was required 

of me at the time (Beijaard, Meijer and Verloop, 2004; Cooper and Olson, 1996) but I 

would not describe myself as a natural-born leader. However, I embraced the 

opportunity by taking on the interim role of Early Years Coordinator. As time passed, 

I recognised that I had begun to flourish in this role. I realised that I had a particular 

leadership style to offer as Early Years Coordinator and I took on the role on a 

permanent basis. I was able to be democratic and supportive. I wanted to work as a 

team and the group of staff in the Early Years, who I was now responsible for, 

generally engaged with my collaborative leadership style (Kanter, 2003).  For me, 

the role of coordinator developed me, both professionally and personally, in ways I 

had not expected. Due to the confidence I had discovered, taking on a leadership 

role alongside my teaching, I later became Literacy Coordinator and even 

considered moving towards becoming a Deputy Head. After being supported by my 

school to attend training in this area, I realised that I did not feel I had the attributes 

and qualities needed to be a long-term Deputy Head.  

 

1.6: Summary 

I loved teaching. It offered me opportunities to develop myself on a personal and 

professional level. I taught for far longer than the two years required because every 

year offered me something new to learn. I would have probably stayed as a teacher, 

and never fulfilled my earlier goal to become an educational psychologist, if I had not 
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found the system in which I was expected to teach be so stifling towards the holistic 

development of each child within my care.  

 

1.7: Guide to How This Research Should Be Evaluated 

Yardley (2007) offers a framework which can be used to evaluate the validity of this 

qualitative research.  

 

1.8: Enhancing Validity in This Qualitative Research 

In order to enhance the validity of this research I kept a paper trail and undertook 

participant feedback (Yardley, 2007). The paper trail of my analysis and analytic 

decisions were contained within my research diary and allowed me to document the 

judgements which influenced the research from the start of my journey, when I 

initially had a research interest in the area of teacher wellbeing, to the final draft of 

this thesis. Part way between a paper trail and detailed analysis was a trail of 

meaning offered in each transcription in the column on the right-hand side of each 

transcript. These comments noted my initial responses to the narrative. Participant 

feedback was obtained through member checks with each individual when they were 

asked to comment on the analysis of their story using their individual I-Poems taken 

from the Listening Guide (Yardley, 2007; Lincoln and Guba, 1986; Gilligan, 1982). 

 

Yardley’s framework for evaluating qualitative research is not prescriptive, as she 

acknowledges all research studies vary, therefore they can be ratified in different 

ways. This research is valid because it meets the essential criteria in the framework 
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as advocated by Yardley, thereby making it trustworthy. As indicated in this 

introduction to my research, I believe that I have inevitably influenced the knowledge 

which has resulted from this research (Yardley, 2007). In transparently 

acknowledging my beliefs and assumptions, and continuing to do so in my research 

diary, this research has rigour which connects to the trustworthiness and authenticity 

of the data generated (Lincoln and Guba, 1986; 1985).  

 

Narrative inquiry allows the stories shared to be interpreted from multiple viewpoints. 

For instance, myself as a researcher first listening to the story; the participant 

hearing the analysis; you, the current reader of this research will be making your own 

interpretations and judgements. Multiple realities need to be studied holistically 

because each piece of information is interconnected; furthermore, they are effected 

by the current context (Lincoln and Guba, 1986; 1985). In illuminating the 

complexities within the powerful stories which were shared, the insights from this 

study will hopefully show themselves to be useful in other situations which have 

similarities to the narratives revealed in this research (Yardley, 2007; Lincoln and 

Guba, 1986).  

 

1.9: Framework for Evaluating the Validity of This Research 

The core principles necessary to evaluate the validity of qualitative research in 

accordance with Yardley’s (2007) framework are: sensitivity to context; commitment 

and rigour; coherence and transparency; impact and importance.  
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1.9.1: Sensitivity to Context: 

Qualitative methods, such as narrative inquiry, allow meaning to emerge from the 

research which have not been predetermined. Complexities and subtle interactions 

can be considered from a perspective of curiosity and develop new understandings 

and meanings (Bruner, 1991). Sensitivity to context was established in this study 

through the literature review which indicated a gap in research on teacher wellbeing 

which I hoped this research would inform. Formulating open-ended questions 

allowed the participants to tell their story as freely as possible with an emphasis on 

what was important to them. To facilitate their story-telling, participants were offered 

a choice on their preferred location for each interview to take place. 

 

1.9.2: Commitment and Rigour: 

I chose the Listening Guide (Gilligan, 1982) to analyse each narrative interview, 

which aligned closely to the purpose of my research, because I wanted to hear the 

story each teacher was telling. Using an episodic approach, which McAdams (1997) 

uses in life story interviews, allowed me to frame my questions across time periods 

and to highlight the highs and lows across the day and career of each teacher. The 

insights I developed through the Listening Guide (Gilligan, 1982) were facilitated by 

the person-centred approach I took within the interviews and had a foundation in my 

personal experience of being a teacher. 

 

1.9.3: Coherence and Transparency: 
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The paper trail which I kept throughout the research process recorded my 

interpretations, judgements and decisions throughout the process. My intention was 

to ensure the reader would be able to follow how I had conducted this research and 

analysed the resulting data. Reflexivity was utilised in this research so the reader 

would be aware of what experiences had influenced me as a researcher. Hence, my 

reasons for sharing my background, reasons for interest in teacher wellbeing and my 

assumptions with you, the reader.  

 

1.9.4: Impact and Importance: 

This research is important because it has given a voice to the stories of the 

participants who made this research possible. The research has impact because it 

informs how systems have influenced the wellbeing of these three teachers. Finally, 

the research expands the existing research on teacher wellbeing and it alludes to the 

complexities of this subject area.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

2.1: Introduction 

The overall themes which shaped my literature search were: the role of the class 

teacher; stress experienced by and influencing teachers; environmental factors; and 

strategies used to alleviate stress and nurture wellbeing. Whilst not a stand-alone 

theme in itself, individual factors was a re-occurring subject area in the literature. My 

initial literature search used the term ‘wellbeing’ and ‘class teacher’, which produced 

numerous articles focused on coping strategies and the use of interventions to 

support the wellbeing of the students. Using the synonym ‘pressure’ along with 

‘teacher’ yielded articles which focused on how class teachers spend their time and 

address their excessive workload. The first material I found which directly linked 

teacher wellbeing to student outcomes was research from the University of Western 

Australia (Cross, Lester and Barnes, 2014), which found teacher stress to have a 

negative impact on pupils. This paper indicated a gap in UK research and published 

literature regarding a possible link between class teacher wellbeing, student 

wellbeing and academic attainment. This link is an important factor to consider, since 

the mental health of children and young people is currently high on government and 

societal agendas. The systems supporting class teachers’ wellbeing is a gap in 

current literature. I wondered if this would be overtly expressed by class teachers’ 

when they spoke about their experiences.  

 

2.2: Wellbeing; What is it? 

There are multiple definitions and even multiple ways to spell and phrase the term 

‘wellbeing’. Generally speaking, wellbeing has been described in terms of a person’s 
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psychological wellness or mental health, separate from physical fitness and affected 

by environmental circumstances (Crosby, 2015; Antonovsky, 1979; Warr, 1987). 

Within this thesis the term mental health is viewed as the same as wellbeing and 

both terms are used interchangeably due to the relational aspects which impact 

them. The World Health Organisation defines mental health as being “a state of 

wellbeing in which an individual realises his or her own abilities, can cope with the 

normal stresses of life, can work productively and is able to make a contribution to 

his or her community” (WHO, 2018). Mental health, or wellbeing, impacts our internal 

thoughts, how we engage with others and everyday life. It can be influenced, 

positively or negatively, by social, psychological and biological elements (WHO, 

2018). Thus, in this research wellbeing and mental health are understood as the 

same construct.  

 

A term which repeatedly occurred in the literature was ‘socio-psychological 

wellbeing’ (Soini, Pyhalto and Pietarinen, 2010; Griffith, Steptoe and Cropley, 1999). 

Within a school environment, socio-psychological wellbeing may be viewed as “an 

active, collaborative, and situated process in which the relationship between 

individuals and their environment is constantly constructed and modified” (Soini, 

Pyhalto and Pietarinen, 2010, p.737). This definition of wellbeing highlights that each 

individual’s wellbeing within a school community is influenced by their interactions 

with the different systems which exist within their environment. This “can affect the 

ability to concentrate and observe the environment, perceive audiences and interpret 

received feedback” (Soini, Pyhalto and Pietarinen, 2010, p.737). Thus, class 

teachers’ level of engagement and their perception of autonomy within the workplace 

are functionally linked to how they experience their professional relationships (i.e. 
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with colleagues, pupils and parents or carers), as well as their sense of belonging 

within the school community. Their wellbeing is impacted by their competence and 

their beliefs about their role. The wellbeing of each class teacher is commonly a 

product “of pedagogical processes and school practices” (Soini, Pyhalto and 

Pietarinen, 2010, p.737). Thus, this research will refer to the combination of social 

and psychological factors which are incorporated into socio-psychological wellbeing 

when referring to the wellbeing of class teachers. 

 

2.3: The Role of the Class Teacher 

An area of interest which was highlighted during the literature search was the various 

roles of the class teacher within their teaching role as well as their additional 

responsibilities. A quotation from a teacher speaking about their wellbeing eloquently 

summarised their role as being more than just teaching: “In one day we not only 

teach, we manage behaviour, plan lessons, assess learning, counsel students, carry 

out first aid, reply to a long list of emails, write reports, tidy classrooms, create 

resources, mark books and create displays – the list is endless” (The Secret 

Teacher, 2013). This list indicates the increasing expectations being placed on 

teachers with regards to their role and highlights the complex nature of the school 

day.  

 

In Canada, researchers have investigated the multiple elements of teacher identity. 

These multiple versions of the ‘self’ suggest teacher identity is continuously 

regenerated as a result of the environmental influences which interact and shape 

what it means to be a teacher (Cooper and Olson, 1996; Reynolds, 1996). The role 
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of the teacher is intrinsically linked to performance and identity, because 

practitioners perform different functions during the school day. A different version of 

their ‘self’ may be required at any one time (Goffman, 1959). For teachers, there are 

interactions with colleagues in staff meetings, rapport built with their class and 

communication with parents and carers. Interaction and communication, both verbal 

and non-verbal, help construct social identities which both the individual and others 

around them recognise as important in relation to the person (Goffman, 1981). 

Teachers are constantly responding to the current situation and attuning their 

behaviour to best fit this (Goffman, 1963). The role the teacher is ‘performing’ at any 

one time depends on the message they are delivering, and with whom they are 

interacting.  

 

Due to the nature of schools and number of daily interactions which occur, teachers 

are required to use their skills in reflection to consider which role is most appropriate, 

at any given time. Whilst this may initially appear manipulative, these types of 

formulations are instantaneously occurring in most human interactions all the time: 

“Thus, when an individual appears in the presence of others, there will usually be 

some reason for him to mobilise his activity so that it will convey an impression to 

others which it is in his interests to convey” (Goffman, 1959, p.3) Due to the 

numerous roles a teacher performs in one day, they often have to quickly attune 

themselves to a situation so that they respond in an appropriate manner. This 

indicates a working day which is filled with variability or instability. 
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Teachers’ role is also connected to what they value as important within their 

professional identity. The values they hold in high esteem, with regards to the type of 

teacher they aspire to be, are informed by their previous and current personal 

experiences, as well as frequently fluctuating social, occupational and political 

contexts (Day, Kington, Stobart, and Sammons, 2006). Sometimes external (political 

or institutional) and internal values may be in conflict with each other and this can 

create an incongruence between what a teacher values and what they are expected 

to do, such as statutory testing. Thus, teacher identity and how they view their role 

“may be more or less stable, and more or less fragmented, at different times and in 

different ways according to a number of life, career and situational factors” (Day, 

Kington, Stobart, and Sammons, 2006, p. 601). 

 

2.4: Stress 

Teachers Assurance a financial services provider surveyed teachers in 2013. The 

survey found that the levels of stress being experienced by teachers was affecting 

their ability to perform their roles effectively. The same survey found that 76% of 

teachers felt that their level of stress was having negative implications on their 

health. Over half (56%) revealed that if they were less stressed, they would be better 

at their job. 64% of respondents indicated an increase in their stress levels because 

of the threat of Performance Related Pay. Moreover, the survey found that it was 

class teachers who were more likely to experience the consequences of stress, 

rather than staff in senior or middle management roles. The Office for National 

Statistics stated that there was an 80% increase in the number of teachers dying by 

suicide between 2008 and 2009 (NUT, 2012). These figures indicated that the 
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number of teachers dying by suicide were between 30% and 40% higher than the 

national average for all occupations. It should be acknowledged that it is not usually 

possible to establish a direct causal connection between teacher stress and teacher 

suicide. 

 

A significant proportion of teachers describe their job as stressful (ESP, 2018; 

Griffith, Steptoe and Cropley, 1999; Borg, 1990; Kyriacou and Sutcliffe, 1978). Even 

so, like the term ‘wellbeing’, there is little consensus over the precise definition of the 

term ‘stress’. The Health and Safety Executive (HSE), a national regulator for work 

related health, safety and welfare, describes stress on their website as “the adverse 

reaction people have to excessive pressure or other types of demand placed upon 

them” (HSE, 2013). Kyriacou (2001) does offer a definition of teacher stress as being 

“unpleasant, negative emotions, such as anger, anxiety, tension, frustration or 

depression, resulting from some aspect of their work as a teacher” (page 28). 

Excessive workload and working hours are two of the most commonly reported 

stressors by teachers (ESP, 2018). These are exacerbated by a plethora of 

government initiatives, or changes to the taught and assessed curriculum, as well as 

the pressure associated with assessment targets, data analysis and inspections (HC, 

2017). Further stressors include: systemic concerns within a school including the 

ethos and unsatisfactory professional relationships with colleagues; worry related to 

appraisal and performance related pay; difficulty managing pupil behaviour 

compounded by class sizes; insufficient resources; and a lack of professional 

development opportunities (HC, 2017). The House of Commons Education 

Committee produced a report on the recruitment and retention of teachers (HC, 

2017) which recognised the necessity for training opportunities as an area of need, 



 

18 
 

which must change in order to retain teachers once they are trained.  The threat or 

initiation of capability proceedings was another area classed as a stressor by 

teachers (NUT, 2012; 2014). The social and emotional demands required of 

teachers can negatively affect their socio-psychological wellbeing (Bricheno, Brown 

and Lubansky, 2009). It has been recognised that these stressors, experienced in 

excess or for prolonged periods, have been associated with a negative impact upon 

the physical and mental health of teachers. Stress can lead to further problems, such 

as depression (Schonfeld, 1992), psychological distress (Punch and Tuettemann, 

1991), burnout (Kyriacou, 1987) and absenteeism (Chambers and Belcher, 1992). 

These complicating factors have consequences for the teacher suffering as well as 

those around them.  

 

When a class teacher returns to work following a stress-related absence, there 

continue to be repercussions (ESP, 2018). The levels of engagement and 

empowerment experienced by the returning class teacher may be different as a 

result of their absence. As well as their belief in their own professional capabilities, 

the returning teacher may perceive their belonging or acceptance among their 

colleagues as different (Soini, Pyhalto and Pietarinen, 2010). In this paper, the 

researchers referred to a term called ‘pedagogical wellbeing’. This term referred to 

teachers’ occupational wellbeing being formed through teaching and learning 

practices within the school environment. The pedagogical wellbeing perceived by the 

returning class teacher could be viewed as a vital resource with regards to their 

occupational resilience (Masten and Reed, 2005). The way in which the returning 

class teacher approaches their return, and the support they receive from the systems 

around them, will adversely or positively impact how they resume their duties, how 
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they perceive the situation and thus the feedback they receive from others. 

Consequently, these factors will influence their own self-image as a teacher. One 

strategy, with regards to returning to work after a period of absence, which is 

considered good practice is facilitating a phased return to work (NEU, 2019). The 

guidance provided by the National Education Union (NEU) on phased returns to 

work recognises that coming back to the workplace after a period of leave can be 

overwhelming and can impact morale.   

 

2.5: Environmental Influences 

Factors which help support wellbeing include: social support at work; a harmonious 

work atmosphere; distracting behaviours outside work, such as watching television 

or engaging in other activities; and avoidant coping strategies, for instance 

daydreaming (Griffith, Steptoe and Cropley, 1999). Whilst disengagement from and 

suppression of completing required work activities may have a positive impact, 

thereby reducing stress in the short term, it may lead to further complications in the 

longer term if distraction activities mean that there is an insufficient amount of time or 

energy to complete compulsory work. 

 

Coping with change has been identified (Kryiacou, 2001) as an issue which can 

impact on class teacher wellbeing. This may include the absence of a colleague. 

Absenteeism in connection to poor wellbeing is relevant to the theme of 

environmental influences due to the impact it has on the remaining members of staff, 

who may be expected to take the reins or ‘step up’ into the class teacher’s role. In 

addition to their teaching duties, the regularity of changes to the curriculum and an 
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increase in administrative tasks have been shown to have increased the working 

hours of class teachers considerably in recent years (HC, 2017; DfE, 2014). 

Teachers indicate that they spend an unnecessary amount of time on tasks which 

are connected to their accountability for pupil progression and Ofsted inspections 

(ESP, 2018; HC, 2017; DfE, 2014). A survey on teachers working in local authority 

and academy settings, which was conducted by the NEU in 2017, yielded responses 

from 8,173 practitioners (NEU, 2018). Whilst teachers are allocated a proportion of 

their timetable out of class for planning, preparation and assessment (PPA) time, the 

NEU survey found that this is insufficient when considering the level of detail 

required for planning, marking, paperwork and data analysis (NEU, 2018). The 

majority of teachers, when asked to respond to this and other surveys on workload, 

stated that some of these tasks are far removed from their daily job of teaching a 

class and from the initial teacher training which they received (NEU, 2018; DfE, 

2015b). Teachers are currently required to adapt to a considerable number of 

changes during their daily working lives. It is likely that individual teachers have 

varying ability to adjust to and cope with these constant changes. 

 

The recruitment and retention of teachers is recognised to be a continuing challenge 

across England (HC, 2017). Figures from the Department of Education indicate that 

30% of teachers leave within the first five years of qualifying (DfE, 2015b). Over 10% 

of qualified teachers leave within the first year of qualifying (DfE, 2015b). While the 

reasons for this are complicated and vary according to personal circumstances, if 

this becomes an ongoing trend, it will create a crisis. Teacher shortages are currently 

recognised as a government priority which needs to be remedied (HC, 2017). In 

October 2016, Jack Worth from the National Foundation for Educational Research 
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(Worth, 2016) shared with the House of Commons Education Committee that “the 

proportion of teachers leaving, not retiring, has increased from 6% five years ago to 

8%” (HC, 2017, pg. 15). Whilst the explanations for these figures are not fully known 

and likely to be complex, it is probable that they are connected to the stress of 

teaching. 

 

Educational settings are complex contexts with various levels and practices, some of 

which are contradictory (Soini, Pyhalto and Pietarinen, 2010). Environmental factors 

which interact to create a class teacher’s pedagogical wellbeing are their everyday 

relations in their workplace. In Soini, Pyhalto and Pietarinen’s study (2010), these 

interactions are defined as: firstly, teacher-pupil interactions; secondly, peer 

interaction with colleagues; and thirdly, teacher-parent interactions. Teacher-pupil 

interactions may negatively affect wellbeing if the teacher believes they are unable to 

meet the needs of their students. On the other hand, the teacher may experience an 

improvement in wellbeing when they feel they and their class are working together 

for a shared outcome. An example might be a class assembly. Peer interactions with 

colleagues may be detrimental to wellbeing if a teacher experiences bullying from 

peers. However, wellbeing may be upheld if they are involved in a supportive forum, 

such as support groups for professionals (Stringer et al., 1992; Hanko, 1999). 

Teacher-parent interactions may negatively impact wellbeing if, for example, there is 

a parent who constantly requires their time at the end of each school day. Teachers 

may experience uplifted wellbeing if they receive positive feedback about their 

teaching from a parent during a parent-teacher consultation.  School environments 

offer “opportunities for agency, avoidance, opposition, and resistance, and as a 

consequence there is inevitable tension in interactions between different actors in 
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the context” (Lahelma, 2002 in Soini, Pyhalto and Pietarinen, 2010, pg. 378). Thus, 

there are numerous interlinked relationships within the school environment which 

can impact on the wellbeing of the class teacher; these may vary and be context 

dependent, which means it depends on whom they are interacting with. Thus, 

teachers can be both challenged and uplifted by their daily working practices 

(Hakanen, Bakker, and Schaufeli, 2006). 

 

The environmental factors which influence teacher wellbeing are varied and 

complex. These systems include the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem and 

macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Individual protective factors will be reviewed 

in further detail in a later section, but it is evident that personal and exterior systems 

interact and consequently impact teachers’ sense of wellbeing.  

 

2.6: Strategies Which May Promote Wellbeing 

There are numerous existing programs to support the wellbeing of students. For 

instance, Public Health England (2015) commissioned the development of a toolkit 

for schools and colleges to measure, support and monitor the wellbeing of children 

and young people. Another example is the Keys to Happier Living Toolkit, which is 

an evidence-based program for children between the ages of seven and eleven 

based on ‘Action for Happiness: Ten Keys to Happier Living framework’ (King, 2016). 

While it is positive that the importance of wellbeing is becoming a more prominent 

narrative, these approaches focus on the individualisation of pupil mental health. 

This is parallel to the ideas which are beginning to be explored in relation to teacher 

wellbeing in public discourses.  
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The ‘.B Mindfulness in Schools Project’ advocates for the use of mindfulness with 

school staff as an effective strategy to alleviate stress. The term mindfulness means 

the capacity to guide attention to experience as it happens, to be present to each 

moment with wonder and acceptance (Kabat-Zinn, 1996). There is a growing 

evidence base which demonstrates that mindfulness is effective at improving the 

social, emotional and mental health of adults (Baer, 2006). Studies have shown that 

mindfulness can be useful for addressing a variety of social, emotional and mental 

health problems, such as stress, depression and anxiety, which are commonly 

reported teacher stressors (Kuyken, Weare, Ulcomunne, Vicary, Molton, Burnett, 

Cullen, Hennelly and Huppert, 2013). Mindfulness can assist users to feel an 

improvement in their sense of wellbeing and how they interact with others (Baer, 

2006). A point worth noting is that many of the systemic reviews of mindfulness 

being undertaken are written by advocates for the approach, for instance, Weare and 

Nind (2011). Despite this potential vested interest, the language used in conclusions 

is generally tentative in nature and indicates that the use of mindfulness in adult 

populations shows some promise in differing contexts (Baer, 2006). However, 

studies on the use of mindfulness in teaching populations are currently a limited but 

growing research area. An example of where teacher wellbeing is being studied is at 

the University of Western Australia (Cross, Lester and Barnes, 2014). Programs 

which positively impact on teacher wellbeing with an evidence base are limited to 

research in America. 
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One particular mindfulness-based professional development program which has 

been designed to nurture teachers’ social and emotional capabilities is Cultivating 

Awareness and Resilience in Education (CARE for Teachers). It also aims to 

improve the nature of classroom interactions by cultivating the skills required to 

create and sustain a nurturing classroom. The CARE for Teachers curriculum 

originated in 2007 at the Garrison Institute, New York. Randomised research trials 

into its effectiveness have examined the impact of the program on elementary class 

teachers, classroom and student outcomes. When compared to control groups, the 

program has been found to improve teachers’ wellbeing, as well as their ability to 

effectively support the emotional wellbeing of their students. (Jennings, Brown, 

Frank, Doyle, Oh, Davis and Greenberg, 2017; Weare, 2013; Jennings, 2011, 

Jennings, Snowberg, Coccia and Greenberg, 2011; Jennings and Greenberg, 2009). 

When compared to control groups, both qualitative and quantitative research using 

CARE has positively impacted classroom behaviour and learning as well as teacher-

pupil interactions, and has fostered a positive classroom climate at a statistically 

significant level (Jennings, Brown, Frank, Doyle, Oh, Davis and Greenberg, 2017; 

Weare, 2013; Jennings, 2011, Jennings, Snowberg, Coccia and Greenberg, 2011; 

Jennings and Greenberg, 2009). The evaluative data arising from studies of CARE 

are significant because they have been replicated to show that it is an effective 

programme for improving teacher wellbeing. The studies have used relatively large 

samples. The study with the smallest number of participants had 31 (Jennings et al., 

2011) which included individuals who had been involved with piloting CARE. There 

were 224 participants in the most recent study (Jennings et al., 2017). This study, 

using a large sample, examined the effectiveness of the program for teachers in New 

York city and the impact it had on their classroom practice. It is important to note that 
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two of the researchers, Patricia Jennings and Richard Brown, were part of the team 

who originally developed CARE and therefore they may have a vested interest in the 

research promoting the benefits of the program. Nonetheless, the studies have been 

completed with large samples of teachers and had positive findings. The approach 

within the CARE program, as well as the general findings, may have something to 

offer educational policy and practice in England. The key point is that cultivating a 

culture with lower teacher stress will benefit students socially, academically and 

emotionally, as well as practitioners who continue to find enjoyment in their work.  

 

In the UK, some teachers and schools apply ‘human givens’ to their work. The 

‘human givens’ approach (Griffin and Tyrrell, 2015) is a holistic framework which 

emphasises the need for humans who are healthy in both mind and body, in order to 

be able to nurture the next generation successfully. The approach encourages 

meeting both physical and emotional needs so that we are able to survive, adapt and 

evolve individually and as a collective. The principles are based on ideas from 

humanistic psychology and draw on the influence of psychologists such as Maslow 

(1971), who promote the idea that our basic needs must be met before we are able 

to progress to higher order levels of self-actualisation and intrinsic values (BPS, 

2014). Teachers and schools which use the ‘human givens’ approach claim that it 

empowers them by providing ways of attaining and preserving a ‘good’ state of 

wellbeing (HGJ, 2010). The effectiveness of ‘human givens’ on adolescents’ 

wellbeing has been suggested in a small case study (Yates and Atkinson, 2011). A 

limitation of the study was that findings could not be generalised as there were only 

three participants. Whilst the effectiveness of ‘human givens’ as an approach 

appears promising, no study has yet been conducted with class teachers as the 
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subjects. Part of the framework which ‘human givens’ advocates involves rapport-

building and goal-setting. Having whole school systems adopt principles which hold 

rapport-building and goal-setting in high regard may be useful for creating a culture 

of genuine autonomy amongst staff. It may also create an ethos where teachers and 

students feel valued as individuals.  

 

Between the basic needs and self-fulfilment needs of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs 

(1987) lie psychological needs. Psychological needs include belonging and esteem. 

Having a strong sense of belonging is associated with a range of positive outcomes 

for physical and mental health (Sayer, Beaven, Stringer and Hermena, 2013). Self-

determination theory explains that the need for relating with others, as well as 

competence and autonomy, is essential for wellbeing (Roffey, 2013, 2012; Deci et 

al., 1991). Teaching staff who were offered group consultation (usually fortnightly) to 

discuss particular cases of difficulty in their work reported that the consultation group 

made a direct positive contribution, leading to a reduction in stress and fewer 

feelings of segregation between them and their peers (Stringer et al., 1992). They 

also reported that they found the group was supportive on a practical and 

psychological level (Stringer et al., 1992). The teacher feedback indicated that 

having the opportunity to reflect on problems, being able to share experience, 

expertise and ideas, as well as planning alternative ways to approach the situation, 

were some of the main positive effects of participating in a group consultation with 

peers. Group consultation for staff in this manner was facilitated by an educational 

psychologist or a staff member who had received training. The inclusion of an 

educational psychologist as an external consultant was felt by participants to be 

beneficial to the group. Either way, having the opportunity to gather as a group to 
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discuss and problem-solve issues benefited participants by reducing their sense of 

isolation and the degree of self-blame which they burdened themselves with (Bozic 

and Carter, 2002). Similar findings have come from studies involving the use of 

reflecting teams for peer support, in which teachers reported the importance of 

valuing collaboration, unity and reflection time (Ohlsson, 2013).  

 

While it is clear that strategies to improve and promote the wellbeing of teachers are 

currently being developed and implemented in certain areas, this is yet to become a 

widespread practice. It is noteworthy to acknowledge the emphasis put on the 

importance of teachers’ wellbeing, by some training provides who aim to empower 

trainees with strategies for managing stress and improving their wellbeing in relation 

to their work, and to other areas in their life (Jennings, 2011). Similarly, there are 

ongoing professional development opportunities offered which assist in the 

development of teaching practice and managing wellbeing through supportive 

colleague forums. These highlight the importance of reflection time, receiving 

recognition for the work done in difficult circumstances, and the acknowledgement 

that others are in a similar situation (Jennings, Brown, Frank, Doyle, Oh, Davis and 

Greenberg, 2017; Weare, 2013; Jennings, 2011; Jennings, Snowberg, Coccia and 

Greenberg, 2011; Jennings and Greenberg, 2009).  

 

2.7: Protective Factors 

The literature indicates that there are many challenges facing teachers when 

managing their roles. For example, it is cited that “Teaching stress is not a simple 

function of exposure to the sources of difficulty, but may be modulated by 
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psychological and social resources” (Griffith, Steptoe and Cropley, 1999, pg. 518). 

Given the indications, it may be fair to assume that at some point across their 

teaching career, educators may struggle to maintain a balanced sense of wellbeing. 

Coping strategies which are used to alleviate the impact of stress, such as smoking, 

alcohol and medication, influence mental and physical health (Steptoe, 1991). There 

are numerous resources which teachers may utilise in order to manage their 

wellbeing and reduce their stress. The chosen approaches may also influence their 

perception of their own wellbeing. Griffith, Steptoe and Cropley (1999) found 

teachers’ perception of stress was most influenced by social support and coping 

methods for stressors. This includes actively engaging with the problem or choosing 

to avoid and disengage from the issue. Due to the fact that we are all individuals, 

and that we respond to different levels of stress in a range of ways, there is no 

universal approach to alleviating stress and promoting wellbeing which is effective 

for all people. However, some of the individual strategies which teachers use to 

manage their stress levels and promote their wellbeing which the literature 

highlighted will now be outlined. 

 

Cooper and Kelly (1993) found in their study on occupational stress that head 

teachers who used coping strategies described as palliative including the use of 

alcohol, smoking and medication to reduce stress) reported higher levels of stress 

resulting from excessive workload and interactions with staff. Whilst using these 

strategies may have helped to alleviate stress initially, consistent use in the longer 

term increased stress levels. A survey of 335 Norfolk primary school teachers found 

that there were six strategies which teachers viewed as being most effective in 
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reducing their stress levels; these can be viewed in Table 1 (courtesy of Cockburn, 

1996, pg. 403). 

 

One of the most effective strategies which teachers felt reduced their stress was 

‘discussing your concerns with teachers’. This is a strategy which was referred to 

earlier with regards to utilising group consultation and other networking forums for 

problem solving. Being able to rely on social support from others has consistently 

been found to reduce stress and improve wellbeing, along with providing additional 

positive outcomes (Cohen and Wills, 1985; Shumaker and Czajkowski, 1994). 

Secondary school teachers with high levels of burnout reported receiving lower 

levels of social support than their colleagues who experience lower levels of burnout 

(Pierce and Molloy, 1996). In other studies investigating the connection between 

social support and levels of burnout, it was found that the support provided by 

colleagues was more significant in safeguarding against the stress leading to 

burnout than other sources of social support, such as family and friends 

(Greenglass, Burke, and Konarski 1997; Greenglass, Fiksenbaum and Burke, 1996). 

These differences between social networks may be explained by the additional 



 

30 
 

understanding that teachers feel their colleagues can offer because they are in the 

same profession. It may also be connected to the appreciation and recognition of 

difficulties that colleagues can offer due to having shared or similar experiences. 

 

Being able to reflect and be self-aware are important skills within teaching. Being 

self-aware is essential in order to reflect on events, thoughts, feelings and actions so 

that a teacher can try and improve in case they are in a similar situation in the future 

(Jennings, 2014). This ‘pro-social’ theoretical model proposes that the teacher-pupil 

relationships, classroom management style, and the social and emotional learning 

are intrinsically connected to developing a positive and nurturing classroom climate 

(Jennings, 2014). ‘Pro-social’ theory suggests that class teachers who are socially 

and emotionally competent can maintain more empathetic relationships with pupils, 

can utilise successful classroom management strategies and are more able to 

effectively teach elements of the curriculum which include social and emotional 

elements (Jennings, 2014). These teachers are more aware of students’ 

engagement in their learning, and engage in positive reinforcement rather than 

reprimanding strategies to influence pupil behaviour (Jennings, 2014). Teachers who 

are socially and emotionally competent can act as role models in pro-social 

interactions, moving from simple theory to applying the model in practice. In a 

cyclical nature, the positive classroom environment is proposed to directly impact on 

the pupils’ social, emotional wellbeing and their academic outcomes (Jennings, 

2014). Thus, improvements in the classroom climate and the school system as a 

whole and in the classroom climate may strengthen the enjoyment a class teacher 

experiences when teaching, empowering them in their role and developing their 

dedication to the profession. Receiving positive reinforcement from different 
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elements of the teaching role may, in turn, create an affirmative ‘feedback loop’ 

strong enough to preclude teacher burnout (Jennings, 2014). Skilled, motivated class 

teachers are likely to encourage practical learning strategies which can be applied in 

different contexts. This would lead to achieving the best levels of engagement and 

learning outcomes in their students (Soini, Pyhalto and Pietarinen, 2010). 

 

2.8: Moving Forward 

School environments are complex settings due to their multiple levels of organisation 

and practice. Some of these practices are contradictory, for instance, attainment and 

pastoral agendas. There are some examples of whole school approaches, such as 

‘human givens’ which focus on a holistic view of children, young people and adults 

within the setting (HGJ, 2010). Despite aspiring to incorporate principles such as 

‘human givens’ in school environments, the attainment agenda for local and national 

government generally takes precedent when decisions need to be made. Using 

humanistic approaches means recognising that individuals’ basic needs should be 

met before higher-order ones can be successfully fulfilled (Maslow, 1943, 1954, 

1987). This is the case with children and young people (Bennathan and Boxall, 

2000) as well as the adults who support them. If research indicates that basic needs 

must be met before higher level ones can be successfully achieved, then it is 

essential that the systems on which schools are founded, and which they implement 

into their daily practices, should be evaluated and made fit for purpose. This 

argument is proposed by Robinson and Aronica (2015), who draw attention to the 

fact that schooling was created for industrial purposes; these principles are now 

outdated. Rather than continuing with mass production exam factories, it is proposed 
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that having a more creative education system which celebrates individual talents 

(Robinson and Aronica, 2015). They argue that having a broad and balanced 

curriculum would prepare young people today to enter the workforce of tomorrow. 

This is an important point because many jobs of the future have yet to exist. Whilst 

slightly outside the direct area of this thesis, this is a pertinent point when one 

considers that young people can sometimes flourish in systems which are classed as 

‘alternative’ provisions, due to the curriculum and nurturing they receive. The 

literature demonstrates that schools are complex systems and it begins to explain 

some of the constraints which exist within the systems. It has also illustrated some of 

the conflicts between the aspirations of teachers and powerful forces which influence 

educational contexts. These tensions may be central to the currently limited 

interventions available to teachers.  

 

According to the most recent Programme for International Student Assessment 

(PISA) wellbeing tables, pupils in the UK are among the least happy pupils when 

compared to students in other Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development countries (OECD, 2017). PISA currently rates class teachers in 

Singapore, South Korea and Finland as amongst the best trained, highly motivated 

and well-compensated (OECD, 2017; Robinson and Aronica, 2015). Students rating 

at the lower end of the ‘happiness scale’, as well as teachers rating at the lower end 

of the ‘scale for motivated and respected teachers’ seems to indicate that there are 

issues within the English education system which need addressing for the benefit of 

all. The current system may work effectively for some teachers and students. 

However, if both teachers and students are unhappy within the existing education 
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system, this may indicate the need to gain an understanding of teachers’ views on 

the profession which could inform systemic practice on a wider scale. 

 

2.9: Gaps in the Literature 

There is very little known about how class teachers perceive the principle sources of 

motivation and burden in their daily work (Soini, Pyhalto and Pietarinen, 2010). The 

literature indicates that the role of the class teacher incorporates both highs and lows 

daily (Soini, Pyhalto and Pietarinen, 2010; Hakanen, Bakker and Schaufeli, 2006; 

Kryiacou, 2001). The emerging research, listed within the cited literature in this 

review, have been mainly quantitative in nature. The emergent findings have 

indicated the less stressed teachers have better outcomes for their own wellbeing 

and their classes (Jennings, Brown, Frank, Doyle, Oh, Davis and Greenberg, 2017). 

Self-reported surveys (ESP, 2018) provide the opportunity for large scale studies to 

be conducted. Generally, surveys offer closed questions which lack flexibility and 

adaption to individual contexts. A qualitative study would give the opportunity to 

further explore the details and underlying reasons that teaching seems to be such a 

stressful profession. While many teachers may manage their stress or maintain their 

wellbeing, there is a point at which an increasing number of class teachers are 

unable to manage the challenges which daily teaching and additional role adopting 

roles create. The literature search did not uncover research which gathered 

teachers’ views on their role, such as what empowered them, what stressed them 

(both in and out of the school environment) and how systems (related to the school 

and government legislation) supported or hindered their daily classroom practice. It 

would be useful if this piece of research could inform this gap in the literature. 
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Accessing teachers’ views using a narrative methodology will enable me to explore 

these in more depth. Hopefully, this will lead to richer and more complex 

explanations of what supports and undermines teachers’ wellbeing, whilst taking into 

account individual and environmental contexts.   

 

2.10: Conclusion 

In this literature review, I have presented some existing research which focuses on 

the factors which support and maintain wellbeing of class teachers with an emphasis 

on systemic and ecological frameworks. The literature also explores what 

undermines teachers’ wellbeing, what causes them stress and how they respond to 

these pressures. The literature highlights the impact that a teacher’s role and identity 

have on their daily work and interactions, and this seems to be closely linked to their 

wellbeing. The evidence suggests that their role and identity can have further 

influence on the classroom climate and the students. However, there appears to be a 

gap in the literature regarding exploring teachers’ views and experiences in depth. 

Thus, this research will focus on teachers’ experiences of teaching in the hope of 

uncovering what can best support their wellbeing across a time span, or across their 

career. The literature, and the gaps I have identified within it, lead me to the following 

two research questions: 

1) What are teachers’ experiences of the daily demands of their role across their 

career? 

2) What supports and undermines the wellbeing of teachers? 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

In this chapter, I justify the approach used within my research, explain why I chose 

the participants, outline how I addressed ethical issues, explain the use of data 

gathering tools and choice of analytical tools, and clarify the procedure used within 

my study. 

 

3.1: Design 

My research questions stemmed from wanting to uncover the existing tensions in the 

systems in which teachers work. I also wanted to try to understand the personal 

meaning and value teachers associate with their career. As my ideas progressed, I 

realised that narrative research would allow me to explore with participants how they 

experienced their careers and wellbeing. Narrative also allowed for each participant’s 

experience to evolve as they shared their story, because the agenda was open and 

led by the narrator’s experiences (Hollway and Jefferson, 2000). This was important 

because it would allow me to provide an original contribution to existing literature on 

teacher wellbeing through the use of narrative research. I wanted to add to the 

current literature on teacher wellbeing and stress by exploring the subject matter in a 

deeper, richer way than would be possible with a more quantitative method.   

 

3.2: Philosophical Assumptions Underpinning the Research 

“Interpretation is inevitable because narratives are representations” 

(Reissman, 1993) 
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Having an understanding of the philosophical assumptions of a researcher is 

important because these inevitably influence what is being studied and how it is 

being studied, as well as the findings and outcomes. Ontology refers to what is being 

studied and the different ways of viewing the world. It concerns the types of things 

which we assume to exist in the world. Epistemology focuses on how these things 

should be viewed and studied. Sharing my assumptions and influences will assist the 

reader in understanding how I positioned myself as a researcher. 

 

3.2.1: Critical Realism 

There are some clear assumptions with which I approached the research which 

should be highlighted at this point. I took a critical realist stance because I felt that 

there was something ‘real’ which I was attempting to make tangible through my 

interactions with each participant. For this research, myself, the participant, or both 

of us together were attempting to ‘know’ about their experience of being a teacher 

with regards to the systems at play within their workplace. However, as a researcher, 

I understood that this ‘knowing’ which we were trying to uncover was not a concrete 

and fixed piece of information. There was a plasticity to the knowledge I gained 

through the research because the meaning was fluid and contextual. 

“Critical realism (e.g. Bhaskar, 1978, 1986) offers a set of criteria for evaluating 

claims about reality as well as a methodology for investigating the social world 

…events are generally co-determined by multiple mechanisms. Thus, the objective 

of critical realist science is not to predict outcomes but explain events and 

processes” (Willig, 1998, pg. 101).   



 

37 
 

This view of critical realism supports my use of a narrative methodology because of 

my focus on explaining events. I consider these events to be situations which can be 

observed or experienced. They come to be understood through the results that arise 

from them. With regards to the teacher interviews in this research, I expected to see 

links between the value each participant associated with the role and how they 

managed the different aspects of their profession.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

Critical realism “recognises that each discipline may uncover real and distinct 

structures, mutually irreducible; yet that in explaining the open system of social life 

we need to appeal to all these structures and so draw on all these disciplines” 

(Collier, 1998, pg. 49). This highlights the importance of remembering that the same 

experience can be perceived in differing ways by different people. For instance, a 

sunny day may be experience by one person as a joy-filled day because they can 

wear their flip-flops. For someone else, they may find the exact same weather 

bothersome because they have to dress in formal attire for work, thus feeling 

uncomfortably hot. The context shapes how we each experience situations and 

events.  

 

Reflection Box: 

I believe there is a ‘real world’ that exists outside of us and as 

Collier (1998) purports, pre-dates us (e.g. societal values). 

Moreover, there is the existence in which we exist and how our 

perceived experiences construct our reality within the world. For 

me, our reality exists within our particular social context. Critical 

realism aims to reveal the ‘truth’ within the world as we perceive 

it. On an epistemological level, it is the quest for the real whilst 

acknowledging that this will be different depending on how we 

perceive it (Brown et al., 1998 page 79) 
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3.2.2: The Influence of Postmodernism 

Postmodernism questions whether a single version of ‘truth’ exists; it allows for 

various interpretations to be taken from an experience. Making use of different 

methods is an approach to knowledge and inquiry which can be described as 

postmodernism. This study uses a mixture of techniques, which included semi-

structured, narrative interviews using an ‘episodic’ approach (adapted from 

McAdams, 1993) and the Listening Guide (Gilligan, 1982), in order to better 

approximate ‘truth’. Therefore, I identified with postmodernism as an approach for 

my gathering of data and interpreting it to create new knowledge.  

 

Multiple voices, perspectives or ‘truths’ can be described as dialogism. Dialogical 

work allows for each ‘voice’ to be heard in its own right before collectively hearing 

what the multiple ‘voices’ say together (Bakhtin, 1981). This postmodern philosophy 

also influenced this research because I used a narrative approach to allow the ‘voice’ 

of each participant to be heard separately, before putting these ‘voices’ together and 

examining what they said collectively. When analysing the narratives in this 

research, the Listening Guide (Gilligan, Spencer, Weinberg and Bertsch, 2003) was 

utilised. During the third step, I listened for contrapuntal voices (more detailed 

explanation will be referred to in ‘3.7: Procedure’), which allowed for a choral quality 

to be heard when listening to the interviews. This is because the different ‘voices’ 

were heard simultaneously and in relation to each other, which fits well with 

dialogical research. 

 

3.2.3: ‘Truths’ 
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This narrative inquiry attempted to identify a certain degree of ‘truth’. It is possible for 

something to exist as true or a ‘truth’ in a particular moment within a given context, 

but as previously alluded to, I believe that this is a provisional understanding. 

Therefore, multiple perspectives can co-exist. A situation or event may be viewed 

through many different lenses. What is displayed through each lens is irrefutably 

real, but the fullness of reality is not available through any single lens (Bhaskar, 

1986). The ‘truths’ which resulted from the analysis and findings in this research 

were co-constructed through what was said in the interviews and how my own 

experiences and values influenced my interpretation of what I heard, read and saw. 

Creating these ‘truths’ or realities was important for being able to advocate a 

particular view or give ‘voice’ to teachers, either individually or collectively.  

 

3.2.4: Institutional Power 

Foucault (1997) wrote about the naivety or dangerousness of accepting one idea or 

‘truth’. He proposed that upholding one idea or ‘truth’ could be used for social 

control. Foucault advocated that accepted ‘truths’ within a society relate to the 

prevalent and accepted discourses and in this way, they become truth. For this 

reason, accepting a ‘truth’ as true without questioning or critiquing it could be seen 

as dangerous or naïve. This would silence other ‘truths’, causing vulnerable or 

powerless groups to inevitably lose to more dominant groups. Foucault’s writings are 

pertinent to the social justice aspect of this research. 

 

Foucault’s work within institutions (Foucault, 1997) lends itself to this research when 

considering the education system as an institution in its own right. Within teaching 
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there are culturally constructed discourses which are viewed by teachers and others 

in education as commonplace and regular practice. There are also common 

discourses about education and teachers which are maintained by those outside of 

education. Foucault discusses the impact of discourse in education: 

"Education may well be, as of right, the instrument whereby every individual, 

in a society like our own, can gain access to any kind of discourse. But we well know 

that in its distribution, in what it permits and in what it prevents, it follows the well-

trodden battle-lines of social conflict. Every education system is a political means of 

maintaining or of modifying the appropriation of discourse, with the knowledge and 

the powers it carries with it" (Foucault, 1972, pg 227). 

I was hoping that this research would begin to deconstruct some of the established 

discourses about education and teachers. Discourses are established through what 

is spoken and in what remains unsaid. Thus, there are complex layers to 

establishing a particular discourse, which involves what the speaker says and the 

practices “involving the relationship of knowledge and power” (Madigan, 2011, page 

41). I wanted to discover whether teachers would talk about systems in schools 

which support and undermine their wellbeing in a direct way, or whether talk of 

systems would remain unspoken. I hoped that the findings would challenge some of 

the accepted discourses about practitioners and education, which would hopefully be 

empowering for teachers. For instance, I hoped to find an alternative narrative which 

would problematise the system, rather than the individual teacher.  

 

3.2.5: Reflexivity in Qualitative Research: 
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Narrative research is interested in human action, storytelling and experience. Being 

reflective was important within the study because as a human, I can reflect on my 

behaviour and can partake “in second-level reflection on those reflections” (Parker, 

2005, page 137). The research diary was an important component of my research. It 

offered me a place to record and consider how I was shaping the process and also 

to consider how I was implicated in the research. It allowed me to be transparent 

about my awareness of the meanings I was constructing throughout the research 

process. The research diary encouraged me to explore how my involvement 

influenced and informed the research (Nightingale and Cromby, 1999).  

 

I kept a research diary so that I could track my thoughts, observations and evolving 

understanding of what the participants shared. This allowed for my subjective 

experience to move from a “‘merely subjective’ into a self-consciously and 

deliberately-assumed position” (Parker, 2005, pg. 26). In doing so, I was able to 

draw upon my subjective experience as a source and associated position throughout 

the research process (Parker, 2005). The research diary gave me space to reflect on 

the research. It meant that I had a place to note down my involvement with the 

research and its findings (Willig, 2008). On a practical level, the research diary 

meant that I could keep notes in one place, which helped me track my reactions to 

the data gathered and the evolution of these over time. 

 

3.2.6: Interpretivism 

“Narratives are interpretive and, in turn, require interpretation” (Reissman, 1993, 

page 22). Interpretivism allows all kinds of information to be valid knowledge. The 
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world around us is not straightforward because it is perceived by each of us in 

different ways, at different times. Words and events carry distinct meanings in every 

case. An interpretive view acknowledges that “our analytic interpretations are partial, 

alternative truths that aim for believability not certitude, for enlargement of 

understanding rather than control” (Stivers, 1993, page 424). We each use a range 

of skills, which include knowing the current context and information from our past 

experiences, when interpreting a situation or event. Interpretation is subjective and 

there are multiple methods which we can utilise to help us interpret (Bruner, 1990).  

 

3.2.7: Other Assumptions 

As previously discussed, narrative research is concerned with human stories. With 

this method of research, it is important to reflect upon how I am impacting it. I am 

aware that I will have brought some beliefs and assumptions about teachers and 

teacher wellbeing to the analysis within this research. These assumptions are closely 

connected to my hopes and the potential value of this research.  

 

Due to my own lived experience, I believe that wellbeing and stress exist. I believe 

that everyone has their own perspective because of their own lived experience. 

Therefore, each person has their personal understanding of what wellbeing and 

stress means to them. Another assumption which I uphold is that I believe the ability 

to teach is impacted by a teacher’s wellbeing. I also feel that certain systems can 

nurture and protect ‘good’ social, emotional, mental health. These assumptions 

influence my ontological viewpoint as a critical realist, as previously outlined. The 

literature which I reviewed acknowledges the role of class teachers as stressful, so I 
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began my research with this assumption. The aim of this research was to further 

contribute to the literature on teacher wellbeing, by exploring teachers’ experiences 

of teaching and how they manage their wellbeing.   

 

3.3: Rationale for Narrative Methodology 

 

Adopting a postmodernist approach to the research meant that narrative 

methodology was a good fit for my work. The stories shared with me came to be 

understood through multiple lens. Meaning was construed from inside and outside. 

The storyteller had a relationship with the story they were sharing and as the listener 

to the narrative I made sense of the story using my own experience and perspective 

(Blumenfeld-Jones, 1995). I contextualised meaning within each story not just 

through spoken words but also the non-verbal clues which they shared. This 

information helped to develop my interpretation of what each storyteller said.  

 

I focused on teachers’ experiences of teaching in the hope of trying to uncover what 

best supports their wellbeing. Using a narrative method allowed me to illuminate 

what their experience of teaching was, how it made sense to them and how they 

responded to their experiences. Personal stories are complex and the purpose of 
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them is not merely to share details about the person’s life; “they are the means by 

which identities may be fashioned” (Rosenwald and Ochberg, 1992, page 1). This 

explanation about the use of narrative was particularly important in relation to my first 

research question. This is because I wanted to try to discover how teachers 

constructed their values, aspirations, roles and identities through the stories they 

would share.   

 

3.3.1: Why Storytelling? 

Storytelling allows for storytellers’ experiences to become the experiences of the 

listener or reader. “There is an important sense in which a story speaks uniquely to 

each listener” (Merttens,1998, page 65). The listener, or reader, is also afforded the 

luxury of interpreting the story for themselves (Merttens, 1998). Narrative research 

aims to discover how someone makes sense of an event or events that they have 

experienced (Parker, 2005; Willig, 2008).  

 

3.3.1(i): Changing the Story 

One of my intentions of using narrative inquiry was to give a stronger voice to 

teachers and consequently, provide the opportunity for policy makers to reflect upon 

and analyse these stories after publication of this thesis. Merttens (1998, page 71) 

suggests: 

“Stories enable those who are embedded in professional practice to ‘go on from 

here’, not only in the sense of being able to continue with their professional activity 
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but, importantly, in terms of being able to generalise and subsequently prescribe or 

advise, to theorise and then transform the practice.”  

Generally, teachers tend to get negative press coverage because of the ‘thin’ 

narratives which are portrayed about them when they are featured in the media, 

such as during teacher strikes. I wanted to give each participant the opportunity to 

present a ‘thick description’ (Geertz, 1973), a space to be able to share the things 

which give them delight in their work, as well as highlight the trickier aspects of their 

job which are the ‘unseen’ parts of their role, such as planner, administrator.  

 

3.3.1(ii): Storying the ‘Un-storied’ 

Narrative inquiry recognises that individual lives are constructed from numerous 

events. Many of these are not acknowledged by the person as important and 

therefore are not shared with anyone (Béres, 2014). When these ‘un-storied’ events 

are verbalised, they may initially seem to be very ‘thin’ (Geertz, 1973). It might be 

that ‘un-storied’ events seem ‘thin’ because they are relatively simple. This may be 

due to possibly not being considered, or integrated meaningfully, within more familiar 

and ‘well-told’ stories. As the listener hears the story being told, they can assist the 

speaker to ‘thicken’ the story by eliciting more details (Geertz, 1973) from them. I 

attempted to do this by asking questions of the teachers about their experiences 

which they may not have previously had time to reflect upon. As stories are further 

shared, they become thickened and more robust (Béres, 2014). White and Epston 

(1990) propose that only a small proportion of an individual’s life events can be 

storied during any particular time and that much of the lived experience exists 

outside of the dominant narratives in that person’s life. Thus, offering an occasion to 
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uncover experiences which may not have been previously storied can offer the 

opportunity of growth and development (White and Epston, 1990).  

 

3.3.1(iii): Deconstructing the Dominant Narratives 

I hope this research will have an impact by contributing to cultural narratives about 

class teachers and education more generally. With this in mind, I have sought to 

uncover the cultural discourse surrounding class teachers and how they see 

themselves. A narrative approach allowed me to look at both the ‘big’ and the 

personal stories which are highlighted (Freeman, 2006; Squire et al., 2014). I felt that 

narrative would be a valuable approach as “respondents narrativise particular 

experiences in their lives, often where there has been a breach between ideal and 

real, self and society” (Reissman, 1993, page 3). ‘Narrative breach’ in this instance 

occurs when there is an incongruence between what is constructed as the ‘ideal’ and 

as the ‘reality’. This breach within a narrative can be heard through language and 

linguistic choices when describing events (Bruner, 1991).  

 

I also hope that the use of narrative will allow potential discrepancies to emerge 

between the value each storyteller places upon being a teacher and the expectations 

of them as a result of the systems within which they work, as well as how this 

impacts their wellbeing. Step three of the Listening Guide, listening for contrapuntal 

voices (Gilligan, Spencer, Weinberg and Bertsch, 2003), highlights the tensions 

which exist between different voices within their narrative. It also indicates the 

journey that each storyteller has come on to bring them to a place where they accept 

they are ‘good enough’, be that at home or at work. I am interested in tensions 
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between the systems in which teachers work and the personal meaning and value 

which they attribute to their work. Therefore, Reissman’s (1993) reasoning validated 

the case for the use of narrative within my research, due to the possible narrative 

breach between personal values and system expectations when considering the 

literature on teacher stress and wellbeing. More importantly, I felt that narrative 

inquiry had the potential to provide the teachers I spoke to with the opportunity of 

empowerment through sharing their stories. I felt narrative inquiry had benefits for 

the personal stories as well as the ‘big’ ones because a “primary way individuals 

make sense of experience is by casting it in narrative form” (Bruner, 1990, page 4).  

 

3.3.2: Narrowing the Lens: The Twists and Turns within Storytelling    

Using narrative inquiry allowed each participant to be a storyteller; they were able to 

tell their own story. This allowed for richer details to be shared rather than being 

limited to pre-defined, more closed questions. This meant each participant had the 

scope to respond in an open-ended way.  

 

I adopted an ‘episodic’ approach in the narrative interviews, which involved 

participants recalling events or situations from throughout the course of their career. 

By using an ‘episodic’ approach, I was able to focus on changes over time in the 

stories which were shared. This meant that I was able to hear each individual’s story 

about the everyday highs and lows of their role, as well as across their career, with 

regards to systems in which they were required to work. This was my reasoning 

behind using an adaption of McAdams (1993) interview schedule, which involved key 
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events in each participant’s teaching career. The questions used are included in 

Appendix One (pg. 160). 

 

Using an episodic technique within the narrative interviews allowed participants to 

identify and speak about key events and turning points. This included how they first 

began their career and an exploration of the factors which continue to keep them in 

the profession. It offered the focus I was searching for in what would have otherwise 

have been a very broad research question. Using a ‘key events’ questioning 

approach within the narrative interview allowed for free association across the 

themes. This means that questions were kept as open as possible to allow each 

participant’s story to emerge in their own words whilst also retaining the lens which 

illuminated changes over time and daily ups and downs, with regards to systems 

which I wanted to emphasise in the research.  

 

3.3.3: Insider or Outsider? 

During the research, I felt as though I was partly an insider and partly an outsider, as 

a researcher. This was due to my previous experience of teaching, making me an 

insider, but now no longer working as a teacher, making me an outsider. Inviting 

stories through narrative interviews (Reissman, 1993) highlighted the changing 

language within schools. For instance, wellbeing was not something which was a 

consideration when I began my teacher training, but by the time I left full-time 

teaching it was a prevalent term. For me, this clarified my distance from my previous 

‘insider’ position. Using a broad focus on the experience of the teacher, but also 

using key events to shape the questioning, lent itself to gathering information with a 
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focus on structures and systems. This allowed participants to explore current 

situations within their work, for example whether they had experienced a recent 

Ofsted inspection during any of their identified key events, and if there had been a 

change in the school’s rating which was relevant to their wellbeing. As an insider, I 

was aware of these systems and privy to some of the culturally constructed 

discourses within teaching communities. 

 

3.4: Quality Issues 

3.4.1: Generalisability 

While the data gathered through the use of this narrative inquiry is not generalisable, 

it informs the reader about each individual teacher. However, wider meaning may 

come out of each individual’s story. This is because a story may be transferable to 

another class teacher who recognises a ‘truth’ within the research which resonates 

with their own experience; “even though qualitative projects are locally focused, they 

nonetheless contribute to knowledge in more general ways” (Marecek, 2007, page 

63). 

 

3.4.2: Social Justice and Unintended Consequences 

One of my aims of this research is for it to serve as research for social justice. Social 

justice has long been associated with both philosophy and politics since the writings 

of Aristotle (Rackham 1926, Kraut, 1997). Social justice is concerned with the 

interests of both individuals and general society. Social justice acknowledges that 

individuals and general society are interdependent; it also relates to a balanced 

distribution of benefits and accountability (Griffiths, 1998).  
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In this research, social justice is relevant as it uncovers the stories of teachers who 

had not previously shared them as coherent narrative; it also takes account how 

systems or authority affect their wellbeing, as well as conflict and consensus 

(Griffiths, 1998; Ball, 1987). It acknowledges both the individual (teacher) and the 

collective group (students, colleagues, society more generally) as being dependent 

on the wellbeing of the storyteller to either teach them, support them or help educate 

the workforce of tomorrow. I hope that the research highlights the tensions that exist 

within the teaching profession, both internally and externally. I also hope that it offers 

an alternative and more well-rounded version of the experience of the teacher, as 

opposed to the more negative current discourses about teachers. The aim of the 

research was to give a voice to the individual participants, a space for them to share 

their thoughts and feelings on their role and wellbeing, and a platform upon which 

their voices can be heard. 

 

The theory behind using narrative inquiry as a research method is to hear and 

interpret what participants share (Reissman, 1993). One possible benefit of the 

research is that it may have been therapeutic in nature. I use this term tentatively, as 

the aim of the research was not to be therapeutic. However, there was an element of 

the interviews which was “therapeutically inspired” (Kvale, 2007, page 283) with 

regards to considering the individual and teacher-culture. Having a personal 

relationship with participants is a feature of psychoanalytic research or interviews 

(Kvale, 2007). This relationship was established between the participants and myself 

prior to the interviews because we already knew each other. The personal 



 

51 
 

relationship was further strengthened during the interviews through informal 

conversation, creating a warm, empathetic rapport, active listening and being 

attentive. These were the only elements inspired by analytical research which 

featured in the interviews. The main aim of therapeutic work is to change or 

transform the person receiving the intervention (Kvale, 2007); the aim of this 

research was to create further knowledge about teacher wellbeing.  

  

By being given a space to vocalise their thoughts, feelings and opinions, participants 

may have found that after the interviews, they continued to reflect on their narrative. 

Participating in the research may have made the teachers reconsider their current 

thoughts and feelings. It may have impacted their beliefs to reflect on their views 

which they would be unlikely to have much time to consider in everyday life.  

 

Prior to the research, I did consider that the interviews may have unintentional 

consequences as a result of the depth of reflection each participant engaged in for 

the study. I thought that this may be due to teachers recognising the key roles they 

play in difficult circumstances and identifying more clearly the reasons that keep 

them in their teaching career. Reflecting on this potentially emotive topic had the 

possibility to trigger various consequences and outcomes for participants. I was 

mindful of these potential consequences during the research project and raised 

these within my university ethics application, when I highlighted the potential harm of 

the research and how I was going to manage appropriate protection and wellbeing of 

the participants. I also shared the potential risks and benefits of taking part in the 
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research in the information sheet (see Appendix One) which was shared with 

participants prior to taking part in the research.  

 

The narrative interviews allowed participants a platform to share their story and this 

offered the opportunity of recognition for each teacher. It also offered them 

containment, in line with Bion’s idea of containment (1962) “where emotions are 

constantly passed between people” (Holloway and Jefferson, 2000, pg. 46). This 

allowed for the acknowledgement of painful memories which were shared. It also 

allowed me to offer empathetic containment, which permitted the affected participant 

to explore the discomfort further within a safe environment, if they chose to. 

 

3.4.3: Rigour 

To maintain rigour and keep track of how my thoughts about the research and data 

changed over time, I kept a research diary. The reasons for this were to develop my 

skills of reflexivity, to maintain a transparent and unbiased approach as much as 

possible, and to demonstrate how I interpreted the data.  

 

The data and analysis was trustworthy, rather than having validity or reliability. 

Trustworthiness is about establishing four criteria: namely, credibility, transferability, 

dependability and confirmability (Guba, 1981). Credibility refers to how confident I 

am that the findings are true and accurate, as understood by my interpretations and 

generally agreed with by the participants’. Transferability means that the findings are 

applicable in other contexts. Dependability means providing enough information that 
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the study could be replicated. Confirmability relates to the neutrality of the research 

findings, including being transparent about any biases so that my interpretations do 

not distort the findings. The accuracy and rigour of this trustworthiness was 

facilitated through the reflexivity recorded in my research diary. It was also facilitated 

through my awareness of my biases because these could be transparently identified 

and shared with the reader. I aimed to be aware of my biases by rereading, reflecting 

on and updating the notes made in my research diary as the research progressed. 

See the section titled ‘Reflexivity in Qualitative Research’ for a more comprehensive 

discussion of the value of reflexivity in this research.   

 

Once I analysed the interviews and interpreted the data, I completed a member 

check (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). This involved me arranging another meeting with 

each participant and talking through my research after I had analysed the interviews. 

This offered each participant the opportunity to hear about how their stories had 

helped to create the research. It also allowed them to share their thoughts on my 

interpretations of their stories. The feedback gathered from each participant was an 

integral element in my final analysis because it helped me to create a 

comprehensive account of the research (Marecek, 2007).  

 

‘Authenticity’ within research can be described as giving “direct expression to the 

‘genuine voice’, which ‘really belongs to’ those whose life-worlds are being 

described” (Winter, 2002, page 146). The authenticity of this narrative research 

resulted from empathic inter-subjectivity and reflexivity (Blumenfeld-Jones, 2006). 

Reflexivity and authenticity were present for the participants and myself as the 
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researcher, not just in our relationship but also in our reflections during and after the 

interviews.  

 

3.4.4: Participants 

I used purposive sampling and intentionally chose teachers who I already knew; I will 

discuss my reasons and the potential implications within ‘Ethical Considerations’. I 

wanted to bring cohesion to the research by having participants who shared some 

common factors. Therefore, participants met the following criteria: 

  

Each participant was a full-time teacher, because I felt practitioners working part-

time or as supply teachers may have differing narratives and I wanted to bring 

cohesion to the stories. I am aware that there are staff in schools taking classes who 

may not be fully qualified teachers. Again, while I considered that these would have 

had valuable narratives to offer, I felt that it was important to restrict the study, in 

relation to the job description and responsibilities which participants are expected to 

undertake as full-time class teachers. I believe that there are distinct aspects to full-

time teachers’ working lives which may not be experienced by the previously 

mentioned groups. 

 

I thought there might be cohesiveness between the narratives which full-time 

qualified teachers could offer because they work in school five days a week. 

Teachers working part-time may be in school three days a week and complete work 

outside of school on the additional two days. Full-time teachers need to manage their 
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workload by using evenings and weekends to try to get everything done and I 

thought this was likely to be particularly stressful. Even so, having this as a criterion 

would allow for different types of training routes prior to qualifying as a teacher. It 

would also allow for different types of additional responsibilities which many teachers 

have alongside their class-based teaching. The parameters of working five days a 

week in school would give each teacher a similar baseline with regards to the 

number of hours remaining each week outside of contracted time during a week.  

 

Each participant had at least five years of teaching experience. I chose this so that 

change over time could be heard within the stories that they told. I felt that this 

amount of time meant that the teachers would have experienced curriculum 

changes. Government research (HC, 2017) indicates that almost a third of teachers 

leave within the first five years of qualifying, so I wanted to hear why these particular 

teachers had stayed in the profession.  

 

Each teacher had taught in a minimum of two different schools and at least one was 

a UK state school. I hoped this would mean that they could draw on the experiences 

which different school systems offered them which positively or negatively affected 

their wellbeing. The three participants had spent at least five years teaching in UK 

schools, and two of the participants had worked in international schools. While I did 

not add a caveat that participants were required to have taught abroad, I felt that the 

experiences of teaching overseas would potentially enrich the details shared about 

comparisons between different systems.  
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I identified the individuals to participate in the research because they met the 

outlined criteria. I felt that they had knowledge and experience relevant to the study 

which would be valuable to the topics being discussed (Creswell and Plano Clark, 

2018). As I already knew the participants, I was aware that they were willing to 

participate in the research, were articulate when communicating their experiences 

aloud and had a reflective manner which I felt would benefit the narrative approach 

(Bernard, 2002; Spradley,1979). Having criteria each participant needed to meet 

meant that there was a unity between the participants who had varied experiences of 

teaching. 

 

3.5: Ethical Considerations 

Ethical considerations of the research involved making considerable deliberations. 

The approval letter from the university ethics board can be viewed in Appendix 

Twelve.  

 

3.5.1: Working with participants who I already knew 

Knowing the participants meant that I employed “sensitive and ethical negotiation of 

rapport” (Willig, 2008, pg. 25) between myself and participants. As I was asking 

questions and stories of a personal nature, I thought that it was essential for a good 

rapport to exist prior to the narrative interviews. This was because I wanted 

participants to feel comfortable describing their personal stories.  
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I felt that knowing each person was also important for the participant to feel assured 

that I would be sensitive in relaying my interpretations of their story during the 

member check. Discussing my interpretations with each participant at the member 

check, which involves seeking alternative and similar responses, is a method utilised 

in ethnographical studies to thicken analysis (Miller, Hengst and Wang, 2007).  

Having a background knowledge of the participants was important for me as a 

researcher, as it influenced how I was interpreting their story. It was also important 

for them to have background knowledge of me when preparing to tell their story and 

deciding how it should be told, (Bruner, 1991) because it contributed towards the 

inter-subjectivity and rapport. This meant that each interview was set in a context in 

which both the storyteller and listener had prior encounters with each other’s “life-

world” as teachers (Spadley, 1979). 

 

I was aware that working with participants I knew could cause particular biases. 

However, I felt that the use of a narrative methodology allowed me the transparency 

to reflectively consider how I was interacting with the data and the participants. For 

the purposes of transparency, I will now detail how well I knew each participant prior 

to the interviews. Una and I trained as teachers at the same time, but at different 

establishments. Following our studies, we kept in contact. Saoirse and I previously 

taught together, but she did not refer to me in her narrative. We also continue to be 

friends. Luke was introduced to me by a mutual friend shortly before I began my 

research. The three participants were enthusiastic about the research topic. 
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I was aware that my research had the potential to be emotive for the participants. 

Having an existing rapport with each interviewee meant that they felt comfortable in 

sharing with me because of our pre-established relationship. Knowing that I had 

previously been a teacher meant that the participants felt I understood the demands 

of their role. However, as I had no professional links to them, they could feel safe 

and speak frankly in response to the questions raised.  

 

3.5.2: Ethical Principles and Application 

The study followed ethical principles (BPS, 2018) to protect both the participants and 

myself as the researcher. This meant protecting the dignity, rights, safety and 

wellbeing of participants, such as through the use of pseudonyms. I followed ethical 

standards with respect to storing and recording data. With regards to narrative 

research, in particular, I focused on several key issues. These issues were: 

ownership; intellectual property rights and interpretation; confidentiality; honesty and 

reflecting the truth; deception (which means how to avoid it); exploitation of the 

participants; informed consent; and hurt and harm (Plummer, 2001).  

 

In practice, following ethical guidelines meant ensuring that I gained and retained 

informed consent from each participant. I also completed a member check with 

participants to ensure that I interpreted their story in the way which was closest to 

their ‘truth’. I also wanted to recognise any differences between these ‘truths’ and my 

interpretations. This was done by giving participants space and time between 

interviews to reflect on what they have shared. It was important that I allowed them 
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to own their views. Therefore, I did not verbally challenge their perspective of how 

they experienced their role and wellbeing. 

 

3.5.3: Emotional Impact 

The topic of wellbeing and how class teachers told the story of their career was a 

potentially sensitive topic. I wanted to ensure that I was empathic so that each 

participant felt understood and at ease when sharing. I did not want them to feel that 

they had somehow exposed too much about themselves or their story. Allowing 

space and time between interviews gave each participant processing time to settle 

their thoughts about the topic being discussed. I endeavoured to ensure that each 

participant felt comfortable when reflecting on their past and current career, but I was 

also aware that the conversations we were having had the potential to stir up 

sensitive feelings in the participants.  

 

In order to do no harm, I was transparent with each participant about how and why I 

was conducting this particular research. I also made them aware of the interview 

questions and the topics for discussion prior to each interview (Holloway and 

Jefferson, 2000). When gaining written consent from each participant, I provided 

them with a written copy of the interview questions, so that they could start to 

compile their thoughts and reflections beforehand. This meant that each interview 

felt like a smooth and easy storytelling, with very little need for additional prompts. 

 

3.5.4: Limitations 
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I realised that using a narrative approach and analysis could come with limitations. 

This regarded the need to be attentive to the social discourses that shape what the 

participants would say. More importantly, I knew that it was important to be attentive 

to the aspects of their careers which they felt unable to speak about. Personally 

knowing each participant, but not having professional relationships with them, 

hopefully helped to remove this obstacle.  

 

3.6: Data Gathering and Materials Used 

I wanted to hear the story of a teacher’s struggle through their everyday work life and 

to illuminate the rich detail of what supports and undermines their wellbeing daily. I 

was interested in uncovering the factors which originally drew these teachers to 

teaching and whether this changed or remained the same over time. I wanted to 

hear their stories of the highs and lows (Hakanen, Bakker and Schaufeli, 2006), and 

the reasons why they continue to teach. 

 

The data I collected was qualitative in nature. I used narrative interviews to explore 

the key events during the teachers’ careers, including changing schools and their 

evaluations of these experiences. These stories were interpreted and made sense of 

by me as a researcher. I did this by listening to the recordings of the narrative 

interviews which encouraged participants to share the ups and downs of their career 

over time. Having analysed the recordings, I completed a member check with the 

participants to seek their views on my interpretation of their stories and to query 

certain aspects further; as Reissman, (1993, pg. 2) has written, “interpretations are 

inevitable because narratives are representation.” The use of narrative and “the story 
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metaphor emphasises that we create order, construct texts, in particular contexts” 

(Reissman, 1993, pg. 1). It was therefore important that, if the participant disagreed 

with my interpretation, I would differentiate between my own view and theirs where 

possible (Stivers, 1993).  

 

3.7: Procedure 

I initially spoke informally to teachers about the research I was proposing to do. I 

noted their interest, and with their permission, contacted them with an information 

sheet (Appendix One) and consent form (Appendix Two) via email. Each participant 

responded by agreeing to a date for the initial interview. On the date of the interview, 

they completed and signed a consent form. 

 

Two of the interviews took place in person and one was conducted using FaceTime 

because that teacher works abroad. Each participant was provided with a copy of the 

questions in the information sheet and was encouraged to consider these prior to the 

interview. The narrative interviews were recorded using audio recording devices. The 

first interview lasted 38 minutes, the second 90 minutes and the third 91 minutes. At 

the end of each interview, the participant was reminded that if they felt they had 

further material to add, a follow up interview could be arranged. I also shared that I 

might have further questions for them after I had analysed the data, which would 

require me to contact them again. Even if neither of these scenarios happened, the 

participants were aware that I would make future contact with them to do a member 

check once their interview had been transcribed and analysed. 
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3.7.1: Eliciting Stories 

Each participant was asked the same set of questions and was probed further, 

where appropriate for their particular story. Each was asked to give some 

background about their teaching career. Full transcriptions can be viewed in 

Appendices Five (Una), Eight (Saoirse) and Eleven (Luke), and a brief introduction of 

each participant is given at the beginning of the Analysis chapter. I used ‘episodic’ 

interviews which were adapted from McAdams work (1993) and offered an 

“organising narrative framework” (McAdams, 1993, pg. 257). McAdams’ (1993) 

version involves asking about ‘life chapters’ and ‘key events’. Within this research, 

the ‘life chapters’ referred to the background of the participants’ teaching career and 

the factors which initially drew them to teaching. The ‘key events’ in McAdams work 

(1993) refers to ‘high’ and ‘low’ points in the life story and any ‘turning points’. In the 

narratives shared in this research, ‘key events’ were incorporated by asking about 

‘best’ and ‘worst’ moments, as well as the impact of changing curriculums and 

schools. 

 

The following questions framed the storytelling within each interview: 

● What made you want to become a teacher? 

● What is your best moment since being a teacher? 

● What is your worst moment since being a teacher? 

● Have there been any turning points in your career? 

● Have there been any significant people influencing your career? 

● Have there been any curriculum changes which have been implemented 

during your teaching career? How did these affect you? 

● How did changing schools impact you? 
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● How does being a teacher make you feel? 

● What would the title of your story be? 

 

3.7.2: Next Steps 

Following the narrative interviews, the Listening Guide (Gilligan, Spencer, Weinberg 

and Bertsch, 2007) was applied to analyse the transcriptions. This involved three 

steps of successive ‘listenings’, each with a particular focus. The Analysis chapter 

will cover each step in more detail. Following the analysis, I emailed each participant 

their own personal ‘I’ poem with a short summary of its purpose. I sent this email 

prior to the member check, so they would have some time to reflect on the ‘I’ poem 

before we spoke.  

 

In the email I explained that an ‘I’ poem was a personal poem for each participant 

that had been created by listening out for the ‘I’ statements within their interview. 

Each line within an ‘I’ poem consists of the I pronoun, associated verb and 

sometimes a few additional words. I divided each ‘I’ poem into stanzas and used the 

questions I had posed as the dividing point between each stanza. Each phrase in an 

‘I’ poem is recorded in the chronological order spoken.  

 

I used the ‘I’ poem as a visual resource to be shared with each participant prior to 

the member check so that they would have a short, written record in relation to the 

research.  This meant that they had the opportunity to read through the ‘I’ poem 

before we spoke during the member check. Having access to the ‘I’ poem before the 

member check meant that each participant had time to process their thoughts after 

reading through the poem. This allowed us to have a discussion about the voices 
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which I felt were prevalent and for me to learn whether they shared a similar or 

differing opinion. 

 

After I had emailed the ‘I’ poems, I spoke to each participant individually over the 

phone for the member check. During these, I shared an overview of my analysis 

which focused on the voices I had identified in their story. I asked each participant for 

their opinion about the analyses and whether these voices resonated with them or 

not.  
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Chapter Four: Analysis 

 

4.1: The Listening Guide 

Using the Listening Guide (Gilligan, 1982) involved repeatedly listening to the 

narratives of the interviews with a different intention in mind each time, followed by 

carrying out an interpretative summary after each listening (Woodcock, 2016). The 

Listening Guide lent itself well to this narrative research. This is because it is a 

psychological method which involves listening for multiple voices and how they 

resonate with each other, and is attentive to what is spoken and what may be 

unspoken (Gilligan and Eddy, 2017; Gilligan, Spencer, Weinberg and Bertsch, 2007). 

The guide is a systematic framework but also encourages the user to engage with 

the framework in a dynamic way: 

“The Guide resembles other qualitative methods in incorporating aspects of thematic 

and narrative analysis as well as elements of a grounded theory approach, but it 

differs in specifying a series of ‘listenings’, including the innovative Listening for the 

‘I’ (the first person voice of the speaker) and Listening for Contrapuntal Voices (the 

counterpoint of voices that speak to the researcher’s question)” (Gilligan and Eddy, 

2017, pg. 76). 

 

The Listening Guide (Brown and Gilligan, 1992) allowed me to analyse the interview 

transcripts, whilst also being able to place an emphasis on voice and human 

relationships. The guide allows participants who have previously been voiceless or at 

the margins to be given a voice and an opportunity to be heard.  
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4.2: Step One - Listening for the Plot 

During the first listening of the interview and reading through the transcript, the focus 

was on listening for the plot and background information. This involved listening for 

the ‘who’, ‘what’, ‘where’ and ‘when’ within each story. During this listening, I listened 

for themes, repetitions and images, as well as the contradictions which may have 

been present and whether there were any absences. I noted down my responses to 

the recording and reflected on things the narrator said which made me feel 

connected to them, and parts of the narrative which did not resonate with me. I 

considered what my thoughts and feelings were towards the speaker and to what 

they were saying, and I tried to identify my responses to the narrator. Whilst being 

aware of the subjectivity of this analysis, I aimed to explore the various connections 

and interpretations which I made as a listener, so that I could discuss them when 

carrying out the member check with the participant.  

 

4.3: Step Two – ‘I’ Poems 

I re-familiarised myself with the research questions before the second listening. This 

listening focused on the voice of the participant, or the ‘I’ within the story. This 

listening identifies the first-person pronouns within the narrative which are used to 

create ‘I’ poems (Debold, 1990). This allowed me to listen to the storyteller’s voice 

and how they spoke about themselves. The ‘I’ poems allowed the musicality (Gilligan 

and Eddy, 2017) and rhythm of the participant’s voice and story to be heard. This is 

because by focusing on the ‘I’, a free-fall of association or associative logic (Gilligan 

and Eddy, 2017) can be created. Emphasising the first-person voice in this way 

allows the stream of consciousness throughout the narrative to be heard, but without 
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the restrictions that complete sentences provide. ‘I’ poems can encapsulate 

something which the speaker does not directly state but which is essential to 

understanding the intended meaning of what is said (Gilligan et al, 2007).    

 

The ‘I’ poems were created by identifying every first-person pronoun, as well as the 

verb that followed, and additional words of importance (Gilligan et al., 2007). These 

are each highlighted in yellow on the transcripts. I opted not to include ‘I’ statements 

from responses to supplementary questions due to the length of each poem. 

Maintaining the same order, these phrases were copied from the transcript into a 

new document (see Appendices Three [Una], Six [Saoirse] and Nine [Luke] for 

individual ‘I’ poems). Each phrase was inserted on a new line in the order they were 

written in the transcript. I created stanzas by separating the lines with headings 

which related to the questions I had asked. These included: Background, Why 

Teaching? Best Moments, Worst Moments, Turning Points, Significant People, 

Curriculum Changes, Changing Schools, As a Teacher I feel…, and A Title. . These 

headings were the same for each participant.  

 

4.4: Step Three - Contrapuntal Voices 

Finally, I listened for the contrapuntal voices within the narrative. This allowed me to 

further examine each voice and how it related to each previous listening (Woodcock, 

2016). The initial two steps of the Listening Guide involved ascertaining the 

landscape of each story and the plotlines, and incorporating the first-person 

language of the narrator. The third step of the Listening Guide built on these 
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previous two stages. This final step, which consisted of several ‘listenings’, allowed 

me to notice and distinguish between the aspects of the transcript which spoke to the 

initial research questions (Gilligan et. al., 2007). This involved being attuned to what 

was spoken and what was said differently at different times, and being attentive to 

what was unspoken or silenced by other voices. It involved listening for the ways that 

different voices interacted.  

 

4.5: Member Checking 

Having completed the three steps of the Listening Guide, I emailed each participant 

to share their personal ‘I’ poem. I included a brief explanation of an ‘I’ poem within 

the main body of the email. Prior to this contact, I had confirmed with them the 

arrangements of when we would speak on the phone for the member check. Please 

see a copy of Appendix Thirteen for a copy of this email. 

 

During the member check, I shared some of the analysis from the Listening Guide 

(Gilligan, Spencer, Weinberg and Bertsch, 2007). I focused this on the relevant ‘I’ 

poem and included the voices which seemed prevalent to me within their narratives. 

During the member checks, there was confirmation from each participant that I had 

encaptured their personal story which reflected how they identified as teachers and 

to their profession. I did not change my interpretation of the stories as a result of the 

member check; instead each member check confirmed my understanding and 

analyses.  

 



 

69 
 

4.6: Transcriptions 

After each interview was complete, I transcribed the interview verbatim. Once the 

transcription was complete, I numbered each line, indicated each time there was a 

new speaker and added a reflection column on the right-hand side. I also included 

symbols in the transcriptions.  

 

The following symbols were used to alert readers of the transcripts to non-verbal 

communication:   

Symbol Example Explanation 

(( )) ((laughing)) Non-verbal action 

(.) (.) A brief pause in the narrative 

(digit) (4) Longer pause, with number of seconds 

inside the brackets 

[ ] R: Is it hard to [park up at 

school 

L: It’s very] 

To indicate speech overlap, when the 

participant and researcher spoke at the 

same time. 

 

Next, I printed a hard copy of each transcript and listened to each interview a 

minimum of five times. Initially, I listened for the plot, and then for the creation of ‘I’ 

poems, and finally for the contrapuntal voices (Gilligan, Spencer, Weinberg and 

Bertsch, 2007). With the relevant interview in front of me, I listened repeatedly to the 

interview and used a different colour highlighter to identify the particular aspect I was 

focusing on. Plot themes were highlighted in red, ‘I’ poems in yellow and 
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contrapuntal voices in either pink, green, teal, light blue or light grey, depending on 

the voice they represented. Once I was satisfied with this, I transferred this 

information to my electronic version of the transcript by changing the colour of the 

text, editing the font and adding further notes and reflections. After these steps, I 

completed a member check with each participant before writing up the analysis.  

 

4.7: Applying the Listening Guide 

4.7.1: Introducing Una 

Una is currently a drama teacher with additional responsibilities. She trained and 

taught in London and the South-East of England before emigrating to teach abroad 

in Turkey and Egypt. She has now settled in Singapore in her ideal job. Following 

maternity leave, Una has recently returned to her school in Singapore. She wanted 

to be a teacher from a young age and initially thought that she would be a primary 

school practitioner, before realising that she could combine her love of drama with 

her desire to be a teacher, if she chose to teach at secondary school level. Una’s 

interview was conducted at the start of the academic year using FaceTime, due to 

distance restraints. During the interview, we were both in a room on our own at 

home. She describes herself as a thirty-five-year-old, middle-class, Caucasian 

female who is based in Singapore and has been influenced by European and African 

cultures.  

 

4.7.2: Una - Step One 

During the first listening, I felt that the terrain of Una’s narrative sounded optimistic 

and came from a place of security. The plot seemed to focus on independence, 
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exploration and ambition. Her independence was conveyed through the absence of 

any reference to a supportive partner or family network. People who featured in 

Una’s story were students, parents of students, colleagues as well as mentors, her 

current principal and her daughter. Her young daughter is the only family member of 

whom she spoke. Exploration arose as she listed the countries in which she had 

taught. Una described herself as “ambitious” (Appendix Five, pg. 211, line 461) and 

this is a theme which was quietly present as she took on new roles in different 

places. Her ambition is evident when she speaks about students’ achievements 

(Appendix Five, pg. 186, lines 43-50), new additional responsibilities (Appendix Five, 

pg. 195, lines 191-193), working alongside inspiring staff (Appendix Five, pg. 199, 

line 258) and being a learner herself (Appendix Five, pg. 211, lines 460-465 and 

lines 470-474). This latter storyline, which focused on ambition, was later replaced 

by a sense of contentment and enjoying the present. This was apparent when Una 

said “Then very recently I realised that actually I’m okay with not progressing in my 

career at the moment because I’m learning lots of different stuff” (Appendix Five, pg. 

211, lines 466-468). This sense of contentment was reinforced when she said, 

“Maybe I’m just happy to do what I am doing and just learn what I am learning and 

enjoy this time rather than pushing forwards and learning and growing” (Appendix 

Five, pg. 212, lines 474-477). 

 

There were multiple changes of location which arose as Una shared her movement 

from country to country. Despite this potential for disruption or tension, it seemed to 

be a harmonious story. The changes in location created a momentum in the shared 

story. The images which stood out for me related to her whole life constantly moving; 

this seemed to culminate in her moving towards her ‘ideal’ job where she is currently 
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able to focus on her teaching practice and her role as a learner. Throughout the 

story, even when the storyline moved from ambition to contentment, it was 

embedded in a context of assurance; she knew that she was meant to be a teacher 

and that remains a staunch truth for her.  

 

Throughout Una’s storytelling, there did not appear to be any emotional hotspots as 

her responses were very measured. Her passion for and enjoyment of teaching was 

obvious. While there were times of challenge across her career (Appendix Five, pg. 

188, lines 79; 84-85; pg. 188, lines 237-238), her description of these incidents did 

not indicate that she saw these as times of distinct difficulty which needed to be 

overcome. The story she shared was practical and concise yet comprehensive. It 

seemed that she had prepared for the questions in advance. At the same time, she 

also had a reflective nature during the interview when she recalled a curriculum 

change she was unhappy about (Appendix Five, pg. 202, lines 319-321). I recorded 

the reader response to the narrative in the right-hand column in Una’s transcription, 

under ‘Comments on Transcription’, as well as in my research diary.  

 

4.7.3: Una - Step Two 

Una’s ‘I’ poem can be read in full in Appendix Three (Pg. 165). In it, there are 

harmonious blends of activity, reflectiveness and agency. During our discussion in 

the member check, Una shared that she felt I had summarised her teaching story in 

an accurate way. She requested a written summary of the interview to add to her 

reflective record for the school year. This request demonstrated the personal value 

she attributed to taking part in the research. 



 

73 
 

 

Activity was present in Una’s story throughout her ‘I’ poem. The verbs which followed 

the ‘I’ made Una sound both active and purposeful: “I qualified, I moved, I taught, I 

went.” These appeared to reflect the movement associated with teaching in different 

countries as well as the leaving, departures and arrivals related to beginning in a 

new place. The purposefulness of these verbs seemed to have led Una on a journey 

of progression from one teaching role to the next. This ended with transporting her to 

her ideal job in a supportive school with fantastic resources. 

 

The action which was apparent in Una’s ‘I’ poem contrasted with the amount of time 

she spent reflecting. Reflexivity and emotional embodiments of reflection were 

demonstrated in every stanza through the term “I thought”, which was a repeated 

phrase. This was further ratified during the member check, when Una shared that 

she had been discussing her reflective nature in school earlier in the week, and also 

through her request for a written account which summarised the voices heard in her 

narrative. 

 

Agency was apparent in ‘Changing Schools’ (Appendix Three, pg. 175-176) and ‘A 

Title’ (Appendix Three, pg. 177-179) due to the terms “I choose” and “I can.” This 

agency connected to Una’s independence, which was conveyed by the choices she 

has made as she has progressed her career and moved between countries. Her 

agency was also conveyed through absences. While she mentioned significant 

people to the development of her career, Una did not speak of a supportive network 

outside of work. Whilst this does not mean that she has no strong support network, 
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instead it may suggest that she views her decisions about her career independently. 

It may also imply that Una intentionally has tried to compartmentalise her work as 

separate from her home life due to working internationally, where the boundaries 

between home and work may be blurred. For instance, the family doctor is on the 

school site. Thus, the agency coming through her ‘I’ poem may relate to a conscious 

attempt to separate home from school.  

 

Consistency came across in the ‘I’ poem when Una stated, “I always, always” 

(Appendix Three, pg. 165). There seemed to be an unwavering certainty that she 

knows what she is doing as a teacher. Una is secure in her knowledge that she is 

meant to be a teacher. She believes that there is no preferable career for her. Una’s 

passion for teaching also appears consistent through the repetitions of “I love”, as 

well as “I absolutely love” and “I really, really love”, when talking about being a 

teacher. Within the ‘I’ poem, there was some conflict with regards to consistency 

within the stanza ‘Turning Points’ (Appendix Three, pg. 168-173), when Una 

expressed, “I knew” and “I didn’t know.” However, when the apparently negative “I 

don’t” was expressed, it was in the form of a double negative and was utilised with a 

rhetorical effect. For instance, “I don’t know many other people who do” (Appendix 

Three, pg.177) was a comparative statement stating that Una is unaware of many 

people who love their job as much as she does.  

 

A sense of change over time came across in the ‘Significant People’ (Appendix 

Three, pg. 173-174), ‘Curriculum Changes’ (Appendix Three, pg. 174-175) and ‘A 

Title…’ (Appendix Three, pg. 177-179) stanzas through the following phrases: “I had, 
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I became, I have, I think, I was, I am, I realise, I can.” The language was optimistic, 

reflective and positive. Something which may slightly contradict my earlier point 

about Una’s use of language indicating that she compartmentalises her personal and 

professional life arises within ‘Turning Points’. She spoke of previously 

compartmentalising, but since having her daughter reflected:  

“Now I look 

On the flipside I see all the things” (Appendix Three, pg. 173) 

This indicates that she felt an overlap between her personal, home experiences and 

her role as a teacher; her teaching and mothering roles impact one another. 

Una’s ‘I’ poem spoke of the importance of “making a difference” (Appendix Three, 

pg. 172). Reference to making a difference was repeated several times in the ‘I’ 

poem. It seemed that she saw an intrinsic link between being an educator and 

helping young people to make a difference in their own lives and in the future. 

 

4.7.4: Una - Step Three 

As I listened to and read Una’s narrative, I identified the following distinct voices 

which I have named: Accomplishment, Challenge, Pastoral, Protection and 

Realisation. At times, these voices were interwoven. A collection of quotes 

representing each voice can be seen in Appendix Four (pg. 180). Further examples 

are available in Una’s full transcript in Appendix Five (pg. 184).  

 

I felt that the voice of Accomplishment was focused on Una’s success as a teacher 

and this was intertwined with how she viewed her role. Una revealed the value of 
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teaching to her was holistic in nature. She spoke about making a difference to young 

people’s lives, not just giving them an academic education. When the opportunity to 

make a difference was not apparent, it seemed to influence how she perceived the 

value of her role: 

“I felt like I was making a difference again with children not just teaching them but 

actually making a difference to their lives” (Appendix Five, pg. 195, Line 196-198). 

Within this statement, the voices of Accomplishment and Pastoral were 

interconnected because this statement indicates how incredibly important making a 

general impact on students’ lives is to Una, with regards how she sees her role as a 

teacher.  

 

The Accomplishment voice was present when Una spoke with passion about her 

current school and available resources: 

“And my current school is… Incredible. And I absolutely love it … it is a very wealthy 

school and they have a lot of resources, not just physical resources, people 

resources as well, and so a lot of the admin stuff was taken off of me and I could just 

focus in on my teaching” (Appendix Five, pg. 195, lines 200-205). 

Within Una’s narrative, there is a sense that taking on multiple roles as a teacher has 

a positive outcome. The roles she emphasises are pastoral in nature, rather than 

being linked to administrative tasks. Una’s voice of Accomplishment is strongly 

interlinked to her Pastoral voice within her narrative. At one point when Una spoke 

about the more pastoral roles of a teacher, there was some tension between 

Accomplishment and the voice of Challenge: 
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“It also does still make me sad that those children, like in England, you know, 

obviously not all of them but that they do need that, sort of social worker type aspect 

as well” (Appendix Five, pg. 193, lines 160-163). 

Although she appreciates making a difference to young people’s lives, she is aware 

that some of these roles are necessary due to undesirable circumstances. It appears 

that Una recognises that a pastoral role can become a necessary ‘social work’ type 

role when children and young people experience greater adversity. This pastoral role 

seems valuable to Una because to her it means she is making a difference to the 

young person and this is associated with her voice of Accomplishment. While this is 

an important aspect of her role, it also links to tension because it saddens her to 

think that young people are in situations where such a role is necessary. Therefore, it 

also links to her voice of Challenge.   

 

The voice of Accomplishment was again present when Una spoke about 

experienced colleagues whom she found to be inspiring: 

“At my current school, I work with another drama teacher and he’s really inspirational 

in terms of, my actual drama teaching, like all of the strategies that he uses, he’s 

given me more innovative approaches” (Appendix Five, pg. 199, lines 254-258). 

These positive influences appear to have an impact on her daily practice. This was 

connected to her voice of Realisation because she recognised that she has ample 

time to further her ambitious nature, but for now she is content in her present 

learning environment: 

“And then very recently I realised that actually I’m okay with not progressing in my 

career at the moment because I’m learning lots of different stuff, and then a slight 
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different focus on now that I’ve got family of my own to think about, and that’s okay” 

(Appendix Five, pg.211, lines 466-470). 

She repeated similar sentiments later: 

“Maybe I’m just happy to do what I am doing and just learn what I am learning and 

enjoy this time rather than pushing forwards and learning and growing” (Appendix 

Five, pg. 212, lines 474-477). 

 

There is security within Una’s narrative. She is secure in knowing that teaching is her 

ideal profession. She is currently working in a system which is a supportive learning 

environment for herself as well as for her students. This again links back to the 

Pastoral voice, when she shared the importance of role modelling learning and 

failing: 

“It’s about showing the kids, that it’s okay being in that place of not knowing and it’s 

okay to try something out and it’s okay to fail. And I think that is a really important 

message for children to see” (Appendix Five, pg. 199, lines 262-265). 

 

4.7.5: Concluding Thoughts on Una’s Narrative 

Una must feel like she is in a privileged position, to be able to feel fulfilment in each 

of the optimistic voices in her narrative. Her whole narrative was generally cohesive, 

with the voices of Protection and Challenge playing minor roles. Una gave one 

example of being protected by the school system when she spoke of the strong 

approach the school used when addressing parents. This voice of Protection 

indicated that her school use an empathetic yet firm approach so that all parties 
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concerned, parents and carers, young people and staff, understand their decision 

making. It also seemed that these situations were an exception and I got the 

impression that there was a feeling of unity between students and staff within her 

current school, due to the clear guidelines and code of conduct which all parties are 

expected to abide by. The prevalent voices present in Una’s narrative were positive 

and mainly focused on Accomplishment and Pastoral, with Realisation being 

apparent towards the end of the interview. I was left with the impression that Una 

believed the systems in which she works, and the expectations placed on her as a 

teacher, result in Una having a thoroughly supported and nurtured wellbeing. 

 

4.7.6: Introducing Saoirse  

Saoirse trained as a teacher in Canada, before moving to England for work 

opportunities. Her earliest memories relate to her aspiration to be a teacher. 

Saoirse’s initial supply teaching job in London led to her to securing a full-time role in 

an inner-city school. She handed in her notice when Saoirse recognised she needed 

a break from full-time teaching to review her career options. Another period of supply 

teaching led her to a full-time class position in a school which appeared to hold 

wellbeing in high esteem. Following an Ofsted inspection, the focus on teacher 

wellbeing appears to have been reduced. Saoirse has additional responsibilities as 

well as being a class teacher. Her interview took place at the beginning of the school 

year in the lounge of my flat and we were alone throughout. She describes herself as 

being a female in her early thirties, who has been influenced by her Canadian 

upbringing and has recently become a British citizen. 

 

4.7.7: Saoirse - Step One 
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During the initial listening of Saoirse’s story, I felt that it was set within a frame of 

wanting to make a difference to the lives of children. Her own educational experience 

as a child in school was described as a generally positive experience and featured 

inspiring role models for her future teacher identity. Even when she experienced a 

teacher who she did not have a positive experience of, Saoirse used this experience 

to inform herself about how she would go on to teach.  

 

Saoirse’s story had two main settings. Initially, the geographical base was Canada, 

where autonomy and professional discretion were prevalent in her description of 

being a teacher. The school environment had a collaborative ethos. Saoirse 

described colleagues and students working in co-production to create a personalised 

education for the pupils in her class. While this positive partnership created a sense 

of reward for her, there was an issue: there were no available full-time teaching 

positions on offer in Canada. The second scene was based in England. Saoirse 

found that teaching work was readily available. However, there were multiple 

compromises within the second setting, which was located in south-east England. 

The trust and positive attributes which had been dominant in the Canadian setting 

were replaced by pressure (both national and school-based) and a prescriptiveness 

which created an internal tension with regards to how Saoirse viewed her role as a 

teacher. There was a sense of struggle and suffering in Saoirse’s narrative because 

she felt, at times, like she was not doing the best she could for the children in her 

class. This was because of the expectations the senior leadership within the school 

had of Saoirse, as a Year Two practitioner who was preparing her class for SATS. 

Within Saoirse’s narrative, it was apparent that she felt that local and national 
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systems lacked flexibility with regards to considering staff and pupils in a holistic 

manner.  

 

The clearest difference between the first and second scene was how professional 

judgements seemed to be constantly questioned in England. In Canada, Saoirse 

described teacher observations and feedback as being helpful for professional 

development (Appendix Eight, pg. 273, lines 723-728). Rather than being critical, an 

appreciative approach was adopted, which seems to be missing from her experience 

in England (Appendix Eight, pg. 273, lines 726-732). Despite the constant internal 

struggle of being forced to choose between different priorities, the highs (for Saoirse, 

these were mostly connected to relationships) associated with her role whilst 

teaching the Year Two SATS group in London made the experience worthwhile for 

her. 

 

4.7.8: Saoirse - Step Two 

Saoirse’s ‘I’ poem can be read in full in Appendix Six (pg. 214). Her ‘I’ poem 

highlighted her struggle between the role of teacher she was required to take on due 

to educational systems and the value she has associated with her role. The 

language in the poem is emotive and has elements of physical embodiment through 

the repeated use of terms like “I felt” and “I remember.” Her delight in teaching is 

apparent through the repeated use of the term “love” – “I absolutely loved it! I really 

loved” in the ‘Background’ (Appendix Six, pg. 214-219) and ‘Turning Points’ 

(Appendix Six, pg. 224-228) stanzas. 
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A thread running through the whole poem, and the first stanza (Background, 

Appendix Six, pg. 214-219) in particular, relates to memories. These had a 

longitudinal element through the repeated refrain: “I remember.” These appear to 

have positive associations with her view of teaching: “I was, I played, I could, I 

knew.” This stanza also epitomises how Saoirse has envisioned her role as a 

teacher since her childhood. The phrase “I think” is reiterated throughout the poem 

repeatedly, and demonstrates her reflective nature. In the second stanza (Why 

Teaching? Appendix Six, pg. 220-221), the memory of wanting to be a teacher is 

imprinted since an early age: “I always knew, I wanted to work with children, I had 

some absolutely amazing teachers.” The ‘I’ poem highlights how being a teacher has 

been a long-term aspiration for Saoirse.  

 

There is a shift in the language within ‘Worst moments’ (Appendix Six, pg. 222-224) 

and ‘Turning Points’ (Appendix Six, pg. 224-228); the vocabulary and energy within 

the stanzas become more mixed. The previous positive language is replaced by 

uncertainty. Internal tension becomes more apparent, as the internal conflict arises 

between what school required her to do and what she felt was best for the children in 

her care. This sense of helplessness is carried over into the ‘Significant People’ 

stanza (Appendix Six, pg. 228-231), where there is a focus on interaction with her 

line manager. The language used, “I was stripped, If I’m allowed, I don’t, I didn’t, I 

lost, I was worrying, I couldn’t, I’m overtired, I’m stressed, I am constantly worried 

and anxious”, is in stark contrast to the original optimistic language at the start of the 

‘I’ poem. There appears to be frustration, anger and sadness in the language used in 

this section. Despite Saoirse’s identity being linked to her being a teacher, she 

seems to be reflecting on whether she can carry on this role. There is a turning point 
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within this stanza, when Saoirse says, “They knew I was a good teacher” (Appendix 

Six, pg. 230). This woman, who had spent most of her childhood preparing to be a 

teacher and was now an experienced, reflective teacher, could no longer see the 

skill set she had to offer. Saoirse rediscovers herself through the belief that others 

have in her. She describes the support and belief her family offered her particularly 

during her year of teaching Year Two: “My parents have always been extremely 

supportive and have always built up my confidence ((laugh)) even when I have not 

been confident in myself” (Appendix Eight, pg. 268, lines 614-616). This is both a 

heart-warming point and an incredibly sad one. The reassuring element is that 

Saoirse has people who were able to give her this encouragement. The poignant 

aspect of this statement relates to the fact that, at that time, she was no longer able 

to see this for herself. It raises the question of how much she had endured to bring 

her to such a hopeless place. When Saoirse talks about the support her parents 

offered she says “They said and reaffirmed that they knew I was a good teacher and 

it was what I was always meant to do” (Appendix Eight, pg. 268, lines 617-619). She 

goes onto say, “My family have really built up my confidence to want to carry on in 

my teaching career. And my husband is a fantastic influence on me because he 

reminds me that wellbeing is really important” (Appendix Eight, pg. 269 lines 631-

634).  

 

The stanza titled ‘As a teacher I feel…’ (Appendix Six, pg. 237-238) includes mixed 

language. “I can’t leave” is a repeated refrain which seems rather hopeless because 

she does not appear to have a choice. Then, there is a shift to more hopeful 

statements: “I still remember them, I think teaching is amazing.” The fluctuating 
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language within this ‘I’ poem seems to epitomise the changeable emotional 

experiences, ranging from inspiring to saddening, which teachers face.  

 

4.7.9: Saoirse - Step Three 

Within Saoirse’s narrative, I identified the following distinct voices: Optimism, 

Struggle, Nurturer, Relationships and Recognition. At times, the voices were 

intertwined with each other. A collection of quotes representing each voice can be 

seen in Appendix Seven. Further examples are available in Saoirse’s full transcript in 

Appendix Eight. 

 

There were four elements in Saoirse’s narrative which connected to her Optimistic 

voice. These were: having professional discretion, working collaboratively, 

recognising the importance of wellbeing and the positive moments of teaching. 

Having professional discretion was referred to on a number of occasions. Saoirse 

shared that observations within the Canadian system were associated with 

appreciative inquiry and productive, constructive feedback: 

“Obviously I was observed throughout my career as well and they had these positive 

observations and constructive feedback to give back to, you know, do better in 

certain areas. But I felt like I was given the discretion, the ability and opportunity to 

judge for myself what was best for the children that I was teaching. I didn’t have to 

evidence every little thing because my (2) professional judgement was seen to be 

accurate because I have done all this training and I feel like this is what’s different in 

this country.” (Appendix Eight, pg. 273, lines 724-731). 
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This was a sentiment that was repeated later in the interview and Saoirse spoke 

about the positive impact this had on her environment and her ability to teach: 

“You’re just trusted that you know what you are doing (3) and having that sense of 

trust and feeling like you are given that opportunity and responsibility to just do what 

you feel is best, is really (.) amazing and (.) it makes the environment and the whole 

idea of teaching so much more positive because it makes you feel like, you know, 

you are in control, you know what you are doing, you’ve been given the trust that you 

deserve after all the training that you have put into your career and that you continue 

to put in and you know what’s best for your children” (Appendix Eight, pg. 286, lines 

1048-1057). 

 

The next element of Saoirse’s Optimistic voice related to working in a co-productive 

nature with colleagues and pupils: 

“I was working with my teaching partner who did the other half-days and we worked 

really well together and we had the same sort of ideas of what we wanted to do in 

the classroom, various investigative type learning where the children were guiding 

their own learning and they weren’t being ‘taught at’ but they were participants in 

their learning” (Appendix Eight, pg. 248, lines 101-107). 

 

Relationships appear to have influenced Saoirse’s awareness of the importance of 

wellbeing:  
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“I have obviously learned from that experience in London that wellbeing is important, 

and I’ve made it a bigger priority for myself and I’ve learned that I can say no” 

(Appendix Eight, pg. 279, lines 875-878). 

Saoirse aims to prioritise her wellbeing when considering new jobs, even though this 

would not have previously been in her job searching criteria. She talks about the 

reassurance she received in the interview for her current role: 

“There was a very big push for wellbeing because that was actually part of my 

interview when I originally interviewed for this position. One of the questions was 

‘How do you look after your wellbeing as a teacher?’ which made me feel confident 

in that they recognised as a school that wellbeing was important” (Appendix Eight, 

pg. 278, lines 863-867). 

At a later stage, she goes on to speak about the impact that Ofsted had on this 

crucial element of wellbeing. This quote above highlights the importance she now 

places on her own wellbeing. 

 

Saoirse’s final element of Optimism reveals how the positive moments impact her. 

These moments include going on a journey of discovery with pupils, when a difficult 

concept suddenly makes sense to them:  

“I think in teaching you have so many amazing moments” (Appendix Eight, pg. 243, 

lines 229-230). 

“I think those are the absolute best moments that I (2) it just keeps me going is a 

teacher” (Appendix Eight, pg.253, lines 241-243). 
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In the quotes above and the one below, Saoirse indicates that a tension exists. It 

seems like she has, at times, questioned whether she wants to continue being a 

teacher when she mentions being brought back and ‘feeling okay again’: 

“The rollercoaster shoots up in the air, you know, it brings you back on this high of 

feeling okay again and brings you back and it’s brilliant and exciting and thrilling and 

rewarding because, you know, you’re back where you want to be” (Appendix Eight, 

pg. 285, lines 1023-1026). 

The use of ‘again’ seems to imply that there is a cyclical nature to teaching. This 

reoccurring nature of ‘highs’ implies that there is a counterpoint ‘low’ to balance it 

out.  

 

The changeable nature of teaching is referred to multiple times throughout Saoirse’s 

narrative: “there were some ups and downs, highs and lows” (Appendix Eight, pg. 

249, lines 130-131). And again in: 

“I was thoroughly enjoying it until we had Ofsted. Since then, it has significantly got 

worse the school environment and (2) we went from being a ‘good’ school to 

‘needing improvement’” (Appendix Eight, pg. 278, lines 852-858). 

There seems to be a common element within Saoirse’s narrative of trying to balance 

out the good with the bad: 

“It’s a very different environment to what it was. I feel like it was originally quite a 

positive influence for me but (.) I feel like that might be changing. However, one thing 

that is quite positive where I am at now is that I enjoy very much working with most 

of my colleagues” (Appendix Eight, pg. 279, lines 871-875). 
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Her frustration finally pushes into the foreground when she speaks of her frustration 

with the fact that her department in her current school were classed as ‘good’ by 

Ofsted; despite Ofsted not requiring any improvements in the report for her 

department, staff within the Early Years setting did not receive any recognition for 

what they had done well. In fact: 

“Although we were rated ‘good’ we are still part of those learning walks and still part 

of all the additional training that is being put into the rest of the school, so it hasn’t 

been noted that (.) by the school in the sense that we actually have done well and 

we should carry on doing what we’re doing because we’re doing something really 

right” (Appendix Eight, pg. 280, lines 906-911). 

As Saoirse continues her narrative, it becomes apparent that rather than the lack of 

recognition being central to her frustration, it is the time being wasted: 

“So, it doesn’t really make sense to waste our valuable time that could be spend on 

our particular curriculum and environment and how to make it better at these staff 

meetings and training sessions that have nothing to do with us” (Appendix Eight, pg. 

281, lines 920-924). 

The point about a lack of efficiency and time-wasting is reiterated: 

“That’s not thought about in this system ((laughs)) it’s not thought about the best use 

of teachers’ time and I think that’s why a lot of time gets wasted and isn’t efficient. 

And when there is that lack of efficiency, that’s when teachers become stressed 

because they feel they don’t have the time to do things that would best benefit the 

children” (Appendix Eight, pg. 282, lines 945-950). 

The frustrations which Saoirse experiences on a daily basis are exacerbated further 

when her narrative broaches areas of pressure. An example of this is with SATS:  



 

89 
 

“I think my worst (3) I don’t want to say moment but I’d say time as a teacher was 

when I was in Year Two teaching in St Teresa’s and (2) because of the pressure of 

SATS, Year Two SATS, and because of pressure from the school to (2) achieve 

targets that were set at the beginning of the year” (Appendix Eight, pg. 254, lines 

250-254). 

She goes on to say: 

“And these targets are set and not based on, or flexible in a sense that they are 

human beings, they’re not just, you know, numbers or (.) points on a piece of paper 

they have a life and it means that because they are human beings things happen. 

And they’re going to have highs in their life and they’re going to have lows in their 

life, and throughout their life. And I think it’s really unfair that they have these 

expectations that they’ll achieve a certain target and that the rest of their life and 

what is affecting their day-to-day ability to be successful in education is not taken 

into account (.) and I also think it’s really unfair that (2) children of such young age 

feel such (.) intense pressure in their education that they need to strive to do well, 

that they’re being tested on (.) a lot of material that is really difficult for seven year 

olds” (Appendix Eight, pg. 254, lines 265-278). 

The SATS testing also created a discrepancy between what she was expected to do 

by the school and what she wanted to do as a teacher: 

“I feel like that was really, I don’t know the word, but sort of, stifled out of them in that 

time (2) and I felt like it was really unfair and it made me feel like I was a really bad 

teacher, and I know that I’m not a bad teacher and that is probably the worst moment 

for me. It was the worst time for me because I felt like I wasn’t doing my job which (.) 

was (2) the job that I originally wanted to which was to inspire them and help them 
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grow and feel excited and happy to be at school. And I felt horrible coming into work 

every day because I felt like I didn’t know what to do, how to handle that year 

whether I should (.) just try and ignore the pressure from above that felt like it was on 

a daily basis, coming to me, asking me results and when I was doing the next tests 

and practice for SATS. Or if I should do what was in my heart which was actually to 

teach them properly and give them a well-rounded education and (.) and not have so 

much pressure on a group of seven-year-olds. But I’m not sure if I was experienced 

enough at that time (.) or maybe I was actually just too sort of (.) engrossed in the 

situation I couldn’t look at it objectively to do what I feel like I do now, which is just to 

ignore the system as much as possible. But (2) yeah I feel like that I constantly felt (.) 

in a bad place during that time and (.) I felt like I wasn’t happy with myself and I didn’t 

feel good about myself and it really made me hate teaching and made me not want 

to, I didn’t know how I would carry on a teaching career if it was going to carry on like 

that. Which made really sad because, as I’ve already said I wanted to be a teacher 

since I was four years” (Appendix Eight, pg. 256, lines 317-342). 

This section of the narrative highlights the pain and inner turmoil Saoirse 

experienced as a teacher at this particular point in her career. There is a critical self-

awareness, as well as a sense of regret towards those pupils doing SATs and her 

involvement in those tests. There is also a heaviness, loss and sadness about how 

the situation was making Saoirse feel. Through the narrative, she indicates that she 

was aware of the impact this time period had on her. However, it is difficult to know if 

Saoirse realised the extent of the impact the experience was having on her during 

her time in Year Two 
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4.7.10: Concluding Thoughts on Saoirse’s Narrative 

Saoirse’s narrative clearly demonstrated that being a teacher has been a long-held 

ambition for her. During her own time as a pupil, she used her own experiences with 

teachers to develop her knowledge about the type of teacher she would like to 

become.  

 

Although her narrative about teaching is optimistic, there is a sense of struggle within 

it within it as she reflects on her experience in the profession. Saoirse portrays 

teaching as being a professional role as well as a vocation. Despite the repeated 

struggles, the children bring her much joy. Saoirse’s narrative indicates that if she 

could focus on planning, in the way most beneficial to her, that she would be better 

able to teach and meet the multiple needs of the children within her care. Within her 

story, Saoirse creates the impression that she would like to plan and teach 

informative and fun lessons. However, it seems that local and national policies 

require her to dedicate a lot of her time to other, non-teaching related tasks. This 

leaves her with little time or energy left to focus on what she views as the more 

important aspects of her role. 

 

Saoirse’s narrative suggests that she generally feels that systems, related to national 

expectations on children, do not allow for staff or pupils to be human. It also 

indicates that there is a precarious element within teaching, because things can 

change instantaneously. She compares these sudden changes to the experience of 

riding on a rollercoaster. It seems that Saoirse has reached a state of acceptance 
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about the systems in which she works and recognises that she needs to maintain her 

own wellbeing in order to be more available to her class.  

 

4.7.11: Introducing Luke 

Luke comes from a family of educators and decided to join the teaching profession 

after completing his undergraduate degree. He is secondary school trained and has 

worked in several different inner-city schools, teaching English. Luke has also taught 

supplementary subjects and led other departments, as well as being the Head of the 

English. After taking redundancy from a teaching and middle leadership post, Luke 

considered alternative options and considered retraining rather than returning to 

teaching. During this period, Luke realised he missed classroom teaching too much 

to leave the career permanently. If he does leave in the future, it is likely that he will 

move into something which is still linked to education. At Luke’s current school, he 

teaches English to Year Eight, Eleven, Twelve and Thirteen students and is on the 

senior leadership team as an Assistant Head of Sixth Form. My interview with him 

place towards the end of the autumn term in his own home and we were alone in the 

kitchen throughout. He describes himself as a lower-middle class, middle-aged, 

British man from London. 

 

4.7.12: Luke - Step One 

Within the first listening, I identified multiple landscapes, tensions and contradictions 

in Luke’s narrative. It was apparent that he had taught a range of subjects and 

maintained a role within the senior leadership team in different schools. Pressure 

within academy systems, as well as the possibility of his current school being 
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changed into an academy, created a tension within the narrative, due to the 

precariousness which seemed to be illustrated within Luke’s narrative.  

 

Luke presented himself as a strong, competent leader who fundamentally views the 

needs of the young people he is working with as central to his role as a teacher. 

Luke has experienced disappointment in the system, with regards to decisions taken 

by schools which he has not agreed with. The positive and negative experiences 

Luke shared indicate that he sees teaching as more of a vocation than solely a job. 

This means that it can be difficult to balance family relationships with wanting to 

commit his physical, emotional and mental energy to helping his students. Balancing 

home and school is a repeated site of conflict within Luke’s narrative because while 

he is attempting to prioritise family life, work responsibilities also encroach on his 

personal time if he does not set appropriate boundaries. This leads to inner unease 

because despite wanting to help his pupils as much as possible, he never feels as 

though he is doing enough.  

 

As Luke’s narrative unfolds, he reveals that when he reflects on his role, he is 

concerned by what he is teaching students. He questions whether the skills they 

develop in school will prepare them for being independent when they leave school 

education. His person-centred beliefs, which are based on the right pedagogy for 

students, are at odds with the system in which he finds himself teaching. However, 

Luke feels the need to be inside the system to try and instigate change. Luke 

remains optimistic that positive transformations will occur.  
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4.7.13: Luke - Step Two 

Luke’s ‘I’ poem can be read in full in Appendix Nine (pg. 290). Tension and 

contradiction were evident throughout the ‘I’ poem through phrases such as “I 

turned,” “I know that sounds” and “If I’m going to be really honest.” The poem 

revealed a sense of pressure, which seemed to arise from the role of the teacher 

and the precariousness of systems. There also seemed to be internal pressure, 

which appeared to originate from wanting the best for young people, as well as trying 

to have quality time with and be reliable for his family. 

 

In the ‘Background’ stanza (Appendix Nine, pg. 290), Luke comes across as 

competent, ambitious and willing to take on a challenge. In the ‘Why Teaching?’ 

stanza (Appendix Nine, pg. 290-291), there appears to be an openness and 

reflectiveness developing apparent in the following statement: “If I’m going to be 

really honest.” Luke’s ‘Best Moments’ (Appendix Nine, pg. 291) within the ‘I’ poem 

were linked to his achievements and roles: “When I became Head of English” and “I 

improved results.” However, this differed from the full narrative transcript, in which 

his person-centred natured was far more apparent.  

 

The ‘Worst Moments’ stanza (Appendix Nine, pg. 291-294) felt heavier in content. 

There was a smattering of the phrase “I had” throughout, which indicated a lack of 

choice about his actions or what was being expected of him. There was a sense of 

disappointment in this stanza: “I wanted, I saw those members of staff, I just think 

that’s a bit of a disgrace, I think that’s wrong.” The use of time was also prevalent in 

this stanza: “I mean at the minute, I’m working ten to twelve hour days, What I do at 
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work, What I take at work, What I take home, What I don’t take home.” These 

sombre points contrasted to the simplicity of the statement, “I care” which was 

present in this stanza. The statement “I care” seemed to signify a change in this 

stanza, as “I’m very lucky” was a repeated phrase following the “I care” statement. 

However, there was still uncertainty in his language.  When reading this stanza, I felt 

that the words indicated some alteration between knowing and uncertainty.  

 

‘Turning Points’ (Appendix Nine, pg. 294-297) brought a sense of anguish and 

desperation to the ‘I’ poem; “I very nearly left” and “I left” were repeated refrains. This 

stanza brought with it many differing voices. Luke self-identifies as previously having 

been arrogant, before later indicating a different side to him when he mentions 

nervousness and anxiety. The stanza has a transparent and authentic feeling which 

is perhaps created by the short statements. When talking about turning points in his 

career, Luke shares when he worked in Phoenix, which was one of his schools, he 

was close to leaving teaching behind. There is a sense of him being disorientated 

and drifting away from his sense of self: “I took redundancy, I’m good at what I do, I 

took the cheque, I wasn’t being treated like that, I took the deal, I was the only one, I 

took the money, I left, I was very close to stopping.” When Luke speaks of retraining, 

there is a deep sense of loss regarding his wellbeing and close relationships: “I was 

definitely drinking more, My wife and I’s relationship changed, I was always 

stressed.” There is also a deep sense of loss in the statements which highlighted 

how much he missed teaching: “I missed it massively, I really missed it.” Luke also 

indicates empathy for senior leaders in the final line of this stanza, when he says, “I 

wouldn’t want to be a head teacher trying to get the balance right.” This statement 
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seems to indicate that Luke appreciates that there are numerous elements which 

need to be taken into account when leading a school.  

 

Within ‘Significant People’ (Appendix Nine, pg. 297-299), Luke demonstrates that his 

self-awareness has developed over time. Luke expressed that he has received 

opportunities to develop and that he wants to offer similar chances to others, 

including both colleagues and students. ‘Curriculum Changes’ (Appendix Nine, pg. 

299-301) includes multiple reflective statements, as the term ‘why’ is used 

repeatedly. Towards the end of this stanza, Luke’s love of teaching becomes 

apparent once again. 

 

‘Changing Schools’ (Appendix Nine, pg.301-303) establishes how much Luke ‘wants’ 

to achieve in his teaching career. He comes across as a proactive person and the 

stanza feels very active. This stanza feels very active and he comes across as a 

proactive person. For instance, “I wanted to change whole school systems.” This 

stanza, along with others, constructs a character who is larger than life through 

phrases such as, “I was a little too big for my boots, I would be quite aggressive, I 

would be quite bullish.” These statements make him seem like a purposeful and 

determined character. It is possible that in these statements, Luke is trying to create 

a particular image of himself which matches how he thinks he should be viewed. As 

the stanza continues, Luke demonstrates his reflectiveness: “Looking back, I’ve had 

to change, I had to learn, I made loads of adjustments, If I were to look back, If I 

really look, If I look at the way.” He shows how he has applied his learning when he 

says, “I’ve calmed down.” I imagine that these qualities have developed in Luke over 



 

97 
 

time and with experience. As well as acquiring these qualities, Luke seems to be 

saying that it is likely that he has developed his understanding of the situation and of 

the limitations of the system, as well as experiencing various disappointments over 

time. 

 

The stanza, ‘As a teacher…’ (Appendix Nine, pg.303-305) features adjectives such 

as “privileged” and “lucky.” As this stanza unfolds, a sense of pressure becomes 

evident in the choices Luke has had to make regarding the quantity of his work and 

his family responsibilities. The statement “I’m not willing” is repeated, which shows 

his determination to prioritise his family above his work. Previously, before having a 

child, Luke would have completed work in the holidays to catch up on marking; which 

is no longer feasible due to his family duties. The ‘I’ poem includes numerous 

pressure points. There are tensions between what Luke is expected to do, the 

spontaneous nature of his job, being the teacher, worker and colleague he wants to 

be as well, and balancing all this with his family commitments.  

 

4.7.14: Luke - Step Three 

As I listened to and read Luke’s narrative, I identified the following voices: Highs, 

Lows, Cultivation, Awareness and Balance. At times, these voices were interlinked 

with each other. A collection of quotes representing each voice can be seen in 

Appendix Ten (pg. 307). Further examples are available in Luke’s full transcript in 

Appendix Eleven (pg. 311).  
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Luke’s narrative begins with a positive statement, which has negative connotations 

intertwined: “The reason why I like the job, for all the difficulties it’s got, is the kids” 

(Appendix Eleven, pg. 314, lines 85-86). Regardless of the different voices present in 

his narrative, such as being ambitious and a strong leader, young people are central 

to Luke’s role and they keep him in the profession through the difficult times. Luke 

has felt a strong association with education from an early age because of how 

prevalent the profession was in his family: “It was kind of entrenched within us” 

(Appendix Eleven, pg. 315, lines 107-108). Whilst external motivators may have 

initially encouraged him in his choice of career, Luke is enthusiastic about being, and 

feels privileged to be, a teacher. This was clear in his interview through the use of 

statements such as: “I do love the job. I’m very lucky to have the job” (Appendix 

Eleven, pg. 316, line 116). A dominant voice throughout Luke’s narrative, and again 

at the member check, was that education should be child-centred: “Adults mess 

schools up, kids don’t, so when you can just focus on the kids it’s alright” (Appendix 

Eleven, pg. 317, lines 146-147).  

 

There was a great deal of pain and ethical turmoil within Luke’s Low voice when he 

spoke about some of his worst moments in teaching. Interestingly, these were not 

directly related to teaching but to his other roles as an educator. They had physical, 

mental and emotional repercussions:   

“I guess they could fall into two categories. One would be being attacked by 

students. I’ve had that happen 8, 9, times now. So, from being spat in the face to 

being hit with tables, I had knives pulled on me in my school in Goats Bush. It was 
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one of the reasons I left is that we were thinking of having a baby and Trudie was 

like ‘that has to stop’ 

Researcher: Yeah 

Luke: (.) going outside the school in Brookfields, in Bright City, and seeing, so I’d go 

and do bus stop duty and you’d see (.) blacked out windows and Porsche 4x4s pull 

up just out of the estate, right in one of the roughest estates around and you’d see all 

your little Year Sevens lining up and then someone inside the car would hand them 

their first package of the evening, their first delivery because they’d used Year 

Sevens to deliver drugs on the estate because they’re too young to get arrested 

Researcher: Okay 

Luke: That was a pretty dark ((uncomfortable laugh)), pretty dark week that one. And 

there was nothing you could do. These people have so much power and such a 

threat that we were told as staff ‘don’t do anything’. So to be a member of staff 

standing 100 metres away from a kid being handed a package of drugs and not 

being able to do something that went against everything that feels natural to me with 

regards to looking after young people. That was pretty horrible. With regards to 

adults, taking staff through capability measures” (Appendix Eleven, pg. 317, lines 

151-174). 

In a short extract, Luke describes a number of issues which would not immediately 

be associated with the role of a teacher. These experiences had a negative effect on 

Luke. From my experience of teacher training, it seems unlikely that Luke would 

have been formally prepared for these events. These situations had an impact on 

Luke outside of work. The following extract demonstrates how the lines between 

work and home life can blur for him: 
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Luke: It’s very] difficult not to take things home 

R: Yeah 

Luke: I mean at the minute I’m working (.) 10 to 12 hour days. You come home (.) 

you’re exhausted 

R: Yeah 

Luke: But actually having Carys (.) my 20-month year old daughter (.) she’s kind of 

(.) made me turn things off and a little bit better, a little bit more regimented about 

what I do at work and what I take at work (.) what I take home and what I don’t take 

home 

R: Okay 

Luke: It’s (.) it’s (.) not easy mentality thing to do because (.) because you care 

((laughing)) 

R: Yeah 

Luke: It’s very difficult not to do something extra if you care. While I care about the 

students, the people I work with and manage etcetera etcetera (2) it’s always that 

crossover between vocation and the job” (Appendix Eleven, pg. 321, lines 230-249). 

When Luke uses the term ‘crossover’ he indicates that being a teacher is more than 

a job. It seems to exist in a ‘between space’; it is not quite a vocation and yet it is 

more than a job. This extract also demonstrates his awareness of the protective 

factors which are present in his life when he talks about his daughter and how he 

attempts to compartmentalise home and work. Luke later refers to the importance of 

getting the balance right (Appendix Eleven, pg. 322, line 256) and it sounds as 
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though this is a constant battle. The battle is trying to balance home and work so that 

he can be meet his own self-imposed standards in both areas.  

 

The Low voice, which encapsulates the negative experiences in Luke’s narrative, 

continues as he details the personal consequences he experienced when his 

previous school was taken over by an academy chain:  

“And at that stage (.) I was very close to (.) stopping. I thought I’d retrain as an 

electrician. I would have gone and learned a trade somehow. (4) They were (.) they 

were pretty dark days actually (2) And when you look back on it you can see the 

things that were going on at that time. So, I was definitely drinking more, the idea of 

just coming home and just drinking to just turn off 

R: Yeah 

Luke: Didn’t have a child at that stage so wasn’t abusive ((laughs)) Our relationship, 

my wife and I’s relationship, changed quite significantly. We didn’t really spend any 

positive time together. I was always stressed. Most of the grey hair you can see now 

came at that time ((smiles)) So it was borderline whether to continue to be honest” 

(Appendix Eleven, pg. 327, lines 366-377). 

This extract illustrates how close Luke came to leaving the profession. However, 

despite these negative experiences, Luke does not dwell on the lows: 

“So yeah, there have definitely been some unpleasant times. But those unpleasant 

times (.) For the first 10 years of my career they were challenging yeah 

R: Yeah 
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Luke: But no thoughts about stopping or concerns about stopping at all. I have been 

happy for the last two years.” (Appendix Eleven, pg. 329, lines 404-409). 

 

Relationships are an area of Luke’s narrative which appear to be meaningful. 

Colleagues and family have at different times being protective factors in helping Luke 

to manage his wellbeing and, at times, these have been transformative. Here, he 

speaks about the influence his mentor had on him when Luke was a newly qualified 

teacher: 

“He showed me an awful lot (.) very calm (.) very peaceful (.) didn’t take any crap (.) 

stood up for his department, defended his department openly in front of the head 

teacher (.) who was a bit of bullish (.) a bull of a head teacher but she was very good 

at what she did (2) Yeah, he was a big help (.) told me I couldn’t say yes to 

everything” (Appendix Eleven, pg. 337, lines 588-593). 

Luke explained that he and his mentor continue to stay in contact long after that first 

job. As well as the other positive and significant colleagues he has known during his 

career, Luke goes on to share that his first mentor, who he described as “amazing (.) 

he was absolutely amazing. Kids under control, engaging, thoughtful, really 

passionate about what he did” (Appendix Eleven, pg. 340, lines 650-652), left 

teaching due to the curriculum changes being implemented during his career. Luke 

describes his reaction to the profession losing such a skilled teacher as “disturbing” 

(Appendix Eleven, pg.340, line 665).  

 

Luke’s voice of Cultivation spoke about his experiences of professional development 

throughout his career and how he had implemented this into his style of leadership: 
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“So people all helped me out and made sure I got CPD [continuing professional 

development] and I was given the right opportunities and I think it’s really important 

that I do that to other people. One for the health of the profession, two because it’s 

how people should be treated (.) and if you are managing somebody (.) in quite a lot 

of areas I’ve seen managers (.) almost keep a lid on those members of staff. Which 

is completely the wrong way round to do it. You need to give them all the 

opportunities you can (.) particularly if you’re looking to recruit and recycle staff into 

more senior positions in your own school. You don’t want your best staff going to 

another school. You want to keep your staff in your school. When they stay it means 

they’re being developed” (Appendix Eleven, pg. 342, lines 704-715). 

This quotation sounds like it may have altruistic undertones but it also demonstrates 

Luke’s systemic thinking. He describes the benefit of investing in staff by providing 

them with professional development opportunities. This segment of text 

demonstrates that Luke is thinking about the long-term impact of having healthy staff 

who want to remain in a school. His focus is on providing teachers with further skills, 

so that they choose to remain in the school which they are invested in and in which 

they are valued as valuable resources.  

 

The Low voice can be heard again when Luke talks about the grading system in 

exam year groups, the content within the new English curriculum and the pressure of 

targets and predicted grades on staff. There is additional content within the English 

curriculum, which puts pressure on pupils to be doing extra work. Luke explains that 

it is impractical to expect teachers to be able to cover the extra work in classroom 

taught sessions. Luke describes the issues:  
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“It’s no longer about just what you deliver in the classroom. They have to do 

independent stuff as well. Now you can get past it a little bit at GCSE by cramming 

(.) very much an exam factory instead of more creative, free teaching but you can’t 

do that at A-Level. There’s just so much they have to have under control. So that 

spoon-feeding at GCSE to maintain the GCSE scores does (.) do damage at A-

Level. So, I refer to it as double jumping. We made this student jump as far as they 

can at GCSE. Literally squeeze everything out of them but when they get that GCSE 

result that’s used to set their targets for Key Stage 5. So, if they’ve managed to get 

an eight then all of a sudden their targets are A* at A-level but they don’t then have 

that ability to work independently and autonomously and they don’t have that drive 

sometimes (.) at Key Stage 5 to do really well. And therefore the Key Stage 5 results 

regards progress drop off all the way. Then the school is labelled as an under-

performing school” (Appendix Eleven, pg. 344, lines 740-754). 

Therefore, the consequence of teaching students to pass exams is that they are later 

less capable of having the required skills to achieve independently. Luke questions 

the content in the curriculum: “But is it actually helping those students to be 

something? I don’t really know anymore” (Appendix Eleven, pg. 351, lines 909-910). 

The question he poses reflects his internal struggle – an ethical debate he 

encounters when he reflects on teaching.  

 

Predicted grades represent another arena of discontent. Currently, grade boundaries 

are only set in the summer holidays when papers are being marked. This creates 

difficulties for teachers who have to make predictions at the start of the academic 
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year without clear criteria. Later, they will have their performance management 

assessed against their predicted targets: 

“So, to be judged on your predictions (.) and to be setting students’ predictions for 

UCAS (.) or for sixth form entries, for a new course, for a new curriculum that they 

don’t give much exemplar writing on, they don’t give you much CPD on (.) it’s all kind 

of flapping around in the dark a little bit and you really don’t know (.) what’s going to 

happen on the third Thursday of August when the results comes out. Well, that 

creates an awful lot of pressure (.) it creates an awful lot of stress” (Appendix Eleven, 

pg. 346, lines 803-810). 

He continues: 

“You don’t quite know the level (.) there’s no level playing field. And what seems to 

be is that you could have a year group that is particularly strong (2) in comparison 

from one student from one year to the year before. One student could be much 

stronger because they moved the grade boundaries to fit that cohort” (Appendix 

Eleven, pg. 347, lines 812-816). 

And finally: 

“It’s not student-centric, it’s not balanced, it’s not fair, it’s not equal. It just 

undermines everything” (Appendix Eleven, pg. 347, lines 824-826). 

Luke believes that the welfare of students, which he strongly feels is being 

overlooked, should be at the heart of the education system. The lack of focus on 

student welfare has implications for teaching staff: 

“But you apply all those elements of the ambiguity of what the grades are, the lack of 

support, increased pressures, the class sizes, judgements on your pay, you’re not 
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going to be getting pay rise or a promotion because your class results weren’t good 

enough” (Appendix Eleven, pg. 348, lines 832-836). All of that, if you accumulate it 

all, plus the hours, the marking, the expectations, all of it, put all of that together (.) 

those additional add-ons of (.) lack of clarity or a lack of knowledge or a lack of 

knowing what the outcomes are going to be within a certain window, I think that’s 

pushed a lot of people a step too far and they’ve disengaged completely” (Appendix 

Eleven, pg. 348, lines 840-845).  

The implications are that teaching staff are expected to give more. As Luke has 

illustrated, because teachers tend to care about the young people they teach, they 

will give more. In some cases, teachers will keep on giving until there is nothing left 

for their own personal life. Luke spoke at one point about a particular head teacher, 

who uses teachers in this way and then replaces them when they can no longer 

function within the system.  

 

Luke’s narrative moves in a transient way between his High voice and his Low voice. 

This creates a feeling of momentum with regards to being a teacher. Luke reflects on 

this see-sawing nature: 

“But then that does have its flip side. So even if you have a really bad year, come 

September, you have a whole new set of kids. So, whether you’ve been successful 

or whether you’ve failed, you’re always going to have a fresh set of kids. So, I find 

that quite refreshing. You’re never down for too long. You’ve just got to go again, go 

again, go again” (Appendix Eleven, pg. 367, lines 1283-1289). 

“It’s still really exciting, you still don’t know what’s going to happen tomorrow. So, 

while I have my day set up per period (.) anything could happen (4) drugs, knives, 
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joy, could be sadness, kid going mental, kid coming in and giving you a Christmas 

present and you didn’t even think that they liked you” (Appendix Eleven, pg. 370, 

lines 1358-1362). 

“To connect it to rollercoaster, it’s a real sense of momentum. It’s really exciting 

sometimes. Sometimes your stomach does turn over because you don’t know how 

you’re going to deal with the next day or the next two days. You have parents 

coming in and trying to take you apart. You’ve got to stand really firm, you’ve got to 

hold on tight. You get all that done. You get off the rollercoaster and September 

comes round again and you get back on again” (Appendix Eleven, pg. 372, lines 

1404-1411). “You just keep going on and on and on. Yeah, it’s overwhelmingly 

positive ((smiling)). With the challenges and hiccups along the way” (Appendix 

Eleven, pg. 372, lines 1413-1414). 

These quotations indicate the uncertainty and frequently changing contexts in which 

teachers work.  

 

4.7.15: Concluding Thoughts on Luke’s Narrative 

Luke’s narrative gave him a space to reflect on his role. Despite the awareness Luke 

has developed about himself, particularly as a colleague over time, he reflected that 

he rarely allows himself to think about his role and what it means to teach. This 

seemed to extend further when Luke shared that he does not reflect on how well his 

vision of teaching matches what is expected of him as a professional. Perhaps this is 

the reason that so many tensions arise in his narrative, because they are stories and 

thoughts which he has not repeatedly shared. Luke’s narrative appears to have 

developed a richness and ‘thickness’ that narrative inquiry aspires to find and 
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develop. Narrative can be used to develop a deeper understanding of how someone 

constructs meaning from situations and events. In Luke’s case, one of the outcomes 

of the narrative research seems to have been taking the opportunity to reflect on his 

career, role and wellbeing. During Luke’s narrative interview, it became clearer that 

he is kept in teaching because of his enjoyment of working with young people and 

helping them to achieve.  Despite this enjoyment, his overall narrative had an almost 

teetering feel which suggests that he might be on the brink of leaving the profession. 

This feeling was due to the discrepancies between his view of his role and the 

expectations on him.  

 

During the member check, Luke shared that since Christmas, he had been reflecting 

on giving up his senior leadership role. He wanted to do this in order to focus on 

teaching. He had recently shared this decision with his school, who were supportive 

of his decision because they recognise him as a competent, confident teacher who 

has a positive influence on the school environment. The main reason for his decision 

was that he wanted to be more available and reliable at home, for example being 

able to pick up his daughter from the childminder’s. He also wanted to be able to 

provide for his pupils better, including staying on top of his marking. Lastly, he 

wanted to be a role model to his colleagues by being the best teacher he could be. 

Luke feels confident that he will go back into senior leadership in the future when his 

daughter is older because he believes he is capable of doing the role.  
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4.8: What is Working Well and What Could Be Even Better 

This section will consider what is working well within current educational systems 

and what could be changed to benefit teacher wellbeing. 

 

4.8.1: The Role of the Teacher 

In the literature review, the multi-element nature of the role of a teacher was 

introduced. This connected to workload and expectations, and was found to correlate 

with occupational stress. Within the narratives shared in this thesis, the teachers 

seemed to find satisfaction in the multiple roles they were required to undertake each 

day when these roles related to pastoral needs of pupils. However, they did not 

include administrative tasks when talking about which parts of teaching they found 

most fulfilling.  

 

Funding is related to expectations of teachers. Teaching unions advocate that 

teachers should not routinely undertake administrative tasks, deeming anything 

which is agreed to once as at risk of become a routine undertaking. However, the 

teachers involved in this research indicate that they want the best for the young 

people in their care. If something is within their capacity, they are likely to do it so 

that their pupils do not miss out. Thus, the implication is that teachers will be 

required to say ‘no’ more often. This in turn will impact their own wellbeing and how 

they view themselves as a teacher. This may lead to disillusionment because of 

differences between their own expectations of themselves, what the system is able 

to provide and a desire to meet the needs of young people. 
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4.8.2: Undermining Wellbeing 

The teachers within the study spoke about difficult situations within schools. Even 

when pupil behaviour was particularly challenging, none of the teachers identified 

children as being a stressor for them personally. Perhaps this was because they felt 

it was an unspeakable acknowledgement. I think it is more likely that these teachers 

understand that pupil behaviour is a form of communication. Each participant 

understood the need for consistency in their manner when working with young 

people. They also acknowledged the difficult home situations their students may 

come from; these teachers felt that they may be the only reliable, nurturing adult 

offering guidance to these young people. 

 

The two teachers currently teaching in England spoke at length about the systems in 

place which were stressful. This included inadequate teaching staff receiving positive 

references in order to quickly move them on from their current school. Consequently, 

their positive references meant they secured teaching jobs in other local schools. 

Both Saoirse and Luke also referred to the amount of work required to maintain the 

status of a successful teacher. Assessments and resulting action to ensure good 

grades seemed to be a considerable stress factor, as well as bringing culpable staff 

through capability measures. However, this final point related to management 

responsibilities rather being a class-based stressor.  

 

It is clear from the stress which teachers experience that the education system 

needs to change. Ofsted seem to be responding and listening to teachers. The 

newest Ofsted framework (Ofsted, 2019) aims to alleviate some of the frustration 
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teachers feel regarding workload, in relation to administration and data collection. 

For instance, Ofsted (2019, pg. 17) states that “Teachers and leaders use 

assessment well, for example to help learners embed and use knowledge fluently or 

to check understanding and inform teaching. Leaders understand the limitations of 

assessment and do not use it in a way that creates unnecessary burdens for staff or 

learners.” These amendments are aimed at giving teachers more freedom to focus 

on teaching, which is something all three participants said that they wanted. In 

reality, it still remains to be seen how this will impact teachers.  

 

4.8.3: Interactions with Others 

Schools are complicated systems in which to work. Teachers interact with pupils, 

other practitioners and parents. As previously stated, working with students was 

recognised to be a positive, uplifting and privileged position for the participants. 

Interactions with parents were occasional challenging, although these were 

exceptional incidents. Something which could be detrimental to or positively 

influence socio-psychological wellbeing was interactions with colleagues. When 

these were supportive and collaborative, wellbeing seemed to be more positive. 

When there were difficulties in staff relationships, these appeared to have a severely 

negative impact on wellbeing. In the narratives shared, this was particularly the case 

when there was a negative experience resulting from an interaction with a more 

senior member of staff who had been dismissive or disrespectful. The importance of 

relationships was one of the main findings in a study by Harris (2002), which 

investigated effective leadership in schools which were in challenging situations. The 

research found that the most effective type of leadership involved working 



 

112 
 

collaboratively and empowering others to act. These senior leaders viewed the 

school as part of the community and fostered positive relationships with those 

studying and working inside, as well as other community members. 

 

Negative staff interactions can lead to teachers feeling disillusioned about their 

teaching and how valued they feel as a staff member. It can also lead to a disparity 

between their ideal and actual ‘selves’ (Cooper and Olson, 1996; Reynolds, 1996) as 

teachers because of what may be inadvertently modelled to young people about 

relationships and how to interact with other people. Constant negative interactions 

with colleagues can result in a sense of poor wellbeing due to feeling worried, 

anxious and stressed on a long-term basis. Thus, the physical and emotional 

availability of resources can positively or negatively influence the environment in 

which teachers work. Having supportive and authentic relationships with colleagues 

can add to morale even when working conditions are not ideal. 

 

4.8.4: What Protects Wellbeing? 

Relationships with colleagues featured as a significant protective factor when 

teachers felt they could rely upon and talk to them. A supportive network of family 

and friends outside of work was also found to be a protective factor. Within this 

research, support from home and inside work was a prevalent feature in each 

narrative. The implications for the workplace are that the best people in the right 

positions can nurture others to develop as practitioners. These supportive networks, 

along with improved and more efficient school systems, were reported to increase 
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the enjoyment of teaching. This is because teachers felt that they would have more 

time to plan interesting lessons if their time was used more efficiently.  
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Chapter Five: Discussion 

The research began by posing two questions. These were:  

1) What are teachers’ experiences of the daily demands of their role across their 

career? 

2) What supports and undermines the wellbeing of teachers?  

With regards to the first research question, the narratives illuminated the ups and 

downs of each system in which each participant was working. The narrative interview 

questions, adapted from McAdams (1993), meant each storyteller was able to share 

their experience of the daily demands of teaching. The analogy of a roller coaster 

highlighted these highs and lows.  The narratives also illustrated these across the 

course of their career. There was an uncertainty and precariousness about teaching 

within the English education system on a daily basis and across time. A thread which 

ran across each narrative was the significance of the children and young people who 

were in the care of each participant. In this discussion, I will explore the implications 

of this finding by highlighting the places where there was overlap in the narratives 

which were shared. 

 

In answer to the second research question, the narratives highlighted the importance 

of relationships. Children and young people were a central aspect in each story; they 

are the reason the participants in this research are teaching. It was important to each 

story teller to be able to holistically nurture their students because that is how the 

teachers, within this study, saw their role. Within each narrative, perceptions and 

values related to each participants’ view of their role and identity as a teacher and 

these were closely linked to wellbeing. Relationships outside of the classroom also 
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impacted on wellbeing; colleagues, especially peers and mentors, as well as family. 

When negative experiences were shared within the narratives, relationships 

supported wellbeing by reassuring and reaffirming the storyteller. The narratives, 

within this research, indicate the systems and structures in the English education 

system have a tendency to undermine teacher wellbeing. Within my daily practice, 

as a trainee educational psychologist, I believe the environments in which children 

and young people exist have a significant impact on their whole being. In the same 

way, it is the systems which teachers are part of which can support or undermine 

their wellbeing. Therefore, there is a need to be attentive to the environment in which 

teachers work and teach. In this discussion I will explore in some depth what 

supports and undermines the wellbeing of teachers and the implications for 

educational policy and practice.  

 

5.1: Setting the scene 

Having looked at the three accounts shared, I am going to structure this discussion 

in answer to the research questions by grouping the individual voices together into 

the following overarching voices: 

Una’s Voice of… Saoirse’s Voice 

of… 

Luke’s Voice of… Overarching 

Voice 

Accomplishment Optimism Highs Positive 

Challenge Struggle Lows Negative 

Pastoral Nurturer Cultivation Role of a Teacher 
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Protection Relationships Awareness Protective Factors 

Realisation Recognition Balance Transformation 

 

I have grouped the individual voices together because them seem to cohesively fit 

together within these overarching voices. The Positive voice sounded like the high 

points in each participant’s career or connected to positive parts of their role. The 

Negative voice in each narrative seemed to relate to the challenges which they 

faced. These challenges were professional and were also sometimes associated 

with difficulties at home caused by the demands of the job. The Role of a Teacher 

voice resonated in each account as the participants shared their views on the 

purpose of their role. The Protective Factors voice ran throughout each story, as 

factors inside and outside of work which helped each individual to manage their 

wellbeing. The Transformation voice in each narrative signalled a change. This was 

personal to each participant and seemed to signify an internal change in their 

understanding and acceptance of where they are in their careers. Each participant 

identified with Transformation when they vocalised their awareness that they were 

moving forward in a way which they valued but which may not necessarily be 

appreciated by others. The voice of Transformation seemed to be connected to 

experience, contentment and acceptance.  

 

I will draw out voices which were evident across each of the participant’s interviews 

and highlight similarities. Initially, I will illustrate where the overarching voices were 

present in all three narratives. Then, I will highlight overarching voices which were 

present in more than one account. Next, I will summarise my main findings. Finally, I 
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will consider the implications which the research may have for educational policy and 

practice. 

 

5.2: Harmony Across All Three Narratives 

There were a number of similarities across each of the narratives. Una, Saoirse and 

Luke each had a background story which explained their connection to teaching. I 

wonder if these long-term links are part of the reason they have remained in 

teaching. This is because teaching seems to be an embedded part of their identity 

and therefore it is more difficult to give up, even at times when they might seriously 

consider this as an option. Even though being a teacher is an established part of 

their identity, two of the participants gave serious consideration to leaving the 

profession. Saoirse felt unskilled for alternative roles and Luke believed he would 

retrain, if he left teaching. Luke also acknowledged that if he left teaching in the 

future, he would transfer to something connected to education. The primary factor 

which kept each of them in teaching was their enjoyment of teaching. However, this 

is only one aspect of their role.  

 

5.2.1: The Role of a Teacher 

Each participant alluded to the role of the teacher as a multi-functional one. This 

ranged from including aspects of social work, with regards to safeguarding 

responsibilities and pastoral needs, to meeting basic medical needs when children in 

class are unwell, particularly in the Early Years. It also included a nurturing, 

encouraging, parental type role, due to the amount of time spent with their students. 
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Luke summarised this by using the term ‘loco parentis’ which indicates how many 

roles a teacher needs to juggle to meet the needs of students in their care.  

 

The Role of a Teacher voice was present in all three narratives. As the narratives 

unfolded, it became apparent that each teacher was concerned about and wanted to 

develop young people in a holistic way, as opposed to merely moving students onto 

the next curriculum level. In Una and Saoirse’s narratives, this holistic view of the 

student was identified early in the interview. Within Luke’s narrative, this person-

centred nature of his teacher identity evolved more slowly, because initially, he 

seemed competency and leadership focused. As Luke spoke, he revealed more 

about the different roles required of him at any one time. At the centre of the different 

roles he takes on as a teacher, is pedagogy and young people. The holistic way 

each participant understands pupils is informed by the environments they are being 

educated in, having knowledge about their home situations, and understanding 

students as people with their own views and priorities. Each participant illustrated 

that they meet young people where they currently are so they can challenge them 

gently and offer a different perspective to help move their learning forward. In my 

view, these are values intrinsically tied to the role of a teacher, because they help to 

develop a young person’s sense of self. As securely as the participants hold the view 

that this is important, these are not the measures of what makes successful teaching 

and learning within the current English education system. Systems attempt to put 

individuals into boxes which are not uniquely sculpted to them. The participants 

critiqued current educational practice for lacking a person-centred approach in 

practice. 
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In the literature review, Soini, Pyhalto and Pietarinen (2010) touched on the number 

of roles a teacher undertakes and the difficulties this can create. However, in the 

narratives shared in this current research, maintaining multiple roles appeared to be 

a positive feature of a teacher’s role. The caveat is that these roles were focused on 

the pastoral side of teaching, rather than additional roles seen to be separate from 

being a teacher, such as being a data administrator. This corresponds to the 

workplace factors highlighted by Aelterman, Engels, Van Petegem and Verhaeghe, 

(2007) which impact on wellbeing and stress. They stated that job description, 

conflict within the role and ambiguity about job role as some of the most frequently 

cited workplace factors which influence teacher wellbeing. Without additional 

assistance to complete non-teaching roles, which costs money, teachers are 

expected to complete these tasks outside of teaching hours. With all the other 

demands on them, these tasks produce unnecessary, additional pressure on 

teachers (The Secret Teacher, 2013).  

 

5.2.2: Best Moments 

Another commonality across the narratives related to the type of Best Moments each 

teacher shared. These related to how students are learning as whole beings rather 

than a focus on academic grades. Each participant presented themselves as holding 

the best interests of young people central to their beliefs as teachers through the 

narratives they shared. Young people are, and should be, at the heart of all 

decisions which are made on their behalf and which will impact them (Appendix 

Eleven, pg. 360, line 1118; DfE, 2015a). Una, Saoirse and Luke all spoke about their 
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pupils’ achievements as important. However, they each also seemed to experience a 

deep satisfaction with the relationships and rapport they build with young people. 

The importance of relationships was highlighted in research by Jennings (2014) 

which studied psychosocial factors and impact on students.  It is these relationships 

which may keep them in their jobs and keep them motivated.  

 

5.2.3: Significant People 

Significant people and relationships within school were areas which each teacher 

identified with as important to their wellbeing (Sayer, Beaven, Stringer and Hermena, 

2013). These were largely positive influences. However, there were some cases in 

which negative experiences led to learning points about characteristics these 

teachers did not want to identify as, either as teachers or colleagues. Each teacher 

spoke about the significance of a mentor at the start of their career. Una and Luke 

also spoke about the impact of another staff member as they were developing their 

leadership skills outside of the classroom. These reflections indicate the importance 

of mentors and colleagues as influencing factors for developing the future workforce 

of teachers.  

 

With teachers leaving the profession, the need to fill mentor roles exerts further 

pressure on remaining staff to fill positions when they may feel unable to dedicate 

the required and necessary time. Recruitment problems may also lead to less skilled 

people taking on these positions because of a need to fill them. In the narratives 

shared, the negative experiences have been formative, and the participants have 

been able to reflect on the attributes they want to incorporate into their role as 
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teachers. However, more newly qualified teachers may not necessarily have the time 

to reflect on what is being asked of them by middle and senior management. In 

certain circumstances, this may leave them vulnerable to burnout (Kyriacou, 1987) 

before they have developed the skills or experience to recognise how best to deal 

with these situations.  

 

The lack of time and heavy work demands on a teacher may be compounded by 

their responsibilities at home. Consequently, this may lead professionals at the start 

of their career to leave the profession early. Each participant reflected on significant 

people outside of their work life. For Una, this was her daughter. Whilst she found it 

difficult to pinpoint the difference becoming a mother had had on her teaching, she 

reflected that it had subtlety changed her as a practitioner. Saoirse spoke of the 

impact her parents had had on her belief in herself as a teacher when she was 

questioning her career choices. She also elaborated on how her husband helps and 

encourages her to recognise the need to put her health first, before her class and 

job. Saoirse’s narrative demonstrated the continual internal dilemma she 

experiences when trying to put her health before the needs of her class. Luke’s story 

revealed the impact his wife had on his career choices, with regards to safety 

concerns for him as they planned to have children. The birth of Luke’s daughter and 

his family commitments indicate that he now has firmer boundaries regarding this 

than prior to being a parent. His narrative indicated an underlying, subtle 

dissatisfaction with being unable to give everything to work and the same amount of 

energy to his responsibilities at home.  
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Luke also spoke about the impact of significant people in his career. He particularly 

praised his mentor, who had educated Luke on the need to be able to say “No.” 

Despite his awareness of being unable to do everything, there was still a sense that 

Luke experiences some discontent with this. Luke is clearly happy with his choice to 

put his family first. However, Luke’s caring attitude towards young people gives an 

impression that he wants to help them even further.  

5.2.4: Acceptance 

Finally, a sentiment that was present in all three narratives was the choice to focus 

on teaching, although in Luke’s this only came to the fore during the member check. 

I wonder how much impact, if any, Luke’s involvement in this research had on him 

starting to think about leaving his senior leadership position to focus on teaching. 

Although that might be giving too much credit to the narrative process, I think it is a 

point worth considering. This is because personal stories “are the means by which 

identities may be fashioned” (Rosenwald and Ochberg, 1992, pg. 1) and it was the 

first time Luke had shared his as a coherent narrative. Each participant had 

experienced either middle or senior leadership roles. Una, Saoirse and Luke were 

each in a position to decide to focus their efforts on classroom teaching. Each 

seemed to experience greater fulfilment as teachers at this time in their career due to 

some type of transformation.  

 

Each narrative clearly held a voice of Transformation. For Una, it related directly to a 

Realisation that she has time to develop as a teacher and leader. In Saoirse’s 

account, it connected to a Recognition of needing to meet her own needs in order to 

be present and attuned to the needs of her class. Within Luke’s narrative, this 
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Transformation revealed itself as Balance. Having family responsibilities outside of 

work can create difficulties in terms of prioritising all that is important to him. In each 

narrative, children or partners led to a transformation for each participant, which 

appears to have had a positive impact on their wellbeing. Relationships outside of 

the workplace have created a shift in focus in each narrative. While working with 

young people remains a priority, parental and partner roles outside of work have 

changed the perspectives of each participant with regards to how they use their time. 

This choice needs to be made because the teaching experiences shared 

demonstrate that teachers could give endlessly and yet there would still be more to 

do.  

 

I think that part of the voice of Transformation is connected to acceptance. Each 

participant seemed to be at a point in their career where they had reached 

acceptance. Perhaps this is connected to an internal recognition that they believe 

they are good at what they do, despite the tensions and uncertainties in their day to 

day experience of teaching. This connection between experience and competence is 

likely to make them skilled practitioners. I imagine that they are each skilled at taking 

on the required roles expected of them at any given time, due to their self-

awareness. Their ability to reflect on how they manage young people, as well as 

knowing the impact that interactions around their pupils have on their long-term 

emotional outcomes (Soini, Pyhalto and Pietarinen, 2010), are embedded skills 

which may have been refined over time.  
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As experienced practitioners, the participants seem to have reached a level of 

competence and awareness that they are currently in the right place for them. Una 

and Luke both spoke of feeling capable of taking on more senior roles again in the 

future. Saoirse indicated that her aspirations have always been to be the best 

teacher she could possibly be. For Una and Luke, perhaps the shift to focus solely 

on teaching again has occurred partly because of the commitment required to do a 

management role ‘well’. This would, of course, relate to how they each interpret what 

it means to do a role ‘well’. Perhaps more significantly, this shift has occurred 

because of how much they each enjoy teaching, a point which clearly came across 

in each of their narratives. 

 

5.3: A Harmonious Duet 

Beyond these overarching connections, Saoirse and Luke both had further 

similarities in the voices which echoed across both their narratives. Perhaps this 

relates to them both currently teaching in English state schools. Una has moved on 

to a school where her wellbeing is supported by the systems in place, in particular by 

her colleagues. Feeling a sense of belonging and autonomy in the workplace is 

significant to wellbeing (Sayer, Beaven, Stringer and Hermena, 2013; Roffey, 2013, 

2012). There were very few tensions across her narrative and this may be because 

she is working in her ideal school, with a variety of resources on hand to support her 

in developing her teaching. By comparison, Saoirse and Luke were more united, in 

ways which will now be outlined.  
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5.3.1: Overcoming Turbulent Times 

Overcoming adversity featured in the prevalent Negative voices within Saoirse’s and 

Luke’s narratives. They each indicated that these resulted from adults they work with 

and systems they work within. Despite these Negative voices, their narratives still 

promoted the positive attributes of being a teacher: the rewarding and privileged 

experience of working with children and young people (Appendix Eight, pg. 283, 

lines 984-985; Appendix Eleven, pg. 364, line 1221). This led them both to identify 

the title of their experiences as closely resonating with riding on a roller-coaster, due 

to the fast-paced momentum that each day, term and academic year can include for 

a teacher.  

 

There was a real sense in Saoirse and Luke’s narratives that they could each keep 

giving to school and their students endlessly. Even when they would have expended 

all their energy, skill and ability, they seem to believe that their pupils would still need 

more. This is perhaps a consequence of working in systems that involve people 

because Saoirse and Luke’s own needs and those of their pupils change on a 

regular basis. This is not simply due to educational expectations, but also because of 

the micro, meso and exosystems in which students and practitioners exist 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Both Saoirse and Luke have found through experience that 

they can say ‘no’ and they are confident to question what is being asked of them and 

their students. Their difficulties in saying ‘no’ appear to relate to wanting the best for 

the young people in their care. Therefore, this is a continual, internal compromise 

they must make because they are aware that student needs are greater than their 

capacity to meet them all consistently.  
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The negative experiences described by Saoirse and Luke included: bullying tactics 

by colleagues, as well as physical and verbal threats and actions by pupils. During 

the interviews, neither participant was solely focused on the challenges within their 

work; they both had a Positive voice, as well as a Negative one. They were open 

about the challenging experiences, but they were also keen to highlight how 

delightful they found it at times to work with young people. This was apparent in their 

vocabulary, manner, tone and body language.  

Something else which was similar between Saoirse and Luke’s narratives was that 

they did not identify a worst moment in their teaching career. Instead, they each 

focused on a time span. This indicated that it was the constant pressure and build-up 

of events which finally wore down their resilience and ability to bounce back from a 

situation. It was at these times that Saoirse and Luke both needed to rely on their 

external resources to support them and give them perspective on the situation. 

These external resources, combined with the participants’ reflective nature, seem to 

be what ultimately has kept them in the teaching profession. Not all teachers would 

have access to similar external resources when they find themselves in these types 

of situations. Unlike Saoirse and Luke, they may not have access to external social 

support, resources and tools when they find themselves at the lowest point in their 

careers.  

 

5.3.2: ‘Spoon-feeding’ 

Another area which resonated between Saoirse’s and Luke’s narrative was ‘spoon-

feeding’. This directly related to guaranteeing that curriculum content was covered to 
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ensure students could successfully sit their formal exams. It is interesting to note that 

this occurred in both primary and secondary settings. Whilst this was missing from 

Una’s narrative, this may be due to her taught subject being Drama and the fact that 

she no longer teaches within an English state school setting.  

 

Saoirse spoke of the untenable pressure on Year Two pupils to prepare them to take 

SATS, and the resultant restricted curriculum. This lack of creativity develops as 

children move from the Early Years, which encourages investigation, to more formal 

Key Stage One environments which prepare them to take their first set of exams at 

the age of seven (Robinson and Aronica, 2015). However, new statutory baseline 

assessments are due to be introduced in Reception classes from September 2019 

(OFSTED, 2017). The Analysis chapter included extracts from both Saoirse’s and 

Luke’s narratives about the unrealistic expectations of curriculum content to be 

covered in exam year groups. Their full transcriptions further detailed the 

expectations and impact these have on students and staff, which negatively 

influenced wellbeing. 

 

Linked to narrow curriculums was an element of ‘fakeness’ which Saoirse and Luke 

both articulated when they spoke of preparing pupils to take and achieve results in 

exams. This was centred on the falseness of what was being achieved. It did not 

stem from wanting to hold pupils back, but rather it focused on what pupils were not 

being taught, due to ensuring they had what was required to pass the given 

assessments. Both teachers alluded to a feeling of inadequacy, which related to the 

absence of a broad and balanced curriculum, when preparing students for statutory 
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exams. In preparing pupils to pass a test, Saoirse and Luke, recognised what their 

pupils were missing out on. There was also a recognition that because a test had 

been passed did not necessarily mean the pupil had fully understood what they had 

been taught; the skill they were excelling at was passing the test. The negative 

impact of high-stakes testing has been found in previous research. Barksdale-Ladd 

and Thomas (2000) interviewed teachers who spoke about the negative effects of 

these types of exam on pupil learning. One teacher used the term “educational 

malpractice” (Barksdale-Ladd and Thomas, 2000, pg. 392) to describe the impact of 

high-stakes testing on knowledge and learning.   

 

The concerns which Saoirse and Luke have with the current examination system 

relates to the skills they are teaching. Pupils are achieving if they can memorise and 

apply what they have learnt, rather than developing independent problem-solving 

skills. There is pressure within the education system to learn the set content and 

pass an exam on it within a given timeframe. Acquiring independent exploration and 

problem-solving skills takes a considerable amount of time to master. Carroll (1963) 

wrote about a model of learning based on a mastery learning approach. He argued 

that all students can learn if they are given a sufficient amount of time. An additional 

benefit of a mastery learning approach is the development of perseverance 

(Zimmerman and Dibenedetto, 2008).  Current assessments do not allow teachers or 

students the luxury of developing these skills in line with their developmental stage, 

adding and removing supporting scaffolds as required. Consequently, this results in 

a rush to cover content and spoon-feed information to pass tests within the required 

time-frame. For Saoirse and Luke, the narrative interviews highlighted how they 
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grapple with understanding the purpose of what they are teaching students and how 

they are preparing them for the next phase of school or life after education.  

 

5.3.3: Cutbacks 

The final area where Saoirse and Luke overlapped was in mentioning funding. Una 

spoke about her current school being well-resourced. Saoirse and Luke spoke about 

the tensions which exist regarding funding.  

 

Saoirse shared that a lack of teaching assistants means that she has to take on 

additional tasks outside of school hours. While these tasks are not direct teaching 

activities, they influence the environment created for children to learn in. Examples of 

these activities include cutting and sticking, as well as creating displays or learning 

walls, which children can independently refer to in relation to their current learning. 

Saoirse has found a reduction in teaching assistants means that classes have to 

share these valuable human resources. As teaching assistants are paid to work 

school hours, whatever does not get completed in this time is left to be finished by 

the teacher, on top of planning, marking, setting and reviewing targets. 

 

Luke also referred to funding with regards to the money generated by sixth forms 

and how these finances are spread across whole secondary schools. Additionally, he 

spoke about the struggle to maintain smaller class sizes with a focus on the benefit 

for pupils rather than the teachers. This point also included the practical elements of 

what happens when additional pupils are added to a classroom which is already at 
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capacity. Again, in current widespread media narratives, the details behind the 

headlines about ‘funding cuts’ are not always explored.  

 

5.4: Composing an Arrangement 

The narratives shared in this research highlighted different voices existing in relation 

to the current demand of the job. The current context informs each teacher of what is 

needed of them in a particular moment; this connects to Goffman’s theory on identity 

(1963, 1959). This changing landscape is something which these teachers indicate 

that they are able to adjust to through the narratives they have shared. This is likely 

to be a skill which has developed over time whilst being a teacher. Constantly 

changing landscapes presented in the narratives give a sense of teachers having to 

juggle different ‘masks’ or identities depending on how they need to present at any 

given moment (Goffman, 1959). Within the space of a day, a teacher may need to 

shift from a playful, engaging performer in front of their class, to a listening, attentive 

support for a colleague, to admonishing a pupil in a constructive and nurturing way, 

to formally giving feedback to parents. How quickly the changes between different 

aspects of being a teacher are required cannot be predicted. This is because the 

teacher is responding to the current context and information, then adapting 

accordingly.  

 

While each narrative engaged with different voices, Una’s and Saoirse’s narratives 

seemed to be more at ease, even during the challenging parts, when compared to 

Luke’s story. I found points of comparison between Saoirse’s and Luke’s stories 

which I did not recognise in Una’s. I wondered if the difference originated from Una’s 
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and Saoirse’s narratives already having been ‘thicker’, or more familiar stories, 

because they had previously shared them (Geertz, 1973). If this is the case, perhaps 

Luke’s narrative was less familiar to him because he may not have previously 

spoken it aloud as a whole, coherent story.  

 

While the experience of sharing each narrative seemed to be held in positive regard 

by each participant, it seemed the most valuable to Luke, and he acknowledged that 

he rarely reflects in this depth about teaching. The final thing I felt may have made a 

difference to the narratives was the time of year I spoke to each teacher. Una and 

Saoirse were interviewed at the start of the academic year. Due to work 

commitments, Luke was unable to meet with me until the end of the autumn term. 

This is a term which teachers may identify as being the hardest, due to the number 

of weeks, the baseline data and assessments which need to be completed and the 

change in the season, which results in fewer hours of daylight.  

 

The member checks were completed following the spring half term break. When I 

spoke to Luke at this later date, he sounded different. In the narrative interview, he 

was articulate in his speech, but the tensions within his narrative gave the 

impression that he might be inclined to leave if he had enough of classroom 

teaching. At the member check, this no longer seemed to be the case, he sounded 

positive about his planned move to classroom teaching without additional 

responsibilities. 

 

 



 

132 
 

5.5: What About Wellbeing? 

At the outset, reference was made to socio-psychological wellbeing (Soini, Pyhalto 

and Pietarinen, 2010; Griffith, Steptoe and Cropley, 1999). The teachers in this 

research identified the young people they are working with as the main element, 

within work, which allows their socio-psychological wellbeing to be met. Other 

sources which help socio-psychological wellbeing in school are connected to the 

professional relationships and sense of belonging which these teachers experience 

in their daily working life (Soini, Pyhalto and Pietarinen, 2010). 

 

In Una’s narrative, she described times when her relationships with students’ parents 

can be difficult, although she acknowledged that these were exceptional cases. 

Saoirse detailed the impact that negative working relations can have on wellbeing 

and a teacher’s autonomy. In comparison, in Saoirse’s current school, she has 

developed bonds with the people she is working with, which are supportive of her 

socio-psychological wellbeing, despite the consequences of their most recent Ofsted 

visit. The support networks these three teachers have within and outside of work 

contribute to their current socio-psychological wellbeing in a positive way.  

 

The narratives explored in this research indicated that the systems the teachers in 

England must work within do not support positive socio-psychological wellbeing as 

well as they could. This is predominantly the case when the teacher is based in 

exam year groups, due to the lack of autonomy teachers have over what they teach 

in these year groups. This lack of autonomy and the negative impact on wellbeing, 

as well as job satisfaction, was evident in Saoirse’s account when she spoke about 
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preparing her class for Year Two SATS. This was also apparent in Luke’s narrative, 

when he spoke about preparing students to take GCSEs and A-Levels. From the 

narratives shared, it would seem that systems outside of England are more 

successful in supporting the socio-psychological wellbeing of teachers. However, 

clearly this is based upon a very small sample of international schools, further 

research with more participants would be required before this could be ascertained 

for certain. Each of the narrators experience positive socio-psychological wellbeing 

to some degree. However, the narratives Saoirse and Luke shared give the 

impression that their wellbeing is more likely to fluctuate.  

 

Saoirse expressed a more appreciative view of how schools are managed and the 

professional development which teachers receive in Canada; however, it is difficult to 

secure a full-time teaching role. Una indicated that she has the resources needed to 

focus on improving her teaching. She is able to access support, which allows her to 

focus on improving her teaching skills, and can experience growth as a learner 

herself in her current setting. Luke is appreciative of the individual nature of his 

school, as opposed to the conglomerate nature of an academy, which he has 

previously experienced. Even so, his socio-psychological wellbeing needs are not 

fully met because of the continual threat of being taken over by an academy if results 

drop. With shifting boundary grades only being confirmed during the summer 

holidays, this exerts continual pressure because of the precariousness of the 

situation.  
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The stories shared within this research indicate that teaching can be challenging and 

rewarding. There appears to be a continual battle between experiences which 

challenge and reward teachers. The stressors identified within the narratives seemed 

to be linked to aspects of the education system. The consistent change between 

stress and reward which participants experience in their work influence how they 

judge their wellbeing to be at any one time.  

 

5.6: Interventions 

The literature review focused on mindfulness and ‘human givens’ as new 

interventions which help teachers to manage their wellbeing in a positive manner. 

Mindfulness aims to bring attention to the present moment and to ‘empty’ the mind 

with an emphasis on relaxation and an acceptance of thoughts and feelings. ‘Human 

givens’, developed from humanistic psychology, focuses on the need to have a 

healthy mind as well as a healthy body, so that the whole person functions 

holistically. The teachers in the narrative interviews spoke a great deal about 

attempting to create a balance between their work and home life commitments. 

Therefore, approaches such as mindfulness and ‘human givens’ may be beneficial to 

help manage and create better, more positive wellbeing. However, none of the 

participants spoke about the use of formal interventions to help with their wellbeing. 

Instead, their focus was on other resources, such as relationships, which seemed to 

help improve their wellbeing.  

 

I am unconvinced that additional interventions are what teachers need to improve 

their wellbeing. Approaches such as mindfulness may be useful in education, but 
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they are unlikely to ‘solve’ all the issues which have been raised in the narratives. 

However, if the systems were supportive and based on appreciative procedures 

rather than critical ones, it is likely that teachers would have less need for 

interventions.  

 

Whilst interventions may be unable to ‘solve’ the highlighted issues within the current 

education system, I do think it would be beneficial for trainee teachers to be 

introduced to approaches such as mindfulness and ‘human givens’ during their 

training period. The skills advocated by these, including attention, awareness and 

empathy, could then be used for personal or work purposes and to disseminate to 

pupils, providing that the practitioner has had enough training and practice.  

With regards to implications for practice where the wellbeing of teachers is 

concerned, there may be a place for interventions to maintain positive wellbeing. 

However, narratives in this research clarifies that, rather than introducing additional 

work in the form of interventions, less precarious working environments, which is 

linked to the roller-coaster metaphor used by two of the participants, would 

significantly support these teachers in having a better sense of wellbeing. For me, 

having interventions to improve teachers’ wellbeing puts the onus on practitioners to 

adjust to stressful environments, rather than reducing the factors which cause stress.  

 

As an educational psychologist, when working directly with a young person or 

collaboratively with their network, from a systemic perspective, the problem-solving 

in my practice results from attempting to offer a different perspective and seeking 

ways in which the systems around the young person can be adapted. Therefore, it is 
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logical to make the assertion that if the systems around teachers were more efficient, 

providing them with autonomy and allowing them to be more creative in their 

practice, that the impact on their wellbeing would be increasingly positive. The 

teacher who is currently working abroad spoke about the systems in place which 

support her wellbeing effectively. This included: having access to resources, a sense 

of feeling valued and having autonomy over her teaching.  

 

5.7: The Headline News 

Having read the literature and completed my own research, I will summarise my 

main findings and then make recommendations which would benefit teachers’ 

wellbeing.   

 

There were four main findings from this research. Firstly, teachers take pride in their 

role as educators of children and young people. Secondly, teaching as a career is 

both positive and challenging. Thirdly, the various pressures in the system regarding 

performance, target-setting and curriculum restriction have a negative impact on 

wellbeing. Fourthly, teachers want to experience professional discretion and 

continuing professional development. Feeling proud to be a teacher and enjoying 

aspects of the role are areas which are working well and which help practitioners to 

maintain positive wellbeing. However, this is precarious as evidenced in the ‘roller-

coaster’ metaphor. The challenging parts of the role are areas which could be 

improved, which would have a positive impact on teacher wellbeing. Strategies for 

improving this in practice will be addressed in the next section. 
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5.8: Implications for Educational Policy and Practice 

5.8.1: The Role of the Teacher 

Teacher’s positive sense of identity seems to be linked to their capacity to meet the 

holistic needs of children and young people in their care. They are happy with 

multiple roles in this respect. However, to do this they need time, energy and 

emotional capacity. They feel bad when they feel they are neglecting this aspect of 

their role. Therefore, relationships and pastoral care need to be more valued by the 

educational system. 

 

5.8.2: Support at Challenging Times 

Teachers would benefit from supportive networks in school through access to 

supervision, which would support them during challenging experiences. There are a 

variety of supervision models which may be useful to teachers (Stringer, Stow, 

Hibbert, Powell and Louw, 1992). Peer supervision would be helpful because it 

connects to the importance that supportive professional relationships had within the 

narratives shared in this research. This would require an open, trusting, 

communicative culture without judgement. It would also require practitioners to 

receive training so that they could alternate between taking the role of ‘problem-

holder’ and ‘facilitator’. A drawback to peer supervision may be arranging a time 

suitable for all parties. An alternative to peer supervision, which may have other 

positive benefits, would be supervision facilitated by an educational psychologist. 

Having an educational psychologist as a facilitator for supervision may allow an 

alternative perspective on the presenting situation which may not be possible when 

all parties are from within the school system.  
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5.8.3: Trust and Professional Discretion 

The value of the role of a teacher could be increased by replacing statutory testing 

with teacher assessments. This would demonstrate trust in teachers knowing their 

students’ strengths and needs. By giving teachers professional discretion in how 

they implement the curriculum, they would be able to personalise learning to the 

cohort they are teaching. Using teacher assessment instead of current statutory 

testing would help shift the focus of teachers and students away from a testing 

culture, where the emphasis is on passing exams, to a knowledge culture. A 

knowledge culture would be one where students focus on developing understanding 

and independence. This is something which narrow curriculums in a testing culture 

do not have the time to encourage. Arguably, the trusting use of teacher 

assessments would help to reduce pressure on students and teachers, particularly 

within exam year groups. Consequently, this would result in improved wellbeing for 

both practitioners and students. 

 

5.8.4: Continuing Professional Development 

Continuing professional development should begin with initial teacher training and be 

maintained for the duration of teachers’ careers. Initially, teachers need thorough 

training for the role which they are undertaking. Once qualified, teachers should be 

offered ongoing opportunities, so they can continue to learn and grow as educators. 

Having continuing professional development is helpful for their professional identities 

and competence, both of which impact on their wellbeing. Investing in teachers has 

benefits for the practitioner personally and the education system in which they 
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practice. Teachers should experience ongoing learning and development 

opportunities, so they can feel valued as practitioners. Providing continuing 

professional development would heed the recommendations to provide support at 

challenging times and to trust in the professional discretion of teachers. 

 

5.9: Aims  

The aims of this research were to highlight how teachers view their role, what 

empowers and stresses them, and what systems help and hinder their wellbeing. 

This thesis is important because evidence within the literature indicates that if 

teachers have healthy wellbeing, this will have positive consequences on their 

students. Central to each teacher in this research was the pupil-centricness of their 

role. They see pupils as key to their teaching and role. When students were 

mentioned as a stressor, this was in an empathic manner as the teachers expected 

to find pupils challenging at times. When the teachers spoke of other adults and 

systems in place regarding assessment, predicted grades and administrative tasks, 

which they did not see as connected to their role, these were the issues which were 

at the pinnacle of stressful or worst moments during their career.  

 

5.10: Reflections on How I Conducted the Narrative Interviews 

Simply following the steps to the Listening Guide (Gilligan, 1982) did not ensure the 

interviews I conducted would yield rich data or good research. By applying a person-

centred approach (Rogers, 1980) my focus in each interview was on establishing a 

rapport based on compassion, empathy and active listening. I offered a non-

judgmental stance by using curiosity as an approach to clarify, where necessary, 
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points to help with my interpretations of their story. It was in that attentive space that 

each participant was encouraged to allow their story to emerge. It is also the 

approach which I utilise within my daily practice as a trainee educational 

psychologist when speaking with young people, care-givers and staff in a bid to 

triangulate viewpoints.  

 

Created within each interview was relationship characterised by a climate in which 

the participant recognised the importance of the story which they had to share with 

me. On reflection, these elements were conveyed to each participant mainly through 

non-verbal communication. My bodily position, and facial expressions, 

communicated a genuine willingness to relate to the participant and conveyed a 

range of emotions. Experience has taught me that there is a candidness in these 

types of interactions which is recognised by the person I am interacting with in that 

moment. My way of being present with each participant communicated to them an 

attitude of wanting to be authentically engaged with them in a relational manner. 

Congruence, acceptance and empathetic understanding (Rogers, 1980) provided an 

environment which allowed each participant to share stories which consequently 

were powerful and rich in detail.  

 

Within the research, I adhered to the ethical principles of protecting the dignity, 

rights, safety and wellbeing of each participant within the British Psychological 

Society Code of Ethics and Conduct (BPS, 2018). In addition, because I was 

conducting Narrative Research I also focused on several key issues related to 

ethical considerations. Namely: ownership, intellectual property rights and 
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interpretation, confidentiality, informed consent, honesty, as well as how to avoid 

deception, harm and exploitation of participants (Plummer 2001). In my preparation 

for the research I was focussed on following ethical guidelines, and this included 

ensuring that I gained and retained informed consent from each participant.  

 

Within the narrative interviews, I used a semi-structured approach with open-ended 

questions. This meant each participant had freedom to tell their story in the way they 

preferred. I listened as each participant told their story and asked other open-ended 

questions, based on what they said, when there was a natural pause after they had 

answered my primary question. I believe this allowed each participant to tell their 

story and to direct it in the way they wanted because they had time, as well as 

space, to talk. By applying the British Psychological Society’s ethical principles (BPS, 

2018 and 2014), and addressing Plummer’s (2001) guidance with specific regard to 

Narrative Research, I took reasonable steps to prevent harm and minimise distress 

through, securing informed consent, provision of a sensitive interview context, 

delegating decisions to participants; for instance, the venue of the interview was 

chosen by participants. Following analysis of the interviews, I offered each 

participant a member check. This gave them the opportunity to ensure I had 

understood the meanings which they had intended to communicate.  

 

5.11: Limitations 

Having used a narrative approach and analysis, a limitation of this type of study is 

the number of participants it is possible to work with. Due to the large amount of data 

generated, only three participants were interviewed. Their narratives are specific to 
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the social discourses prevalent with teaching. Their narratives are open to 

interpretation and in order to demonstrate how I developed my interpretations, I 

maintained a research diary and added detailed comments in the right-hand column 

of each transcript. The comments included in the transcriptions were included to 

create a thought trail and explanation for the conclusions which I reached, in order to 

assist readers in understanding my judgements. Finally, to make the research more 

robust, I completed a member check with each participant to share my findings. 

Reassuringly, each participant felt that I had summarised the essence of how they 

experienced teaching.  

 

The small number of participants could be viewed as a limitation, because the 

shared narratives are specific to each teacher and therefore are not generalisable. 

However, as stated at the outset, a wider meaning may be taken from each teacher’s 

story. Whilst the focus is on the individual, the narrative shared may “contribute to 

knowledge in more general ways” (Marecek, 2007, pg. 63). This would be 

particularly true, if the narratives shared resonate with other teaching professionals.  

 

A potential limitation is the potential bias of knowing the participants in this study. As 

I was transparent about my knowledge of the participants, I feel that knowing them, 

but not working with them in a professional capacity, helped each participant to feel 

safe and comfortable to give a frank account of their experiences as a teacher.  

 

A final limitation which may be identified relates to the assumptions I outlined at the 

start of the research. I listed my personal assumptions, including a belief that 
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teachers’ careers and their ability to teach are influenced by their wellbeing. I also 

acknowledged that I felt that, in some education systems, teachers’ wellbeing is 

protected. Finally, I was conscious of my belief that at a national level in England, 

there are government documents which lead to conflicted ideas about teacher 

wellbeing. The findings from my research would, to a degree, appear to validate 

these beliefs. Thus, a limitation could be identified that I found evidence to support 

my assumptions because I was looking for evidence to reinforce my viewpoint, and 

this may have clouded my judgements and interpretations. To this assertion, I would 

respond that I aimed to be fully authentic in the recordings kept in my research diary, 

so that I would be aware of how my thoughts were developing, as well as to allow 

readers to analyse my thought processes. Thus, I believe that the conclusions I have 

drawn are trustworthy (Guba, 1981) and reliable. In addition, I would add that each 

participant spoke about both positive and negative experiences during their teaching 

careers. The narratives and analysis highlight both the positive and negative 

experiences.  

 

5.12: Concluding Thoughts 

In this study, I explored the experiences which teachers encounter on a daily basis 

during their career. In addition, I also explored what supports and undermines the 

wellbeing of teachers. The findings revealed that teachers are proud of being 

educators because they find their role both valuable and challenging. I made 

recommendations which were based on the findings from within the research. 
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I identified limitations within the study. However, choosing a narrative methodology, 

the use of an ‘episodic’ approach (adapted from McAdams, 1993) and the Listening 

Guide (Gilligan, 1982), appears to have been a sound decision because each 

element has highlighted the individual story, as well as hearing the collective 

narratives. Further research, which I would be interested in carrying out, would be to 

repeat this study with teachers from one school and to use it as an appreciative 

inquiry, to see what is working well within their particular setting and what could be 

further improved.  

 

I hope that, by exploring the daily experiences of teachers, as well as what supports 

and undermines their wellbeing, this research will help to inform educational policy 

and practice at a systemic level. My intention, following my submission and viva, is to 

send this research to the Department for Education in the hope that they might 

consider adopting the recommendations identified in this research for the benefit of 

teacher wellbeing.  
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Appendix One 

Information Sheet 

My name is Ann-Marie Faughey and I am on a three-year Doctorate in Educational 

and Child Psychology (DEdCPsy) at the University of Sheffield. Part of my course 

and resulting qualification requires me to complete a thesis which will be supervised 

by Penny Fogg. If you require further information about my thesis after reading this 

information sheet, please contact me via email: Afaughey1@sheffield.ac.uk or 

phone: 07958480638, or you can contact my supervisor, Penny on her email 

address: P.Fogg@sheffield.ac.uk.  

 

You are being invited to take part in a research project. Before you decide whether 

or not to participate, it is important for you to understand why the research is being 

done and what it will involve. Please take time to read the following information 

carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. Ask us if there is anything that is not 

clear or if you would like more information. Take time to decide whether or not you 

wish to take part. Thank you for reading this. 

 

If you decide you would like to be involved in the research you will receive a consent 

form prior to becoming a participant with further details about the project. This is so 

you can make a fully informed decision about whether you would like to take part in 

the research or not. If after signing the consent form, or at any point during the 

research up until the date on which I submit my daft thesis (estimated to be March 

2019), you change your mind about being a participant you can withdraw without 

needing to give a reason and without there being any negative consequences. If you 

wish to withdraw from the research, please contact myself, or my supervisor Penny 

on the phone number or email addresses listed in the above paragraph. 

 

I’m planning to conduct a study which will aim to explore class teachers’ experience 

of teaching and how they manage their wellbeing and/or struggle with the daily 

demands of their role. This is an area of personal interest to me due to my previous 

experience of being a primary school teacher. There are three criteria which 

participants must meet if they are to be involved in the study. Participants must be:  

 A full-time class teacher 

 Have at least five years teaching experience 

 Have taught in at least two different schools, at least one of these must have 

been a UK state school 

My main interest in class teachers’ wellbeing stems from my understanding that 

positive wellbeing needs to be modelled. Therefore, the systems around class 

teachers need to support them in managing their own wellbeing prior to them being 

capable of nurturing the wellbeing of others.  

mailto:Afaughey1@sheffield.ac.uk
mailto:P.Fogg@sheffield.ac.uk
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I want to highlight the daily ups and downs that is life as a teacher; how teachers 

story their careers, as well as what supports and undermines their wellbeing. I’m 

aiming to do this through narrative interviews so as to highlight the current culture in 

which teachers see themselves and to give a voice to each individual’s story. 

Narrative interviews aim to give a voice to participants because it allows them to be 

storyteller rather than a respondent as within the framework of a traditional question 

and answer interview.  

Generally, teachers tend to get negative press because of the ‘thin’ narratives which 

are portrayed about them when they tend to make it into the media. These ‘thin’ 

narratives do not adequately reflect the long hours, dedication and resourcefulness 

which so many teachers I know willingly commit to because they are in teaching for 

the children and young people they work with. I want to give a space for teachers to 

be able to share the things which give them delight in their work as well as highlight 

the trickier aspects of the job which are the ‘unseen’ parts of the role. The objective 

is to provide richer, more informative narratives about teachers. I hope that by 

exploring teachers’ experiences of what assists them in maintaining their wellbeing 

that this research will build on previous studies to highlight what helps teachers 

remain committed to this stressful career. In addition, I hope that it will remind 

participants, and those that read it, about the key roles teachers are playing in 

difficult circumstances.  

In order to do this, the types of questions I will be asking are: 

 What made you want to become a teacher? 

 What is your best moment since being a teacher? 

 What is your worse moment since being a teacher? 

 Have there been any turning points in your career? 

 Have there been any significant people influencing your career? 

 Have there been any curriculum changes which have been 

implemented during your teaching career? How did these affect you? 

 How did changing schools impact you? 

 How does being a teacher make you feel? 

 What would the title of this/your story be? 

 

If you would be interested in being a participant, please contact me using my 

details at the bottom of the page by 21st July 2018: 
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Possible Benefits of Taking Part in this Research: 

The narrative interviews will allow participants a platform to share their story about 

being a teacher, what supports and undermines their wellbeing. I hope that this 

research will offer an alternative and more rounded vision of teachers to counter the 

negative views portrayed in the media.  

Possible benefits of being involved in this research may be therapeutic in nature. I 

use this term tentatively as the aim of the research is not to be therapeutic. However, 

by been given a space to vocalise thoughts, feelings and opinions, participants may 

find that after the interviews they continue to reflect on our discussion. Participating 

in the research may make the teachers re-consider their current thoughts and 

feelings and may impact on their beliefs as they lift the lid on views which they are 

unlikely to have much time to consider in everyday life. Therefore, the research may 

have the additional benefit of some therapeutic type consequences as teachers 

recognise the key roles they are playing in difficult circumstances and recognise 

more clearly the reasons that are currently keeping them in their teaching career.  

Possible Risks of Taking Part in this Research: 

The topic of wellbeing and how class teachers story their career is a potentially 

sensitive topic. Reflecting on this potentially emotive topic may have various 

consequences and outcomes for participants. 

Confidentiality: 

All the information that is collected about you during the course of the research will 

be kept strictly confidential and will only be accessible to members of the research 

team.   You will not be able to be identified in any reports or publications unless you 

have given your explicit consent for this.  

Legal Basis for Processing my Personal Data: 

According to data protection legislation, we are required to inform you that the legal 

basis we are applying in order to process your personal data is that ‘processing is 

necessary for the performance of a task carried out in the public interest’ (Article 

6(1)(e)). Further information can be found in the University’s Privacy Notice 

https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/govern/data-protection/privacy/general 

What Will Happen to the Data Collected and the Results of the Research 

Project? 

Due to the nature of this research it is very likely that other researchers may find the 

data collected to be useful in answering future research questions. We will ask for 

your explicit consent for your data to be shared in this way. 

 

https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/govern/data-protection/privacy/general
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The Data Controller: 

The University of Sheffield will act as the Data Controller for this study. This means 

that the University is responsible for looking after your information and using it 

properly. 

Who has Ethically Reviewed the Project? 

this project has been ethically approved via the University of Sheffield’s Ethics Review 

Procedure, as administered by the education department 

Complaints 

If you wish to raise a complaint about the research project, please contact Penny Fogg 

on P.Fogg@sheffield.ac.uk   

If you feel your complaint has not been handled to your satisfaction, please contact Dr 

Martin Hughes, co-director of the DEdCPsy course on m.j.hughes@sheffield.ac.uk 

who will then escalate the complaint through the appropriate channels. If the complaint 

relates to how your personal data has been handled, information about how to raise a 

complaint can be found in the University’s Privacy Notice: 

https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/govern/data-protection/privacy/general. 

Will I be Recorded and How Will the Recorded Media be Used? 

The audio and/or visual recordings of your activities made during this research will 

be used only for analysis and for illustration in conference presentations and 

lectures. No other use will be made of them without your written permission, and no 

one outside the project will be allowed access to the original recordings. 

 

Please ask myself or Penny if there is anything that is not clear or if you would 

like more information about anything related to the project.  

 

Thank you for taking the time to consider being involved in this research 

project. 

  

mailto:P.Fogg@sheffield.ac.uk
mailto:m.j.hughes@sheffield,ac,uk
https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/govern/data-protection/privacy/general
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Appendix Three 

Una’s ‘I Poem’ 

Background 

I qualified to teach 

I was 21 

I did my PGCE year 

I did three years of teaching in a comprehensive 

I moved to Turkey 

I taught there for two years 

I taught 11 to 18-year-olds 

I moved to Cairo 

I did 11 to 18-year-olds 

I teach 11 to 16-year-olds again 

I teach drama  

I also have other responsibilities 

Why Teaching? 

I always always thought 

I’d be a teacher 

I was in any role-play 

I got to thinking 
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I was going to train (to be a primary teacher) 

I thought 

I would want to do 

I was really enjoying (doing my drama) 

I didn’t want to give that up 

I had some advice 

I got a degree 

If I decided 

I went (and did my three-year BA honours) 

I did (my teaching qualification) 

I, I was pretty young 

I’m pleased 

I did it  

I did 

I think 

I know  

I think that at 18 

I would have been a bit too young 

I think 

Had I gone into it at that point 
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I would be 

Best Moments 

I think 

I think 

I think 

I count 

I teach 

I get some satisfaction 

I care for them individually 

I have helped 

impact I have had on their life 

I think it’s those kinds of things 

I had a child 

I have taught him 

I am teaching him 

I have always 

I would not 

I have ever had in my life 

I had told 

I did 
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I inspired 

I will be 

I hope he does 

Worst Moments 

I notice 

I have experienced 

I left 

I was working 

since I have 

I think 

I would say 

I worked 

I guess 

I don’t think 

I would say 

I think 

I think that this makes a difference 

Turning Points… 

I would say 

I was working in 
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I was going 

I just found 

I was getting through 

I was getting through 

I was delivering the curriculum 

I was engaging with the children 

I felt 

I think 

when I first moved 

I… Was a little bit stunned 

when I left 

when I was leaving 

when I left 

I really felt 

I had made a difference 

I went 

I thought 

I don’t think 

I knew 

but I didn’t know 
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I think 

when I was in the UK 

I was perhaps teacher/social worker 

Whereas, when I went 

I was just teacher 

I think 

I would say that that was a big turning point for me 

I would say… 

I had a dream 

I went 

I went 

I went 

I went 

I did  

I would  

I went 

I was so 

maybe I should go 

I had a friend 

I thought 
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I will go 

I’ll apply for that 

I can go 

I saw 

I thought 

I would 

I went along 

I thought why not have an adventure 

I was head of drama 

as I said 

I was  

I was 

Felt I was 

I think 

I have always been very pastorally minded 

I applied 

I had some experience 

I really felt 

I was 

I felt 



 

172 
 

I did not make a difference 

When I first 

But I felt  

I was 

I was 

I felt like 

I was making a difference again 

when I left there 

I absolutely love it 

I think 

I came 

I could just focus in on my teaching 

I think 

I became a parent year and a half ago 

Before I became a parent 

I never really thought 

I think that it really has 

I couldn’t tell you 

what I’m doing differently 

but I know it’s changed a lot of things 
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I think 

I think 

I worry a lot more now 

I’ve always dealt with that 

I’ve always sort of compartmentalised  

Now I look 

When I was 

On the flipside I see all the things 

I talk to them 

I think that may be 

Significant People 

I had 

I became 

I was 

I think 

I got 

I have remained true to 

I am not going to 

I am somebody 

I’m not when I’m teaching 
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When I got 

I started 

I was 

I work 

when I started 

I think that is a really important message for children to see 

I think that is important 

I think 

I actually think that that has a really negative impact 

Curriculum Changes 

I’ve had 

I have never 

I have chosen 

I have changed 

I have taught 

I have taught 

I have taught 

I have had changes 

I say 

I think 
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I was  

I am 

I went 

Changing Schools 

I think 

I went 

I went there by myself 

I lived 

I lived 

I got 

I socialised 

I would say 

I did  

I would say 

I think 

since I have 

I have moved 

I have moved 

if you know I mean 

I choose how 
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I choose to 

I say 

I guess 

I would not 

I don’t necessarily 

I don’t necessarily 

But I think 

I was  

I had 

I say 

When I moved 

As a teacher I feel… 

I am always proud to be a teacher 

I love my job 

I love 

I get to work with individuals 

I think that 

I think that it is hard being a teacher as well 

I think 

I think proud 
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I do feel 

I like the impact 

I have on a day-to-day basis 

I enjoy the work 

I do 

Have I been 

I would say 

I would say 

I love my job 

I don’t know many other people who do 

I always 

I really really love my job 

I think that 

I think that 

I actually do 

I think 

A Title… 

I think 

I think it would be growth mindset actually 

I have been 
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I should have probably said this earlier 

As I said 

I went into teaching 

I have always been very ambitious 

then I have got 

I am still 

I have been like teach me teach me teach me 

I want to learn 

I realise that actually  

I am okay 

I am learning lots of different stuff 

Now I have  

I was thinking 

I need to 

I thought 

Then I thought 

I am not that interested in 

I am just happy to do what I am doing 

what I am learning 

35 years before I retire 
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Before I retire! 

I think 

I genuinely don’t think there is another career for me 

I think 

I want 

I can slow down 

I can 

I don’t 

I can wait 

I am feeling fulfilled 

When I say that growth mindset 

I am happy 
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Appendix Four 

This is a sample of quotations that demonstrates each of the identified voices in 

Una’s narrative. Further examples are available in Una’s full transcript (Appendix 

Five, pg.184-213) and each voice is colour coded. Accomplishment is pink, 

Challenge is green, Pastoral is teal, Protection is blue, Realisation is grey. 

Voice of… Examples 

Accomplishment “I think (.) very little of what I think, what I count as success, 

is actually what I teach. Which is kind of a little bit weird. So 

kids achievement in drama is actually (.) like, obviously I get 

some satisfaction out of that. But actually it is more the bigger 

lessons in life that they walk away with, that mean a lot more 

to me. Yeah and just when they talk about, reflected on how 

much I care for them individually and how I have helped them 

become more confident and the actual impact I have had on 

their life. That actually has more of an impact on me than 

going from a B to an A in drama” (Appendix Five, pg. 186, 

lines 41-50). 

“He told my parents that I did and that I inspired from him and 

it was just so cute. It was a really, lovely moment for me” 

(Appendix Five, pg. 187, lines 62-64). 

“A lot of the admin stuff was taken off of me and I could just 

focus in on my teaching” (Appendix Five, pg. 196, lines 204-

205). 
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“There’s a big push on mindfulness in our school, coping with 

stress and talking about relationships and all those sorts of 

things” (Appendix Five, pg. 197, lines 221-223). 

“I’m always proud to be a teacher. And I love my job.” 

(Appendix Five, pg. 208, line 418). 

Challenge “The worst moments are always to do with parents” 

(Appendix Five, pg. 188, line 79). 

“But there is always a small minority of those parents who are 

quite nasty and they stick with you” (Appendix Five, pg. 188, 

lines 84-86). 

“So if ever you tried to sort of help that child out, you would 

be accused of, like, interfering and “stupid school, does not 

need anyway, does not need this that or the other” (Appendix 

Five, pg. 189, lines 92-95). 

“On the flipside since I have come international you get 

parents who think they are personally paying your wages and 

so therefore you are their slave and that you are indebted to 

them lines” (Appendix Five, pg. 189, lines 95-98).  

“Obviously not all of them but that they do need that, sort of 

social worker type aspect as well lines” (Appendix Five, pg. 

193, lines 161-163). 

“And I actually think that that has a really negative impact on 

children and on children’s learning and that actually (2) 

children do learn at different points lines” (Appendix Five, pg. 

200, lines 278-280). 
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Pastoral “And I think, that, when I was in the UK, that I was perhaps 

teacher slash social worker. Whereas, when I went to Turkey 

I was just teacher. And that made me need to improve my 

teaching practice and adapt it and change it.” (Appendix Five, 

pg. 193, lines 154-157). 

“I was a bit like a social worker (.) and I think I have always 

been very pastorally minded” (Appendix Five, pg. 195, lines 

188-190). 

“It’s about showing the kids, that it’s okay being in that place 

of not knowing and it’s okay to try something out and it’s okay 

to fail. And I think that is a really important message for 

children to see. Often (2) we tell children all the time that is 

okay to fail and I think that’s a really important message for 

children to see and that often we tell children “It’s okay to fail” 

but we don’t actually often show that to children, that we fail 

too.” (Appendix Five, pg. 199, lines 262-269). 

Protection “Ethos of the school that has that impact because the school 

is, it is oversubscribed and parents have a strict code, that 

they have to adhere to as well. And if they, like obviously if 

they are unhappy with things, of course they’re listened to 

and there’s compromise and stuff like that, but just a very 

different type” (Appendix Five, pg. 190, lines 113-118). 

“These are the reasons why this is happening and perhaps if 

you don’t agree with the policies of the school, perhaps this 
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isn’t the right place for you” (Appendix Five, pg. 191, lines 

122-124). 

“I think that this makes a difference” (Appendix Five, pg. 191, 

lines 124-125). 

Realisation “Before I became a parent I never really thought that that 

would change my teaching practice but I think that it really 

has” (Appendix Five, pg. 196, lines 208-210). 

“Like maybe (.) the subtle things about me and I think that, I 

think that I worry a lot more now” (Appendix Five, pg. 196, 

lines 212-213). 

“Then very recently I realised that actually I’m okay with not 

progressing in my career at the moment because I’m learning 

lots of different stuff, and then a slight different focus on now 

that I’ve got family of my own to think about, and that’s okay” 

(Appendix Five, pg. 211, lines 466-470). 

“And if I’ve got another 35 years to work in this career, then I 

can slow down my progression” (Appendix Five, pg. 212, 

lines 485-487). 

“I am happy way at the moment and the knowledge that that 

growth might come a later stage for me” (Appendix Five, pg. 

213, lines 492-494). 
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Appendix Six  

Saoirse’s ‘I Poem’ 

Background 

I have to tell you 

I was four 

I remember 

I never 

I used to play  

I had lots of cousins 

I had my sister 

I didn’t have my sister yet 

I had my cousins 

I used to  

I used to ask 

I could be teacher 

I was so much enjoying 

I could use 

I was playing teacher 

I had 

I got a little bit older 
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I couldn’t write when 

I was four! 

I played teacher 

I could 

I loved 

I was seven 

I must 

I was  

I knew 

I still wanted 

I knew that 

I am from 

I had thought 

I went 

I said 

I wanted 

I went 

I absolutely loved it! 

I started 

I did 
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I could 

I did lots 

I was younger 

I started volunteering 

I also 

I ended up working 

I ended up being 

I really loved 

I also worked 

I had experience 

I still loved 

So I knew 

Whatever I did 

I knew 

I wanted 

I did everything 

I could 

I said 

I did 

I applied 
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I was really excited 

I got into all of them 

I was really proud 

I got into all five 

I decided to stay 

I absolutely loved it 

I went 

I thought it was fantastic 

I just felt like  

I was in the right place 

What I was meant 

I graduated 

I decided 

I would 

I started 

I worked  

I really loved 

I definitely 

I ended up applying 

I’d done that 
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I applied 

I got the job part-time 

I started working 

I was volunteering 

I absolutely loved 

I just felt  

I loved it 

I felt 

I had control 

I was working with 

I really enjoyed 

I thought 

I really wanted to be full-time 

I wasn’t getting anywhere 

I decided 

I also thought 

I applied 

I came 

I did 

I’d not experienced 
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I was teaching 

I hadn’t had 

I don’t think 

I had 

I applied 

I managed 

I worked 

I worked two years 

I really enjoyed 

I left 

I was there 

After I left 

I did a year 

I needed a break 

I was supply 

I thought 

I wanted 

I wanted 

I’ve been working there 

I am still 
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Why Teaching? 

I always knew 

I wanted to work with children 

As I said 

I think 

I had some absolutely amazing teachers 

Who I remember 

I still 

I remember my grade two 

I remember my grade three 

I hadn’t been 

I had never 

I just remember 

I think 

Teachers I had were more than just teachers 

I had 

I was 

I was always 

I needed 

I had 
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I really didn’t understand 

I was really struggling 

I kept going 

I couldn’t 

I knew 

I wasn’t 

I was doing really well 

I just couldn’t 

I went for extra help 

I felt 

I ended up 

I was allowed 

I needed to 

It wasn’t that I was 

I just needed 

I had quite 

I had 

I want to be that teacher 

Best Moments 

I think 
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I can’t 

I think 

I think 

I think 

I was 

I said 

I think 

I look forward 

When I get to see that 

I don’t 

I really 

Worst Moments 

I think 

I’d say 

I was 

I think 

I think 

I also think 

I think 

I was asked 
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I felt under a lot of pressure 

I’m not sure 

I think 

I felt 

I wanted 

I didn’t want 

I also felt 

I wasn’t doing right by the children 

I feel 

I don’t know 

I felt 

I was a really bad teacher 

I know 

I’m not 

I felt 

I wasn’t doing my job 

I originally wanted 

I felt horrible 

I felt 

I didn’t know what to do 
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Whether I should 

When I was doing the next 

If I should do what was in my heart 

I’m not sure 

If I was experienced 

I was  

I couldn’t 

I feel 

I do now 

I feel 

I constantly felt 

I felt 

I wasn’t happy with myself 

I didn’t feel good about myself 

I didn’t know  

How I would carry on 

As I’ve already said 

I wanted to be a teacher since I was four years 

Turning Points… 

I think 
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I’ve sort of  

I felt 

I needed 

When I was 

Who I felt 

I didn’t have professional discretion 

I felt very helpless 

I thought 

I had 

I think 

I felt 

I, as a class teacher 

I knew my class 

I remember thinking 

I thought 

I think 

I love 

I didn’t 

I wanted 

When I went 
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I felt 

So I had 

What I felt 

I had 

I had 

I knew 

I just felt really helpless again 

How I have felt 

I didn’t feel 

I could do 

What I felt was best as a teacher 

I didn’t feel 

I could think for myself 

I thought 

I think 

I was expected 

But I went 

Explained how I was feeling 

I thought 

I needed 
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I really enjoyed 

I couldn’t believe 

I felt 

I felt 

I’m not sure 

I was 

Like I said 

I wanted them to do well 

Because I knew 

I wanted them to do well 

I knew 

I decided 

I needed a break 

I never thought 

I’d want to leave classroom teaching 

I knew 

I needed a break 

I thought 

I would have to do supply 

While I decided 
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I was going to be able 

Significant People 

I have 

I have 

I have 

If we can 

I think 

As far as I’m concerned 

I had 

I was 

I said 

I felt 

I was stripped of my ability 

I don’t know 

If I’m allowed to say this 

I don’t think 

I think that 

I didn’t feel 

I did try speaking 

I constantly felt on edge 
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When I was at work 

When I was at home 

I could 

I lost a lot of sleep 

I was worrying 

I felt 

I couldn’t 

I think 

I again 

I didn’t feel 

I was doing my best job 

While I was working essentially under her 

I’m a human being 

So if I’m overtired 

I’m stressed 

I am constantly worried and anxious 

Not what I would want 

I felt 

I felt 

I went 
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I went 

I wanted 

I wanted 

Where I wanted 

I have not 

They knew I was a good teacher 

I was always meant 

I guess 

I came 

I’m where I’m meant to be 

I’m meant to be teaching 

I was  

I remember 

I never felt 

I could 

I always felt 

I would be missing 

I’d be creating more work 

If I took a day off 

Even if I felt 
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I needed 

I can 

Sometimes I forget 

I have been better 

I do know 

Curriculum Changes 

I wasn’t 

I started 

I think 

I was 

So I don’t know 

I’m really 

When I first came 

I was used to 

I felt 

I felt 

I felt 

I felt 

I felt 

I’ve just felt 
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I feel 

I was  

I felt 

I had the professional discretion 

I went 

I trained to be a teacher 

I was observed 

I trained to be a teacher 

I was observed 

I felt 

I was given 

I was teaching 

I didn’t 

I have done all this training 

I feel 

I feel like there is no professional discretion 

I feel  

I never look 

I think 

I am 
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I like 

I give 

I can 

I’ve got 

I think 

I am 

I feel 

I feel 

I think 

I start 

I feel 

I could 

If I could 

I was actually trained 

I was 

I feel 

Like I had 

I feel 

I’m also 

So I have additional teaching and learning responsibilities 



 

234 
 

I don’t have 

I do that after school 

Changing Schools 

I’ve had a few changes 

I think 

I learnt 

I was teaching 

I learned 

I was thrown in the deep 

I feel like 

I learned a lot from that experience 

I think 

I questioned 

I’d made the right choice 

I didn’t realise 

I thought 

I’m meant 

I didn’t know 

Whether I was good at this job 

I questioned my ability 
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Wheat I’d been trained 

I felt 

I thought 

I had 

I thought 

I didn’t know the system 

I didn’t know 

I was obviously 

I changed schools hoping 

I would 

I wanted 

I did question 

I was I think 

I left 

I left 

I don’t 

I also 

I should 

I felt 

I started 
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I’m at 

I originally felt amazing 

I felt 

I had more control 

I say  

I think 

I was 

I originally 

I feel 

I feel 

I am 

I enjoy 

I’ve made it 

I’ve learned 

I can say no 

I make sure 

I am setting 

I believe  

I do have professional discretion 

What I think is best 
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As long as I’m doing that 

I am teaching 

The best that I can 

I’m ready 

Until I have the time 

I feel 

I started 

As a teacher I feel… 

I’m definitely passionate 

I think 

I also think 

I’ve got 

I know 

I think 

I think it’s so incredibly rewarding 

Like I said 

I do think 

I can’t leave 

I feel 

I can’t leave 
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I got married this summer 

I had children 

I taught 

I still remember them 

I obviously 

I think teaching is amazing 

A Title… 

I have thought about this 

I’ve spoken a lot about highs and about lows 

I think 

I had 

I think 

I had 
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Appendix Seven 

This is a sample of quotations that demonstrates each of the identified voices in 

Saoirse’s narrative. Further examples are available in Saoirse’s full transcription 

(Appendix Eight, pg. 244-289) and each voice is colour coded. Optimism is pink, 

Struggle is green, Nurture is teal, Relationship is blue, Recognition is grey.   

Voice of … Examples 

Optimism “It was a fantastic opportunity to just set the bar for them, and 

set standards for their education and make it so that they 

enjoyed school and enjoyed coming to school and what they 

could get out of schooling” (Appendix Eight, pg. 247, lines 95-

99). 

“We had professional discretion to be able to take it in 

whatever direction it needed to go” (Appendix Eight, pg. 248, 

lines 101-102). 

“I think in teaching you have so many amazing moments. But I 

think (2) I think the amazing moments that you have, well for 

me, maybe they’re all related to maybe a child struggling a 

little bit, like I was. You know, not understanding something 

and finding it really difficult to grasp the concept or a skill at 

you’ve been trying to teach them…. And when the child finally 

gets there and it clicks for them, like I said, it makes sense and 

they even see the confidence spread across their face and 

then all they want to do is practice that skill because they know 

how to do it now and they’re excited to show it to everybody, I 



 

240 
 

think those are the absolute best moments that I (2) it just 

keeps me going is a teacher.” (Appendix Eight, pg. 253, lines 

229-243). 

“Which is what I love about Foundation Stage” (Appendix 

Eight, pg. 260, lines 415-416). 

“My (2) professional judgement was seen to be accurate 

because I have done all this training” (Appendix Eight, pg. 273, 

lines 729-730). 

Struggle “These targets are set and not based on, or flexible in a sense 

that they are human beings, they’re not just, you know, 

numbers or (.) points on a piece of paper they are have a life 

and it means that because they are human beings things 

happen” (Appendix Eight, pg. 254, lines 265-269). 

“As a teacher I felt between a rock and a hard place” 

(Appendix Eight, pg. 256, lines 300-301). 

“It was the worse time for me because I felt like I wasn’t doing 

my job which (.) was (2) the job that I originally wanted to 

which was to inspire them and help them grow and feel excited 

and happy to be at school.” (Appendix Eight, pg. 256, lines 

321-324). 

“Early Years coordinator (.) who I felt was really unsupportive 

(.) and (.) made me feel like I didn’t have any professional 

discretion (2) over what happened in my own classroom … 

she didn’t understand the needs of my class because she 
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wasn’t teaching them every day” (Appendix Eight, pg. 259, 

lines 395-426). 

“Teaching to the test is really what they do, teaching to the 

test. You teach children how to take tests, you teach children 

in this country how to how to answer questions in the right 

way” (Appendix Eight, pg. 261, lines 447-450). 

“But the same time I knew that their education was (.) suffering 

because they weren’t getting (.) the (2) they weren’t getting (.) 

the well-rounded education that they should have and the fun 

and engaging and practical and exciting education that they 

should have.” (Appendix Eight, pg. 263, lines 478-482).  

Nurturer “They were there for more than to teach you, they wanted to 

be there for every aspect of your growth and development, 

they wanted to help nurture you and support your emotional 

wellbeing and social wellbeing and (2) they showed a genuine 

passion and care for the children in their class and that 

genuinely inspired me to want to become a teacher.” 

(Appendix Eight, pg. 251, lines 175-181). 

I want to be that teacher that gives children the time and takes 

the time to explain things in different ways so that they do get 

it and it does click” (Appendix Eight, pg. 252, lines 214-216).  

“I didn’t want to take that away from them, of course, but I 

wanted to prepare them for what was to come” (Appendix 

Eight, pg. 260, lines 418-421). 
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“The opportunity to actually have a voice in what they were 

interested in and what they wanted to learn and then you tailor 

that to what actually needs to be covered within the curriculum 

… it’s a way that ensures that children actually remember what 

they learn” (Appendix Eight, pg. 264, lines 516-522). 

“I think that a teacher’s wellbeing is so incredibly important 

because you are you are teaching little people how to be 

healthy little people, which means that they have a healthy 

wellbeing and you can’t teach that if you can’t model that 

yourself” (Appendix Eight, pg. 267, lines 577-581). 

Relationships “We were (.) both on the same page and she was a positive 

influence on me” (Appendix Eight, pg. 264, lines 507-508). 

“She helps me to relax” (Appendix Eight, pg.268, line 601). 

“The actual relationships with my colleagues was exactly 

where I wanted it to be” (Appendix Eight, pg. 268, lines 606-

607). 

“My family and my husband ((smiling)) who have been an 

absolute (.) amazing influence in my teaching career.” 

(Appendix Eight, pg. 268, lines 612-614). 

“My family have really built up my confidence to want to carry 

on in my teaching career” (Appendix Eight, pg. 269, lines 631-

632). 

“When you make those connections with the children, they 

want to do their best for you and they want to learn and they 
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want to be there and (.) I think the same goes for, you know, 

colleagues at work.” (Appendix Eight, pg. 271, lines 678-681).  

Recognition “I think I have got the (.) skill set now to know and because of 

that experience I feel like I got the confidence to say to senior 

leaders, “No actually I don’t think that’s relevant” or “I don’t 

think that’s going to benefit the children” or “How is that going 

to benefit the children?”” (Appendix Eight, pg. 258, lines 361-

365). 

“I feel like I’ve got more knowledge and more skills set to be 

able to understand the system a little bit better” (Appendix 

Eight, pg. 259, lines 375-377). 

“I have obviously learned from that experience in London that 

wellbeing is important and I’ve made it a bigger priority for 

myself and I’ve learned that I can say no” (Appendix Eight, pg. 

279, lines 875-878). 

“I am setting the standards when they’re going to receive 

certain things and how they are done because I believe as a 

teacher I do have professional discretion over what I think is 

best for the children and as long as I am doing that and I am 

teaching the children to the best that I can, paperwork and 

evidence and anything else that is asked of me can wait until 

I’m ready to give it, until I have the time to do it” (Appendix 

Eight, pg. 279, lines 880-886). 

“I have developed awareness of what I think is really 

important” (Appendix Eight, pg. 299, lines 888-889). 
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