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Abstract 

Prevocational educators’ construction of agency in negotiating their 

professional development amidst dilemmas of pedagogical practices 

The prevocational sector within the educational landscape of Mauritius sets the scene 

for this research. This sector has witnessed considerable structural, curricular and 

functional changes over the years. Within the context of constant change, 

prevocational educators have been simultaneously in a position of object and agent of 

change. They have been continually required to review their professional practice with 

respect to curriculum content, pedagogy and resources which they use to meet new 

standards set by the official curriculum. This study aims at examining the professional 

development of prevocational educators by engaging in the debate of teacher agency. 

The learning processes and resources that are deployed by the educators in the 

enactment of the prevocational curriculum have been investigated along with their 

dispositions to effectively tap on their learning actions and opportunities. A major 

direction of this study has been to explore how teacher agency limited, changed or 

promoted these learning processes.  

In line with a qualitative paradigm, a narrative approach has been used to capture the 

participants’ experiences and their sense-making of these experiences with respect to 

the ability to maintain their professional credentials. Eight participants have been 

selected for this study drawing from each prevocational curriculum area. The model 

of Biographical Narrative Interpretive Method (BNIM) of narrative interviewing has 

been used to generate data. The data analysis is based on Polkinghorne’s ‘Analysis of 

narrative’ typology where the specific aspects of each story have been underplayed 

and the commonalities and generalities that exist across the stories have been given 

importance.  

The research findings show that participants activate various strategies to improve 

their proficiency level. These strategies include drawing from their own schooling 

experiences, learning from and alongside colleagues, using support resources and 

engaging in continuous professional development programmes. The deployment of 

teacher agency is critical in order to activate the mechanisms of professional 

development. It is developmental in practice and is manifested in different modes and 
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forms in response to various circumstances characterised by adversity, challenges and 

uncertainties.  

This study proposes a nuanced version of the manifestation of teacher agency in the 

professional development of educators by explicating it through the lens of teacher 

vulnerability. It may seem that teacher agency and teacher vulnerability are 

incompatible concepts, yet my study offers suggestive evidence to argue against 

dichotomising agency and vulnerability. The significant contribution of this research 

is to consider teacher agency and professional vulnerability as mutually catalysing 

elements in the professional development of educators where they are significantly 

mediated within a context of constant pedagogical dilemmas.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

This opening chapter of the thesis sets the scene of the study. It starts with an overview 

of the Mauritian education system in order to situate its singularities. The background 

to the study has then been outlined which includes my professional position in relation 

to the study, the research context and the statement of the problem.  The purpose and 

the research questions are also presented along with an articulation of the significance 

of undertaking this study. This chapter ends by an overview of the chapters that make 

up this thesis. 

1.2 Overview of the Mauritian education system 

Education in Mauritius is managed by the Ministry of Education and Human 

Resources, Tertiary Education and Scientific Research. Since Mauritius was a former 

British colony, the education system in Mauritius has been largely mapped on the 

British system. After the country gained its independence in 1968, education became 

one of the main sectors in which the Mauritian Government invested considerable 

human and material resources. The education sector in Mauritius is highly subsidised 

starting with free primary education since independence. Other landmark 

developments towards free and universal education followed by the provision of free 

secondary education, free textbooks, free transport to attend school and compulsory 

education till the age of 16. Today, free undergraduate studies are also provided in 

local tertiary institutions. 

The education system in Mauritius has undergone various reforms over the years. This 

study cuts across two major educational systems with one prior to 2018 and the other 

as from 20181, following a major reform under the new Government policy on “Nine 

year continuous basic education (NYCBE)”. Figure 1 presents the two systems up to 

secondary level and illustrates the underlying changes which occurred post 2018: 

                                                           
1 Data for this study were collected in 2016 when the reform based on the NYCBE was announced by the 

Government. The policy was implemented in January 2018.  
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Figure 1: Structure of Mauritian education system 

1.3 The prevocational education context 

This research situates itself in the prevocational education sector. Providing 

background information at the outset on this specific sector within the Mauritian 

education structure is of importance in order to situate this research contextually. The 

prevocational curriculum is different from the mainstream one with the former 

designed to provide children with an alternative route to success by developing the 

basics for joining vocational training afterwards. Since its conception in the late 90s, 

the prevocational stream has witnessed numerous structural and curricular changes. 

Two significant reforms came in 2012 and 2018. An understanding of the changing 
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work context of prevocational educators2 is therefore crucial in order to get a good 

understanding of this category of educators. 

As per the structure of the educational system in Mauritius, after six years of primary 

schooling, learners join the secondary schooling system. Prior to 2018, primary 

education ended with a national examination which was the Certificate of Primary 

Education (CPE). Students passing the CPE gained admittance to mainstream 

secondary education. Prevocational Education was provided in secondary schools to 

learners who failed the CPE examinations. Learning difficulties accounted for their 

failure, but it is to be highlighted that the inability of the prevocational learners to 

perform academically had deeper root causes. In many cases, they came from difficult 

family and social backgrounds which had negative impacts on their attitude and 

behaviour. So, teaching in the prevocational sector was challenging as it did not only 

require educators to make up for the academic deficit of the learners, but very often to 

also manage the socio-emotional problems of the learners. 

The Education and Human Resource Strategy Plan 2008-2020 highlighted the need to 

revisit the Prevocational Education so that it is more responsive to the future needs of 

the economy (Ministry of Education, Culture and Human Resources, 2009). In line 

with this perspective, a new curriculum was implemented for Prevocational Education 

in Mauritius in January 2012. The principal aim of the reform was to provide four 

years of additional schooling to these children to make up for the academic deficit 

built up during the years of primary schooling and to enable skills development for 

further vocational training (Ministry of Education and Human Resources, 2011).  The 

main strategic pillars of the reform were as follows:  

1) New Curriculum based on four key domains of learning namely, 

Communication skills (CS), Numeracy and Problem Solving skills (NPSS), Life Skills 

(LS) and Livelihood and Trade Skills (LTS).  

2) Accent on an adapted pedagogy with emphasis on activity based 

teaching/learning and social skills along with the use of modern ICT based 

pedagogical tools to enhance teaching and learning.  

                                                           
2 In Mauritius, secondary school teachers are also called ‘educators’. In this thesis, teachers and educators will be 

used interchangeably 
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3) Setting up a Quality Assurance System to secure a sound internal efficiency 

and high quality of teaching and learning.  

The four key domains of learning would be referred to frequently across this thesis. 

So, in order for readers to follow the related discussions, I find it key to describe the 

inherent features of each of the domains since each domain remains very particular to 

the Mauritian education context. The CS domain catered for functional literacy in 

English and French. It also included drama, visual arts and music. The NPSS domain 

had to do with functional numeracy and basic scientific literacy. The LS domain 

concerned health and physical education along with a more affective dimension with 

the inclusion of values and citizenship education and emotional management. The LTS 

domain on its part, was more trade-oriented with areas like woodwork, metalwork, 

cookery, textiles design and housekeeping. So, this new curriculum demanded a 

significant change in the way prevocational educators would work since they were 

required to teach domains of learning which were of a multi-disciplinary nature, 

instead of the usual subject area teaching.  

Following the needs and realities of this development in Prevocational education, the 

teacher education programme for prevocational educators also had to be reinvented. 

The ‘Teacher’s Diploma in Prevocational Education’ programme3 was revised deeply 

in 2013 to empower the trainee prevocational educators with the skills, knowledge and 

attitude to implement the new programme of study in schools addressing the four 

domains of learning as specified in the National Curriculum Framework (Secondary). 

It also aimed at helping prevocational educators to address the challenges related to 

teaching prevocational learners (MIE, 2013). 

After this major curricular change in 2012, the prevocational sector was required to 

reinvent itself again with the advent of the new Government policy on “Nine year 

continuous basic education (NYCBE)”. Within this new structure, the Prevocational 

stream would be replaced by the “Extended stream” as from 2018 with a gradual 

phasing out of the former up till 2020 (Ministry of Education and Human Resources, 

Tertiary Education and Scientific Research, 2016). However, the profile of learners 

that would be admitted in the “Extended stream” would remain the same as that of the 

                                                           
3 The ‘Teacher’s Diploma in Prevocational Education’ is an award programme specifically developed for 

prevocational educators. 
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prevocational ones, that is learners who would not succeed in the end of primary 

schooling examinations. The curriculum of the “Extended stream” would be aligned 

with that of the mainstream reverting back to subject disciplines teaching instead of 

domain teaching. 

1.4 My professional position in relation to the study 

In Mauritius, the official curriculum is developed by the Mauritius Institute of 

Education (MIE) under the aegis of the Ministry of Education and Human Resources 

as was the Prevocational Curriculum. The MIE, as part of its mandate, had been 

involved in the design and development of the new curricula with respect to the 

reforms in the prevocational sector. Being also responsible for teacher education, the 

MIE dispensed several in-service workshops to Prevocational educators in order to 

allow a timely and standardised implementation of the new curricula.  The in-service 

workshops were means to acquaint them with the structure of the programme as well 

as to enable them to implement the dispositions of the content knowledge as per the 

respective new configuration of the curriculum. Since the inception of the new 

curricula under the various reforms, I have been coordinating the activities pertaining 

to the development of the new prevocational programme of study and instructional 

materials at the MIE along with the provision of in-service and pre-service training to 

prevocational educators. As part of my assignment at the MIE I also shouldered the 

responsibility of Programme Coordinator for the “Teacher’s Diploma in Prevocational 

Education” programme which led to a professional qualification aiming at developing 

in educators competencies and attitudes for initiating innovative teaching practices in 

prevocational education and to address the challenges related to teaching 

prevocational learners. This study has been conceptualised from the perspectives of 

these professional positions, from where I have witnessed the frailty of the 

prevocational educators in negotiating their professional life in the constantly 

changing and challenging work context. 

This narrative study has been conceptualized by drawing from the findings of the 

research that I carried out for “Assignment 3: Designing and conducting a research 

project” as partial fulfilment for the Professional Doctorate in Education (EdD) 

programme. The purpose of that study was to explore the factors that influenced the 

prescribed-enacted nexus of curriculum and their impact on the approaches adopted 
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by prevocational educators to their teaching. The research findings revealed that there 

were six factors which influenced the enactment of the prevocational curriculum as 

illustrated in Figure 2: 

 

                                                                                      (Hurreeram, 2014, p. 32) 

Figure 2: Factors influencing enactment of prevocational curriculum 

One major factor identified was ‘teacher characteristics’ in which some forms of 

learning processes were deployed by the teachers during the enactment of the 

curriculum which needed probing.  Evidence also showed that there was less diversity 

in the enacted curriculum than envisaged since educators adopted in most instances a 

fidelity approach to curriculum implementation with occasional insights of mutual 

adaptation or enactment approaches (Hurreeram, 2014). This raises questions about 

the agentic factors that limit, change or promote the learning processes of educators in 

the enactment of the prevocational curriculum.  

1.5 Problem statement  

Curriculum developers are mandated to develop the prescribed curriculum which 

refers to such tools as curriculum standards, frameworks, guidelines, syllabuses and 

prospectuses that outline the curriculum which teachers are expected to deliver with 
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the assumption that if these are properly implemented, will achieve the desired goals 

(Porter and Smithson, 2001; Gunckel and Moore, 2005; Kelly, 2009). Following this 

iterative approach, educators are viewed as transmitters of the prescribed curriculum 

and implementers of curriculum materials. However, there is also the need to admit 

that tensions exist between the prescribed curriculum and the enacted curriculum. 

While on one hand, the prescribed curriculum relates to the “curriculum-in-theory”, 

the enacted curriculum on the other hand refers to the “curriculum-in-use” (Berger et 

al., 2012). We need to acknowledge that our designed curriculum is not a self-

contained entity; instead, during implementation, it becomes assimilated as part of the 

context in which it is being realized. When put in the hands of educators, the prescribed 

curriculum is influenced by a variety of mediating factors that reshape it along the 

way. While there is a notional equivalence in the prescribed curriculum in terms of 

outcomes, in the enacted curriculum there can be a great deal of differences, which 

raises questions about the equivalence sought (Miller et al., 2008). This equivalence 

can further be questioned as classroom practices in the context of the implementation 

of a new curriculum is a complex endeavour, having an effect on the various 

curriculum components such as learning materials, instructional strategies and 

assessment methods.  

Along with the prevocational learners, the Prevocational educators as well undergo a 

learning process whereby they have to acquire new, or modify and reinforce existing 

knowledge, skills and values in the enactment of the curriculum. Teachers play a 

crucial role in curriculum changes, as they are the ones to implement the new 

curriculum in class. So, the prevocational educator has to take greater responsibility 

for the learning of the prevocational learner. Viewing prevocational learners’ 

background, they should also not dismiss learning difficulties of the prevocational 

learners as an inevitable consequence of the home or community environment. They 

have to bring their knowledge and beliefs in line with the new curricular demands 

(Cotton, 2006) while, at the same time, address the challenges related to teaching 

prevocational learners. Educators are therefore required to play their roles to their 

utmost capabilities in the enactment of the curriculum.  

In the prevocational sector, the population of teachers consists of persons with varying 

teaching experiences, professional qualifications and levels of training. Many of them 
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have followed formal teacher education programmes in Prevocational education. 

Some have undergraduate degrees in other subject areas while some teachers still 

remaining untrained with limited pedagogical skills in teaching prevocational learners. 

Nevertheless, even if they find a mismatch between their professional 

experiences/qualifications and curricular content, teachers still have to fulfil the duties 

expected of them, requiring them to face the challenges when implementing a new 

curriculum, very often by learning on the job by mobilizing resources from their 

immediate work context. So, within the context of curriculum change, teachers are 

constantly in a frustrating position of being simultaneously the subject and agent of 

change (Fomunyam, 2014). Teachers thus constantly function in a mode of 

experimentation where they have to deal with an array of professional responsibilities 

while becoming acclimatised to the dispositions of new curricula. Teachers are 

continually required to change their pedagogy, the curriculum content and resources 

they use to meet new teaching and learning standards.  

Teachers are the central agent in implementing the curriculum at classroom level. They 

have to transform the content into teachable forms in order to achieve desired learning 

outcomes, which relies highly on their taking of initiatives as much as on resources 

like books and proper physical environment. As the successive curricular reforms in 

the prevocational sector came with radical changes, a highly prescribed curriculum 

was articulated with not only overarching learning outcomes, but also content material 

to be imparted, teaching strategies to be used and assessment tasks to be given.  On 

one hand this was done to provide the basis for greater equivalence of learning across 

schools and on the other hand, it was a means to avoid or reduce resistance on part of 

educators to implement the intent of the new curriculum. However, Kauffman (2005), 

looking at this form of curriculum prescription from a “teacher disempowerment 

perspective”, refers to it as “a matter of control” which leads to some form of 

“deprofessionalisation and disempowerment of teachers” (p.4). Too much of 

curriculum prescription restricts diversity and creativity and curtails their autonomy.  

All these points of discussions lead us to the notion of agency which can largely 

determine and explain which actions teachers take with respect to their professional 

development when faced with the dilemmas of pedagogical practices. Bandura (2001) 

explains that the “core features of agency enable people to play a part in their self-
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development, adaptation and self-renewal with changing times” (p.2). Prevocational 

teaching and learning is demanding for the educators because of the challenging 

profile of the learners and a curriculum which in many cases does not match their 

academic and professional experiences. Compounding their vulnerable work situation 

is the dynamic curricular context in which they are required to function owing to 

educational reforms. Attempts to readjust their level of expertise to the exigencies of 

being a prevocational educator inevitably requires them to make active efforts in 

making choices and acting intentionally to adapt and make significant changes to their 

working environment which connote to the exercise of agency (Toom et al., 2015). 

Additionally, “we never confront social structure as a single individual, because we 

are always nested in some aspect of social relations” (Burkitt, 2016, p. 331). So is the 

case of the prevocational educators where they evolve within a schooling context 

where interaction remains prime, be it with colleagues, management or material 

resources. The nature and level of the interaction unavoidably impact on the ways the 

educators act and react within their work context which calls into question the 

relational aspect of agency, the “contextually enacted way of being in the world” (Lier, 

2008, p.163).  

Subsequently, based on the particularity of the prevocational work context, educators 

are required to continuously adjust their professional understanding and expertise to 

be able to exercise control over their work conditions. A powerful element of agentic 

teachers is that they perceive themselves as pedagogical experts capable of managing 

new learning at the individual and community levels and show the motivation to 

develop their expertise (Pyhältö et al., 2012; Soini et al., 2016). However when 

exposed to challenging work situations, their agency is put to the test.   

1.6 Purpose of study 

In light with the issues raised, I articulated the research purpose of this study as 

follows: 

 “To explore the construction of agency by prevocational educators in their 

professional development amidst the dilemmas of changing standards of pedagogical 

practices”  
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1.7 Research questions 

In order to inform the purpose and conduct of the current study comprehensively, the 

following research questions were formulated: 

1) What are the learning processes and resources which are deployed by educators 

in the enactment of the prevocational curriculum and how do these contribute to 

their professional development? 

2) What agentic factors limit, change or promote the learning processes of 

prevocational educators in the enactment of the curriculum? 

3) How is professional agency of prevocational educators constructed in the context 

of their professional development within the context of curricular change? 

4) In what ways can the professional development of prevocational educators be 

conceptualized and theorised in relation to the phenomenon of agency?  

Question 1 aimed at examining the ways in which prevocational educators acquired 

new, or modified and reinforced existing knowledge, skills and values in the 

enactment of the curriculum. It also aimed at probing into their dispositions to 

effectively tap on their learning actions and opportunities. Question 2 provided the 

basis for a more holistic investigation of the professional development of the 

prevocational educators by engaging in the debate of agency. It meant investigating 

their capacity to act in an environment mediated by social, interactional, cultural, 

institutional and other contextual factors. Question 3 targeted the practitioners’ 

construction of agency in their professional development within a context of constant 

curricular control and change. Question 4, on its part, was of theoretical nature which 

allowed the exploration of the data obtained from Questions 1, 2 and 3 in an attempt 

to theorise the construction of teacher agency with respect to the professional 

development of the prevocational educators. 

1.8 Significance of study 

Several studies have shown that the level of proficiency of teachers has an impact on 

classroom practices (Gatbonton, 2008; Akbari and Tajik, 2009; Rodriguez and 

McKay, 2010; Nasri et al., 2011). However, teachers are constantly challenged to 

review their pedagogical practices and so they are expected to learn throughout their 

career to develop sensitive, adaptive and flexible pedagogical practices to operate in 
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an optimum way (Lieberman and Pointer Mace, 2008; Vermunt and Endedijk, 2011; 

Soini, Pietarinen and Pyhältö, 2016). This appears to be predominant in the case of the 

prevocational educators viewing their need to reinvent themselves constantly to meet 

the demands of working with prevocational learners and adjust to curricular changes. 

Bandura (2001) points out that people are “agents of experiences rather than simply 

undergoers of experiences” (p.4). My study goes in this direction whereby I would be 

researching the ways in which the educators construct their agency with respect to 

their professional development. Looking at the agentic factors would mean 

investigating how much the educators are free to decide on their actions along with 

their capacity to critically shape their own responsiveness to problematic professional 

situations.  

Emirbayer and Mische (1998) explicitly conceptualizes agency as “a temporary 

embedded process of social engagement, informed by the past (in its habitual aspect), 

but also oriented towards the future (as a capacity to imagine alternative possibilities) 

and towards the present (as a capacity to conceptualise past habits and future projects 

within the contingencies of the moment” (p.963). So, engaging in teacher agency 

would mean probing into how educators use their varying experiences, past and 

present, to engage with their challenging work conditions, learning along the way, and 

taking initiatives to respond autonomously to the degree of control by the social 

settings in which they operate while being projective in their future career trajectories. 

As discussed earlier, prevocational education offers a particular setting within the 

Mauritian educational landscape characterised by a number of inhibiting factors 

namely teaching learners with a challenging profile, a mismatch between 

educational/professional background of educators and transacting curriculum, and a 

constantly changing curricular set up.  It is in this change context that teacher agency 

becomes helpful as an alternative means to understand teachers’ enactment of 

practices and their engagement with policy (Lasky, 2005; Leander & Osbourne, 2008; 

Pyhältö et al., 2012). So, it is increasingly important to research into the value of 

teacher agency in the professional development of the prevocational teachers evolving 

in a context of constant pedagogical dilemmas. 

Despite generating extensive interest, the concept of teacher agency is still vague, 

mostly about its characteristics in different phases of the professional development of 
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teachers. “In the wake of new forms of curricular policy in many parts of the world, 

teachers are increasingly required to act as agents of change” (Priestley et al., 2012, 

191). However, teacher agency seems to be under-theorised with little empirical 

research done on the typical characteristics of teachers as change agents as they shape 

and reshape teaching and learning by using their agency (Eteläpelto et al., 2013).  

By focusing on the role of teacher agency in the professional development of the 

prevocational educators, this study may contribute to: 

1) shedding light on the many factors influencing teacher agency in the enactment 

of the curriculum. 

2) developing an improved understanding of the construction of teachers’ 

professional agency in professional development. 

3) generating an increased understanding of the influences of curricular change 

contexts on the shaping and reshaping of the professional agency of teachers.  

4) extending the conceptualisation of the phenomenon of agency in relation to 

professional development of teachers in the light of the above contributions. 

1.9 Outline of the thesis  

This introductory chapter of the thesis has presented the background to the study in 

view of contextualising it, along with the purpose and the research questions. It has 

also outlined the significance of undertaking this study. The remaining chapters are 

organised as follows:  

In Chapter 2, a review of the literature is presented. I situate the study in relation to 

theoretical and empirical literature dealing with teacher agency which includes an 

understanding of the concept of teacher agency, the reciprocal relationship between 

agency and identity, factors affecting the construction of agency and the key debates 

on the manifestation of agency in the context of curriculum change. A key inclusion 

in this chapter is a review on teacher vulnerability which was found necessary as I 

progressed with the discussion of the findings. 

Chapter 3 explores the methodological design of the study. It starts by explicating my 

epistemological stance as a constructivist relative to the study followed by a discussion 

on the use of a narrative approach. It thereafter outlines the selection of the participants 
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and the use of the narrative interviewing model of the Biographical Narrative 

Interpretive Method (BNIM) as the data gathering instrument. Issues of ethics and 

quality indicators for the study have also been addressed along with a procedural guide 

to the data analysis. 

Chapter 4 illustrates the portraits of the participants drawn from their respective 

narratives. The portrayals have been constructed in relation to their professional 

development and observe a chronological stance across the various stages of their 

career. 

I present the findings in three separate chapters (Chapters 5, 6 and 7).  Chapter 5 

documents the difficulties and challenges met by participants when starting teaching 

in prevocational education. Their agentic motives and their professional learning 

routes have been analysed during the early days of their career. In Chapter 6, the 

various means adopted by participants for developing their professional knowledge 

and skills are presented and analysed through the lens of agency. Chapter 7 gives an 

account of the impact of context on the professional development of the participants.  

Their ability to exercise agency within the parameters of particular contextual 

situations has been analysed. 

In Chapter 8, I interpret and discuss notable research findings of the study in 

juxtaposition to concepts identified in the literature chapter. I also make a critical 

analysis and extension of their possible meanings and implications related to agency. 

This chapter also uncovers a more nuanced understanding of agency with professional 

vulnerability as a potent variable. 

Finally, in Chapter 9 of the thesis, I present the summary of the main findings and the 

limitations of the study with its contribution to knowledge reiterated. I also discuss the 

implications of the study in relation to professional practice, policy and potential for 

future research.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

The nature of education research is complex, which requires a thorough and 

sophisticated literature review as foundation and inspiration for substantial, useful 

research (Boote and Beile, 2005). Reviewing the literature has been a valuable 

contribution to my understanding of key features pertinent to my research questions. 

Taking time to immerse myself in the literature review has allowed me to build on and 

learn from prior research and scholarship setting the broad context of my study. The 

demarcating areas which lie within the scope of my study included in this literature 

review are principally centred on the notion of teacher agency which is the main 

concept informing this study. A section has also been dedicated to a review on teacher 

vulnerability which has been considered as necessary while engaging with the 

discussion on the findings of this study. The theoretical and empirical literature have 

been used as theorised tools in analysing the data. 

2.2 An overview of social scientific theories of agency 

The concept of agency finds its roots in the social sciences (Archer, 2003; Berger and 

Luckmann, 1967; Bourdieu, 1977; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Giddens, 1984; 

Parsons, 1961). It has also been used in anthropology (Ahearn, 2001; Holland et al., 

1998) and psychology (Bandura, 2001). In sociological literature, there has been wide 

theoretical discussions on agency particularly through the standing structure-agency 

debate in the explanation of social action by different theoretical systems in 

determining whether individuals own the capacity to take free actions to construct their 

world or are dictated by patterned social structures. Instead of considering structure 

and agency as dichotomous, various theorists have also aimed at reconciling the two 

as concepts. This section outlines some broad social theories of agency.  

Parsons (1961) posits that agency is not to be viewed as a purely voluntary entity 

where it is based on the capacity to act in total independency. For him, structure has 

the function of socialization by inculcating a set of values in individuals through 

different social structures like the family, religion and educational institutions. As 

such, social structure is built up of the collective actions of individuals. As these 
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actions in terms of desirable and accepted behaviour are repeated, they become 

institutionalised to which individuals have to conform so that society functions 

smoothly. For Parsons then, social order is not based on an individualist account, but 

more on a social determinist paradigm. From this perspective, individuals’ are bound 

up in social structures which shape and govern their behaviour and are required to 

engage in coherent social practices.  

For Berger and Luckmann (1967), reality is constructed from ongoing patterns of 

habitualisation which concede that the social world is created by individuals who 

through constant interaction with each other unconsciously generate an 

institutionalisation of behaviour. In simple terms, individuals continually construct the 

world which then becomes a social framework in which they need to navigate. In this 

way, the relationship between the individual and society can be seen as dialectic where 

individuals act to construct their world while at the same time required to do so 

consciously within the social and institutional possibilities and constraints handed over 

by prior generations. So, Berger and Luckmann see social actions as generative where 

they continually change social structures and consequently, the generated social 

structure becomes a reality regulating the social actions. 

The notion of ‘habitus’ (Bourdieu, 1977) has been another key contribution in 

explaining the structure-agency dynamics with the attempt to reconcile the two 

concepts. Individuals are socialised within a set of roles and relationships in a social 

context which is shaped by past events, structures and life experiences. As some form 

of cultural capital in terms of habits, skills and dispositions are internalised over time, 

the ‘habitus’ is created and reproduced, often independently of individual 

consciousness. The ‘habitus’ then shapes our current practices and structures while 

conditioning our perceptions of these and allowing us to successfully navigate amidst 

social structures. Therefore Bourdieu considers ‘habitus’ as a mediator between social 

actors and social structure where it is neither the result of agency nor determined by 

structures, but created by an interplay between the two over time. 

In the same line, Giddens (1984), through his theory of ‘structuration’, makes 

reference to the duality of structure and agency in terms of time and place. For him, 

social activity is always being produced and reproduced with structure and action 

forming and informing each other through three elements of human consciousness. He 
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firstly makes reference to discursive consciousness which is the capacity to rationally 

explain ones action, then to practical consciousness where actions are based on tacit 

knowledge and lastly unconsciousness with actors involved in actions that they cannot 

explain, but follow. Such conscious and unconscious actions can reinforce or reform 

the social structure. So, individuals cannot be positioned as always being constrained 

by external social factors and structure “is not to be equated with constraint but is 

always both constraining and enabling” (Giddens, 1984, p.25).  

It is worth noting that recent literatures on agency as subsequently referred to in this 

chapter are largely derivations of the broader social theories of Berger and Luckman 

(1967), Bourdieu (1977), Giddens (1984) and Parsons (1961) where constant allusion 

is made to the interaction of social actions and social structure. 

2.3 Agency, what is it? 

Teacher agency remains somewhat an under-considered concept within the Mauritian 

context of schooling, curriculum development, teacher education and educational 

research. So, I felt it important to commence this review by a thorough discussion 

around the meaning of teacher agency with the aim of developing firm understanding 

of this concept. However, before addressing the concept of ‘teacher agency’, it is 

necessary to explain the term ‘agency’ itself. 

I will quote the definition given by Elizabeth Campbell which I found to be a good 

starting point to get an initial sense of the phenomenon of agency: 

 

 

 

In social science, the everyday definition of agency is used to refer to people who 

perform certain actions and as a consequence produce an effect on the social world 

(Burkitt, 2016). For Metcalfe and Greene (2007) agency is also about control and 

power in the form of the extent to which people perceive being in control of their own 

actions. Archer (2003) and Giddens (1984) add a different angle to the definition of 

agency. They view agency in terms of reflexivity, that is, consciously choosing a 

Simply defined, the state of agency enables individuals (and, to some, 

collectives) to make free or independent choices, to engage in 

autonomous actions, and to exercise judgement in the interest of 

others and oneself. 

 

(Campbell, 2012, p. 183)  
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course of action in situations where we could have acted otherwise (Giddens, 1984; 

Archer, 2003).  

From the discussion above, it can be deduced that agency is about intentionally making 

things happen, as opposed to simply letting things happen. However to understand the 

dynamics of the intentionality, we need to understand how agency is bounded by 

power relations and discourses within the cultures of social interaction in work 

communities (Eteläpelto et al., 2013). For Biesta et al. (2015), in order to elucidate 

social action, agency cannot be considered as being predominantly an individual 

possession, residing in people. Lier (2008) puts it plainly by stating that “agency is not 

simply an individual character trait or activity, but a contextually enacted way of being 

in the world” (p.163). While individuals are autonomous, their agency is not 

independent of their social contexts, but is “strongly connected to the contextual 

conditions within which it is achieved and not as merely a capacity or possession of 

the individual” (Priestley et al., 2012, p. 197). My study seeks to investigate the agentic 

motives of prevocational educators who evolve within a schooling context and where 

interaction remains prime. For my study, considering agency as merely an individual’s 

capacity or competence, would be restrictive. My conceptualization of agency has to 

be based on a more relational rather than an individual phenomenon. In line with this 

view, Ahearn (2001) refers agency to “the socioculturally mediated capacity to act” 

(p.112). So, this points us to the importance of considering the manifold social 

relations which Burkitt explicitly explains: 

 

 

                    

 

This will therefore signify investigating the actual interactions of the prevocational 

educators with people within the social context of schooling. Remaining within the 

idea of social enactment, Emirbayer and Mische (1998) explain their conception of 

agency as being centred “around the engagement (and disengagement) by actors of the 

different contextual environments that constitute their own structured yet flexible 

social universe” (p.973) and determines that agency is “always a dialogical process by 

and through which actors immersed in temporal passage engage with others within 

we never confront social structure as a single individual, because we 

are always nested in some aspect of social relations – either those that 

are interpersonal, such as family or peer group relations, or the more 

impersonal or formal relations of work, organizations, economics, or 

politics. 

 

                                                                    (Burkitt, 2016, p. 331) 
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collectively organised contexts of action” (p.974). On the same wavelength, Lier 

(2008) connotes agency to the potential to act and which in turn is mediated by social, 

interactional, cultural, institutional and other contextual factors. From a lifecourse 

perspective, Biesta and Tedder (2007) suggest to see agency as “the ability to exert 

control over and give direction to one’s life” (p.135). In order to achieve this, 

Emirbayer and Mische, going beyond the idea of social engagement, make the case 

for explaining agency in a ‘three-dimensional’ way, as engagement with the present, 

influenced by the past and oriented towards the future with each dimension having 

variable contributions. They thus develop a temporal theme to agency, seeing it as: 

 

 

 

They refer to these three dimensions of agency as the ‘iterational’, the ‘projective’ and 

the ‘practical-evaluative’ dimensions respectively with stress on agency as 

analytically situated within the flow of time between past and future. The iterational 

element shows that agency is not purely voluntarist, but is built on past achievements 

and relates to “the selective reactivation by actors of past patterns of thought and 

action, routinely incorporated in practical activity, thereby giving stability and order 

to social universes and helping to sustain identities, interactions, and institutions over 

time” (p. 971). In the projective element of agency, it is acknowledged that there is the 

motivation and intention to bring about a future, different from the present and past.  

This is encompassed by the “imaginative generation by actors of possible future 

trajectories of action, in which received structures of thought and action may be 

creatively reconfigured in relation to actors’ hopes, fears, and desires for the future” 

(Emirbayer and Mische, 1998, p. 971). For Biesta and Tedder (2007), agency is 

required to maintain a substantial amount of effort to keep a situation relatively stable 

over time especially under the rapidly changing ‘external’ circumstances of high or 

late modern societies. The practical evaluative dimension, on its part, concerns the 

present where real action occurs and points to the: 

 

the capacity of actors to make practical and normative judgements 

among alternative possible trajectories of action, in response to the 

emerging demands,dilemmas, and ambiguities of presently evolving 

situations. 

 

(Emirbayer and Mische, 1998, p. 971) 
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Emirbayer’s and Mische’s attempt to theorise agency involves the emphasis on and 

combination of social context and time. For them, agency is “always a dialogical 

process by and through which actors immersed in temporal passage engage with others 

within collectively organized contexts of action” (p. 974). This approach is captured 

in their elaborated definition of agency as: 

 

 

 

In their analysis of agency, they tend to pay far more attention to the ways in which 

individual actors engage with temporal-relational contexts rather than giving an 

explanation of how such contexts engage with actors. Bridging this shortcoming, 

Biesta and Tedder (2006) propose the ‘ecological understanding of agency’ where 

attention is paid to the “actors in transaction with context” (p.18) or more plainly how 

actors “critically shape their responses to problematic situations” (p.11). For them, 

agency denotes the ‘quality’ of the engagement of actors with temporal-relational 

contexts-for-action, not a quality of the actors themselves. Working on this lead, the 

“concept of agency highlights that actors always act by means of an environment 

rather than simply in an environment” and achievement of agency “makes it possible 

to understand why an individual can achieve agency in one situation but not in 

another” and “will always result from the interplay of individual efforts, available 

resources and contextual and structural factors” while also making it “possible to 

understand the fluctuations of agency over time, that is, in the individual’s lifecourse” 

(Biesta and Tedder, 2007, p.137). So, individuals and contexts can be considered as 

mutually constitutive of each other. 

the temporally constructed engagement by actors of different structural 

environments-the temporal-relational contexts of action – which, 

through the interplay of habit, imagination, and judgement, both 

reproduces and transforms those structures in interactive response to the 

problems posed by changing historical situations. 

 

(Emirbayer and Mische, 1998, p. 970) 

 

the capacity of actors to make practical and normative judgements 

among alternative possible trajectories of action, in response to the 

emerging demands,dilemmas, and ambiguities of presently evolving 

situations. 

 

(Emirbayer and Mische, 1998, p. 971) 
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Biesta et al. (2015) come up with a model for understanding the achievement of agency 

by building upon the work of Emirbayer and Mische and combining it with the 

ecological conception of agency (Biesta and Tedder, 2007). This highlights that: 

 

 

 

 

Clearly, agency is not only something that people have, but it is something that people 

do. So, for the focus of my research, looking at agency would mean investigating the 

quality of engagement of the prevocational educators through their actions, decisions 

and perspectives in a temporal way taking into consideration favourable and 

constraining influences within their personal and professional contexts. 

2.3 The concept of teacher agency 

The idea of ‘teacher agency’ resonates with the different conceptualizations of 

‘agency’ discussed above, but is “agency that is theorized specifically in respect to the 

activities of teachers in schools” (Biesta et al 2015, p. 625). Within the discourse of 

agency, teacher agency is considered a specific form of professional agency where 

there is an active effort of teachers to shape their work conditions necessary for a 

meaningful education (Biesta et al., 2015). The phenomenon of “teacher agency is 

undertheorized and often misconstrued” (Priestley et al, 2012, p. 191). Even if teacher 

agency can be defined as willingness and capacity to act according to professional 

values, beliefs, goals and knowledge in the different work contexts (Lasky, 2005), 

agency cannot simply be viewed as a personal attribute to be applied in professional 

work.  

The routine activities pertaining to schooling are diverse such as planning and 

implementing lessons, class control, evaluating students’ performance, 

communicating with management and stakeholders. The notion of teacher agency has 

emerged along but also beyond these routinized activities of teachers to describe their 

active efforts in making choices and acting intentionally to make significant changes 

(Toom et al., 2015):                      

the achievement of agency is always informed by past experience, 

including personal  and professional biographies; that it is orientated 

towards the future, both with regard to more short-term and more long-

term perspectives; and that it is enacted in the here-and- now, where 

such enactment is influenced by what we refer to as cultural, material 

and structural resources. 
 

(Biesta et al., 2015, p.627) 
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From the above description, the relational characteristic of agency is put forward 

where the emerging feature is interaction. This intentional interaction acts as a support 

mechanism for teachers and also a resource for learning (Pyhältö and Keskinen, 2012). 

So, in some way, the working relationships with peers contribute in making agentic 

teachers. In the same vein, Edwards (2005) introduces the concept of relational agency 

in working towards an understanding of purposeful practice with others. She defines 

relational agency as “a capacity to align one’s thought and actions with those of others 

in order to interpret problems of practice and to respond to those interpretations” 

(p.169). Simply put, it is the enhanced ability of someone to engage with the world 

alongside others. Putting it in the context of teaching, an agentic teacher working in 

collaboration with peers has the potential to impact on their work as a community of 

practice, working towards the collective. Robinson (2012) frames the interpersonal 

characteristics of teacher agency by defining it:  

 

 

 

Similarly, Toom et al (2015), mention that the relational aspect of agency is not limited 

to the building of a constructive environment for the self, but also for colleagues in 

changing professional contexts.  

Mirroring the conceptualization of agency by Emirbayer and Mische (1998) to that of 

agency in educational settings, teacher agency can be considered as a phenomenon 

that is achieved in the present based on experiences from the past and orientation 

towards the future within changing contexts. With specific reference to the iterational 

and practical evaluative dimensions of agency by Emirbayer and Mische (1998) and 

the ecological conceptualization of agency by Biesta and Tedder (2007), teachers’ 

Teachers are required to engage in innovative learning, adapt 

themselves to diverse requirements in their working environment, 

interpret  and  negotiate with both their colleagues and with parents 

the multiple possibilities  implied by policies,  make  independent  

choices and  find a  balance  between their personal preferences and  

shared collegial understandings. 

 

(Toom et al., 2015, p.615) 

 
 

   as the extent to which control is achieved by a group of teachers, and 

is reliant upon the dialogical relationship between external constraints 

and structures and the political and economic environment, in balance 

with the individual and collective life experiences of the group. 

 

(Robinson, 2012, p. 234) 
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professional agency cannot be viewed as the fixed asset of a teacher, rather, it is 

constructed situationally in relation to the current context and past personal 

experiences. The importance of temporality is still emphasised in the 

conceptualisation of teacher agency, where teachers can exercise a varying level of 

autonomy in different phases of their career. Lipponen and Kumpulainen (2011) 

further add that professional agency is constructed by environments that promote 

active participation and a sense of belonging. Inversely taken, teacher professional 

agency are needed “to create meaningful and engaging learning environments” (p. 

817). In the same respect, Toom et al (2015) advance that through agentic actions, 

“teachers aim at building a relevant, inspiring and constructive environment for 

themselves and their colleagues” (p.615). 

Based on the studies of Lasky (2005) and Dovemark (2010) on the dispositions of 

teachers in changed system or reform, it can be gathered that teacher agency also refers 

to the ability of teachers to resist external norms or demands in situations where they 

find their professional actions justified. So agency is visible in line with situations of 

discourses where teachers criticize and challenge the system and regulations (Pyhältö 

et al, 2012).  

Campbell (2008), viewing teacher agency from another lens, talks about agency in 

moral terms. For her, 

 

 

 

Robinson (2012) supports that beliefs and values are important in the construction of 

teacher agency and should therefore not be underestimated. That accounts for the 

essence of moral agency of teachers. Campbell (2012) positions teacher agency in 

terms of the professional practice of teachers where the focus is on abiding to “deeply 

held values, convictions, and beliefs about teaching, learning, and epistemology” (p. 

184). This also entails engaging students in curricular experiences that are compatible 

with these values. Extending the notion of moral agency, Campbell adds that while 

achieving their own agency, teachers should also consider, respect and foster the 

the processes of  teaching  as an  interpersonal journey are far more  

nuanced and layered  than what the  teacher’s  mastery  of  curricula  

and  pedagogical techniques can fully enable. The mysteries of  

teaching  demand  attention  to the intangibles as  well, and such 

intangibles are morally and ethically infused 

 

(Campbell, 2008, p. 357) 
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agency of their students. So being agentic from a moral perspective would mean 

believing and acting on a clear set of work principles.To summarise the notion of 

teacher agency and get a good practical understanding of it, I would like to refer to 

Toom et al (2015) who present the other side of the story stating that “lack of agency, 

for example, in terms of pedagogical tasks, pupil learning, collegiality, innovations, 

societal tasks and continuous professional learning, has been recognised as a problem 

among teachers” (p. 616). 

2.4 Teacher agency and professional development 

Professional development involves the processes and activities designed to bring about 

change in the professional knowledge, skills and attitudes of teachers with the aim to 

improve their classroom practices and students’ learning (Guskey, 2002). The 

responsible and intentional learning by teachers to enhance student learning are 

characteristics of agency (Pyhältö et al, 2012). Agency is important in the professional 

learning of teachers to drive the construction and reconstruction of one’s professional 

competencies and to influence and remake their work practices (Lai et al, 2016). So, 

agency needs to be considered as the hallmark to developing the professionalism of 

teachers. The manifestation of professional agency varies across individuals and 

situations, and in relation to the different professional aspects of a person’s work 

(Lipponen & Kumpulainen, 2011; Vähäsantanen, 2015). Agency varies between 

teachers, as individuals enter the profession with different backgrounds which give 

them a varying level of autonomy to teach (Kayi-Aydar, 2015). The capacity to 

achieve agency depends on the ability of connecting past learning experiences with 

present work demands and with future orientations (Biesta and Tedder, 2007; Biesta 

et al, 2015). As discussed earlier in the introductory chapter, prevocational educators 

enter the system with different qualifications and training level and investigating their 

agency in dealing with their professional practice to be in phase with the curriculum 

requires attention.  

“Becoming an active professional agent allows for the perception of oneself as an 

active learner who is able to act intentionally, make decisions, and thoroughly reflect 

on the impact of one’s actions” (Pyhältö et al, 2015, p.814). However, professional 

development is not only a matter of improving the self, but also involves an 

understanding of purposeful practice with others.  Lai et al (2016) attest the value of 
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an agency-oriented approach to professional learning of teachers and suggest 

maximum engagement with their peers to stimulate mutual learning. This points to the 

relational aspect of agency where peers reciprocally act as support mechanisms and 

also as resources for learning (Edwards, 2005; Pyhältö & Keskinen, 2012; Toom et 

al., 2015), which Pyhältö et al (2015) refer to as “co-regulative learning” (p.814). So, 

in the context of professional learning, teacher agency is: 

 

 

 

Seeing it the other way round, learning requires teacher’s active agency. Taking the 

same direction, being an agentic teacher implies “perceiving oneself as an active 

learner who is capable to act intentionally, make decisions and reflect thoroughly on 

the impact of one’s actions” (Toom et al, 2015, p.616). Teacher professional agency 

is needed: 

 

 

 

 

 

So, teachers’ professional agency refers also to the teachers’ abilities to enact in 

creative ways by adopting instructional and educational innovations in their practices. 

Furthermore, teachers perceiving themselves as active participants in the development 

work of the school “promote a holistic and functional perception of the object of the 

development” (Pyhältö et al, 2012, p.95).  

A powerful element of agentic teachers is that they perceive themselves as pedagogical 

experts capable of managing new learning at the individual and community levels 

(Soini et al, 2016). However rather than seeing expertise as a fixed asset, agentic 

teachers show the motivation to develop their expertise (Pyhältö et al, 2012; Soini et 

al, 2016). Teachers are constantly challenged to review their pedagogical practices and 

so they are expected to learn throughout their career to develop sensitive, adaptive and 

the capacity of  teachers  to act  purposefully and constructively to 

direct their professional growth  and  contribute to the growth  of their 

colleagues. Rather than responding passively to learning 

opportunities, teachers who have agency are aware of their part in their 

professional growth and make learning choices to achieve their goals. 

 

(Calvert, 2006, p.4) 

to create  meaningful  and  engaging learning  environments  that 

extend  beyond traditional   contexts  and  practices,  to  develop  and   

to  implement   innovative teaching   methods,  and  to   integrate   the  

recent   theoretical    knowledge into classroom  practice and school 

development as well as in multiprofessional work. 

 

(Lipponen & Kumpulainen, 2011, p. 817) 
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flexible pedagogical practices to operate in an optimum way (Lieberman and Pointer 

Mace, 2008; Vermunt and Endedijk, 2011; Soini et al, 2016). The workplace itself, 

that is the school, has an impact on the learning process as learning experiences 

represent an interaction between the teacher’s agency and the social context of school 

(Billet, 2004; Verberg et al, 2016). Billet (2004) further argues that by considering 

“workplaces as historically, culturally, and situationally shaped environments”, 

individuals elect how they engage with the learning process, determined by agency (p. 

312). In a study carried out to examine teacher learning in terms of teachers’ 

professional agency in the professional community of the school, it is shown that: 

 

 

                                                     

                   

The study also suggests that in order to facilitate teacher learning and active agency, 

teachers’ occupational well-being should be considered, and vice versa (Pyhältö et al., 

2015). The concern is always about teachers catering for the well-being of their 

students, with little attention really given to their own welfare. So, if teachers are 

considered as the primary agents to make learning successful, catering for their well-

being at work becomes a precondition. For Imants and Van der Wal (2019), teacher 

agency is realised within socio-cultural and resource constraints, like the school 

curriculum, professional relationships with colleagues and management, classroom 

equipment and instructional methods.  However, they also affirm that based on the 

teachers’ interpretation of these contextual constraints and on their agency, they can 

enact the environments within their school and outside the school by controlling the 

constraints. Concurrently, Guskey (2003) stresses on the need to pay attention to the 

“nuances of context” (2003, p. 16). “When it comes to professional development, one 

size doesn’t fit all” as “each change landscape is characterised by multiple 

relationships, places and contexts mediated over time by competing priorities and 

personalities” (Saunders, 2014, p.180). Therefore, in relation to my study, considering 

the specificities of teaching in the prevocational education sector with its multi-

facetted contextual realities becomes an essential research direction. 

teacher learning in  terms of professional agency in the professional    

community consists of several elements including: skills, efficacy 

beliefs, and  motivational factors, which entail transforming   one’s 

teaching practices, experiencing collective efficacy, constructing 

positive interdependency, the appreciation of  mutual agreements, and 

using active strategies of help-seeking. 

 

(Pyhältö et al., 2015, p.811) 
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2.5 Professional identity and teacher agency 

For Buchanan (2015), an “individual’s professional agency is reciprocally related to 

his or her professional identity” (p.705). The relation between teachers’ identity and 

their sense of professional agency emerges explicitly in other studies as well (Biesta 

et al.; Eteläpelto et al.; Stillman and Anderson, 2015). Teacher identity can be 

considered as a component of teacher agency and the choices and actions of teachers 

can be examined in relation to the negotiation of their professional identity. Teachers 

construct their identity based on their understanding of who they are within their 

school and professional context. They take actions that align with that construction 

and those actions then feed back into the ongoing identity construction process 

(Buchanan, 2015). 

“Teacher professional identity is how teachers define themselves to themselves and to 

others’ and ‘it is one aspect of individual teacher capacity” (Lasky, 2005, p. 901) 

where the individual capacity is what an individual brings with him or her to the school 

setting and to the learning environment. It is also to be understood that teachers are 

multifaceted where each one of them brings an element of uniqueness in terms of their 

personal and professional experiences. Simply put, teacher identity pertains to how 

teachers see themselves based on their interpretations of their practice within their 

work context. More explicitly though, Canrinus et al. (2011) view “teachers’ job 

satisfaction, self‐efficacy, occupational commitment and change in the level of 

motivation as indicators of teachers’ professional identity” (p.593). For Mockler 

(2011), a teacher’s professional identity is “formed and re-formed constantly over the 

course of a career and mediated by a complex interplay of personal, professional and 

political dimensions of teachers’ lives” (p. 518). 

Professional agency on the other hand, refers to the “intentional regulation of learning, 

and context-dependent on-task action strategies steering professional development” 

(Soini et al., 2015, p.643). So it is more about the will of teachers to perform better in 

their practices. Consequently, professional identity and agency are closely related 

where “strong professional agency may help the teacher to reflect and transform their 

teaching, and hence, further develop a more flexible and coherent teacher identity” 

(Soini et al., 2015, p.643). “The combination of the lenses of identity and agency 

provides an opportunity to see the process of self-formation in action’ with both 
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shaped by the ‘macro level discourses and historical forces’, where teachers have the 

opportunity to actively construct themselves by building on their current self-

conceptions and then acting and working relative to these self-conceptions” 

(Buchanan, 2015, p.705). 

Teachers’ values and beliefs with respect to teaching and learning significantly 

influence the achievement of professional agency (Biesta et al.; Pantić; Stillman and 

Anderson, 2015) and are integral parts of the professional identity through ideals, 

goals, commitments and ethical standards related to their teaching practices 

(Eteläpelto et al.; Pantić, 2015). For Buchanan (2015), teacher agency can be 

understood in a way as “identities in motion” without however considering agency as 

simply the “performance of identity” (p.714). Teachers’ actions feed back into their 

identity. 

Looking from the perspective of curriculum reform, Stillman and Anderson (2015) 

make reference to “identity as compass” where the teacher’s identity shapes whether 

policy is appropriated (p.723). Teachers continually construct their professional 

identities based on their experiences which are situated within the dominant discourses 

and polices in education which they use to reproduce, adapt, negotiate, and transform 

these discourses (Buchanan, 2015). Teachers confront the policies and professional 

discourses by using their identities to interpret, learn from and appropriate the new 

conditions of their work as a result of policy change. In this process, “their identities 

are reformed and remade – and professional agency is carved out” (Buchanan, 2015, 

p.701). Vähäsantanen (2015) investigating  the vocational teachers' professional 

agency amid an educational reform, highlighted  the need to support teachers' agency 

in professional identity work as teachers' identities are at stake when changes occur 

and it should be borne in mind that identities do not easily change. He further proposes 

that at the initial stage of a reform, “offering opportunities, social dialog, and time for 

teachers to become aware of their transformed work roles, and to make sense of their 

views on the reforms’ can support identity work” (p.10) while stressing that “if 

teachers are not able to transform their identities in line with changes, they are likely 

to suffer in terms of their motivation and well-being” (p.11). So, identity also makes 

reference to the professional self-understanding and is “an ongoing interactive process 

of sense –making and construction” (Kelchtermans, 2009, p. 263). 
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The construction of professional agency stays clearly complex with ongoing 

negotiation oriented towards the future (Eteläpelto et al., 2013) between teacher 

identity and their work contexts (Buchanan, 2015). This discussion explicitly refers to 

the dynamic character of teacher identity with in mind the teachers’ expectations about 

their future roles in the profession, how they see themselves as teachers in the years to 

come and what their feelings are about that. This points to the temporality of identity 

construction where one’s self-understanding in the present is influenced by 

meaningful past experiences and future opportunities (Kelchtermans, 2009). The 

temporal aspect of identity accords with the temporal theme of agency which makes 

the case for explaining agency in a ‘three-dimensional’ way, as engagement with the 

present, influenced by the past and oriented towards the future with each dimension 

having variable contributions (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998). 

So, for this study, exploring teacher agency in the professional development of the 

prevocational learners should also consider their construction of identity, what it 

means to be a professional in their specific work context, being mindful that it is not 

the central theme of investigation.   

2.6 Factors influencing teachers’ professional agency 

For Eteläpelto et al. (2013), there is the need to understand how agency is resourced, 

constrained, and bounded by contextual factors in order to investigate professional 

agency in working life contexts. “Teacher professional agency refers to the ability of 

teachers to control their work within structural constraints” (Quinn and Mittenfelner 

Carl, 2015, p. 745). Going by this reference, it means that there are certain factors 

within or outside the school which act in favour of or limit teacher agency. With regard 

to the relational characteristics of teachers’ professional agency, contextual factors at 

micro (individual), meso (school) and macro (policy) levels influence or regulate the 

achievement of professional agency (Pantić; Van der Heijden et al., 2015). The social 

context in which teachers work and their professional agency are mutually constitutive 

and interdependent (Eteläpelto et al., 2013; Lasky, 2005). Priestley et al. (2012) stress 

on not adopting an “an overly individualistic view of agency” where the impact of 

society’s structure and forces is neglected (p.191). They however also caution that 

such forces and structures should not be over emphasized either. So looking at the two 

fold positions, agency can be treated as a “matter of personal capacity to act, combined 
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with the contingencies of the environment within which such action occurs” (Priestley 

et al., 2012, p.196). This joins the concept of the ‘ecological view’ advanced by Biesta 

and Tedder (2007) where agency is achieved as a result of the interplay of individual 

efforts, available resources and contextual and structural factors. Toom et al. (2015) 

explain that “both personal and contextual or structural factors shape, facilitate, 

support or restrict teachers’ action and agency in the different professional contexts of 

classroom, school or community” (p.616). These factors may be either internalised or 

institutional norms, conventions, educational policy practices which tend to influence 

teachers’ agency (Dovemark, 2010). Edwards (2005) further argues that being agentic, 

from a relational point of view, involves first interpreting the various mediational 

factors which include conceptual and material resources, and then acting on the basis 

of these interpretations. So it becomes important to provide school contexts which are 

supportive where teachers are encouraged to be positively agentic. From a managerial 

point of view, schools should regulate significantly teachers’ professional autonomy 

and possibilities to operate at the classroom and whole school levels (Eteläpelto et al., 

2013; Buchanan, 2015). The work of teachers should be restructured in classrooms by 

making sure that resources are allocated to facilitate teachers’ initiatives concerning 

pedagogical innovations, hence promoting teachers’ professional agency (Toom et al., 

2015). Continuous interactions among teachers and collective efforts build trust and 

power in interpersonal relationships, develop a shared vision thereby avoiding 

isolation among colleagues (Buchanan; Quinn and Mittenfelner Carl; Pantić, 2015). 

Therefore to construct and express professional agency in classrooms, the nurturing of 

a collegial environment becomes valuable.  

2.7 Teacher agency in curriculum contexts and change 

Teachers are increasingly required to act as agents of change following changes in 

curricular policy in many parts of the world (Priestley et al., 2012). It is in this change 

context that teacher agency becomes helpful as an alternative means to understand 

teachers’ enactment of practices and their engagement with policy (Lasky, 2005; 

Leander and Osbourne, 2008; Pyhältö et al., 2012). The fast changing educational set 

up requires teachers to be able and willing to cope with the many challenges of change. 

In similar condition are the prevocational educators who are required to continuously 

adjust their professional understanding and expertise according to the constantly 
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changing context owing to reforms in order to exercise control over their work 

conditions. For Campbell (2012), teachers are seen “as alternatively agents of 

socialization as well as change agents, whose choices and actions variably reflect the 

implementation, interpretation, adaptation, alteration, substitution, subversion, and/or 

creation of the curriculum contexts in which they work” (p. 183). In the context of 

adapting and adopting curriculum change, they may manifest their agency through 

different processes, from compliance to resistance and then to negotiation (Robinson, 

2012). Teachers who are real change agents are those who are willing to learn and 

change from inside, reflecting and making sense of things while meeting external 

demands (Hattie, 2012). Van der Heijden et al. (2015) conducted an exploratory study 

to obtain insights into what characterized teachers as change agents. 

 

 

 

Teachers have key roles to play in realising educational changes successfully and it is 

their professional agency that influences their choices, decisions and actions at work 

(Lasky, 2005; Van der Heijden et al., 2015).  It is argued by Eteläpelto et al. (2013) 

that professional agency is needed to develop the work of teachers at classroom and 

school levels as well as for their own learning and for locating their professional 

identities in the context of educational changes. In a study focusing on the exploration 

of school teachers’ professional agency in the context of recent school reforms in 

Finland, Pyhältö et al. (2012) found that the teachers’ perceptions of the reform and 

their perceptions of themselves in the development process varied considerably as well 

as were interrelated. By perceiving themselves as active subjects in the development 

work, teachers promoted a holistic and functional perception of the reform. On the 

basis of the results, Pyhältö et al. (2012) further claimed that as highly educated 

professionals, teachers were very capable of identifying and analysing what should be 

changed in terms of developing their own school. The effort of teachers for purposeful 

curricular change takes place through the negotiated construction of shared issues and 

decisions in every teaching and learning context (Edwards, 2011). Even though the 

socio-cultural circumstances of educational policy affect the way teachers think and 

These  characteristics  pertain to lifelong  learning  (being eager to 

learn and reflective),  mastery (giving guidance, being accessible, 

positive, committed, trustful,  and  self-assured),  entrepreneurship  

(being  innovative and feeling responsible), and   collaboration (being 

collegial). 

 

(Van der Heijden et al., 2015, p. 681) 
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act, agency gives them the opportunity to either adapt or act differently (Eteläpelto et 

al., 2013). Bridwell-Mitchell (2015) further argues that teacher agency can help effect 

change by a “careful counterbalance of socialization and innovation in peer learning, 

cohesion and diversity in collegial interactions, and cognitive and normative 

convergence and divergence in teachers’ shared instructional understandings, aims 

and practices” (p. 156). 

However, the centrality of teacher agency is twofold. On one hand, agency can be seen 

as positive and beneficial where it is used to support educational change whereas on 

the other hand, it can act as a challenge, resisting educational change (Sannino, 2010; 

Campbell, 2012). For Ahearn (2001) and Pyhältö et al. (2012), construction of agency 

is manifested in actions in line with dominant discourses, norms and practices, or 

external demands and regulations but is more easily recognised in situations where 

teachers criticise, challenge or resist these. Similarly, Vähäsantanen (2015) in his 

study on investigating the Finnish vocational teachers' professional agency, found that 

teachers adopted a resisting position to an educational reform. He further identified 

two other positions that the teachers took: approving and inconsistent. The teachers 

with an approving position were enthusiastically inclined towards the reform, even 

positioning themselves as its supporters. Those who had an inconsistent response to 

the reform, expressed their concerns as well as had positive opinions and wished to 

maintain an ambiguous position. The findings of Vähäsantanen (2015) confirm the 

notion that the manifestation of professional agency varies across individuals with 

each teacher likely to take a personal position towards a reform (Lipponen & 

Kumpulainen, 2011). Similarly, Biesta et al. (2015) add that teachers’ practices are 

framed by professional discourses and can either promote or restrict their professional 

agency. In this sense, it seems that teacher agency can be catalysed by curricular 

changes where it is significantly constructed in the middle of dilemmas of professional 

pedagogical activities. 

At this stage of the review, it is worth looking at autonomy and its impact on agency. 

For Priestley et al. (2015), even if many critics of current policy advocate “autonomy 

as a means of freeing up schools and enabling change”, it cannot necessarily be 

equated to agency (p.8). Teachers who are granted autonomy may not achieve agency 

as they would tend to reproduce past patterns of behaviour, or they could simply lack 
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the required cognitive and relational resources. Campbell (2012), on her part, argues 

that teachers have the capacity to use their professional discretion with regards to their 

pedagogical and curricular practices. However, this possibility exists alongside their 

accountability to the state as it maintains the authority for educational policy. 

Buchanan (2015) further asserts that it is more and more likely that teachers’ 

constructions of agency will be formed within accountability discourses. 

In many instances of curriculum innovation or reform, curriculum developers who 

work under the accountability of the state tend to claim exclusive agency over the 

curriculum. Policies and learning outcomes are prescribed by them and put in the 

hands of teachers for implementation. “Agency may be shaped and enhanced by policy 

that specifies goals and processes, enhancing the capability of teachers to manoeuvre 

between repertoires, make decisions and frame future actions” (Priestley et al., 2015, 

p.8). Vähäsantanen (2015) demonstrated in his study that although this way of top-

down curriculum development or reform can be instrumental in making major changes 

in educational practices possible, it can restrict teachers to bring in possibilities of 

change emerging from their own experiences, with negative overall implications for 

teachers. The lack of common vision or a conflicting personal and institutional values 

can inhibit the enactment of agency (Biesta et al., 2015). So, there is the need to strike 

a balance between teachers' agency and reform initiatives. Educational policies which 

demand changes to the practices of teaching should take more account of teacher 

agency and be more flexible by offering opportunities to teachers for active 

participation in planning and implementation processes working towards their 

empowerment (Priestley et al., 2012).  Additionally, policies should take greater 

account of the contexts in which the exercise of agency is favoured, as these contexts 

can even constrain otherwise agentic teachers from agentic actions (Priestley et al., 

2015).  

In the negotiation of professional agency, Robinson (2012) lays emphasis on the 

importance of strong collegial relationships to fit and reshape the practices of teachers 

to adopt and adapt to policy requirements, So, again the relational aspect of agency 

seems to be prominent where the collective actions of teachers become central in 

mutually supporting each other (Edwards, 2005; Pyhältö & Keskinen, 2012; Toom et 

al., 2015). In the same line, teachers need to construct changed educational practices 
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in the context of educational reform, and for this to happen, high level of collegiality 

is required and that: 

 

 

 

Concurrently, Hilferty (2008) suggests that “teacher agency refers to the power of 

teachers (both individually and collectively) to actively and purposefully direct their 

own working lives within structurally determined limits” (p. 167). So, an avenue of 

discussion in my study directs to the commitment of the cooperative actions of 

teachers in constructing their agency to negotiate policy discourses to frame their 

educational practices. 

2.8 Teacher vulnerability 

A review of the literature on teacher vulnerability was considered necessary in this 

chapter while engaging with the discussion on the findings of this study in an attempt 

to propose in this thesis, a more nuanced version of the manifestation of teacher agency 

in the professional development of teachers. Vulnerability is a term that is of common 

and increasing usage across the social welfare field and is used in the context of 

exploitation and/or exploitation of individuals, communities or population groups 

(Cummins, 2019). For Fineman (2010), using terms like vulnerable individuals, 

communities or population “has an air of victimhood, deprivation, dependency, or 

pathology associated to it” and develops a meaning of vulnerability on the basis of 

“what it means to be human” (p. 266). She explains vulnerability as a state of mind by 

the fact that “human vulnerability arises from our embodiment, which carries with it 

the imminent or ever-present possibility of harm, injury, and misfortune” (p. 267). So, 

feeling vulnerable is a natural human characteristic and is an integral part of our life.  

Transposing vulnerability to the teaching profession, teachers’ vulnerability is 

theorized as teachers’ emotional feelings (Lasky, 2005). Kelchtermans (2005; 2009) 

argues that in order to clarify the notion of teacher vulnerability, one should go beyond 

considering it as an emotional state although being vulnerable triggers intense 

emotions. Rather, vulnerability should be considered as “a structural condition that 

structural and cultural changes to schooling will do little to improve 

schooling unless they take into account the importance of the active 

agency of teachers in constructing the reality of educational practice on  

a day-to-day basis in their schools and in their classrooms 

 

(Helsby 1999, p. 30) 
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teachers (or educators in general) find themselves in” (Kelchtermans, 2005, p. 998). It 

can be equated to experiences of being “powerless, threatened, being questioned by 

others (principal, parents) without being able to defend themselves” (Kelchtermans, 

2005, p. 997). Lasky (2005), on her part denotes vulnerability to a fluctuating 

condition where a person’s existing state of vulnerability can be intensified or changed 

by critical incidents.  An interesting description of vulnerability reads as follows: 

 

 

 

“The social world can make people vulnerable” (Cooper, 2015, p. 1355). So, 

experiences of professional vulnerability are mediated by the sociocultural contexts of 

the teachers and are directly linked to teachers’ identity (Kelchtermans; Lasky, 2005). 

It should be borne in mind that choices can only be exercised within a social context 

which includes the resources available, and a lack of resources that individuals possess 

can put individuals or groups at increased risk of experiencing stress factors 

(Cummins, 2019). Cummins (2019) further attests that the social status of individuals 

affects them in making choices, with the acknowledgement that the power to exercise 

choices is not always evenly distributed. Framing of teacher vulnerability within the 

social context also draws attention to the impact of changing educational conditions. 

Educational reforms that are not compatible with the teachers’ beliefs about good 

teaching but which they cannot disregard result in making teachers feel not in control 

of valuable and valued working conditions, and that compounds the experiences of 

vulnerability (Kelchtermans, 2005). They then face greater challenges in recovering 

from the impact of these experiences (Cummins, 2019). Analysis of teachers’ work 

conditions in challenging times brings to the conclusion that: 

 

 

 

 

the basic structure in vulnerability is always one of feeling that one’s  

professional identity and moral integrity, as part of being ‘a proper 

teacher’, are questioned and that valued workplace conditions are 

thereby threatened  or lost. Coping with this vulnerability therefore 

implies political actions, aimed at (re)gaining the social recognition of 

one’s professional self and restoring the necessary workplace 

conditions for good job performance 

 

(Kelchtermans, 1996, p. 319) 

It is a mood born of a demanding and uncertain environment where 

teachers confront ever present and constant reminders of their 

limitations as reflected in the eyes of a disappointed pupil or made 

public by a grumbling and dissatisfied parent.  

                                                                                                 

  (Bullough, Jr, 2005, p.23)  
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So, maintaining the practice as teachers means first of all sense-making and 

construction of an understanding of their changing professional context which is 

temporal on one hand entailing the impact of their past learning experiences on their 

present and spatial on the other hand with their engagement with the organisational 

environment of their schools (Uitto et al., 2016). Teachers’ inability to exert full 

control of the conditions of work like legal frameworks, regulations, quality assurance 

systems and curricular demands/policies which are largely imposed, is one element 

that contributes to their vulnerability (Kelchtermans, 2009). Kelchtermans (2009) 

connotes this form of vulnerability to “a formal or political vulnerability, which raises 

the agenda of power to influence and define one’s working conditions” within strict 

standards of effectiveness and efficiency (p. 266).  Working within such tight 

framework of quality and output, termed as ‘performativity’ by Ball (2003), opens the 

opportunity to strive for excellence for some while it may be a cause of inner conflicts 

and resistance for others.  

Another element that makes up teacher vulnerability is their limited degree of claim 

that their students’ results are a consequence of their exclusive efforts (Kelchtermans, 

2009). Teachers: 

 

 

 

 

This puts into question their sense of professional competence which have a negative 

effect on their motivation and on their self-esteem. Yet, “it is this capacity to judge, to 

act and to take responsibility for one’s actions which constitutes a key part of teachers’ 

professionalism” (Kelchtermans, 2009, p. 266). Another cause of vulnerability, 

outlined as the most fundamental meaning of the concept of ‘vulnerability’ by 

Kelchtermans (2009) is the inability of teachers to firmly ground their decisions 

pertaining to supporting students in their development and learning which can always 

be challenged. While on one hand, the appreciation and positive acknowledgement of 

teachers’ efforts by colleagues, principals and parents can boost teachers’ self-esteem 

realise that student outcomes are only partially determined by their    

teaching. Equally or sometimes even more decisive are personal factors 

(motivation, perseverance, etc.) or social factors, that are often very hard 

to influence, change or control. It is not only difficult to prove to what 

extent a teacher can argue that students’ results are his/her own 

achievement, but equally difficult to know when a result of teachers’ 

actions possibly may occur and become visible at all. 

 

(Kelchtermans, 2009, p. 266) 
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and task perception, criticisms on the other hand can have a strong impact that can 

affect their job motivation, and create professional uncertainties (Uitto et al., 2016). 

In many changing contexts, shifts in the culture traditions also appear to impact on the 

teachers’ experiences of professional vulnerability. Valuable cultural traditions 

considered as teachers’ key power sources are challenged which debar teachers from 

the security of asserting their professional identities and authority in their pedagogic 

practices (Kelchtermans, 2005). As example, in a study exploring the issues of teacher 

vulnerability in a Chinese cultural tradition, Gao (2008) reveals that “macro changes 

at policy level impact on teachers’ professional relationships and in turn their 

professional identities in teacher discussants’ perceptions” (p. 154) and argues that 

“instead of empowering teachers, vestiges of the teacher-reverence cultural heritage 

on the Chinese mainland are actually used by various social agents to impose high 

expectations on teachers and undermine their professional authority, adding to their 

experiences of professional vulnerability” (p. 155). 

Bearing in mind that vulnerability is “a structural characteristic of the profession” 

(Kelchtermans, 2009, p. 265) and that to teach is to be vulnerable, a large part of 

learning to teach is managing one’s vulnerability to be effective as a teacher 

(Bullough, Jr, 2005). The tendency to adopt a protective stance to one’s vulnerability 

by closing oneself off in a defensive attitude with the feeling of fear, is not propitious 

to learning (Lasky 2005; Song, 2016). Such a closed stance inhibits learning, trust 

building, and collaboration and persons in that stance may feel further vulnerable in 

their professional context as they do not feel safe in their environment to take risks or 

may take risks that could be harmful to themselves or others (Lasky, 2005). 

Conversely, adopting an open stance to one’s vulnerability by acknowledging one’s 

weaknesses and willingly opening oneself to the possibility of embarrassment or 

failure, facilitate learning (Lasky 2005; Song, 2016). Adopting a positive attitude to 

vulnerability allows for collaboration and trust building which subsequently develops 

a shared condition of vulnerability which provides the basis for solidarity and 

dependency (Cooper, 2015). 
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2.9 Summary 

As the title of the thesis implies, agency is being investigated from the perspective of 

curricular change. So, the conceptualisation of agency for the purpose of analysis 

remains within the context of adapting and adopting curriculum change where it may 

manifest itself through different critical responses and processes like compliance, 

resistance and negotiation. Teachers have key roles to play in realising educational 

changes successfully and it is their professional agency that influences their choices, 

decisions and actions at work in negotiating their shifting curricular practice, identities 

and own learning while meeting demands of the policy changes.  

While the conceptualisation of agency has largely to do with curricular reforms in the 

context of this study, the broader perspective to the understanding of agency as 

presented in this chapter has not been neglected. In fact, the series of theoretical 

insights of the concept of teacher agency from sociological, psychological and 

pedagogical perspectives have also been used to inform the data analysis of this study. 

The goal of using agency as a broad analytical concept has been to avoid any form of 

reduction in the understanding of the concept which could hinder the comprehensive 

analysis of my data and discussion of my findings. Teacher agency has emerged as 

multi-faceted from the literature and the following theoretical conclusions have been 

utilised as constituent parts to ground the findings and discussion related to teacher 

agency within the context of curricular reforms: 

 Agency is deployed in a strategic way to serve one’s interest by making free or 

independent choices and to engage in autonomous actions to meet contingencies 

of the moment. 

 Agency can be understood in an ecological way where it is connected to the 

contextual conditions within which it is achieved and not merely as an individual 

capacity or trait.  

 Agency can be understood temporally, analytically situated within the flow of 

time, which includes activation of past experiences to negotiate present conditions 

of work, as well as having future aspirations. 

 The relational aspect of agency is not limited to the building of a constructive 

environment for the self, but also engaging with the world alongside others in 

working towards a common understanding of purposeful practice with others. 
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 Deployment of agency is instrumental in the professional development of teachers, 

which allows them not to see their expertise as a fixed asset and to become 

motivated to develop their expertise. 

 A reciprocal relationship exists between teacher agency and professional identity. 

Agency allows to frame practices and status of work by taking actions that feed 

back into the development of a flexible and coherent professional identity.  

Figure 3 illustrates in key points, the theoretical positioning of the study. 

 

Figure 3: Theoretical positioning of study in key points 

In the next chapter, the methodological framework will be detailed. 
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I have first provided an orientation to my ontological assumption and 

a discussion on my epistemological stance as a constructivist relative to the study.  I 

have then explained the underpinning rationale for using a narrative methodological 

approach for answering my particular research questions along with a description and 

justification of my decisions regarding the selection of participants and the choice of 

the data generating instrument. The data collection plan has also been presented in this 

chapter followed by an account of the ethical considerations for the study and ways to 

address the issues pertaining to my positionality. The chapter ends by providing a 

procedural guide to the data analysis.  

3.2 Research paradigm 

Maxwell (2004) describes a research paradigm as a “set of very general philosophical 

assumptions about the nature of the world (ontology) and how we can understand it 

(epistemology)” (p.36). The aim of the research was to explore the construction of 

agency by prevocational educators’ in their professional development amidst the 

dilemmas of changing standards of pedagogical practices along with an investigation 

of the learning processes and resources that were deployed to contribute to their 

professional practice development. Ontology “raises basic questions about the nature 

of reality and the nature of the human being in the world” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, 

p. 183). Taking a relativist ontological position, I believed that realities were lived and 

experienced subjectively, were multiple,  and that they existed in the educators’ minds 

which were translated into their actions with the idea that knowledge always comes 

from an “evolved perspective or point of view” (Raskin, 2008, p. 13). Additionally, 

subscribing to reality as being subjective meant that knowledge is “always filtered 

through the lenses of language, gender, social class, race, and ethnicity” (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2005, p. 21). This led to the ontological assumptions that there were multiple 

agentic realities influenced by various contextual, social and experiential factors 

which limited, changed or promoted the learning processes of educators. 
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Epistemology “involves the philosophy of how you come to know” (Trochim and 

Donelly, 2008, p.18). Positioning myself epistemologically has been crucial at the 

initial level of my research design as it influenced how I would go about acquiring 

knowledge related to my research questions. Following my ontological perspectives, 

I aligned myself by the constructivist approach which maintains that meaning is 

generated by individuals (Cupchik, 2001). So, a research conducted using a 

constructivist approach is inductive. It must be highlighted that the educators evolved 

in a particular school culture which served as a context for constructing their 

meanings. In fact, the constructivist ontology stresses that there exist multiple, socially 

constructed realities and emphasises the importance of context in understanding these 

realities (Guba and Lincoln, 1994: Shkedi, 2005). Concurrently, constructivist 

epistemology is founded on the beliefs that knowledge and reality are subjective and 

learners form meaning of content by relating it to their lived experiences (Peters, 

2000). So, constructivism can be considered as a subjective epistemology which 

recognizes knowledge as value laden and context-driven. Each of the prevocational 

educators brought in their personal backgrounds which had on impact on the 

negotiation of their professional lives. For Creswell (2013), in constructivism, 

individuals seek understanding of the world in which they work by developing 

subjective meanings of their experiences. So, the constructivist epistemology was an 

appropriate framework as the educators’ construction of their narratives and responses 

to narrative interview questions were based on their experiences and constructed 

meanings of these experiences. In some way, this approach gave voice to the 

educators. 

Willig (2001) suggests that in constructivism there are “knowledges” rather than 

“knowledge” (p.7). This widened my perspective as a researcher to understand the 

multiple and explicit ways by which practitioners deployed learning processes and 

resources in the enactment of the prevocational curriculum and accordingly explain 

how their performances were constructed in their pedagogical practices. Furthermore, 

the constructivist epistemology offered an appropriate framework to depict the diverse 

as well as the convergent agentic motives of the participants which could account for 

their professional practice development. 
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3.3 Methodological approach to the study 

“Epistemology and methodology are intimately related” (Trochin and Donelly, 2008, 

p.18). Tackling the study as a constructivist, the use of a qualitative approach was 

more resonating than quantitative. For Check and Schutt (2012), a qualitative 

researcher explores “what people think and how they act, and why, in some 

educational setting” (p 188).  This was particularly what I intended to do in an attempt 

to bring answers to my research questions which were more of descriptive and 

interpretative natures than quantitative ones. The qualitative approach enabled me to 

have a detailed understanding of the learning processes and agentic factors that 

contributed to the professional practice development of educators in the enactment of 

the prevocational curriculum. Another attractive dimension of qualitative research is 

that it allows the collection of naturalistic data (Willig, 2001). So, using this approach, 

I had the possibility to obtain a comprehensive record and analysis of the participants’ 

words and behaviours.  

In line with a constructivist approach and within the spectrum of qualitative research 

paradigm, I adopted a narrative inquiry methodology. Narrative inquiry is concerned 

with discovering and trying to understand experiences through collected descriptions 

of storied events. These collected descriptions are synthesized by way of a plot into a 

story or stories (Polkinghorne, 1988; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). This methodology 

therefore allows to keep intact the stories as told by the participants from their 

perspectives and in their voice that other forms of analysis could not always give 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Narrative inquiry is also concerned with personal 

perspectives of people’s experiences of an event or series of events (Newby, 2010). 

Even if the professional situations of the participants might be similar as prevocational 

educators, their experiences might differ. In line with this perspective, the narrative 

approach particularly suited the ontological assumptions of my research which 

allowed an exploration of the subjective experiences of individuals.  

Narrative research is also socially constructed seeking to understand how people 

construct meaning (Cresswell, 2013). Clandinin and Connelly (2000) draw a working 

concept of narrative inquiry. For them: 
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In simple terms, they referred to it as “stories lived and told” (p.20). Connelly and 

Clandinin (1990) interestingly mention that “Humans are storytelling organisms who, 

individually and socially, lead storied lives. The study of narrative, therefore, is the 

study of the ways humans experience the world” (p.2). So, storytelling is the natural 

way through which people make sense of their life encounters. Looking 

retrospectively at the narrative interviews, once the participants were settled and felt 

comfortable, their narration looked natural evidenced by the free flowing and intense 

aspect of their stories. This was valuable in shedding light on the participants' feelings, 

opinions and experiences with respect to their learning routes, providing the building 

blocks of the deeper meaning that could be found in their words which could tell me 

about their enactment of teacher agency. 

Based on “Dewey’s notion of interaction”, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) focus on 

four directions of narrative inquiry which comprehensively outline its strengths as a 

research methodology: “inward and outward, backward and forward” (p.50) which 

they describe as  

 

 

 

Narrative research thus points to researching the self of the participants while paying 

attention to their context. As teachers play the key role in interpreting and realizing 

educational goals, their values, motivations and understandings have considerable 

influence on their professional practice development. As Goodson and Sikes (2001) 

mention, using a storied methodology enables “the exploration, the tracing and 

tracking of this influence through the way in which it attempts to take a holistic 

approach to individuals in the various contexts they inhabit” (p.57). Also, this 

Narrative inquiry is a way of understanding experience. It is 

collaboration between researcher and participants, over time, in a place 

or series of places,  and in social interaction milieus. An inquirer enters 

this matrix in the  midst and progresses in the same spirit, concluding 

the inquiry still in the midst of living and telling, reliving and retelling, 

the stories of the  experiences that make up people’s lives, both 

individual and social. 

 

(Clandinin and Connelly, 2000, p.20) 

By inward, we mean toward the internal conditions such as feelings, 

hopes, aesthetic reactions, and moral dispositions. By outward, we mean 

toward the existential conditions, that is the environment. By backward 

and forward, we refer to temporality –past, present, and future. 

 

(Clandinin and Connelly, 2000, p.50) 
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methodology allows to interrogate the importance of temporality which is a core 

feature of teacher agency, expressed by Emirbayer and Mische (1998) in a ‘three-

dimensional’ way, as engagement with the present, influenced by the past and oriented 

towards the future with each dimension having variable contributions. Furthermore, 

narrative research consists of chronologically ordering the meaning of those described 

experiences (Cresswell, 2013). So, this methodology offered the potential to elucidate 

the constraints faced and initiatives taken by participants during their career along a 

continuum to develop their practices. 

Another feature of narrative inquiry is that it is considered as a relational methodology 

as elaborated by Clandinin (2013): 

 

 

 

 

Concomitantly, agency adopts a relational stance which highlights that social context 

in which teachers work and their professional agency are mutually constitutive and 

interdependent (Edwards, 2005; Lasky, 2005; Pyhältö & Keskinen, 2012; Eteläpelto 

et al., 2013; Toom et al., 2015). For that reason as well, the use of narrative inquiry as 

a methodology for my study was well suited as it had the potential to generate 

relationally situated data favouring a comprehensive understanding of this aspect of 

agency.  

Based on the above discussions, the importance of narrative inquiry was positioned in 

its ability to elucidate the articulation, evaluation and reframing of the agentic 

orientations of the participants. Therefore, using the narrative events of the educators’ 

professional life was suitable and it was particularly attractive to explore how they 

developed and expressed their agency. 

The relational between the person and his/her world; a temporal 

understanding of the relational between past, present, and future, 

including the relational in the intergenerational; the relational between 

person and place; the relational between events and feelings; the 

relational between us as people; the relational between the physical 

world and people; the relational in our cultural, institutional, linguistic, 

and familial narratives; and so on. Thinking relationally, then, is part of 

thinking narratively as a narrative inquirer. 

 

(Clandinin, 2013, p.23) 
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3.4 Selection of participants 

The study involved the exploration of the construction of agency by prevocational 

educators in their professional development. The prevocational curriculum makes 

provision for domain teaching instead of subject teaching which is very particular to 

the Mauritian education context. The domains are: Communication Skills, Numeracy 

and Problem Solving Skills, Life Skills and Livelihood and Trade Skills. The 

Communication Skills and Numeracy and Problem Solving Skills domains are 

basically academic with areas of learning like literacy, numeracy and science while 

the Life Skills domain deals with values and citizenship education and emotional 

management which outline an affective dimension to its teaching and learning. The 

Livelihood and Trade Skills domain, on its part, is more trade-oriented with areas like 

woodwork, metalwork, cookery, textiles design and housekeeping. Miller et al. (2008) 

find that the ways in which the curriculum is prescribed and the nature of the 

curriculum, whether it is academic or vocational, influence the enacted curriculum. As 

such, each domain offered a singular interdisciplinary context which demanded a 

significant change in the way prevocational educators would work since they were 

required to teach domains of learning which were of a multi-disciplinary nature, 

instead of the usual subject area teaching with each domain remaining specific as well 

owing to the particular nature of the curriculum. So, selecting participants from all the 

domains of learning was essential to comprehensively investigate the prevocational 

education sector and to explore the extent to which the nature of the transacting 

curriculum of the participants could be an agentic enhancer or agentic inhibitor.  

As discussed in the introductory chapter (Section 1.5), the population of teachers in 

the prevocational sector consists of persons with varying professional backgrounds. 

So, to represent as closely as possible the teaching force in the prevocational sector, I 

also needed to consider this element when selecting the participants for the study as 

this was also an indication of their level of mastery in relation to their teaching 

experiences, professional qualifications and levels of training. So, I decided to select 

eight participants, two from each domain of learning with each having a different 

professional qualification and comparatively different number of years of practice to 

the other. The basis for selection of the participants for my study enabled the 
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comprehensive exploration of the influence of subject mastery on the level of agency 

enactment. 

In order to select the participants for my research, my plan consisted of carrying out a 

small survey involving six schools situated in the vicinity of my residence and 

workplace. Letters were sent to the Heads of the institutions (see Appendix 1) to seek 

their support in the study. They were requested to share with me some information 

about the staffing in their respective prevocational departments. The information 

gathered was used, as a purposive sampling strategy, for the identification of 

participants based on their professional background and experience. However, the 

response rate was not considerable to allow selection of all participants. In fact through 

the survey only five participants were identified. So, I had to look for another strategy 

to complete the number of participants for the study. Viewing that the re-launching of 

the survey exercise in other schools would have been time consuming, snowballing 

was used in order to “obtain knowledge of potential cases from people who know 

people who meet research interests” (Glesne, 2006, p. 35). The five participants 

selected through the survey was requested to identify colleagues from other schools 

who had the profiles that were missing to complete my representative group of 

prevocational educators. It is important to note that while snowballing may sound 

random, it is actually used to “purposively fill the data needs of a study” 

(Polkinghorne, 2005, p. 141). Details pertaining to the eight selected participants of 

the study are outlined in Table 1 with pseudonyms used to identify each one of them: 
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Table 1: Profile of selected participants 

Domains Participants 

(Pseudonym 

and 

Identification 

Code) 

Teaching 

Experience in 

Prevocational 

Qualifications 

Communication 

Skills 

Jane (CS1) 

 

9 years BA. in English 

Teacher’s Diploma in 

Prevocational Education 

Started a PGCE (English) 

Sarita (CS2) 2 years 

 

BA. in English 

Numeracy and 

Problem 

Solving Skills 

Nazim (NPS1) 10 years BSc. in Mathematics 

Teacher’s Diploma in 

Prevocational Education 

Rabia (NPS2) 4 years Higher School Certificate 

Currently following a 

Teacher’s Diploma in 

Prevocational Education 

Life Skills Henry (LS1) 7 years “Brevet de Technicien” in 

Panel Beating and Welding 

Certified trainer in Athletics 

Currently following a 

Teacher’s Diploma in 

Prevocational Education 

Devina (LS2) 4 years Higher School Certificate 

Currently following a 

Teacher’s Diploma in 

Prevocational Education 

Livelihood and 

Trade Skills 

Raj (LTS1) 20 years Diploma in Geometrical and 

Mechanical Drawing 

Bertrand 

(LTS2) 

6 years BSc. in Computing 

Currently following a 

Teacher’s Diploma in 

Prevocational Education and 

a MA. in Educational 

Management and 

Leadership 

 

Sampling participants purposively for the study meant selecting them on the basis of 

some desired profiles as described above to generate the suitable data. However the 

use of a purposive sampling strategy, even if based on set criteria, was dependent on 

my own subjective appraisal of the profile of the participants which I acknowledge as 

a limitation. However, the appropriateness of the selected participants can be 
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evidenced by the breadth and depth of data generated from their narratives as presented 

in Chapters 5, 6 and 7. 

3.5 Data generating instrument 

“Personal preferences and predilections aside, the key reason for using any research 

method has be that it is the most appropriate one, the one most likely to produce data 

which address, answer or otherwise meet and fulfil the questions, aims and purposes 

of a specific enquiry” (Goodson and Sikes, 2001, p.20). In line with my research 

questions and methodological choice, the use of narrative interviewing was the most 

resonating. For Jovchelovitch and Bauer (2000), the narrative interview is a means to 

encourage and stimulate a participant to tell a story about some significant event in 

their life and social context. Muylaert et al (2004) take it further by mentioning that 

narrative interviews allow the “deepening of research, the combination of life stories 

with socio-historical contexts, making the understanding of the senses that produce 

changes in the beliefs and values that motivate and justify the actions of possible 

informants” (p.185). For my study then, narratives would present a powerful source 

for the explanation of the resources deployed by the participants in negotiating their 

professional development while elucidating the contexts in which agency is 

constructed and deployed. For Polkinghorne (1995),  

 

 

 

The interviews would probe the learning routes within the narrative landscape of the 

participants and through their pedagogic encounters, for instance, how participants 

acquire new information, how they think in pedagogical practice, how they learn from 

experience and how they make connections between different pedagogical cases and 

contexts. Through the narrative interviews, discourses relative to agency of the 

participants in the enactment of the prevocational curriculum and in their professional 

development would also be revealed and discussed. 

Narrative descriptions exhibit human activity as purposeful 

engagement in the world. Narrative is the type of discourse that 

draws together diverse events, happenings and actions of human 

lives. 

 

              (Polkinghorne, 1995, p.5) 
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There are different types of narrative interviewing. The essence of this method of 

interviewing is in avoiding pre-structuring it and attempting to go beyond the question-

answer type of interview (Jovchelovitch and Bauer, 2000). So, my selected 

approach had to adopt a less imposing stance with minimal influence on my part 

with the aim to promote a more valid rendering of the participants’ perspectives. My 

initial attempt was the use of a model of narrative interviewing consisting of the single 

question: “Can you tell me the story of your journey as a prevocational educator and 

how you engage with your professional development”, to induce the narrative. 

However, when I piloted this form of interview, I found that it did not reap significant 

data as it was quite challenging for the participant to tell her story in one go, drying 

up after only ten minutes.  

As the rules of engagement in this form of narrative interviewing could restrict me in 

gaining insightful information of the participants’ experiences through their stories, I 

had to use another model. So, I based my approach of narrative interviewing on the 

model of Biographical Narrative Interpretive Method (BNIM) of Tom Wengraf 

(2004). The BNIM interview procedure consists of three stages. In the first stage, the 

single-question initial narrative, an open question that Tom Wengraf calls a 'SQUIN' 

(Single Question aimed at Inducing Narrative) was asked (see Appendix 2). No new 

questions was asked after the SQUIN. In the second stage, after the initial account was 

concluded by the participants, questions were asked but with a lot of restrictions. Only 

narrative-pointed questions on the topics raised by the participants were asked. The 

questions were raised only in the words used and in the order raised by them. In the 

last stage of the BNIM model, further narrative questions or other sorts of questions, 

non-narrative ones, that arose from what was said in the first interview or what was 

not said in the first interview but to which I wanted to have answers were raised. In 

this case, the semi-structured in-depth interviewing approach was adopted where 

participants were typically requested to orient themselves to the concepts, 

phenomenon and questions that were of my research interest (see Appendix 3). 

Through reflective dialogue, the participants brought their agentic factors into their 

consciousness as “a narrative methodology encourages participants to be reflexive on 

their own lives and experiences” (Reeves, 2007, p.264). The interviews were recorded 

and were transcribed as Word documents. 
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3.6 Ethical considerations 

Many researchers state in a way or the other that there is simply no good general set 

of rules or guidelines that would ensure moral behaviour in working with narratives 

(Miles and Huberman, 1994; Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). However, as a 

researcher, I had to conduct an ethically informed study. So I was under the obligation 

to recognize and abide by codes of research practice at every level of my research. 

Ethical considerations should take place throughout the research project from the 

initial planning through data collection to writing up and dissemination.  

The moral and legal importance of informed consent is affirmed by all modern codes 

of ethics concerning research with human beings. “Consent thus protects and respects 

the right of self-determination and places some of the responsibility on the participant 

should anything go wrong in the research” (Cohen and Manion, 1994, p.350). Formal 

consent forms (see Appendix 4) were issued to selected participants related to their 

participation in the study, writing of narratives and audio recording of interviews 

which were signed by them before the commencement of the first interviews. I 

consulted the prevocational educators individually to ensure their active participation 

and interest in the study. The elements of informed consent was based on the 

following: 

 Information 

The purpose and procedures of the research were fully explained to the participants. 

Any awaiting risks or benefits were cleared.  

 Understanding 

Participants had to understand the information provided to them and their level of 

involvement for them to decide about their participation.  

 Voluntary participation 

Participants’ decisions to participate were autonomous and on their own will. 

 Reproduction of information 

Transcribed information and reconstructed narratives were read by the participants 

before reproduction to confirm that the data presented were accurate.  

Ethical standards were maintained at the data collection and analysis stages as well. I 

was very cautious about the modalities of carrying out the interviews. I worked out 
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how best I could ask and frame sensitive questions. It was also my duty as a researcher 

to ensure anonymity and confidentiality of all participants during the research. 

Personal data were kept confidential and stored securely. Pseudonyms were used to 

identify participants.   

Besides the principles of ensuring the free consent of participants to participate, 

guarding the confidentiality of the materials and protecting participants from harm, 

ethics in narrative research is also about responsibility in human relationship. 

“Narrative research consists of obtaining and then reflecting on people’s lived 

experience and, unlike objectifying and aggregating forms of research, is inherently a 

relational endeavor” (Josselson, 2007, p.537). So, narratives do not exist 

independently of the process involved in their creation, they are mediated through 

particular relationships. Ethical dilemmas that could arise were in many cases difficult 

to predict, but I needed to be aware of the sensitive issues and potential conflicts of 

interest. I adopted an appropriate behaviour so that a balanced research relationship 

was developed which encouraged disclosure on part of the participants. For instance, 

I refrained from overt and subtle judgment about the participant’s life, more so because 

of the narrative nature of the data. I also sufficiently acquainted myself with the mores 

and expectations of the participants so as not to appear rude, insensitive, or intrusive. 

In a certain way, narrative research could be seen as researching into the participants’ 

lives and overstepping that mark could be unethical.  

3.7 Addressing positionality issues 

“All qualitative methodologies do recognise that the researcher is, in one way or 

another, implicated in the research process” (Willig, 2001, p.13). Instead of 

disregarding this position within the research, it is better “to acknowledge the effect 

of the researcher and accept the impossibility of a complete neutral stance” 

(Wellington and Szczerbinski, 2007, p.52). So, it was important for me to clearly 

position myself within the study. This meant conveying my background experience 

along with my interest and being aware that I could play an intimate role in the process 

of data collection and analysis.  

Ideally, I needed to focus on how the educators enacted the curriculum in their process 

of learning along with their agentic agenda and not on how I perceived that enactment. 
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However, maintaining complete neutrality was difficult. “There is only greater or less 

awareness of one’s biases” (Dwyer and Buckle, 2009, p.55). Moreover, as I have been 

involved in the development of the prevocational curriculum, I occupied an insider 

position in the research. As such, the participants were aware of the intimate 

relationship I shared with their transacting curriculum. So, I had to make it a point to 

develop a good and casual relationship with the educators. I met and called them 

frequently before the actual data collection started. During the interviews, it was 

inevitable for me to bring to them certain personal attributes owing to my inclination 

to the subject matter. Also, the interview mode itself prevented me to adopt a neutral 

entity and demanded that I be a participant in the interactions, mainly in the third stage 

of the BNMI model of narrative interviewing. However this was bound to affect the 

interviewees as I brought in my identity as a curriculum developer as well. Marshall 

and Rossman (2011) rightly pointed out that during in-depth interviews, “the 

researcher enters the lives of the participants” (p.112). 

The degree of dispassionateness that I had to adopt during the course of the study 

represented a dilemma for me. “The inherent ethics of narrative research lies in the 

resolute honesty of the researcher’s reflexivity” (Josselson, 2007, p.549). So, ongoing 

ethical reflexivity on my part was a crucial part of this process where I avoided to 

adopt a contrived role in the interview, but keeping a strict control and record of my 

words, actions and reactions. Reflexivity was central in achieving such a balance. 

Reflexivity urged me to explore the ways in which my involvement influenced and 

informed the study. Also the setting being so familiar could lead to some obvious 

features which could be important as research data being overlooked (Olivier, 2010). 

So to stimulate my reflexivity, I made good use of my research diary in which matters 

viewed from my personal perspectives were noted. Adopting a high level of reflexivity 

allowed to minimise my personal bias and enhance the trustworthiness of the data 

generated.  

3.8 Data generation schedule 

The place, day and time of interviews were mutually decided by the participants and 

me. The options were left open for the participants to choose the place for meetings 

and for the interviews. Given that the participants worked in the vicinity of my place 

of work, they all expressed their preference to have the interviews done at my place 
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of work after school hours. The days and time to meet were in no way imposed by me, 

but based upon their free time and convenience. The narrative interviewing used for 

generating data for this study was based on the BNIM (Wengraf, 2004) which 

consisted of the following three stages:   

 Stage 1: Interview using the ‘SQUIN' 

 Stage 2: Based on the account of the participants during Stage 1 interviewing, 

narrative-pointed questions on the topics raised by them were asked.  

 Stage 3: Semi-structured in-depth interviewing approach where further 

questions that arose from what was said in the first interview or what was not 

said in the first interview but to which I wanted to have answers were raised.  

Stage 2 was entirely dependent on responses from Stage 1. So, before applying the 

second stage, areas requiring clarification or elaboration from accounts of the 

participants had to be identified and this was possible only after transcribing and 

reading the data which therefore meant that both stages could not be implemented on 

the same day. In contrast implementing Stages 2 and 3 on the same day was possible. 

Table 2 below illustrates the schedule of the data collection exercise:  

Table 2: Schedule of the data collection exercise 

Data Generating Stages Month 

Implementing Phase 1 of BNIM using SQUIN  

With Participants 1-4 

March 2016 

Transcription of data obtained from Phase 1 with 

Participants 1-4 

April 2016 

Reading transcriptions from Phase 1 to generate 

questions for Stage 2 and 3 

May 2016 

Implementing Stages 2 and 3 of the BNIM 

With Participants 1-4 

May 2016 

Implementing Phase 1 of BNIM using SQUIN  

With Participants 5-8 

June 2016 
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Table 2 (contn.): Schedule of the data collection exercise 

Data Generating Stages Month 

Transcription of data obtained from Phase 1 July 2016 

Reading transcriptions from Phase 1 to generate 

questions for Stage 2 and 3 

August 2016 

Implementing Stages 2 and 3 of the BNIM 

With Participants 5-8 

August 2016 

Completing transcription of data from Stages 2 and 

3 for all participants 

September/October 2016 

Confirming transcripts with participants November/December 2016 

 

Various approaches to ascertain the trustworthiness of the data generated were 

envisaged. These included: 

 Piloting the  interviews specially using the SQUIN and the interview questions 

for Stage 3 of the BNIM 

 Giving enough time for participants to reflect and respond  

 Confirmation of generated data by participants 

 Continuous motivation of participants encouraging them to express their 

views freely 

 Scrutinizing responses considered as deviant by seeking deeper clarification 

 Exposing my own views/interpretations of what has been said to the 

participants which they could confirm, challenge or redirect 

 Maintaining a high level of reflexivity to minimise my personal bias  

3.9 Data analysis procedure 

The analysis stage of a narrative inquiry comes with particular challenges. 

“Representing and interpreting another’s voice is not a simple task and needs to be 

done with respect and humility” (Hunter, 2010). So it became imperative to analyse 

the data collected such that the participants’ narratives were presented in a coherent 

and meaningful way.  
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The data analysis was adapted from the method proposed by Polkinghorne (1988; 

1995). Polkinghorne makes a distinction between ‘analysis of narratives’ 

(paradigmatic mode) and ‘narrative analysis’ (narrative mode). In ‘analysis of 

narrative’, the unique aspects of each story are underplayed where the commonalities 

that exist across the stories are given importance. In contrast, in the ‘narrative 

analysis’, the richness of each story is sustained and is analysed in its own right. The 

focus is on the events, actions and happenings that take place in a particular setting for 

a particular participant. The attempt is to produce coherent stories through a process 

of narrative smoothing as outcome of the analysis. 

For this study, the ‘analysis of narrative’ method was used in order to elicit the 

narrative accounts of the different participants on same topics, underemphasising the 

unique aspects of each story. In this typology, the commonalities, generalities and 

differences that exist across the stories are given importance. This was achieved by 

identifying common themes and categorising them under several categories using the 

stories as data while paying attention to relationships among categories. The procedure 

for analysing the narrative data consisted of the following stages: 

1) Stage 1: Construction of the portrait of each participant  

The portraits of the participants would be used as the backgrounds for situating each 

participant during the data analysis. 

 

2) Stage 2: Identification of themes across the transcripts/stories  

The procedures for the identification of themes were as follows: 

 Immersion in the data by reading and re-reading to become more intimate with 

the data. 

 Generating initial codes  

 Grouping codes into categories  

 Grouping categories into themes  

 Reviewing themes 

 Naming and defining the themes 

 Examining relationships and generating explanations for pattern observed or 

not observed 

 Working explanations into a coherent framework 
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(Adapted from Miles and Huberman, 1994; Braun and Clarke, 2006; Marshall and 

Rossman, 2011; Check and Schutt, 2012; Cresswell, 2013).  

 

3) Stage 3: Detailed analysis of individual transcripts/stories using the identified 

themes 

 

4) Stage 4: Cross analysis to identify commonalities, differences, generalities     

 

The data have been presented and analysed through the following themes:  

1. Getting started: First steps in prevocational teaching (Chapter 5) 

2. Agentic moves towards proficiency (Chapter 6) 

3. Development of pedagogical practices within contextual factors (Chapter 7) 

Further interpretation and discussion of the research findings have been undertaken in 

Chapter 8 in juxtaposition to relevant literature. 
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Chapter Four: Portrayals of Participants 

4.1 Introduction 

As an initial stage of the data analysis, I found it particular helpful to represent the 

eight participants through portrayals. After reading the transcripts carefully, I wrote a 

summary of each participant’s professional trajectory, reordered chronologically in an 

attempt to offer a brief storyline of the participants. These were used as the backdrops 

for situating each participant during the data analysis. 

4.2 Portrait of Participant 1: Jane 

Jane is a Communication Skills educator and she is in her 30’s. After completing her 

secondary education, she did not intend to pursue tertiary studies. Her objective was 

to find a job so that she could earn a living. Her first job was in the hotel industry 

working as a front desk officer.  However, Jane always wanted to be a teacher and that 

became possible in 2007 when she joined the prevocational education sector. Her early 

career days were very daunting as she had only her mainstream secondary education 

as background and did not have any knowledge of prevocational education. She was 

particularly unsettled by the challenging profile of prevocational learners. She had 

difficulty in managing their behavioural problems which was a major hindrance to her 

teaching. With no proper training, she had to look for ways to develop her proficiency. 

Her primary sources for teaching literacy were primary school textbooks. Jane also 

used her past experiences as a school learner to teach, mainly the fundamentals of 

literacy in English and French which were partly relevant to prevocational teaching. 

She also tried to replicate the strategies that her own teachers used, but which she 

found inappropriate within the prevocational context. Nevertheless, the prior learning 

gave her the leverage to start enacting the prevocational curriculum. The 

communication skills which she acquired working in the hotel industry was also 

helpful in her actual practice of teaching. The school where Jane worked just started 

having intakes of prevocational learners. So her colleagues were as new as her to the 

teaching and learning of prevocational learners.  So, they were not of great help to her, 

but she acknowledged that the small pieces of advice helped her at least in tackling 

her first days of teaching. As she gained teaching experience, she started to mobilise 

useful resources for teaching by engaging in negotiations with other colleagues or the 
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management in order to make her teaching meaningful to her learners. After two years 

of practice, she embarked on a degree course in English language which she completed 

successfully. However, she could not unanimously transfer this knowledge to teaching 

of Communication Skills to her learners as the programme of study of prevocational 

education remained peculiar. Jane afterwards showed her will to empower herself 

professionally to work with prevocational learners and she embarked on a ‘Teacher’s 

Diploma in Prevocational Education’, although this programme of study was a lower 

level, a Diploma, to her already completed undergraduate degree. She acknowledged 

that the course proved to be helpful in negotiating her practices in the prevocational 

sector. With respect to the policy on “Nine year continuous basic education”, she 

expressed her apprehensions in the wake of the gradual phasing in of the Extended 

Programme. As she did not have much information concerning the reform on her 

professional status, Jane started a PGCE course with English Language as subject of 

specialisation to get prepared to either stay in the prevocational stream or switch to 

mainstream education.  

4.3 Portrait of Participant 2: Sarita 

Sarita teaches the Communication Skills domain. She joined the prevocational sector 

in 2014. After completing an undergraduate degree in English, she stayed unemployed 

for a long period of time as getting a job was difficult. So, she needed to get a job to 

earn a living. She never thought of becoming an educator, more so a prevocational 

educator. However, as the teaching job in the prevocational stream came her way first, 

she grabbed the opportunity. Her first days of teaching in this sector of education 

proved to be a reality shock where she was completely disillusioned when she started 

teaching the Communication skills domain. On the basis of her Degree in English 

Language, she believed that she could very well teach the Communication Skills 

domain. She had the impression that the domain involved the teaching and learning of 

language skills in English only. However, she discovered that its teaching was more 

oriented towards the acquisition of functional literacy skills. She also found that the 

domain included French which was not her forte. She was also overwhelmed by the 

profile of the prevocational learners with severe deficiencies in literacy skills and 

behavioural problems.  She struggled a lot to match her teaching to the level of her 

students. Her initial source to get acquainted with the teaching of the domain was 
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through the internet. Sarita was able to find some relevant content to help out in her 

teaching, but she had no indication on how to convert the content knowledge into 

pedagogical matter. The fact that she had no pedagogical training was a hindrance to 

her teaching. She also had casual talks with colleagues which enabled her to grasp the 

characteristics of the prevocational learners. Her main resource to get going with her 

teaching was the use of prescribed textbooks in Communication Skills. They were 

sources for developing her understanding and outlining what was expected of her as 

educator of the domain. She adopted a fidelity approach to the use of the textbook, 

without making any attempts to adapt, change or supplement the materials. For her, 

the books represented comprehensively what had to be taught. Apart from a generic 

undergraduate degree, Sarita had no formal training or specific qualification to teach 

in the prevocational sector. Despite acknowledging this as a limitation for teaching in 

this peculiar education sector, she did not show keen interest in joining training 

programmes specific to prevocational education. She however admitted that these 

could have been helpful for improving her teaching skills. Her future professional 

development plan would not be in the field of prevocational education as she aspires 

to leave the job. 

4.4 Portrait of Participant 3: Nazim 

Nazim joined the prevocational sector as educator in 2005. Before joining teaching, 

he worked in various sectors other than in education to gain a living. Ever since his 

recruitment, he has been teaching mathematics and now the Numeracy and Problem 

Solving Skills4 domain. He has always had a liking for mathematics and that since his 

schooling days. When he got the opportunity to become a mathematics educator, he 

was pleased to take the job. However, he was not conversant with the teaching and 

learning at prevocational education level as he joined teaching with his academic 

schooling background and without any proper training in prevocational education. The 

mismatch between his academic background and the prevocational curriculum was 

overwhelming for him, especially at the start of his career. Nazim had much concern 

about the issue of indiscipline in prevocational classes which did not provide a 

conducive teaching and learning environment. He also endured helplessness teaching 

                                                           
4 The Numeracy and Problem Solving Skills domain includes the teaching and learning of functional 

mathematics. 



 

59 
 

concepts in the Numeracy and Problem Solving Skills domain to the students when he 

found that his teaching did not reap the desired learning outcomes. As preliminary 

means to overcome his limitations, Nazim drew from his own schooling experiences 

of learning mathematics which he found could partly be applied to the teaching of the 

Numeracy and Problem Solving Skills curriculum. However, he was not able to 

replicate the teacher centeredness way of being himself educated to his teaching at 

prevocational level. This motivated Nazim to research particular types of strategies 

that could be used to teach Numeracy and Problem Solving to prevocational learners. 

He invested much time in doing additional work at home by searching the net. He then 

tried out the strategies in class and kept on modifying them till he was satisfied with 

the learning of his students. So, basically he developed his proficiency by trial and 

error. He also learnt from prevocational and mainstream colleagues although he had 

to constantly adjust the advice obtained to meet the specific requirements of teaching 

prevocational learners.  With time, as he found that he wished to stay in the teaching 

profession, Nazim completed an undergraduate degree in mathematics. Getting the 

degree allowed him to upgrade his qualification and get a better pay. It did not really 

empower him to operate as a prevocational educator. However, in order to get a firm 

grounding of teaching in prevocational sector, he simultaneously completed the 

‘Teacher’s Diploma in Prevocational Education’ which allowed him to offer 

meaningful learning experiences to his students. With time and appropriate training, 

he was able to develop a comprehensive understanding of the predispositions of his 

students. This enabled him to assert his expertise in the sector which was fully 

recognised by his school management. Interestingly, he also found himself in 

mentoring roles where he started sharing his good practices with colleagues who just 

joined the sector. Concerning the new educational reform, Nazim expressed his 

concern of the suitability of the new programme of study to the prevocational students 

while being anxious about his future status of work, in terms of the modalities of his 

duties and roles. As future professional plans, he intends to embark on a PGCE course 

to allow him to have further pedagogical qualification background to increase his 

polyvalence in navigating amidst the uncertainties of the reform.    
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4.5 Portrait of Participant 4: Rabia 

Rabia joined the teaching profession in 2012. It was her first job. She completed her 

secondary education and wanted to find a job to support her financially. She did not 

envisage to pursue higher studies. In fact, she wanted to embrace a career in 

mainstream teaching. However, at that time, only interviews for the recruitment of 

prevocational educators were on and she tried her luck to secure a job. Rabia started 

her career in prevocational education by teaching other subjects like Self-development 

and Communication Skills before moving to the teaching of Numeracy and Problem 

Solving Skills. For her, initially, the content of the Numeracy and Problem Solving 

Skills domain was only about mathematics and science concepts which she did during 

her schooling days and thought that she could transfer directly her own learning as a 

student to the teaching of prevocational learners. However, as she was not at all versed 

with the intricacies of teaching prevocational learners, she was overwhelmed by the 

mismatch between her conception of the subject and the actual practice. Nevertheless, 

to get started with the teaching of prevocational learners, she used her experiences of 

a science student when she studied at secondary level. She was able to reproduce the 

best practices of her science teachers by applying these to the teaching of the science 

component of the Numeracy and Problem Solving Skills domain. Rabia was a timid 

girl and did not have an outgoing character. So, she found herself quite intimidated by 

older colleagues and so was reluctant to request for help. However she found in the 

person of her father an empowering figure who could guide her in her first days of 

teaching. Her father was a former primary school teacher who guided her and 

motivated her in her teaching. After getting acquainted with her working environment 

and feeling more at ease conversing with colleagues, she realised that her peers could 

very well be a learning resource for her. Rabia effectively tapped on her colleagues to 

build her expertise. Despite having minimal years of teaching practice, she showed 

much initiative to develop resources to support her in her teaching and enhance 

students’ learning. She also adopted a mutual adaption approach to the use of 

textbooks where she often supplemented and modified the content to suit her teaching 

abilities and learning profile of her students. However whatever decisions she took, 

remained in compliance with school rules and regulations as being new to the 

profession, she did not want to challenge the management. When she started teaching 

in the prevocational sector, she was fully aware of her limitations and conscious of the 
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importance of having some kind of specialised training in prevocational education to 

develop her classroom practices. So, she took the decision to join the ‘Teacher’s 

Diploma in Prevocational’ programme. Rabia was optimistic about her ability to 

negotiate her professional status with respect to the reform. She aspired to continue 

working with the typical profile of the prevocational learners and consequently drive 

her training needs and upgrade her qualifications with respect to that.  

4.6 Portrait of Participant 5: Henry 

Henry is a Life Skills Educator. He had a quite unlikely career trajectory before ending 

up as a prevocational educator, especially as a Life Skills educator. After his secondary 

schooling, he completed a three-year course to qualify for a technical certificate in 

panel beating and welding. He then worked as an artisan in a small workshop. His 

move to the teaching profession was triggered by his former teacher who found in him 

someone suitable to teach Life Skills based on his good conduct as a learner and 

recommended him for the job. Teaching of Life Skills was not unfamiliar to him. The 

transition into the teaching of this domain was rather smooth as he was able to transfer 

his experiences as a learner at a secondary school which involved him in human values 

classes. Quite unexpectedly, he was also able to transfer the skills gained as an artisan 

working in teams, helping colleagues, meeting deadlines and maintaining work 

discipline to the teaching of Life Skills. Henry was particularly interested and involved 

in sports which is another component of the Life Skills domain. He followed various 

courses to become a qualified trainer in athletics. While his background was 

favourable in allowing him to cope with teaching at prevocational level, he also looked 

for other means to contextualise his teaching. He tried to use the internet which he 

found not as resourceful because for him, being a Life Skills Educator meant being in 

touch with people, developing relationships and adopting a more parenting role, not 

things that can be learnt, but lived. Henry often had to deal with various aspects of 

emotional and physical wellbeing of students. He acknowledged the contribution of 

his colleagues in facilitating his intervention in areas where he lacked the expertise or 

did not feel at ease. As a Life Skills educator, Henry was an extrovert educator. He 

believed that learning could not be restricted to the four walls of the classroom and 

regularly took the initiative and negotiated with the management to plan educational 

tours to maximise the learning experiences of his learners. As he did not follow any 
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training relevant to teaching and learning in the prevocational sector, he joined the 

programme of study in prevocational education, the ‘Teacher’s Diploma in 

Prevocational Education’ with the expectations that it could offer him the necessary 

tools to perform his duties in an optimum way. In addition, the programme of study 

was also a means for him to further acquire knowledge and skills in his favourite 

activity which is sports. In relation to the educational reform based on the ‘Nine year 

continuous basic education’, Henry showed the will to implement it in its entity. 

Amidst his dilemmas, he was optimistic on his capacity to implement the provisions 

of the reform while also expressing some concern on its integral appropriateness to 

the prevocational learners. In the light of his role in the reform, he showed the will to 

follow new courses which could help him to align himself with his future professional 

situation.  

4.7 Portrait of Participant 6: Devina 

After completing her secondary education, Devina had the intention to pursue higher 

studies. However, owing to lack of finance, she was not able to do so. In order to 

become less financially dependent on her parents, she started to look for a job. Devina 

always wanted to join the teaching profession. So, she did not go for any job, but 

managed to get a training in a school to work with autistic children. After one year of 

training, she got the job of a prevocational educator. She was considered as the 

appropriate candidate by the employer because the skills, knowledge and attitude that 

she had developed working with autistic children were considered as transferable in 

the context of teaching prevocational learners. On her part, she was also confident that 

she could do her best in her new assignment.  However, when she actually joined the 

prevocational stream, she realised that the context was completely new and different 

from her training experiences. Devina had no proper induction into the world of 

prevocational education when she joined the profession. She tried to apply her skills 

to cope with classroom management problems, but they proved ineffective. The 

mismatch between her conception of the job and her actual practice was a reality shock 

for her. The Life Skills domain was new to her and she had to learn everything about 

this domain. Despite a strong feeling of helplessness marked by blind spots, she chose 

to stay and manage the unknown. Life skills involved areas to which her secondary 

schooling experiences were not much of a help. However, Devina showed the 
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perseverance to succeed in her teaching assignment and assert her professionalism. 

She found the Life Skills manual particularly useful in getting insights of the expected 

curricular content areas to be taught. She did a lot of further ground work by consulting 

the internet to build her resources for teaching while readily negotiating with the 

management to avail of facilities to support her teaching of the domain. She also 

requested help from her colleagues but not really in terms of what and how to teach 

but essentially in terms of organizing resources for students. Devina did not always 

have a fruitful collaboration with her colleagues. In many cases, her initiatives to try 

to do things differently were not well perceived and was often reprimanded by her 

senior colleagues. Gradually, she started to develop affinity to the domain of Life 

Skills and became conscious of its importance to prevocational learners. Devina had a 

Higher School Certificate as only qualification when she joined the prevocational 

sector. So, in order to upgrade her qualifications and get a better pay, she joined the 

‘Teacher’s Diploma in Prevocational Education’ programme. However, once on the 

programme, she became conscious of the relevance of the course in grooming her as 

a prevocational educator. In the wake of the new reform, Devina showed some 

apprehensions about her future expected work status, but at the same time expressed 

the wish to continue teaching students having learning difficulties as she has 

developed empathy for such profile of learners and found that her interventions were 

meaningful in their lives. 

4.8 Portrait of Participant 7: Raj 

Raj teaches the Livelihood and Trade Skills domain and has a wide teaching 

experience. He started teaching in 1995. Ever since his school days, Raj had a liking 

for technical based subjects. Following his secondary schooling, he was awarded a 

scholarship in technical studies. He completed his scholarship with an award of 

‘Diploma in Geometrical and Mechanical Drawing’ and joined the Industrial and 

Vocational Training Board (IVTB) as a trainer. The institution was a training centre 

offering vocational training to individuals, including those who had not been able to 

successfully complete their end of primary education examinations and drop-outs of 

secondary schools. Raj was later seconded for duty as a prevocational educator in State 

Secondary Schools5 owing to his qualification obtained through his scholarship. His 

                                                           
5 State Secondary Schools are institutions that are owned and managed by the Government. 
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experience working with pupils having learning difficulties was also instrumental in 

being selected as a prevocational educator. For him, his progression in the 

prevocational sector as a Livelihood and Trade Skills Educator was suitable as it 

aligned with his interest in technical oriented studies. Owing to his experiences gained 

working at the IVTB, dealing with learners having the same profile of learners as in 

the prevocational stream, Raj did not encounter any difficulty in joining the 

prevocational field. Also for him, the nature of the domain that he taught, that is 

Livelihood and Trade Skills, made that students were more manageable as it was 

different from other subjects that they studied at primary school level. So, Raj had a 

smooth transition to the prevocational sector mainly because of his familiarity with 

the Livelihood and Trade Skills domain which was more of a practical/technical based 

area of study similar to his prior practice at the IVTB. Additionally, he studied subjects 

like woodwork, metalwork and graphics when he was a secondary school learner and 

he was able to reactivate acquired skills in the teaching of the Livelihood and Trade 

Skills domain. When he was working at the IVTB, he acquired the skills and 

knowledge of his area of teaching from colleagues as well who were already in this 

field. But, when he joined the prevocational sector, he did not find colleagues useful 

in further enhancing his knowledge and skills. On the contrary, even being in his first 

days of teaching, Raj acted in some way as a mentor to his colleagues owing to his 

considerable expertise in the technical field. He however had great esteem for his 

colleagues for supporting him emotionally during his first days of teaching and for 

helping him in gaining insights of pedagogical skills. He places much value on 

learning from new entrants in the teaching profession from whom he finds he can get 

novel ideas. Raj’s main way of learning is by doing. He has a workshop at home where 

he always tries out new ways of work and technical skills before implementing them 

in his classroom situation. At some point in his career, he felt the need to upgrade his 

qualifications and joined the ‘Teacher’s Diploma in Prevocational Education’. 

However after one year of study, he dropped out owing to some personal problems. 

As future professional plans, Raj shows the intention to contribute to the professional 

development of his peers by sharing his experiences and he also intends to develop his 

expertise by enrolling on a course in mentoring.  
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4.9 Portrait of Participant 8: Bertrand  

After completing his A-Level studies, Bertrand joined courses for completing a 

‘Microsoft Certified Professional’ certification with the aim of becoming a computer 

engineer. At the same time, he worked as communication network technician. 

However, his work was very demanding as he had to work for long hours. He decided 

to change his job for one which could allow him to negotiate his personal and social 

life better. He found in teaching the only job which could give him the kind of stability 

he wanted. In 2009, he got the job as prevocational educator and he strategically 

shifted to the teaching profession while completing a Diploma in Information 

Technology. He taught the Life Skills domain at first. Bertrand was highly 

disillusioned when he started teaching the prevocational learners whom he did not 

expect to be of very low ability and having behavioural problems. In 2013, he shifted 

to the teaching of the Livelihood and Trade Skills domain. Its programme of study 

was completely unknown to him as it did not match his qualification background and 

he was quite lost in the curriculum. Internet sources contributed a lot in helping him 

grasp the content materials in Livelihood and Trade Skills where he could find many 

videos on the processing of materials and communication graphics. Even if Bertrand 

found the net helpful in understanding the concepts, teaching these to his students 

remained difficult. As there was no other colleague teaching this domain in his school, 

he felt more helpless in his work environment. However, he got help from colleagues 

in tackling other issues related to the teaching and learning of his students that 

contributed in boosting his confidence level. For him, the Livelihood and Trade Skills 

domain remained an interesting one to teach, being of a technical nature and for that 

reason he wanted to develop his proficiency in this area. Having an IT background, 

Bertrand was aware that he had some limitations with respect to his teaching at 

prevocational level and no specific training in this sector. Even if he was completing 

his degree in IT, he simultaneously showed the will to acquire professional knowledge 

and skills in prevocational education and he joined the programme of study of the 

‘Teacher’s Diploma in Prevocational Education’. It is through this programme that he 

started to acquire pedagogical skills for the first time. With respect to the curricular 

reform based on the ‘Nine year continuous basic education’, Bertrand showed some 

appreciation of its benefits to learners in the long run. In the future, Bertrand is willing 

to leave the teaching job, but stay in the education sector by aspiring to work as a 
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school Rector6 or at a higher management level. To address his future plans, he has 

joined a master’s programme in educational management and leadership. His motives 

are to acquire a higher professional status and better pay. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
6 In Mauritius, the head of a secondary school is called Rector. 
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Chapter Five: Getting started: First steps in prevocational 

teaching 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter documents the first steps of the participants in prevocational teaching. 

Their agentic motives and their professional learning routes have been analysed during 

the early days of their career. This theme has been captured under four sub-sections 

detailing namely: 

 Elements of motivation to join the prevocational sector 

 Difficulties and challenges met during their initial teaching of prevocational 

learners 

 Relevance and transferability of knowledge and skills learnt from their own 

secondary schooling and prior jobs  

 Resources deployed in their learning during the early days to help them in their 

teaching. 

5.2 Motives for joining prevocational teaching 

Data revealed that the participants had different reasons for joining the prevocational 

education sector.  In most cases the primary decision to join this sector was financial. 

They absolutely had to find a job to earn a living. In this case they took initiatives, 

deploying agency, to find a job which was driven by their needs to come out of a 

difficult social situation and not out of choice. This was particularly the case for Jane: 

 

 

For Sarita and Rabia, the reason for looking for a job was financial, but getting into 

the prevocational sector was by coincidence: 

 

 

I did not intend to study more after my HSC. I needed to get a job which 

could get me money.                                                                                                                                                                                         
          (CS1:1) 

 

I completed my BA in English and finding a job was difficult. I did not 

think of teaching, it just came my way. Prevocational! Never thought of 

it.     

                                                                                                    (CS2: 1) 

 

In fact, I wanted to teach in the mainstream, but then at that time, only 

interview for the prevocational were on.                          
                                                                                        (NPS2:2) 
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The fact that they just went with the flow embracing the teaching profession as it came 

their way, could illustrate some degree of passiveness in their ability to take decisions 

pertaining to their choice of career. However, it was clear that they made practical 

judgements within the parameters of the possible in their search of a job in relation to 

their contingencies of the moment which allowed them to become financially stable. 

Devina, as well, mentioned that the decision to join the prevocational stream was 

primarily financial7: 

 

 

However, she also admitted that she wanted to join the teaching profession, which was 

motivated by her own teachers’ attitudes during her secondary schooling, even if it 

was not specific to prevocational education: 

 

 

It is also worth noting that Devina demonstrated perseverance to join the teaching 

profession by managing to get a training in a school to work with autistic children. 

This shows a level of decision taking which is strategic, going in line with her career 

choice. Her decision paid off as after one year of training, she got a job as 

prevocational educator: 

 

 

 

Devina was considered as the appropriate candidate by the employer because she 

worked with autistic children. The skills, knowledge and attitude so developed were 

considered as transferable in the context of teaching prevocational learners. Even if 

the nature of difficulties encountered by autistic children and prevocational learners 

remained quite different, she projected the confidence to work in non-mainstream 

                                                           
7 Within the verbatims, square brackets, [  ],  have been used to either indicate a word or words added to make 

sense of fragmented quotes or to replace names of persons/institutions to ensure anonymity. 

 

Because of lack of money I was not able to continue to higher studies   

after my HSC [and] I needed to get a job to help my parents. I did not want  

to continue to  depend on  them.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

    (LS2:1) 

 

I went to [ ] College where I participated in many debates, elocutions, 

which required much communication skills. The teachers were very 

supportive in these activities and that’s when I decided to become a 

teacher             

 (LS2:1) 

 

 

…there  was  the  application for  prevocational educators, and  on  the 

same  day that I did my interview, I got the job … because I worked with 

autistic children,  children with difficulties                                                                          

 

  (LS2:1) 
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education. She was able to build this image of herself owing to her deliberate decision 

of acquiring training in a schooling context.  

Bertrand as well wanted to become a teacher just like Devina. However his motive 

was different and he interestingly interpreted it: 

 

  

 

Probing on the issue of being socially stable, he explained that a teacher is required to 

work only around six hours a day and also enjoys school holidays several times in a 

year. That gave him ample time to get involved in extra-work activities. So Bertrand 

was projective in his decision taking based on his overarching aim of life, that of 

finding a stable job.  

Henry on his part, had a quite unlikely trajectory in joining prevocational education, 

especially as a Life Skills educator viewing that he had a technical certification in a 

trade and worked as an artisan: 

 

 

 

Actually, his career witnessed a complete track change influenced by his repute built 

up as a learner during his studies at the technical school: 

 

 

 

  

The resolve of Henry to abide by a code of conduct during his school days was 

acknowledged by his former teacher. His compliance was a major stepping stone to 

the teaching profession.  

For Raj, his decisions and actions were mainly in the consolidation of his interest in 

technical oriented studies which paved his way towards the prevocational sector. His 

In fact I was looking for a job which  offered me  stability,  financial and  

socially stable,  and the only work  that  I found  stable was teaching.  My 

first job  was in Information systems. I wanted to become a computer 

engineer. However I realised that the work was becoming more 

complicated and that’s why I shifted to teaching. 

                (LTS2:2) 

 

Following my secondary studies, I joined the technical school of [ ]. 

There, I completed three years of schooling with a certification of 

‘Brevet d’Etude Professional’ in panel beating and welding. 

Immediately when I finished, it was in November, I got a job in a small 

workshop as welder.                                                                                         

          (LS1:1) 

 

In fact, I think  that  because  of  my pathway at  [the technical school], 

where I was a good student, not causing any problems, he [my teacher] 

certainly found the right quality in  me to give me an offer as educator 

to join the  Technical school of [ ]. Students that I had there were CPE 

failures and secondary school drop outs.                                   

 (LS1:1) 
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progression in the prevocational sector was quite natural and legitimate, especially as 

a Livelihood and Trade Skills Educator: 

 

 

 

 

Raj was later seconded for duty as a prevocational educator in State Secondary Schools 

owing to his qualification of ‘Diploma in Geometrical and Mechanical Drawing’ 

obtained through his scholarship. His experiences working with pupils having learning 

difficulties was also instrumental in being selected as a prevocational educator. So in 

the case of Raj, his qualifications and experience were sources of asserting legitimate 

claim to become a prevocational educator.   

So the reasons to join prevocational teaching as drawn from the participants’ narratives 

have been found to be diverse. In some cases it seemed like their choices were needs 

driven. In other cases it was personal, intentional and interest driven.  

5.3 Difficulties and challenges encountered during first days of teaching 

Owing to their particular background as discussed in Section 5.2, most participants 

were not conversant with prevocational teaching on joining this system of education. 

So the initial days working with the students proved to be challenging. Jane joined 

with only her mainstream secondary education as background while Sarita had a pure 

degree in language8: 

 

 

 

                      

                                                           
8 ‘Prevocational’ is commonly referred to as ‘Prevoc’ during conversations.  

I joined the technical field right from the start for my secondary studies at 

 [ ]College and making me move towards the technical sector … I was 

awarded a Scholarship in technical studies in Italy after my secondary 

education … Before joining the prevocational sector, I worked at the IVTB 

[Industrial and Vocational Training  Board] where there were pupils who 

passed the CPE but did not get the good results as such. They focused 

mostly on the technical side.           

(LTS1:1) 

 

I started my career in 2007 in prevoc itself and I started with year 2, it 

was very difficult because I was only an HSC holder then, I did not 

know  at all what prevoc was about- the students.                                           

 (CS1:1) 

 

I got the job, that was the most important and now it was time to know 

what exactly prevoc was all about, what to teach, who to teach, how to 

teach   

 (CS2:1) 
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Bertrand, as well, had his HSC9 qualification obtained through mainstream education 

and even if this was required as eligibility to enter the prevocational stream, the 

programme of study remained unknown to him:   

 

 

Devina got the job of a prevocational educator owing to her experiences gained 

working with autistic learners. However even for her, the prevocational stream was 

completely new, different from her experience: 

 

 

 
             

The way of casting the job of a prevocational educator by Heads of Schools and Heads 

of Departments was particularly highlighted by the participants. They projected the 

job of teaching prevocational learners as manageable and so did not discourage the 

participants by disclosing the intricacies of working with prevocational learners. This 

was the case for Rabia who expressed the fact that she came out of the interview for 

the job with the feeling that prevocational teaching was only slightly different: 

 

 

 
 

Devina also expressed this state of affair. She narrated her first day of work in 

prevocational education in an elaborated way: 

 

 

 

It looked like the Rector wanted her to have a positive perception of prevocational 

learners in order to ease her entry in this stream of education. But for Devina this was 

                                                           
9 The Higher School Certificate (HSC) is awarded at the end of secondary schooling. 

I knew nothing in prevocational and at that time I had only my HSC. 

The  HSC allowed me to get a job as a teacher.                                        

    (LTS2:1) 

 

First moving into the prevoc, to know what is prevoc, I did not know  

anything, never  heard the word prevoc. … there was  the  Head  of  

Department [who] did not explain to me what was the prevoc, what       

I was supposed to do, just sent me in a class to work with these students.   
                                                                                                   (LS2:1) 

 

When I went for the interview they [the employers] explained that there 

was a school which needed someone to teach prevoc students. I did not 

know who exactly the prevoc students were. They just mentioned that 

they are students who are weak, having difficulties in learning.    

(NPS2:2) 

 

I went to the school on the first day just knowing that I had to  work 

with  prevoc learners. When I asked him [the Rector]: “Sir, but who are 

prevoc   students?”, he replied  that prevoc students are normal  

children, they are in  good health, only that they have problems in terms 

of learning.                                                                                                                               

             (LS2:2) 
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misleading and she illustrated her helplessness by relating her approach as a newcomer 

in the prevocational context: 

 

 

 

 
 

In the case of Bertrand, there was the sign of disillusion when he started teaching the 

prevocational learners: 

 

 

Classroom management looked as the primary hindrance in teaching this profile of 

learners. This was deeply experienced by Jane: 

 

 

 

Devina tried to apply her skills developed when she worked with autistic children to 

cope with classroom management problems. But they proved ineffective:  

 

 

The ways that they talked of their difficulties showed the mismatch between their 

conception of the job and the actual practice, which was a reality shock for them. The 

first steps of these participants in the prevocational sector have been marked by a sense 

of powerlessness with the feeling of being thrown into the unknown. It is worth noting 

that despite a strong feeling of helplessness when they started teaching which was 

marked by blind spots, they chose to stay and manage the unknown as would be 

discussed in the subsequent sections. 

On the other hand, Raj was more confident on joining prevocational teaching. He had 

worked at the IVTB (Industrial and Vocational Training Board) for some years and 

dealt with pupils having the same profile of learners as in the prevocational stream. 

   For me, in  my mind, I  have come to work,  starting at 8 hrs and  I 

finish  at 14hrs30, I am also finished with the student. I do not try to 

see if the student has problems. I was like that because I was new, I 

lacked the experience.                                                                      

(LS2:6) 

So for the first 3 months it was difficult because I was not expecting 

students to  be of  low ability, very  low ability. And I  was not expecting 

to deal with  students  of   difficult background, difficult  parents too, 

and  also  classroom management was tough at that time.                                                   

(LTS2 :1) 

 

With no proper classroom management, it was very difficult … So the                  

first two years, I always had throat problems, I was always yelling and 

screaming in class.                                                                        

                                                                                                      (CS1: 1) 

 

… when I was involved in my training with autistic children, I was 

instructed to leave them alone and they will calm down by themselves. In 

prevoc tried the same strategy, it just did not work.                                                                                                                                                          

           (LS2:6)  

 

b   fi ld  h  h i l fi ld i  diff  f  h  h   
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He confidently stated that “I did not encounter any difficulty in joining the 

prevocational field” (LTS1:1). He also claimed that owing to the nature of the domain 

that he taught, that is Livelihood and Trade Skills, students were more manageable:  

 

 

 

 

The competence and exposure of the educators to teach their specific domains also 

had an influence on their perception of their first days of practice in the prevocational 

sector. In the case of Raj, he was well versed with the Livelihood and Trade Skills 

domain which was more of a practical/technical based area of study similar to his prior 

practice at the IVTB and so had a smooth transition.  

However this was not the case for the other participants. Bertrand was not conversant 

with the areas included in the domain he had to teach: “In fact I had never done 

Livelihood and Trade Skills, I was quite lost in the curriculum” (LTS2:2). This was 

also the case of Devina: “I did not even know that there was a subject called Life 

Skills” (LS2:6). Rabia started her career in prevocational education by teaching other 

subjects before moving to the teaching of the areas of the Numeracy and Problem 

Solving Skills: 

 

 

 

Sarita had a Degree in English Language and believed that with this background, she 

could very well teach Communication Skills. However her first days of teaching this 

domain indicated to her that its nature was different to her background and perception 

which put her in a helpless professional situation: 

 

 

 

Nazim even endured helplessness teaching concepts in the Numeracy and Problem 

Solving Skills domain to the students: 

During my [early] career, I taught subjects like self-development and 

even Communication Skills, and finally I taught maths and science to 

Form 1, Form 2 and Form 3 prevocational students   

    (NPS2:2) 

 
 

I  was completely  shocked  when  I looked at the Communication  Skills 

book. I had the impression that it concerned grammar and  vocabulary  in                

English, but it was not that at all. It included French as well and I was not  

at ease at all with it and the book, the  domain  was more concerned  with                       

functional literacy and not the teaching of languages.                                                                                                                                     

                                                                                                         (CS2:1) 

 

because my field, the technical field is different from the other areas. 

Students find the subject new, different from what they have done in 

primary schools, and are therefore more interested.                                                                                                                                                                               

           (LTS1:1) 
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The participants had no proper induction into the world of prevocational education 

and lacked the expertise in the domains that they had to teach. It could be observed 

that the curriculum served as an enhancer for Raj and as an inhibitor in the case of the 

other participants in dealing with their initial teaching days. Nevertheless, they had to 

accomplish their teaching duties as per expectations on getting recruited:   

 

 

 

 

 

 

So it could be seen that they did it their own way in their attempt to get started in their 

teaching career in the prevocational sector. They also took contingency actions to deal 

with their limitations as teachers: 

 

 

 

                   
 

 

Despite facing overwhelming situations in their teaching, the participants exercised 

the choice to stay and believed that they could mobilise the resources to deal with it. 

Even if they were not always able to succeed, the element of risk taking was proof of 

early engagement in their apprenticeship.  

At the very beginning when I did not have enough experience, it was quite 

difficult for me, mainly when students were not able to learn what I was 

teaching, I was not satisfied. When they were given work to do, they did 

not feel like doing them and I had the impression that they were not able to 

understand anything that I taught.                                                                                                                                                                                              

                                                                                                        (NPS1:2) 

 

We did not have any proper training. In the beginning, I did not know how 

to work with them, so it was filling the board with the classwork which I 

retrieved from the CPE books, primary books which now I think was not 

interesting at all for them                                                                                                                                                                                                    

                  (CS1: 1) 

 

At the start I was teaching in a more teacher centered way, like when                 

I told them to do something, they just had to listen to me and just do it.                                                                                                                             

  (NPS1:1) 

 

There was no real teaching strategy, it was just copying on the board and 

students copying in their copybooks.                                                                                                                                                                                

         (LTS2 :1) 

   

… when I went to class and taught, some students were able to understand 

the lesson. However others, when I asked questions they stayed quiet 

because they just did not understand the lesson. Then I   really had to look 

for strategies. For e.g. when teaching the lesson on time, they would not 

understand unless I bring a clock in class and move the pointers.   

    (NPS1:2) 

 

There are students who could not read. However when I make a sketch or 

bring a photograph, visual and colourful stuffs, then they get it. So, if I 

find that the strategy is working, I just continue with it.   

 (CS2:2) 
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5.4 Learning to teach by drawing from past experiences 

Joining the prevocational education system was particularly challenging for some of 

the participants as related in Section 5.2 owing to the lack of professional training in 

prevocational education. So they had to look for means to get started in their teaching 

activities. As they all joined the sector having their secondary schooling as academic 

background, they tended to draw from these experiences as learners to help them in 

teaching the content of their respective domains. For Raj, his actual teaching of areas 

of the Livelihood and Trade Skills domain was anchored in his content knowledge 

gained at secondary school level:  

 

 

This also applied to Nazim who found that his own schooling experiences of teaching 

and learning could accommodate many elements of the Numeracy and Problem 

Solving Skills curriculum: 

 

                 

Jane, on her part, mentioned that only the fundamentals of Literacy that she learnt at 

school were relevant to prevocational teaching. Nevertheless the prior learning gave 

her the leverage to enact the prevocational curriculum: 

 

 

 

Even though they came from mainstream educational background, these participants 

found the subjects that they studied at secondary schools were relevant, at least partly, 

to their actual teaching in the prevocational. So, the experiences of their own 

secondary curriculum acted as an enhancer of the curriculum that they were 

transacting as prevocational educators. This was mainly due to the fact they taught 

domains like Livelihood and Trade Skills, Numeracy and Problem Solving Skills and 

I did GMD, woodwork, metalwork, graphics  at school. This is what I 

am teaching now, partly. What I learnt, the basics mainly, was useful in 

my early days of teaching.  

                                                                                                  (LTS1:3)  

 

   You know anyway mathematics is mathematics, whatever I got from 

school when I was in Form 1 and 2 remained as my strong point to teach 

it with prevoc students.                                                                                                         

                                                                                                  (NPS1:2) 

 

I did mostly languages as subjects at school, not science. I very much 

liked languages. But what I learnt in English and French in my time was 

mostly about vocabulary, grammar, sentence construction, things for the 

normal students. But in prevoc, in Communication Skills, it is all about 

functional literacy. I would say only my basic language learnt at school 

helped me.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

                                                                                                   (CS1:4) 
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Communication Skills which involved aspects of trades, mathematics and languages 

respectively which are included in the secondary school curriculum.   

However, the strategy of drawing from one’s own learning had its limitations. For 

Devina, who taught the Life Skills domain, her secondary schooling experiences were 

not much of a help. Life skills involved areas to which she was never exposed: 

 

 

 

Henry was also a Life Skills educator. But in his case, he did not find the teaching of 

Life Skills unfamiliar. The transition into the teaching of this domain was rather 

smooth owing to his experiences as a learner at a secondary school which taught him 

some components of Life Skills10 in the form of human values: 

 

 

 

 

Participants also tried to apply their notion of what was teaching to their actual practice 

which was mainly formed by the ways they were themselves taught by their teachers 

at secondary level which did not always work. Jane was truly disappointed by applying 

such a model of teaching: 

 

 
 

Jane further tried to explain what she meant by the ways she was taught at that time:  

                    

 

 

 

 

 

   

                                                           
10 The Life Skills domain includes the teaching and learning of values and citizenship education.  

 

Life skills! Never did anything like that at school. No values education, 

no emotional management, nothing on protection of environment. I had 

to learn everything on Life Skills, from zero.                             

(LS2:4) 

 

If I can say, I was permanently in contact with Life Skills. If I recall 

my schooling days at [ ] College, where on one side we had academic                        

subjects and on the other side a subject called Human Values … the 

way the school cared for students, shared some values. That has 

allowed me to grow in this aspect of the subject.      

   (LS1:2) 

 

For me  when I started with them it was, according to my experience 

as a student, so I tried  to conduct my classes  according to what my 

teacher did  at that time, but  it  was chaotic. 

(CS1:1) 

It [own secondary schooling] did not fit at all in the prevocational 

classes as it was mostly teachers just talking. Even the activities were 

not interesting. They only talked and gave homework.  The teachers 

did not bring the strategies that I am learning and still learning at the 

MIE right now 

(CS1:3) 
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Devina was also on the same wavelength as Jane, but made further reference to the 

profile of the prevocational learners which could explain why these strategies did not 

work:  

            

 

 

Nazim made particular criticism to the teacher centeredness way of being educated 

which he found not applicable to teaching in the prevocational sector: 

 

               

 

However he made independent choices to adjust the mainstream teaching methods, to 

which he was exposed, to his teaching practice as a prevocational educator: 

 

 

Rabia, on her part positively related the practice of her secondary school teachers and 

beautifully recalled one such experience which she applied to the teaching of the 

science component of Numeracy and Problem Solving Skills: 

 

 

 

Some of the participants also worked in sectors other than education after completing 

their secondary schooling from where they also developed aspects that could be used 

in the teaching of their specific domains. Jane referred to skills which she acquired 

working in the hotel industry and that she found relevant in her actual practice of 

teaching: 

 

 

My secondary studies, did not help me, in fact it was a disadvantage 

rather. The way in which I learnt at secondary college, well I tried to 

apply same in prevoc classes, but which did not function at all. I gave 

notes, gave homeworks. But the homeworks never came back to class.                                             

 (LS2:2) 

When I compare my school experience, it seems completely different 

especially with pre -voc students, in my time the teacher’s explanation 

was everything, teacher centered.  Today I can find that it does not 

really work especially when it concerns prevoc students                                                                           

(NPS1:3) 

 

I could compare the way my teachers taught me. I could use these as 

the basis of  my teaching, but adding new elements to fit in the prevoc 

context  of teaching and learning. 

 (NPS1:3) 

 

I had a science teacher when I was at [ ] College. Every time he came 

to class, he brought equipment from the lab to the classroom. I 

remember that he conducted a class on ‘temperature’. He brought a 

thermometer in class and requested us to observe and note down our 

observations concerning the fluctuating temperature. It was done in a 

more concrete way.   

(NPS2:3) 

 

I worked in a hotel where I was in constant contact with customers, 

people.  Working in the hotel helped to develop my communication 

skills … at times I had to talk in English and at times in French. Was 

not really good at speaking these languages, but I improved over time. 

That helped me a lot in understanding the functional way of looking 

at languages through the Communication Skills.                                                                                                                                           

           (CS1:2) 

 



 

78 
 

Henry who was working as a welder before joining the teaching profession talked of 

transferable skills or to be more specific within the Life Skills domain, transferable 

behaviours: 

 

 

 
 

Devina, on her part, was already in the field of teaching prior to joining the 

prevocational sector. She worked with autistic children where she acquired the skills 

of emotional management. However she was of the view that it was not of great help 

to her when teaching this aspect of Life Skills to her prevocational learners: 

 

 

 

 

The participants, in an attempt to reduce their sense of feebleness within the context 

of the prevocational education and be functional as teachers in the early days of their 

career, made in some instances involuntary moves, but autonomous, to draw from own 

learning experiences and work backgrounds. They tried to apply these experiences and 

exercised judgement to their effectiveness within the intricacies of teaching 

prevocational learners.  

5.5 Resources mobilised as learning support 

The participants mobilised various resources to enable them to cope with their first 

days of teaching practice in the prevocational stream. Internet resources were a widely 

used resource which provided the participants with some initial insights of the areas 

they had to teach at school. Sarita, who had the impression that the Communication 

Skills domain was only about linguistic skills, got to see clearer the implicit nature of 

this domain11:        

                                                           
11 ‘Kreol’ is the mother tongue in Mauritius. 

At work, we had to maintain a strict way of work. Work discipline was 

important to meet deadlines set by my boss to complete work. We had 

to come on time and leave only after work was over.  Discipline was 

also for safety, in order not to hurt myself or any other friend in the 

workshop. We also needed to help our friends with their work, 

collaboration.  These are life skills important for my prevocational 

students.  

(LS1:4)  

 

Emotional management, yes I had it at the autistic school and I had it 

at [ ] school [where I am actually working], but completely different, 

a world of difference. The nature of emotional problems were 

different, there it was more with personal problems, but here [my 

present school] it is more about fights …    
           (LS2:7) 
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For Bertrand as well, internet sources contributed a lot in helping him grasp the content 

materials in Livelihood and Trade Skills: 

 

 

Even for Raj, looking for additional information to supplement his experiences in the 

Trades was essential to contextualize his knowledge and skills within the teaching of 

Livelihood and Trade Skills: 

 

 

 

Jane, on her part, not only searched for content materials but tried to look for ways of 

coping with the kind of profile displayed by prevocational learners:     

 

 
 

Nazim was particularly interested in the types of strategies that could be used to teach 

Numeracy and Problem Solving: 

 

 

                       

However, using the internet as a resource had its limitations. Henry who was involved 

in the teaching of Life Skills did not echo the same feeling on the use of the internet, 

on account of the nature of this domain: 

                     

There are various ways to communicate, not only using English, 

French and Kreol, but we can communicate by the eyes, hands, 

gestures, and that I learnt it from internet. Some interesting stuff there.                                                                                                                                                            

           (CS2:3) 

There were so many videos on You Tube on how to prepare materials,   

cut them, and join them. There were also things on drawing, like 

oblique projection and colouring, which are in the prevoc books.                                                                                                                    

                                                                                               (LTS2:4) 

 

It was helpful to check the net. From the prevoc books I got to know 

what had to be taught which I found was very suitable for me, not to 

say easy, but there was the fear that I could miss something important 

for the prevoc students. That’s why I looked again at the content, the 

easiest, and the basics on the net to fit these learners.                                                                                                                                                             

                                                                                              (LTS1: 3) 

 

I tried to get information from the net. It was very helpful to get some 

worksheets and examples from other classes, teachers and forums, how 

they conduct their classes with difficult students.                                                                                                                                                          

                                                                                                  (CS1: 2) 

  

 

At start it was really difficult, but I had to do additional work at home. 

Some research on the internet, on how to teach according to the level 

of my students. I was aware of their abilities, but I researched to know 

what are the strategies that I could use, then tried them in class.  If it did 

not work, I continued my research again until I could find that the 

students are learning                                                                    

   (NPS1: 3) 

 

The internet cannot teach you Life skills. Life skills is about being in 

touch with people, face to face. I typed Life skills on google, but what 

I got were   things that I already knew.                                            

                                                                                                (LS1 : 3) 
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Even if Bertrand and Sarita found the net helpful in getting content knowledge, it was 

not formative in converting it into pedagogical matter: 

 

 

 

 

                      

The participants drew from the internet as a learning resource in their apprenticeship 

of teaching. Even if the support was not so obvious in some instances and what looked 

as trial and error in other cases, the fact remains that the participants had acted 

purposefully to capacitate their professional knowledge and skills while making 

learning choices to achieve their goal and in the interest of their students.    

Using colleagues as learning support was also highly commended by some 

participants. The use of conversation as a learning resource was the primary ways of 

getting a good hold of what was teaching in the prevocational sector. Having casual 

talks with colleagues were often mentioned in the narratives of the participants. These 

were the initial forms of help which enabled them to grasp the characteristics of the 

learners to be taught. These insights were often accompanied by pieces of advice on 

how to tackle teaching and learning in the prevocational stream during the first days 

of practice:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jane worked in a school which just started having intake of prevocational learners. So 

her colleagues were as new to the teaching and learning of prevocational learners as 

her.  Nevertheless, still if their given pieces of advice did not look effective, they 

helped her at least in tackling her first days of teaching:  

Youtube helped, but to teach livelihood and trade skills was difficult. I 

understood the concepts but teaching these! Had to try, re-try, quite 

complicated.                                                                                                            

                                                                                                (LTS2:3) 

 

I thought I got everything on Communication skills form the net. But it 

did not tell me how to teach it. I really looked for that. But in class it is 

completely different standing in front of 20 to 25 students and trying to 

teach “functional    literacy” and not “literacy” as such.            

(CS2:2) 

                                                                                

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

During lunch time, Mr [ ], who was the Head of Department, told me 

that prevocational learners are weak in maths and are not able to read 

and write correctly. So always read instructions clearly, several times, 

and also explain in Kreol.   

(CS2:4) 

 

“Try to get them on board. Don’t shout, give them your full attention. 

They need to be understood and loved” always said my Deputy Rector.    

 (LS2:2) 
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Bertrand, on his part, expressed his helplessness on finding that there was no one who 

could specifically help him in the teaching and learning of the areas of Livelihood and 

Trade Skills : 

 

 

 

                                                                                                 

Rabia had a different story to tell. She was quite a timid girl and did not have an 

outgoing character. So she found herself quite intimidated by older colleagues and so 

was reluctant to ask them for help: 

                

 

 

However, her father having a teaching background, proved to be helpful who guided 

her in her first days of teaching: 

 

 

 

 
                                                                                                              

Raj as well, who joined the prevocational sector with considerable experience in the 

areas of Livelihood and Trade Skills was thankful to his colleagues for supporting him 

emotionally during his first days of teaching. However he also bluntly mentioned that 

they were not of great help as far as teaching the content was concerned: 

 

 

 

The only help that was available was from Mr [ ] who was working 

one year ahead of me.  …the advice that Mr [ ] gave me was to always 

fill the board so as to keep them busy all the time, 

 (CS1: 1)  

 

In fact I was the only one doing livelihood and trade skills, that was 

the problem. There was no Design and Technology teacher in my 

school. No Home Economics teacher as well. I think if we had these 

mainstream   teachers, I could have got an idea how to teach these 

areas.            

   (LTS2:3) 

  

 

 

As someone new to the department, I was not at east with my 

colleagues.  I had also a timid character. I just said “good morning” 

and “how are y Nothing on teaching, on my work.                                                                                                                                            

         (NPS2: 4) 

I tried to make students understand what I was teaching. At times, I 

talked to my father who is an “Urdu” primary school teacher. It’s from 

him that I got the first ideas on how to make the students learn. He gave 

me some strategies. He motivated me by telling me that one day your 

students will remember that they had a teacher who taught them that 

and that thing.   

(NPS2: 11) 

 

 

I remember when I joined [ ] School, there was a group of teachers who 

welcomed me and made me feel at ease in the staffroom. That helped as 

I did not know anyone there. But I would say that my colleagues in the 

prevocational were a bit too bookish, they did not have practical 

experience and in fact I was the one who taught them how to get started 

with practical work.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

                                                                                                   (LTS1: 5) 
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So even in his first days of teaching, owing to his prior expertise, Raj acted in some 

way as a mentor to his colleagues. Again it can be seen that the nature of the domain, 

in this case Livelihood and Trade Skills, acted as an enhancer for its enactment.  

The participants who lacked the expertise in their respective domains acted within the 

available resources to cope with their limitations in performing their daily teaching 

duties, especially during their first encounter with prevocational learners. They drew 

mainly from internet resources as well as used their colleagues as learning resources 

to get acquainted with their job.  

5.6 Summary and initial findings 

This chapter, derived from participants’ perspectives documented the theme “Getting 

started: First steps in prevocational teaching”.  Already, these perspectives revealed 

that various forms of agency were deployed during their first days of prevocational 

teaching. 

Joining the prevocational sector as educator was mostly needs driven, in an attempt to 

meet the contingencies of the moment. In some cases, this contingency triggered the 

moves to get a job which is a form of agentic deployment. However it remained in 

compliance with what was available at that time as job offer. Other participants were 

strategic in their deployment of agency. The agenda to secure a job as a teacher out of 

interest and to offer social stability were illustrations of taking calculated decisions 

and actions. The projective dimension of agency was also visible where there was 

some kind of planning to become future teachers. 

It has also been possible to identify some initial causal factors that accounted for and 

against the deployment of agency. The lack of knowledge on part of participants about 

prevocational education was a hindrance to their decision taking pertaining to the 

teaching and learning. The mismatch between the experiences of their own schooling 

and qualifications, and their actual experiences of their transacting curriculum was 

another evident barrier to their agentic disposition. It could also be seen that the causal 

factors were two-fold where at one end it appeared as barriers and at the other it acted 

as triggers to the deployment of agency. It is worth pointing out that the participants 

made the decision to stay in the job and face the unknown despite being overwhelmed 

by the numerous blind spots, where others could have chosen to leave. This level of 



 

83 
 

decision taking denoted early signs of agency. The reality shock endured on starting 

teaching were turning points in starting to learn the job. The participants had to 

mobilise various resources in the attempt to exert control over and give direction to 

their career, and that was agentic.  

The intentional interaction with colleagues as a support mechanism during the first 

days of teaching acted as a resource for their learning. In some way, the working 

relationships with peers contributed in making them agentic teachers by working 

towards an understanding of a common purposeful practice. 

Domains of teaching in the likes of Livelihood and Trade Skills were found to offer 

leverage for teachers in deploying their knowledge and skills acquired from own 

schooling, past work experiences and qualifications to their transacting practice. That 

was not the case for other areas like Life Skills which were constraining in terms of 

transferability of content knowledge. So in that sense the curriculum could be an 

agentic enhancer or agentic inhibitor. 
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Chapter Six: Agentic moves towards proficiency 

6.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, the various means adopted by participants for developing their 

professional knowledge and skills are described.  Their professional learning routes 

through the lens of agency have been analysed. This theme has been elaborated under 

three sub-sections namely: 

 Collaboration as means to develop expertise 

 Mobilisation and adaption of resources to support professional development 

 Developing proficiency through continuous professional development 

programmes 

6.2 Collaboration as means to develop expertise 

In Section 5.5, mention was made of the use of colleagues as learning resources during 

their early career days. Data revealed that collaboration with colleagues appeared to 

have played a central role in sustaining the professional development of the 

participants as they progressed in their career by contributing to their experiential 

pedagogical knowledge base. Participants had thoughtful appreciation for their 

colleagues in helping them achieve a certain level of proficiency while acknowledging 

that the key contributions of collaborative work lie beyond the realm of content 

knowledge.  Raj acquired the skills and knowledge of his area of teaching from 

colleagues who were already in this field: 

 

 

 

 

So for him, the learning was more than merely content knowledge. It extended to the 

acquisition of pedagogical knowledge. Henry had a concurrent view to that of Raj 

where he was able to engage in dialogue with colleagues teaching the same domain as 

him, but going beyond their area of teaching12: 

                                                           
12 The Life Skills domain involves the teaching and learning of civic education which includes knowledge of 

historical places in Mauritius. 

… at that time there were people who already were in the sector as 

educators in the technical field, so I learnt  from the trades from them.   

In terms of content yes, but much in terms of the pedagogy; how to 

deal with pupils.                                                                                                                                           

                                                                                                (LTS1:2) 
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The participants identified the key contributions of collaborative work as lying beyond 

the realm of content knowledge. Henry further added that being a Life Skills educator, 

he had to deal with various aspects of emotional and physical wellbeing of students. 

In many cases, he was faced with a whole set of issues outside teaching which made 

him increasingly conscious of the specificity of the prevocational sector. He 

acknowledged the contribution of his colleagues in facilitating his intervention in areas 

where he lacked the expertise or did not feel at ease: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However the nature of the collaboration had to be adjusted to meet the specific 

requirements of the participants, which required that they engage in decision making 

processes. This was the case of Nazim who despite acknowledging the support of 

colleagues claimed that: 

 

 

 

 

 

Henry as well found that some adjustments were required to whatever proficiencies 

were shared. He further ascertained that experience gathered through the years of 

practice influenced the degree of adaptation: 

 

 

 

Experiential learning therefore seems to play a significant role in the professional 

development of the participants as they gather work experience which allows them to 

make wiser decisions concerning classroom practices, giving them a sense of agency. 

There are other Life skills educators and we discussed to which historical 

places we could organize visits for our students. This helped as we don’t 

always know all places  of interest … Also as we work as a team, when I 

have to talk to parents I usually discuss the issue beforehand with my 

friends                                                                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                        (LS1:5) 

  

If I find something a bit difficult, or let’s say sensitive, concerning girls, 

I prefer to seek help from my female colleagues. I also have a colleague 

who has been trained in sexuality education and if I come to deal with 

issues of boyfriends/girlfriends, then I get her help to be able to talk to 

students. Now if I have to talk about drugs, mainly synthetic drugs, I 

request help from my colleague who works as social worker. 

   (LS1:3) 

 

When I started teaching, I just abided by what was suggested by 

colleagues, but with experience I found that whatever they said at times 

did not work. So I exercised the freedom to devise my own strategies in 

class.         

                                                                                    (NPS1:10) 

 

In fact, at school, the team that we have, everyone has got a particular 

style of work. At times we do share, but we need to adapt to our own 

preferred way of teaching [which] is facilitated as we gain experience.  

                                   

  (LS1:10) 

 



 

86 
 

For participants who had less teaching experiences, colleagues were of tremendous 

support to build their expertise in their domains of teaching as expressed by Rabia and 

Bertrand: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Devina also revealed that she got help from her colleagues but not really in terms of 

what and how to teach but essentially in terms of organizing resources for students: 

 

 

 

 
  

Devina further related a quite different story which showed that she did not always 

have a fruitful collaboration with senior colleagues: 

 

 

 

It is to be noted that all the participants stressed that the initiative to seek advice and 

support from colleagues had to come from them which demonstrated some level of 

agency enactment.  

There were also departmental meetings which were used as platforms for meeting and 

sharing views and experiences. The participants had to participate in these formal 

interaction so as to be in line with the organisational demands and managerial rules of 

the school. This was clearly expressed by Jane and Raj: 

 

If it happens that I don’t know, I request the help of our colleagues who 

work on the same area and certainly they do help; they will tell me about 

the topics and relevant points to address. I usually meet a science teacher 

and for example if there is a chapter on water, she will explain to me how 

to teach it especially to match the level of my students  

(NPS2:5) 

 

Earlier I had a colleague whose name was … and he was more 

experienced than me, at least three years more. Therefore it was him who 

helped me … and not only on topics in Livelihood and Trade Skills but 

also problems that I faced in general with our students                                                                                                                                           

                                                                                                     (LTS2:5) 

 

At times there are things which students have to buy for use in the 

classroom. However because of their poor family background, they 

cannot do so. Then I have to meet my HOD to find solutions. Generally 

she recommends to eliminate or minimize certain items [but] not how to 

use the limited resources to teach.  

 (LS2:8)  

When I find that I am having difficulties to which I cannot find solutions, 

I go and ask help from other teachers. However, unfortunately, there are 

teachers who don’t like helping out. Some of whom are well before me 

in the education sector with ten, twelve  years of experience. But I must 

say that the new generation is totally different as the teachers would help 

you, advise on the use of particular classroom methodology. 

 (LS2:6) 
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This form of compliance enabled the participants to get engaged in fruitful 

conversations and sharing which helped them grow professionally. Through the 

departmental meetings, issues related to the teaching of the learning areas were 

discussed as expressed by Nazim: 

 

 

 

 

For Bertrand and Raj, discussions during these meetings went beyond teaching of 

subject areas and dealt with other issues that contributed to gain confidence to deal 

with specific problems faced by students in class: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However Sarita and Devina had some reservations about the departmental meetings 

being used as platforms for professional learning: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In some instances therefore, it appeared that participating in such official meetings 

allowed the participants to engage in discussions about their work allowing them to 

deploy agency with respect to making their voices heard, while in other cases 

According to the rules we have to conduct departmental meetings 

regularly, so I usually do it once a month. In the agenda we share 

information such as things we want to do during the semester and this is 

where we also look for information. 

(CS1:4) 

                                                                                                           

 

In fact at school, we have departmental meeting and we are supposed to 

talk about problems we face in class [and] I seize that opportunity to  

share ideas about specific topics with colleagues who teach the same 

domain as me.                                                                                                                                                   

             (NPS1:4) 

 

We do have enough HOD meetings [where] we need to see what the 

problems that we are facing with students are and how to look for 

solutions.                                                                                                                     

                                                                                                     (LTS2:5) 

 

[The meetings are] Very helpful in the sense that if someone is getting 

problem with some pupils in certain classes, other teachers are getting 

along well with these pupils, we will share on how to get along with these 

pupils.                                                                                                                                      

              (LTS1:4) 

 

The meetings are just used to transfer orders received from management 

or to see if we are doing our job. Personally I do not gain anything out of 

these meetings… I also prefer to remain quiet as there is always some 

people who like to talk more.                                                                                                                           

                                                                                                     (CS2:3) 

 

Normally we have the departmental meetings which is mainly to share 

ideas, we are doing it every 15 days.                                                                                                                 

                                                                                                    (LTS1:4) 

 

They [experienced teachers] do not even accept our idea or point of 

view.       

                                                                                                     (LS2:6) 
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particular participants felt that status-quo were reinforced during these meetings which 

were more for compliance sake listening to others rather than proper collaboration. 

Participants unanimously praised the value of having informal conversations which 

they found to be as valuable as or even more valuable than prescribed meetings for 

their professional development. During these casual interactions they were able not 

just to mingle with their fellow prevocational educators but also with mainstream 

colleagues as pointed out by Nazim: 

 

 

 

Again it can be gathered that collaboration is a potent means for the participants to 

develop their proficiency. But still the nature of the collaboration has to be adjusted to 

meet their specific requirements within the prevocational stream which requires them 

to take reflective decisions. 

The experienced participants having themselves benefited from collaborative work 

with seniors when they joined the sector, now in turn found themselves in mentoring 

roles sharing their experiences with novice colleagues. There seemed to be an implicit 

acknowledgement that this was a kind of support that they needed to continue to pass 

on to the next generation. This is related by Nazim: 

 

 

 

 

 

Being experienced educators did not imply that they had to give their assistance only 

on request from the novice educators. They made the agentic moves as the interactions 

were triggered from their part. Mentoring roles appear to give a sense of self-

achievement to experienced teachers. Raj projected a more self-effacing attitude to his 

ability as a senior member of staff to mentor novice colleagues pointing that he also 

learnt a lot from them: 

 

…not necessarily in meetings, but in the staff room, in our free time that 

we discuss about problems. We even share ideas with mainstream 

teachers. They do not find us different from them, they help us. They 

do give us ideas, yes, but then we have to make these a bit more activity 

based learning as they [mainstream teachers] have a more academic* 

way of looking at things.  

                                                                                                  (NPS1:4) 

 

They [novice teachers] don’t quite request for support when they just 

join, they are timid. I observed that they tend to teach in traditional ways 

like the ways they were taught at  school, a bit teacher centered. Then I 

intervene by giving ideas, I tell them to use teaching aids, more of 

visuals, make them realize that prevocational learners are different from 

mainstream ones.                                

                                                                                                 (NPS1:10) 
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So, conversation with novices also advanced the understanding of teaching of 

experienced participants. It appears that there is a reciprocity in the relationship 

between novice and experienced teachers in terms of the mutual learning opportunities 

they both provide. 

Using collaboration as a means of professional development was not limited among 

colleagues only. It is appropriate to mention that the participants were humble in 

recognizing that in some instances they also learnt from their students, as was the case 

of Raj and Devina: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So proficiency is developed through a variety of collaborative endeavours provided 

that the participants are receptive to any form of learning coming from either 

colleagues, be it junior or senior ones or from students. 

6.3 Mobilisation and adaptation of resources to support professional  

            development 

The data showed in a number of instances that various resources were mobilised by 

participants in order to achieve proficiency. Internet resources provided the 

participants with some initial insights of the areas they had to teach to enable them to 

cope with their first days of teaching in the prevocational stream as discussed in 

Section 5.5. This technological means remained a widely used resource for the 

I never thought of being experienced or not experienced, but I always 

had the idea of just sharing, I learn a lot from the new recruits.  They 

have just come from the university or the MIE; they have new concepts, 

new ideas of teaching, so I wanted to have a group to share ideas. I never 

propose to some extent. The new recruits normally will say you are 

more experience so I will take the idea, but there are no such ideas, as 

we all share and learn from it as new ideas are always fantastic.  

Everyone is experience as long as they are in a learning mode. 

(LTS1:4) 

 

Of course we always have to learn even I will learn from a pupil, a child 

and there are things like new technology which they will know better 

than me.  Sometimes I will request their help to do things.   

                   (LTS1:4) 

 

There are things that I don’t know myself as a Livelihood and Trade 

Skills teacher, like planting vegetables [and] it is true that it is my 

students who taught me that. When I wanted to plant tomatoes they told 

me that this period of the year was off-season for their cultivation. 

Maybe their parents are vegetable planters.  

                                                                                                     (LS2:8) 
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participants across their years of teaching. For the experienced participants, on one 

hand to consolidate their expertise as illustrated by Nazim and Henry:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For the less experienced participants, on the other hand, technological means are 

employed to gain a certain level of proficiency like in the case of Sarita and Devina: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So, the participants used the internet to expand their resource base which significantly 

enriched their classroom practices. However, they did not only use the information as 

they were obtained from the internet, but they also exercised a certain level of decision 

making by adapting these resources. 

In their attempt to mobilise other useful resources for teaching, participants also had 

at times to make agentic moves by engaging in negotiations with other colleagues or 

the management as strongly narrated by Jane: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I know the ability level of my students and I commonly do some research 

to identify which strategies I can use and then try them. The research is 

done on the internet. It’s like a continuous process for me.                                                                

                                                                                                   (NPS1:3) 

 

When we work with prevocational students, there are certain things that 

we need to know of which I was not aware. When I researched I 

discovered that are many things which otherwise I would not have 

known. When I said research, it is at the level of the internet where there 

are many tools and information which I can then share with my students. 

                                                                                                      (LS1:5) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our school used to be mixed but now they have been separated. But in 

the prevoc side we have only boys. At the beginning they wanted to 

give us a room in the basement; poor light, poorly ventilated. I had to 

fight to get a proper class. I had to also fight to be able to bring my boys 

there [girl’s section] for kitchen practice. But I tried to manage as far 

as I know I have my rights and the teachers are not offended.  

 

 (CS1:5) 

 

New topics that are introduced in Communication Skills, first thing to 

help, it is the Internet. But then I have to modify to match what is 

required in my class for  the level of  my prevocational students 

(CS2:3) 

                              

I do some research to create my own resources for teaching. Through the 

internet I get many illustrations which I use to devise activities. To make 

the drawings more interesting I also colour them.   

                                                                                                                                       

(LS2:10) 
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For Nazim, he even had to find ways to provide basic stationaries for his students to 

work in class. It should be born in mind that he could have opted not to do so. This 

demonstrated a certain level of agengy by taking initiatives: 

 

 

 

 
 

The devising and use of aids were also instrumental in helping the participants to 

develop their understanding and practice of their particular domain of teaching, like 

Rabia and Raj:   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The lesson plan remained a primary tool for helping educators to make sure that their 

lessons would be delivered in the most effective way. Through this form of planning, 

they were able to reflect on the selection of appropriate strategies, aids and decide on 

the sequencing of the lesson. For Jane, besides viewing the development of a lesson 

plan primarily as a way to remain in conformity with the school quality assurance 

mechanism, it certainly empowered her to deliver her lesson in an effective way: 

 

 

 

 

 

Henry was also on the same wavelength as Jane: 

 

 

 

 

 

… for example, lack of materials, where the student does not even have 

a pencil, copybook or eraser and then this disturbs the class, sometimes 

we get delayed. So I have to borrow the materials from other classes in 

order to reorganise the class.  

(NPS1:5) 

 

Mainly when working on Maths and Science, there is the need to look 

for ways of teaching. In books we do have photographs of electricity 

but I normally request from the science lab to have electric wires, bulbs 

to show students what is meant by a circuit. It also helps me in teaching 

that.  

                                                                                                 (NPS2:2) 

 

I made it to myself [to learn] for anything new in technical. I will try to 

dismantle things to learn. I got a workshop at home itself with all the 

machines and equipment.I explore myself at home before doing it at 

school.        

                                                                      (LTS1:3) 

 

You know we do need have our lesson plan. This is the first thing that 

the Rector or the Quality Assurance Officers will look for. That’s why 

we need to do it. But I must say that even if it takes time to do, it helps 

me in having a deep thought of how to do my class best. 

(CS1:5) 

You like it or not we have to plan our lessons. This is expected of us. 

Through the various years of teaching, I have accumulated a large 

number of lesson plans. Now what I normally do is just some 

modifications. But I go through them. Before going to class, it is a way 

of simulating the class in our mind. 

(LS1:6) 
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So lesson planning is done essentially to remain in compliance with school 

requirements. However, the participants did recognize its role in supporting their 

professional development mainly in terms of its projective dimension, giving them a 

sense of agency. For Rabia, the lesson plan is not an end in itself, it gives room to 

adaptation which develops other abilities like proactiveness: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is worth noting that Sarita had a different reading of the role of lesson planning on 

her pedagogical growth: 

 

 

 

 

Clearly, Sarita was confused and not knowledgeable on the difference of content 

knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge. She however acknowledged the 

resourcefulness of textbooks in developing her expertise in her domain of teaching. 

Equally, Devina found it suitable to adopt a fidelity approach to the use of the 

textbooks which specify what curricular content had to be taught: 

 

 

 

 

So, for these participants, the textbooks stood for the curriculum and acted as proxy 

for them to engage with subject knowledge.  

Unlike Sarita and Devina who predominantly adopted a fidelity approach to the use of 

the textbook, Bertrand and Rabia indulged in a more mutual adaptation approach 

illustrating teacher agency. Bertrand acknowledged that he actually followed the 

content of the book, but did not restrict himself to the activities prescribed: 

At times when we prepare our lesson plan, we think that we will just go 

in class and implement it. But when we implement the lesson, it is not 

really the same like for instance students coming in class or having a fight 

which makes us lose time. Sometimes they feel tired and we need to 

modify the lesson plan, look for some by-passes. At first it was difficult 

for me to react to unforeseen circumstances and wanted to absolutely 

follow the lesson plan. But now I am confident, I adapt my planning 

easily. 

(NPS2:10) 

 

I don’t know why we should be doing lesson plans. I know what to do in 

class. The books are there to follow. It gives me a clear idea what to teach 

in Communication Skills. My lesson plan is exactly what is written in the 

book.                                                                                                            

                                                                                         (CS2:4)                   

 

The Life Skills textbook, for me personally, when I got it, it was extremely 

helpful. I just went through the content to get a real idea of what this domain 

is all about. I teach according to the book, everything is there, no need to 

look for other books.  

(LS2:4) 
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Rabia also had a similar approach to that of Bertrand by taking initiatives to adjust the 

textbook to meet the needs of her students:   

 

 

 

 

 

She further reiterated her approach by stating: 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Participants who were more experienced, on their part, appeared to exercise a more 

pronounced authority to supplement, modify or adapt the content material in the 

textbooks to suit the needs of their particular teaching and learning environment. Jane 

pointed to that clearly: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The autonomous approach could be explained by the fact that being experts, they had 

come to develop a comprehensive understanding of the predispositions of their 

clientele that is prevocational students as narrated by Nazim: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I follow the content material in the book but classwork and homework, I 

do devise these. I prepare my own worksheets … because there is not 

enough activities in the book. Some activities, I do them outdoors which 

is based on the topic in the Livelihood and Trade Skills book. 

(LTS2:7) 

We have a book which we need to follow along with our syllabus. But, in 

our work we try to add other elements and ask students other questions on 

what they see around them because Science is what we see around us, like 

nature. All these details help the learner to have a better understanding. 

Going just by the book. They won’t understand. 

(NPS2:1) 

At times we do not quite go by the book, we find some chapters which are 

relatively difficult, let say for multiplication. When I complete this, I 

prefer to work on area [as] it is more significant and easier for the students 

to transfer their understanding of multiplication to calculations of area. In 

that way we change the order of the book.           

                                                                                                                    (NPS2:8) 

[I alter the prescribed teaching] ... because I know when an activity will be 

interesting or not for my students. It depends on the students so I change, 

for example, if there is a dialogue for reading I will change it if I know that 

it will not be interesting even if it is about the topic, I know that students 

will not be really recognizing themselves in it. Then I have to change [to 

adapt to] the context.       

                                                                                                           (CS1:7) 

… in fact it depends on the level of my students. I do go according the book, 

but, sometimes I find myself going just too strictly by the order of the 

content in the book and then I prefer to go a bit more as per the level of my 

students. If I find that they are able to understand, I can do all the parts that 

are in the books, but else I can go back and look for other stuff, not only the 

ones in the textbook, but outside it. I reteach the easy parts [the 

prerequisites] before coming back to the book. Then they understand better. 

         (NPS1:6) 
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Raj further compared his ability to adopt an enactment approach instead of adopting a 

fidelity approach to the implementation of the curriculum when he started his career 

and now as a result of his several years of practice:  

 

 

 

 

 

For Henry the need to adapt the materials was due to the very nature of the Life Skills 

domain which he taught. This area of learning dealt with aspects of everyday life and 

which according to him required a contextual adjustment going beyond prescribed 

materials in books: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Raj on his part not only talked about the need for him to adapt the book but also to 

look for resources that were suitable for prevocational students demonstrating a wide 

level of curriculum enactment: 

 

 

 

 

 

The participants negotiated the curriculum via the textbooks differently. The 

contextual and practical knowledge of the field and knowledge of their particular 

students’ profile seemed to give them a lot of confidence in affirming their legitimacy 

as professionals of the prevocational sector which allowed them to tame or at times 

challenge the dispositions of the curriculum. 

So this part of the data analysis has revealed that participants used numerous resources 

in their endeavor to develop their professional practice. However, they had to take the 

initiatives, at times in an autonomous way, to select and adapt such resources 

demonstrating a varying degree of teacher agency.  

When you have taught so many years, you know that what’s good for you 

will be good for the pupils, you don’t come here to waste time about 

something not going well or the books or chapters are not adapted for the 

pupils. But before, I was not just that confident and I was restricted to what 

have been given in the books. I am talking about some 10-15 years back.                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                           (LS1:6) 

 

… let’s say I have to discuss on a theme like substance abuse, I can do it 

differently. Some one/two years ago, I asked students themselves to bring 

newspaper cuttings on cigarettes and we studied them together. We did 

not stick to the book which talked on the damaged liver. Why I find it 

better is because the language [English] used in the book is a barrier to 

the students’ understanding … I adapt it with respect to my class.    

                          (LS1:10) 

Supplementary work does not mean that it is additional from what’s 

prescribed in the book. There are supplement work which are other way 

of teaching; in a way that pupils can understand and see it, some teaching 

aids, we got to have more teaching aids as these pupils want to see things 

differently. They want to see things, they get to touch and understand.   

         

            (LTS1:7) 
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6.4 Developing proficiency through continuous professional development  

            programmes 

Narratives of participants revealed that training programmes in the form of non-award 

and award courses played key roles in allowing them to develop their proficiency. At 

times the programmes of study on which they enrolled were not directly and fully 

relevant to their assignment as prevocational educators. For instance, Henry was able 

to apply his expertise acquired during his training to the teaching of only one of the 

components of Life Skills13 which he taught: 

 

 

 

 

Raj on his part was already well versed in technical education owing to his scholarship 

obtained to follow training in this area. However for him, what he really lacked was 

pedagogical skills to deal with prevocational learners. Jane, on her part, had completed 

an undergraduate degree in English but she affirmed that she could not unanimously 

transfer this knowledge to her teaching of Communication Skills to prevocational 

learners:  

 

 

 

 

Jane supplemented her knowledge and skills in her domain of learning with other 

resources in order to make her teaching meaningful to her learners which is a 

representation of agency enactment. 

The participants showed particular esteem to the “Teacher’s Diploma in Prevocational 

Education” programme which is a professional qualification aiming at developing in 

educators competencies and attitudes, for initiating innovative teaching practices in 

prevocational education and to address the challenges related to teaching 

prevocational learners. Jane particularly showed her will to embark on this programme 

of study despite it being of a lower level, a Diploma, to her already completed 

undergraduate degree: 

                                                           
13 The Life Skills domain includes physical and sports activities. 

I was involved in sports and came to follow courses to become a trainer in 

athletics, so I am a bit more specialized in sports. I got training courses in 

Kenya and these helped me at the level of [the teaching of] Physical 

Education.       

                                                                              (LS1:4) 

… the content is higher than the level required to teach prevoc.  There was 

a module on communication skills, but it is not useful because the students 

are not up to this level. So what we do is take some additional resources 

to the classes that could be interesting.   

(CS1:2) 
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Experienced participants recognized that they did not operate in an optimum way in 

their teaching and learning transaction before actually embarking on the programme. 

Jane honestly put this forward: 

 

 

 

 

For Nazim, it was only after joining the training programme that he realised that there 

was more to offer to students in terms in learning experiences: 

 

 

 

 

 Henry, on his part, did not follow any formal award courses relevant to the 

prevocational sector. He made a strategic decision to join the programme of study in 

prevocational education which according to him had much to offer:  

 

 

 

 

Rabia, Devina and Bertrand were studying on the “Teacher’s Diploma in 

Prevocational Education” programme when the data was collected. When they started 

teaching in the prevocational sector they were fully aware of their limitations and were 

aware of the importance of having some kind of pre-service training as in the case of 

Devina: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It would have been really helpful to obtain a training first … I know I did a 

lot of harm to my first students then, as I used to be firm and punished them 

often. With time I realize now that they were not that bad students, it was 

just normal children of our days wanting to talk and be friends. If I had the 

proper strategy maybe I would have made them love their school.     

                              (CS1:7) 

 

In fact it was when I followed courses at the MIE that I found that at times 

I had limitations, especially when I noticed that learners understood things 

better when taught by their friends which meant that there were some 

weaknesses in my teaching. 

(NPS1:1) 

I said to myself that I needed to evolve, certainly there is much to gain 

viewing that I did not follow any training programme in prevocational 

before that. The MIE offered courses to teachers and we are supposed to 

get trained to get the necessary tools to do our job properly. 

(LS1:4) 

 

When I joined the MIE, I got advice and ways that that I needed to 

work. I was really young, I started at the age of 20 years and was just 

thrown in the ocean to swim.  

                                                                                    (LS2:8)  

 

No not at all, the decision to enroll on the Diploma Prevoc was not 

motivated by my Rector or the school management. Only by me. Even 

some of my colleagues asked me to go for a master’s instead of a diploma, 

but I wanted just to do it to know my job better.  

  (CS1:3) 
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In the same vein, Bertrand related his experiences: 

 

 

 
 

The motivation to join the professional training programme in prevocational education 

was diversely reported by the participants. For Jane, joining the training programme 

was mostly to override her helplessness felt when faced with the various challenges 

associated with prevocational learners: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is worth noting that Jane deployed agency in the form of perseverance to improve 

her teaching practices in the prevocational sector.  This form of decision taking could 

also be considered as strategic as in the case of Nazim whose attempt was to 

consolidate his position as a prevocational educator: 

 

 

 

The same pattern of professional gain motivated Henry to acquire specialized training 

in prevocational education. In addition, it was also a means for him to further acquire 

knowledge and skills in his favourite activity which is sports, a major component of 

Life Skills that he teaches: 

 

 

 

 

 

It was worth noting that for all three of Jane, Nazim and Henry, joining a professional 

training programme in prevocational education was purely a personal decision. It had 

nothing to do with institutional requirements, school or ministry level. Same applied 

for Raj whose motivation to embark on a training programme was self-directed: 

 

First barrier was training. To start in prevoc, it was really difficult. 

Training! Never heard of that until I joined the MIE, then I knew what 

a lesson plan was, what goes in it.                                                                                                        

                                                                                                (LTS2:10) 

 

… in time I learnt to get along with those students, you start to like them, 

because you learn about their problems and where they do come from. 

Now [after completing my studies] what I do in the class I know it would 

be very helpful to them, I have this knowledge now.  I also felt pity for 

them and tried to help them.  I felt I needed more to be able to work with 

them, in terms of strategies maybe to know them more maybe some 

psychology in terms like that.   

(CS1:3) 

 

I followed the diploma in prevoc stream firstly to improve my teaching 

and secondly as a career prospect for me because I was already in this 

stream. I wanted to get a certification in this sector itself.                                                                                                                          

                                                                                                   (NPS2:7) 

 

When I found myself in the prevocational sector, I realized that I had to 

know it better. I was supposed to follow training courses, acquire 

knowledge, get tools to help learners … for me both [training and 

passion] went hands in hands. I love sports and through it I learnt to talk 

about cigarettes, drugs, fair play, promote respect. 

(LS1:4) 
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The drive of Raj went beyond the sole aim of upgrading his qualifications:  

 

 

 

 

 

Other participants who had minimal teaching experience also made agentic moves to 

join the “Teacher’s Diploma in Prevocational Education” programme. For Devina, the 

primary motive to join the programme was for upgrading her qualifications which was 

equivalent to getting a better pay: 

 

 

 

 

 

Devina became conscious of the benefits of the training programme only after actually 

embarking on this endeavour. However Rabia knowingly joined the programme of 

study, perfectly conscious of its opportunity to develop her classroom practices: 

 

 

 

 

Bertrand on his part went the extra mile to join the training programme. His strong 

will to acquire professional knowledge and skills in prevocational education made that 

he opted to embark simultaneously on two programmes of study with the awareness 

that considerable input would be required on his part:  

 

 

 

 

… it [joining the training programme] was from my own decision 

because I see mostly youngsters are coming here so I feel a little outdated 

in my knowledge and wanted to  update myself to the new era to be in 

line with the new technology and remain on track.    

                                 (LTS1:3) 

 

I joined the MIE to get mostly psychological skills to work with 

children, how to teach and how to get experience.  I joined for the 

prevocational diploma not only for upgrading certificates, but to 

upgrade the teaching methods that have been changing throughout the 

years.   

(LTS1:1) 

 

That was true. The first reason for joining the MIE for me was the salary. 

I received the pay of an HSC holder and I was not ok with it. Everyone 

comes at the MIE to get upgraded and receive a better pay. But now being 

on the course, I can say that money no more matters for me, I am so 

grateful to the MIE for providing me with experiences that I can use in 

my class.  

                                                                                                     (LS2:14)  

… as we teach, we find that there are new challenges and as teachers it 

becomes appropriate for us to upgrade ourselves in order not to remain 

at the same level … through this course we were sure to obtain various 

strategies. So I enrolled on the programme. 

                                                                                                    (NPS2:9) 

 

… I was doing my BSc in IT as I was already well versed with it. At the 

same time, the prevoc course was advertised. I thought of interrupting 

one of the studies, but then I took the decision to embark on both 

programmes at the same time.  

(LTS2:12) 
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As related by the participants, the training programme was effective in offering them 

relevant knowledge and skills which they could use as leverage to their transacting 

practice. Devina elaborately articulated her grooming in terms of content knowledge: 

 

 

 

 

 

She also mentioned that apart from cognitive gain, some of the modules were effective 

in developing her personal dispositions: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jane on her part made particular reference to classroom management skills: 

 

 

 

 

 

Rabia explained how the courses that she followed enabled her to better implement 

strategies in class and also exploit the possibilities of technology in her teaching: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nazim further expressed his change in practice by the inclusion of resources to support 

his teaching and enhance students’ learning:  

 

 

 

 

When I joined the MIE, it was completely different. I had a lecturer to 

teach me PE. I had one for history, another person for personal growth 

and they were sources of motivation to teach my students in different 

ways. 

                                                                                                     (LS2:5) 

 

There was the School Community Partnership [module] that was very 

important. Through it, I learnt how to negotiate. There was a home close 

to my school where I carried out the project. I just requested for 

permission from my Rector and I had to do all negotiations by myself. 

At the end I was able to get sponsors for the project and I found how I 

developed my negotiation skills.                                                                                                        

                                                                                                  (LS2:10) 

 

… learnt a lot of interesting strategies. We also learnt about classroom 

management, for example, we use to blackmail the students [by telling 

them] if they work in class we will allow them to go and play. We 

learnt the good term for that which is called negotiating.    

(CS2:4) 

 

… the way we were teaching before, we did not use all the strategies that 

we knew, [but] our lecturers have helped us  a lot by showing us simple 

ways of using the strategies and how to use media resources as well.  

Earlier we were using bristol paper [card] and now we can use our mobile 

phones or we can use the facilities of the TV room to allow students to 

view and understand better.  

(NPS2:4) 

 

… for me, it is especially relevant in the case of activity based learning 

where we used models, educational aids.  In this sense, I find that it 

helps me a lot.  Maybe if I didn’t follow courses at the MIE, I would not 

have thought of developing the aids, I would have used the traditional 

teaching instead.  

(NPS1:3) 
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Nazim acknowledged that he learnt from his peers during his training. However, he 

exercised agency by adopting a critical view on the skills and knowledge expounded 

by his peers: 

 

 

 

 

Devina had a concurring approach to that of Nazim. Being quite new in her domain of 

teaching, did not prevent her from adapting her knowledge and skills acquired during 

her training: 

 

 

 

 

She however expressed her astonishment and some level of disappointment to the way 

her colleagues reacted to her actions and decisions as a result of her learning at the 

MIE: 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Devina expressed her motivation not to remain in compliance with the routinized way 

of work as adopted by her colleagues. This attitude of hers is an illustration of her 

exertion of agency to try to change the status quo. 

In terms of future training plans, participants showed the awareness of their part in 

their professional growth by orienting their learning routes to achieve their goals. Most 

of the participants showed the motivation to continue their learning pattern in line with 

their duties as educators that is in teaching. For experienced educators like Nazim and 

Raj, further studies meant further consolidating their teaching position: 

 

 

 

I learnt a lot in the peer micro teaching modules. There were things 

[classroom practices] which I did not find suitable. I realized that I could 

learn by their [my peers’] weaknesses. I observed what could be 

improved and help me in my teaching.  

(NPS1:2)   

 

… but when I started doing my Life Skills classes the way I learnt it at 

the MIE, I can say that not all of it could be applied, there are some 

aspects that I needed to change, I had to adapt to the level of my students.  

(LS2:2)  

 

At work you have teachers who tell you “why are you doing all these 

things [learnt during her training], it is a waste of time, they are only 

prevoc learners, it is not worth doing all these”. There was the project 

on School Community Partnership, they [my colleagues] told me “you 

are wasting your time and money, just bias the results, you will get your 

marks”. But when you take your own decision to do it well, then you 

find how learners change and benefit from it. 

(LS2:12) 
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Raj further expounded on his future learning interest mainly on the basis of his 

numerous years of practice. His intention was to contribute to the professional 

development of his peers by sharing his experiences and expertise working with 

prevocational learners: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jane’s learning orientation seemed to be motivated by her wish to keep her future 

professional status polyvalent, either staying in the prevocational stream or switching 

to mainstream education. Having completed her undergraduate degree in English and 

actually following a PGCE with English as subject didactics, Jane expressed her wish 

to continue her training in the same field of general education despite having also her 

professional qualification in prevocational education and teaching in this stream as 

well: 

 

 

 

 

 

Quite conversely, Rabia conveyed her aspiration to continue to work with the typical 

profile of the prevocational learners and consequently drive her training needs and 

upgrade her qualifications in the field of prevocational education or the extended 

stream which would gradually phase in: 

 

 

For me, it [continuing learning] is more of a personal satisfaction. What I 

like is that When I teach, at the end, learning should take place and 

secondly it would be useful to me in my career in the future … maybe in 

the future I will do a PGCE, it might be  useful to in teaching.  

                                                                                   (NPS1:8) 
 
It depends if it’s a course that would be interesting to myself in terms of 

know things, I am going to do it or if it something not in line with what I 

want to do, or with the pupils, I will not do it.        

                                                                                                      (LTS1:7) 

 

I would like to follow a course on mentoring. How to mentor the young 

ones or even my colleagues of the same age. I have acquired a lot of 

experiences working with the prevocational learners. But I need to be 

trained in how to impart that colleagues … by mentoring I mean how to 

make learners interested in lessons, how to deliver the content, talk about 

the background of students, be in class with new teachers, share my good  

experiences and bad ones too.    

(LTS1:7) 

           

I like teaching and with teaching we should always keep learning. With the 

prevoc I know that I had left the content of English for a long time, and 

that’s why I am having some difficulties at the PGCE level … but, I know 

it will be helpful for me somewhere in the future, so it’s better for me to 

continue in this direction.                 

                                                                                          (CS1:8) 
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Devina expressed a similar consideration to continue teaching students having 

learning difficulties as she has developed a concern for such profile of learners ever 

since her first job, working with autistic children and her own background as a student: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Unlike Rabia, Sarita with no professional qualification in prevocational divulged that 

her future learning decisions would not be in the field of prevocational education as 

she aspires to leave the job, at least the prevocational sector: 

 

 

 

 

 

In the same wave, Bertrand expressed without any hesitation his intention to leave the 

teaching profession aspiring for a higher job position. He has actively responded to 

address his goal by following a programme of study to build up his profile as required 

for the job: 

 

 

 

 

 

So it could be observed with significant persistence that the participants valued 

continuous professional development programmes in order to develop their 

proficiency to meet their diverse needs and goals. The very fact of talking about their 

I want to continue because now we are doing our diploma and we heard 

that there would be the BEd [in prevocational education]. Now with the 

new policy, it is being said that maybe it will phase out. Anyway there 

should be another course that will help us help our learners, be it the prevoc 

or the extended. As such, if we are better prepared, we would be better 

prepared to work along these learners. 

                                                                                      (NPS2:10) 

 

As I have started my career with autistic children, I have always wished 

that if ever I have to continue learning, it should be to help me with children 

having difficulties. I prefer to help a weak child, who cannot write his name, 

who cannot learn properly, even if I have to throw a fit or get upset rather 

than teach a student who is good, knows all. Somehow I realize that I would 

not have been a teacher if my own teachers did not support me. They played 

an important role in motivating me to do things which I couldn’t. In the 

same way I can help the prevoc learners to at least get a job and not be 

fooled by people.       

                                                                              (LS2:15) 

 

 

 

 

You know, I joined the prevoc because I needed a job, that’s all. I am trying 

my best to teach the students. But I don’t intend to continue teaching, not the 

prevocational. So I don’t feel like that I need to follow any studies in 

education [pedagogy]. I would rather do something which could allow me to 

shift job or get a better one.          

(CS2:6) 

In fact, I have joined a master’s programme. It is a master’s in educational 

management and leadership. This time it is for professional and financial 

reasons. I think that later it would become difficult to work with students … 

I am aspiring to work as Rector or at the management level.                                                                                                                 

                                                                                           (LTS2 :9) 
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professional development was a form of agency enactment for participants who 

wanted to consolidate their position as educators or even in cases where other 

participants expressed openly their intention to leave the teaching profession. 

6.5 Summary and initial findings 

This chapter reported on the means adopted by participants for developing their 

professional proficiency.  It was possible to identify and analyse various instances 

where agency was deployed by the participants during their learning journey. 

From the data, it could be gathered that collaboration with colleagues was influential 

in developing the participants’ proficiency level. This goes in line with the 

interactional conceptualization of agency where participants exercise judgement along 

each other. Through formal departmental meetings, participants got the opportunity to 

engage in discussions about their work allowing them to deploy agency with respect 

to making their voices heard. Informal meetings and conversions were more 

prominently used by participants than formal meetings to get help from their 

colleagues. But still the nature of the collaboration had to be adjusted to meet their 

specific requirements within the prevocational stream which requires that they engage 

in critical decision making processes. 

The data analysis showed that participants used numerous resources in their endeavour 

to develop their professional practice. However, they did not just use these as they 

were obtained. They took autonomous initiatives to select and adapt the resources 

demonstrating some degree of teacher agency. It has also been found that participants 

had at times to make agentic moves by engaging in negotiations with other colleagues 

in their attempt to mobilise useful resources for teaching. In the context of professional 

learning, this goes in line with the perception of teacher agency as being the capacity 

of teachers to act purposefully and constructively to direct their professional growth.  

Some participants predominantly adopted a fidelity approach to the use of the textbook 

as a resource, which specified what knowledge had to be taught and remained in 

compliance with the prescribed curriculum. More experienced participants appeared 

to exercise a more pronounced authority to supplement, modify or adapt the content 

material in the textbooks to suit the needs of their particular teaching and learning 

environment. They asserted their expertise by adopting a mutual adaptation approach 
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on the basis of their knowledge of the field including knowledge of their particular 

profile of learners. Experiential learning therefore seemed to allow the participants to 

enact their agency, allowing them to make wiser decisions concerning classroom 

practices.  

Narratives of participants revealed that training programmes played key roles in 

allowing them to develop their proficiency. They were also effective in offering them 

relevant knowledge and skills which they could use as leverage to their transacting 

practice. Particular regard went to the professional qualification in prevocational 

education which developed their competencies and attitudes for initiating appropriate 

teaching practices in prevocational education and to address the challenges related to 

teaching prevocational learners. This form of agency, which involved the ability to 

take autonomous decisions in the interest of oneself, could be considered as strategic 

where the attempt was to consolidate one’s position and practice as a prevocational 

educator. In terms of future training plans, participants had clear orientations of their 

learning routes. This was an exhibition of teachers who had agency. They did not just 

respond passively to learning opportunities, but were aware of their part in their 

professional growth and made learning choices to achieve their goals. 
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Chapter Seven: Development of pedagogical practices 

within contextual factors 

7.1 Introduction 

Agency is contextually enacted. The participants did not operate in isolation in their 

professional roles.  They were required to work in and with respect to their 

professional context with various parameters which enhanced or inhibited the 

emergence of agency.  This chapter gives an account of the impact of different context 

on the pedagogical learning of the participants.  Their ability to exercise agency within 

the parameters of particular contextual situations has been analysed. This theme has 

been depicted under the following sections: 

 School management context: Deployment of agency within managerial 

structures  

 Curricular context: Nature of transacting curriculum as enhancer or inhibitor 

of agency 

 Reform context: Negotiating agency within curricular changes  

7.2 School management context: Deployment of agency within managerial  

            structures  

The data showed that the professional development with respect to classroom practices 

of the participants was influenced in varying degrees by the school management. More 

particularly, the level of support they obtained was likely to affect their decision taking 

abilities and actions in the classroom situations. Henry had a sense of self-efficacy 

regarding his abilities to manage teaching and learning. However he mentioned that 

the school management proved to be supportive whenever he requested for support: 

 

 

 

 

 

Henry credited the school management for the complete freedom given to him 

pertaining to teaching and learning decisions: 

… normally I deal with matters concerning my classroom by myself, 

solving problems… classroom management …Now it comes to do 

things which are beyond my duties or requires intervention of people 

who are higher [in authority], then I seek the help of the management 

and I can say that I have always been well supported.                                                                                                                                               

                                                                                                    (LS1:11) 
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This was also the case of Nazim where the school management was fully supportive 

of his actions: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However, Nazim expressed his concern about the issue of indiscipline in prevocational 

classes and its impact on teaching and learning. He felt that the school management 

could put in place adequate strategies for the proper control and monitoring of 

students’ behaviour which could provide a more conducive teaching and learning 

environment: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The style of management tended to allow for some deployment of agency in some 

cases while in other cases it called for some form of compliance. The following 

statement of Jane clearly exemplified the impact of the management style as well as 

the school culture on teaching and learning at the level of her classroom: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

… we have 100% freedom and we feel free in our action and the student 

benefits from that. If we had restrictions, not to do this and that, we 

would have been stopped in whatever we thought of doing … if I am 

doing my class and I want to involve them in a game, I can freely take 

them out of the class to the playground.  

(LS1:7) 

we are free to decide of the way we want to conduct our classes, provided 

that we do our maximum for the students … In fact we had a change in 

the school management with the coming of a new Rector whom I found 

to encourage group work which motivate the learners. We had a meeting 

with her, where she mentioned that we need to look for ways to motivate 

students and strategies which could create interest in learning 

discouraging them to skip classes. Then we talked a bit on cooperative 

learning, etc. to motivate learners. I think that the management as well 

has a role to play. In my case the management motived me to do all these 

things. 

(NPS1:5) 

For me, the first barrier is indiscipline at school. I think that if the 

management finds some solutions to the problem of indiscipline, our 

work will be easier in class. With prevoc students, we waste a lot of time 

because of various behaviour problems and we are not able to go by our 

planning. 

 

 (NPS1:8) 

… the school was sold to a new management in 2011, the former 

management was very autocratic and we had to follow its rules. The new 

management gave us some rules in our classroom, to do some activities 

and all that. The problem is that it is a religious school, and they don’t 

do some activities such as music and drama which was working very 

well with the students to make them speak. Unfortunately now, it is not 

same as before. 

(CS1:5) 
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However, Jane did not allow managerial restrictions to impede on the teaching and 

learning of her domain. Being conscious of the importance of performing arts14 (drama 

and music) in developing the communication skills of her learners, she took the 

initiative to provide them with these learning experiences after school hours: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This form of agency was also exercised by Henry who showed the will to maximize 

the learning opportunities of his learners with respect to the Life Skills domain which 

includes History of Mauritius and Physical Education: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However such motives also involve some elements of risks and Rabia clearly 

mentioned that her level of decision taking remained within the boundaries of the 

school: 

 

 

 

 

 

Provision of resources to educators and learners vary from one school to another. 

Attention was drawn by the participants to the importance of the availability of 

facilities to implement the curriculum in its entirety. In Jane’s school, multiple pieces 

of hardware have been provided by the new management. However, this has been due 

to the forcefulness with which she made her request to be entertained:   

                                                           
14 Drama and music are part of the programme of study of the Communication Skills domain. 

it was last year that we moved to the new location where they try to 

impose the new rules. But we do it out of the school in private, since I 

like children and working in the prevocational I became more conscious 

about social work.  I also am in group in my locality helping deprived 

children, we do the drama there. I bring my students there for the drama 

festival and we participate. 

(CS1:5) 

I take initiatives during school holidays to have strolls in “Port Louis”, 

“Mahebourg”[Historical cities]…  and I deal with parents directly. As 

far as possible we do things which are different, like climbing 

mountain “Le Morne”. I am aware that during holidays, some children 

do not get the opportunity to have outings. So it is also an opportunity 

for me to offer them one or two activities during their holidays, we 

keep in touch and make them discover new things as well. That’s my 

personal initiative. 

(LS1:5) 

… for me, decisions taking concerns mainly my class, like equipment 

and all, but if ever there are activities outside school,  I won’t take any 

responsibility…  

  (NPS2:7) 
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For Devina, lack of adequate material resources even had an effect on assessment 

practices. Nonetheless, that did not prevent her from taking initiatives in order to 

facilitate the access of her students to the required materials in order to carry out 

assessment tasks in the optimum condition:   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In contrast to Devina who exercised some degree of agency, Sarita, seemed to adopt a 

passive attitude by not attempting to adapt her teaching as per available resources. For 

her, the onus to provide resources to implement the curriculum was the sole 

responsibility of the school management: 

 

 

 

 

 

The participants stressed on the freedom that they are given by the management to 

operate in the prevocational stream. They clearly attributed this flexible approach on 

part of the management to the degree of trust on the team of educators to effectively 

manage the teaching and learning of prevocational learners: 

 

Now that I know what the curriculum is about, [and] I am also aware of 

the financial support from the Ministry as well; I can go to the 

management and ask for the material. I know what is in the curriculum, 

so I can go and impose on the management that the student must do 

that.  For example students should be allowed to have access to those 

specialist rooms but long ago it wouldn’t have been possible even to 

bring them to the computer lab to check the internet.  

(CS1:9) 

Even for assessment the lack of materials creates problems. For 

example, now I have to complete an assessment task where each student 

has to construct the model of a house. I lack the resources and that 

makes my job difficult. But what I normally do is I try to look for cheap 

materials or scrap materials like boxes and used papers to help the 

students complete the task and not be penalized because the school is 

not providing resources.                                                                                                     

                                                                                                   (LS2:11) 

What can I do? If the school does not provide the materials needed to 

teach some chapters, what should I bother? I can’t buy these with my 

money. I do the class without the materials.  

(CS2:4) 
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The participants demonstrated their capacity to act purposefully and constructively as 

a team to contribute to the smooth running of the prevocational department.  This 

shared responsibility denotes some form of collaborative agency which also accounts 

for the trust bestowed on them by the management. Bertrand added that the reason for 

the freedom and trust given to him to deal with his pedagogical practices is that the 

management is not really conversant with the teaching and learning at prevocational 

education level.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

He further pinpointed to the carefree attitude adopted by the management with respect 

to the prevocational stream:   

 

 

 

The development of schemes of work remains prime for educators to document their 

planning of teaching and learning activities and in order to be in compliance with 

school pedagogical practices and external inspection. However, it appears that in some 

instances the prevocational stream is given certain level of flexibility owing to its 

particular characteristics as outlined by Nazim:  

We have got a good team [in the prevocational department]. We have 

been together for a long time and we can be trusted, not to say we have 

the power. For example if we are told to do something, we know why 

we have been told to do so as they are aware that we can do it well in 

our own ways. 

                                                                                  (LS1:8) 

 

… at school, we have a group of teachers [and] we are responsible for 

the department and the management told us to take care of the 

department. So what we do is we talked among ourselves, we did things 

for the benefits of everyone for example someone being absent, there 

will be someone who will be responsible for that; there is no need to go 

to management to tell that there is someone who is absent, already a 

colleague has been allocated to do so.  We do things so that at the end 

of the day the pupils get what they expected to get from us.  There is lot 

of collaboration.  

                                                                                                 (LTS1:5) 

… management don’t come in my class for checks, the Rector as well. 

I am the one who decides what topic I want to do. All decisions are 

mine. Exams papers as well, it’s me, because it [the management] will 

allow me to do what I want. 

(LTS2:5) 

 

The problem is that the management doesn’t know anything about the 

prevocational stream, it just knows that I am good in this sector. 

(LTS2:9) 

… for the management, the prevocational department is a department 

where there is no need for students to pass, so they don’t care.  

                                                                                (LTS2:10) 
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Nazim also highlighted that the flexibility of action in prevocational teaching is not an 

acquired way of work, but rather this has to be discussed with the management 

exposing the classroom realities and providing a proper rationale for not following 

planned work: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Raj on his part, even being an experienced educator like Nazim, found it appropriate 

to maintain a certain level of rigidity in his execution of planned work to remain in 

compliance with the management: 

 

 

 

 

Rabia took certain decisions to change her planned work, but which was done in a 

minimal way so as not to divert too much from her planned work as this is subject to 

monitoring by the Rector and the inspectorate. So, she adopted a similar compliant 

approach to the teaching and learning at her class level like Raj:   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In fact there is a system of planning, but it is not necessary to go by it, 

mainly in the prevocational stream. We can carry out the planned 

activity later, let’s say in the next week if we are not able to complete 

it. 

                (NPS1:4) 

… it’s us who work with the students and it’s us who know the level 

of these students. For me, the management can say to do some kind of 

things, but I would know with regards to the ability level of my 

students that it would not work … I meet the Rector and tell her that 

things to be done can be written down on documents, but in practice, 

in class it does not work mainly with prevocational students. Then at 

times she tries to change my way of thinking, but usually in most cases, 

she listens to prevoc educators and understands that prevoc students 

are different from mainstream students.   

     (NPS1:6) 

…  in the sense like when I get pressure from the upper hand, ie the 

management., you got to be strict to go on the path, you can’t go here 

and there as there is the book itself. You cannot swap to learning things.  

(LTS1:6) 

Along with the scheme of work, the Rector also checks the record of 

work. We insert all chapters that we did along with the dates and 

whether they have been completed, and dates when tests are scheduled 

(NPS2:10) 

 

We have a scheme of work to follow [but] I will rather think of my 

students and for example I planned to do multiplication  then I changed 

it to area. But then I make sure that I have inserted notes in the scheme 

of work to explain the change. There is always the possibility for the 

Rector to check the plan or we also have at times the visit of inspectors. 

They do take note of the things that I have done and whether they 

match what is on paper.   

                                                                                                 (NPS2:9) 
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The Heads of Department of the Prevocational stream also played an influential role 

on what had to be completed in class. They tended to adopt a compliant approach to 

the running of the prevocational department and so expected the educators under their 

responsibility to adopt the same modus operandi as related by Rabia who seemed to 

be restricted by the agentic moves of her Head of Department: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Devina attempted to adopt a mutual adaptation approach to the implementation of the 

curriculum, but ultimately was expected to stay in the line: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

She was constrained in her agentic moves when she attempted to do things differently 

because this was inconsistent with the viewpoint of the Head of Department who was 

more in line with maintaining the status quo. The effort of Devina to take decisions 

for the effective teaching and learning of prevocational learners was clearly resonant. 

However the state of affairs which restricted her enactment of agency left a sense of 

helplessness and even of guilt towards students as expressed by her:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There is an activity in the book which requires visiting other 

departments. However before taking my students to other classes, I 

need to request the permission of my Head who has in turn to request 

permission from the Rector as it involves other departments. I really 

wanted to carry out this activity, but as we were in the third term, my 

Head told me that we will be late to complete the work as it will take 

a whole day and that she will need to take the permission from the 

Rector and the HoDs of all other departments which we need to visit 

and because of that, she did not find it important to carry out the 

activity.  

                                                                                                (NPS2:7) 

 

The Year III textbook is complicated, it is too bulky with lots of reading 

and writing. Maybe in other schools the students are able to read and 

understand, but for me it is very difficult. For example at this time I have 

three more chapters to complete and I have mentioned to the Head of 

Department that I will not be able to complete all as I cannot just keep 

on talking in class without any learning taking place. But she clearly told 

me that I need to complete the syllabus.  

(LS2: 14) 

As at now, my HoD has prevented me from doing Physical Education 

[a component of Life Skills] and I feel that this is really wrong, I feel 

deep culpability because at the MIE, we have learnt about activities 

which promotes team work, collaboration among students. These are 

things which I have been prevented from doing, but which I find to be 

important in Life Skills.   

(LS2:12) 
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But Devina did not adopt a passive attitude to her feeling of helplessness with respect 

to the unsupportive attitude of her immediate Head. She attempted to optimize her 

teaching experiences and the learning experiences of her learners by negotiating 

directly with the management: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The skill of negotiation was also demonstrated by the more experienced participants. 

Nazim clearly pointed out to his years of experience which enabled him to negotiate 

with the management: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Henry also related the benefit of proper negotiation. For him negotiation was the right 

way and more appropriate instead of challenging the management to solve problematic 

situations: 

 

 

 

 
 

The ability to negotiate is an exhibition of teachers who have agency. They do not just 

respond passively to teaching and learning conditions, but are aware of their roles as 

teachers and try to turn situations to their advantage. It was their unique close insider 

status to their context that enabled them to formulate pedagogical arguments to 

negotiate with management. 

 

My problem is that when the Head of Department does not take your 

point of view into consideration. She is the Head, whatever she says 

should be it. Then I try to find solutions by talking to colleagues, but 

when I find that they back out, I realize that the only way is through the 

management. I negotiate with the management expressing what I want 

to do with students and that I would take all responsibilities. When I get 

the green light from the management and I actually complete with 

success what I wanted, the HoD then also changes her attitude and 

acknowledges my good job. 

                                                                                                    (LS2:11)  

… if I find that what the management is planning for the prevoc students, 

will not suit them, now with experience I find that I can voice out and 

say that it would not work with the prevocational learners. At times even 

if the management does not agree to what I say, I tend to adopt a more 

flexible approach such that what they have said is done partly and what 

I want to do also is integrated, a 50-50 agreement. 

(NPS1:10) 

… rather negotiation, challenge no. In some cases there are decisions 

that are taken to which we need to abide, we cannot change them. But, 

through negotiations I try to look for ways to find a better way to solve 

a problem.  

(LS1:8) 
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7.3 Curricular context: Nature of transacting curriculum as enhancer or  

            inhibitor of agency 

In Chapter 5, the first steps of the participants in prevocational teaching were 

documented. It was found that some domains of teaching offered leverage for the 

participants in deploying their knowledge and skills acquired from own schooling, 

past work experiences and qualifications to their transacting practice during their 

initial days of teaching while other areas were constraining in terms of transferability 

of content knowledge. So, the curriculum served as an enhancer for some and as an 

inhibitor for others in dealing with their initial teaching days. 

This section further investigates the current professional learning routes of the 

participants in relation to their transacting curriculum. The interest that the domain of 

teaching exhibits from the perspectives of the participants, contributes in sustaining 

the motivation of the participants to continue learning as they progress in their 

practice.   This was particularly the case of Raj who taught the Livelihood and Trade 

Skills: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bertrand also taught the same domain, but was not fully conversant with all the areas 

of learning included. He however showed the drive to develop his proficiency in these 

areas owing to their appealing nature:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The subject areas are different as compared to old times. The subject 

area matters a lot. I have seen colleagues having quite some difficulties 

teaching the main subjects such as English and French as the pupils are 

fed up as well as them. They also wanted to change for something new 

and this [Livelihood and Trade Skills] is something new. For me, it also 

pushes me to learn more. 

(LTS1:2) 

The practical part of it [in wood and metal trades] and entrepreneurial 

skills are all right. It is of technical nature and easy. But cookery for me, 

it is a bit difficult.                                                                                                     

                                                                                    (LTS2:3) 

 

I was requested to teach another domain, but no, I really loved teaching 

it [Livelihood and Trade Skills] even if you take the cookery part with 

which I am not so at ease, it is very interesting. It is a subject that is not 

boring, I like learning it.                                                                                           

                                                                                    (LTS2:7) 
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Devina was never exposed to the domain of Life Skills before actually starting to teach 

it. Gradually she started developing affinity with the domain of Life Skills because she 

realised with time the importance of such an area of teaching and learning for learners: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For Rabia, initially, the content of the Numeracy and Problem Solving Skills domain 

was only about mathematics and science concepts which she did during her schooling 

days. She thought that she could transfer her own learning as a student to the teaching 

of prevocational learners, but was overwhelmed by the mismatch between her 

conception of the subject and the actual practice. However she showed the diligence 

to cultivate her proficiency and gradually developed ownership of this domain. This 

was mainly due to the new perspective that the domain offered in terms of content to 

both students and her: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The participants adopted various routes to develop their proficiency and in many cases 

their patterns of learning tended to be impacted by the nature of their transacting 

curriculum, both in terms of its content and the mode to deliver same. Raj exhibited 

his determination to acquire knowledge and skills by adopting a learn by doing and 

experiential approach: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Life Skills include emotional management and that’s very important 

and it’s through this that I have been able to identify and understand the 

problems that my prevoc students have.  

(LS2:3)  

 

Somewhat I can say that Life Skills is a very important subject and I 

think that it should not only be meant for prevoc, but for the mainstream 

as well, and as from the primary too … there are areas like conflict 

resolution and activities like respiration, etc. which help to transform 

students … through Life Skills and by the way I talk to my students, I 

have been able to identify cases of sexual abuse and beaten children 

[and] we have at school level to help the these students. 

                                                                                      (LS2:4) 

… I had my maths and science from the HSC and I tried to use that 

knowledge to teach. [However] in prevoc, the science we do, it is not 

about chemistry or biology, it’s about the environment, what is all 

around us. This was new but something which I found important for my 

students and it was a pleasure learning the new things, not the traditional 

boring things. I like the Numeracy and Problem Solving Skills domain.  

(NPS2:3) 

In the technical field, if you are not self-motivated, you cannot progress. 

For technical studies you cannot learn by books, you got to be reactive, 

doing by yourself and understand what’s going on, how things work, 

learn by doing.  

                                                                                    (LTS1:6) 
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Rabia taught science which was one of the areas of learning in Numeracy and Problem 

Solving Skills domain and which called for the consultation of and drawing from a 

wide range of literature to build up one’s knowledge and skills apart from 

experimentation. She developed the penchant for reading right from her schooling 

days and that helped in her capacity building: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jane developed the proficiency of teaching the Communication Skills across the years 

and for her, having to deal with areas pertaining to performing arts like drama and 

singing as media to communicate brings in a dynamic aspect to her work and 

continuous professional development: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Devina had no proper induction into the world of prevocational education when she 

joined the profession. For her, teaching the content of the Life Skills domain was in 

itself a way to improve her skills to deal with her clientele, that is, prevocational 

students: 

 

 

 

 

 

Through the teaching of the Life Skills domain, participants achieved proficiency not 

only in terms of cognitive gain, but it proved to be a potent source for developing other 

abilities.  Devina was able to improve her affective competencies as concerns self-

management of emotions: 

At Form 5 level I did English and Urdu and I always liked reading 

books. When I did General Paper at A –Level, I also read a lot of books 

on “nature” and that helps me a lot today.  You know science is not only 

about doing experiments, but also there is a lot in books to learn and I 

like reading.  

                                                                                   (NPS2:4) 

I am now at ease to teach Communication skills, I have learnt a lot 

across the years. But when you have things like drama, songs, slams in 

Communication Skills, it makes its teaching more interesting and for 

me there is always something to learn, different as well. It is not only 

about grammar, vocabulary, sentence construction. 

(CS1:10) 

… the experience I gained [teaching Life Skills] is very important for 

myself. I can understand my students and deal with them better. They 

do not come from rich families, they have problems. They need 

affection.  

(LS2:7)  
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For Henry, through the teaching of Life Skills, he was able to develop his management 

skills: 

 
 

 

 

 

Henry also dwelt on his role as a Life Skills Educator. For him, the issues which he 

had to address called for an extension of his duties to a parenting role:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Devina also highlighted the sensitive nature of some areas of this domain of learning 

and the challenge it was to teach these to prevocational learners: 

 

 

 

 

The implementation of the content knowledge of the different domains of learning 

called for the selection of some particular types of strategies as well as for some 

adaptation owing to their specific nature. Method is as important as content, what the 

children learn is as important as how they learn. In the prevocational context, this 

becomes more significant as expressed by Jane and Rabia: 

I am a hot tempered person, I get angry easily. Earlier I used to talk to 

my Head of Department on a very different tone when she doesn’t agree 

to things which I want to do. But in Life Skills there are negotiation 

skills which allows me tone down my voice and listen to her views. If 

you can use the right words, things will happen.  

(LS2:11) 

 

… at times you need to have a fight with yourself, with your emotions. 

We are human beings after all. It was very difficult for me because I 

had a lot of family problems and my parents were ill. Earlier I came to 

school with a disturbed mind and I was not able to take challenges. But 

when you work on Life Skills, it motivates you and helps you with your 

emotions. Now when I step in the school, I don’t carry with me my 

family problems.  

(LS2:16) 

 

There is the topic on Goal Setting, where we have to do Smart Analysis. 

But I realised that it benefitted me personally. I got to know how to deal 

with people, what’s time management, what are projects that need to be 

presented, and similar things.  

(LS1:4) 

… in fact when the child is in front of me, I find myself like a father, I 

am the one that matters for all according to them. When I have to 

address issues of drug addiction, synthetic drugs, I am more at ease in 

the role of a father in guiding them. 

(LS1:2) 

… there are areas like personal growth, more precisely on 

menstruation. When the students mention this to their parents, they are 

not happy because for them, we are talking about it in front of boys.  

                                                                                     (LS2:3) 
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Nazim clearly illustrated the practice of adjusting teaching strategies in order to 

enhance understanding of mathematical concepts15:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The motivation to get engaged with such type of pedagogical practices illustrates the 

enactment of certain level of agency. Rabia also adopted a concurrent approach in an 

attempt to enhance the learning of her students: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For the teaching of Life Skills which involves the development of the learner’s socio-

emotional skills, adopting the right strategies becomes important to impart such non-

tangible objectives. In such cases, school experiences must relate to real life 

experience and make meaning for the child. Devina articulated the outcomes of taking 

such initiatives in her pedagogical practices:  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
15 Mathematical concepts are integral part of the teaching of functional numeracy within the Numeracy and 

Problem Solving Skills domain. 

… now I am at ease with the type of students I am teaching, I know how 

to deal with them, and that is what is helpful to me as it’s quite simple, 

I mean the content of prevoc studies is simple compared to when you 

teach main stream at higher levels. But, it’s the way on how to deliver 

the lesson that is important with these students. … the teaching itself is 

different.  The concepts remain the same but it depends who are in front 

of you, your clientele, their upbringing and all.  

(NPS2:11) 

If I am working on multiplication tables, it is difficult for the students 

to learn these by heart. Then I have to proceed differently. I use 

addition to teach multiplication. Even for division,  I use substraction. 

I do face some difficulties proceeding that way in the sense that it takes 

more time. In the exams I noticed that they were able to get the correct 

answers. At times we need to look for ways to help students to make 

it. 

(NPS1:2) 

For maths, to start with multiplication table, we have to make 

everything in large. I ask students to do some individual classwork 

first and then in groups I request them to produce tables on Bristol card 

which we stick on the walls. Then students who have not been able to 

learn it well, I find them in front the Bristol cards trying to learn. That 

works and at times with their friends as well.  

                                                                                 (NPS2:7) 

 

I did the school-community project which involved “A visit to a home”. 

It had an effect on my students. They wanted togo and visit the elderly 

persons again. Students who had a hostile attitude towards me changed 

their behavior completely. Towards me, that’s another respect.  

(LS2:12) 
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One common learning difficulty of prevocational learners is to be able to properly read 

and write. So in terms of assessment practices as well, the participants needed to devise 

appropriate strategies to overcome the linguistic barrier and assess the competencies 

of the subject matter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Even if it is generally recognised that learners must be provided with alternative routes 

to success, the deployment of certain form of agency with respect to work attitude and 

dealing with learners did not always find consensus among educators as exemplified 

below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Based on the nature of the different domains of learning, the deployment of specific 

resources and provision of certain facilities are necessary. Such a condition provides 

the appropriate environment for the integral implementation of the content knowledge. 

Rabia who taught science as a component of the Numeracy and Problem Solving Skills 

domain, found it appropriate to use the school facilities which were mainly used for 

the mainstream students:  

 

 

 

 

 

Most of the time when I give tests on the board, I get blank answer sheets. 

There are students who cannot even write their names. So what I do is I 

insert the questions on board in English of course but I also explain these 

in French or Kreol. I also commonly insert symbols near the texts for 

students to get hints and also request them to draw instead just of giving 

answers in words. 

                                                                                                       (LS2:4)  

 

In Communication skills I have to assess the linguistic competencies of 

the students ... But I do not rely solely on written tests. I know they can 

say well what they cannot write and act things well that they can’t 

express. So why not assess them orally and assess them through drama 

and role plays, these are other ways of communicating.           

(CS1:8) 

… when I started I did not have that motherly affection, but now I find 

that there is some form of attachment with my students. But what’s 

unfortunate is that my colleagues tell me that I should not be so 

emotionally attached to my students, something which I can’t avoid 

being a Life Skills educator. That’s the only way that I can get the trust 

of my students, it is a give and take. But my colleagues are not happy 

with that. 

  (LS2:7) 

In our school, we have an integrated approach which means that my 

students can use the mainstream facilities like the library and science 

lab. However I have to make formal requests to the Heads. If I need 

equipment I can fetch them from the lab and bring in class, but if I need 

to use the lab itself, I need to be careful. At times we need two teachers 

to avoid students damaging their equipment.  

(NPS2:5) 
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As Rabia mentioned they could not really claim ownership of these facilities and she 

needed to take measures for the safeguard of the equipment. However, the additional 

responsibility that she had to carry did not prevent her from taking the initiatives to 

maximize the learning experiences of her students.  

Raj teaches the Livelihood and Trade Skills domain, for which materials and 

equipment are prerequisite resources. However he did face difficulties in securing the 

necessary resources from the school: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So Raj did not adopt a passive attitude to the non-availability of resources. He 

deployed agency by taking interim measures to allow his students to be exposed to a 

wider spectrum of learning which otherwise would not have been possible. Devina on 

her part, faced difficulties in transferring her acquired knowledge and skills from her 

training to the actual teaching at her classroom level owing to lack of infrastructural 

amenities: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Just as Raj and Rabia, Devina also overcame the constraints in the teaching and 

learning of her domain by initiating appropriate actions. However some limitations 

remained beyond her control, like the capacity of students to purchase appropriate 

personal accessories: 

You know I can’t just teach the theory part of woodwork and 

metalwork. I have to also conduct practical classes. Despite my several 

requests, the management has not been able to provide the department 

with a proper workshop and tools. But prevoc students like having 

practicals. That is interesting for them. What I did is that I converted 

my classroom into a mini workshop. I brought some tools from home 

and for materials for students to use, I requested my colleagues, not 

only from the prevoc department but the mainstream colleagues as 

well, to make a [financial] contribution.   

                                                                                                 (LTS1:5) 

We do have difficulties in the teaching of Life Skills. Look we have 

learnt many things at the MIE, but we cannot really implement all in 

our schools. For example in P.E [Physical Education], we learnt how to 

impart language skills like learning words as catching, running as it is a 

different way to learn languages. But in my school it is difficult to 

implement P.E because we don’t even have a proper yard. But what was 

possible for me to do was to get the permission from the Priest who was 

responsible of a nearby social hall to carry out some P.E classes there. 

(LS2:2) 
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So from the participants’ narratives it could be seen that the nature of the different 

domains of learning impacted on their respective pedagogical practices where they 

were required to adjust teaching strategies and deploy specific resources while at the 

same time being conscious and cautious of the sensitive nature of teaching in the 

prevocational context. The curriculum context offered a site of inquiry and experience 

which assisted in the development of some form of agency. It appeared that the more 

they were willing to open up to the possibilities for transformation and 

experimentation, the more they gained in agentic abilities. 

7.4 Reform context: Negotiating agency within curricular changes  

Prevocational education in Mauritius witnessed two major curricular reforms over the 

years. In January 2012, a new curriculum based on the four key domains of learning 

namely, Communication skills, Numeracy and Problem Solving skills, Life Skills and 

Livelihood and Trade Skills was implemented. After this major curricular change, the 

prevocational sector was required to reinvent itself again with the advent of the new 

Government policy on “Nine year continuous basic education”. Within this new 

structure, the Prevocational stream would be replaced by the “Extended stream” with 

a gradual phasing out of the former till 2020 (Ministry of Education and Human 

Resources, Tertiary Education and Scientific Research, 2016). Data revealed that the 

fast changing educational set up affected the practice and professional development of 

the participants requiring them to be able and willing to cope with the challenges of 

change. 

Concerning the reform in 2012, Raj recognised his role to increasingly act as an agent 

of change following the changes in curricular policy. He was willing to change from 

inside while meeting external demands despite not being personally agreeable to the 

change: 

When we do P.E, we need proper shoes and sports dress for safety. But 

unfortunately my students don’t even have the money to buy a 50 rupee 

short. But as they like doing P.E they don’t find it a problem performing 

in their school uniforms itself. However I have the restriction of the 

management and based on safety issues, they told me that it is preferable 

to avoid doing P.E. 

  (LS2:3) 
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Some participants expressed their difficulty to implement the domain-wise teaching 

which was a new way of work as compared to the strictly subject teaching. Henry 

described his confusion on the way to teach the various areas of learning included in 

the domain of Life Skills as there was still the predisposition to reproduce the past 

pattern of teaching.  

 

 

 

 

 

However, even striving to achieve agency within the reform, Henry was convinced of 

the intent and benefits of the new programme of study to the prevocational learners 

and showed the will to implement it in its entirety: 

 

 

 

 

 

Mirroring the statement of Henry, Bertrand conformed to the new curriculum 

especially viewing the profile of his learners and was conscious of the transitional 

dispositions he would be required to go through: 

 

 

 

 

 

For Jane, although she displayed personal attribute, the lack of cohesion in collegial 

interactions affected the integral implementation of the new curriculum:  

 

I was not in favour of the government policy, but you can’t say much 

about it.  It was a policy decision. We needed to teach as per the 

curriculum, and the success of the reform was on us. We needed to 

change our way of work, we are teachers after all we cannot stick to 

our routine kind of work always.     

(LTS1:5) 

In the beginning, it was difficult to get a real sense of how to dissociate 

domain teaching from subject teaching. There are various areas in Life 

Skills, when to do what? I had a bit of a mixed feeling on how to deal 

with such a way of operating. 

(LS1:7) 

Let’s put it this way. Priority remains the students. It’s true that I did 

not understand the why of Life Skills at start, but gradually I got it and 

I think that that’s important in a curriculum, we need to do Life Skills 

mostly because of the profile of my students. Because of that I was 

ready to teach everything that is in it. 

(LS1:7)  

At start, I was not ready when the reform came. But slowly I was able 

to make it. It required some changes in my way of working. I liked the 

new curriculum because it is in line with the kind of students we are 

engaged with. 

(LTS2:6) 
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In this case, the relational characteristic of agency was not demonstrated as there was 

no collaboration among peers which could have potentially contributed to their work 

as a community of practice working towards a shared instructional understanding and 

practice. 

With respect to the policy on “Nine year continuous basic education”, participants 

expressed their apprehensions in the wake of the gradual phasing in of the Extended 

Programme. Such a state of affairs appeared to be largely due to the lack of information 

transmitted to them about the provisions of the curricular reform as articulated by the 

participants: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

In fact from their statements, it appeared that some of the participants were not aware 

of some major pillars of the reform of the Nine year continuous basic education even 

if information was readily available in official documents. On one hand, this can be 

explained by the lack of agency on their part to look for information which is of deep 

relevance to their practice. Looking at it the other way round, it can also be assumed 

I have heard lots of things but nothing really concrete to what is going 

to happen to them [prevocational students]. I know there are 

documents explaining these but …    

                         (CS1:6) 

 

Well, clearly with the Nine Year Schooling, I don’t have any idea up 

to now what will happen to students of the prevoc. What I understood 

is that it will be called an extended class and that they will learn the 

same subject areas as the mainstream students but instead of 

completing the programme in 3 years, they will do it in 4 years.  

(NPS1:5)                                  

                                                                                               

We do not also have any info whether they will be working on the same 

syllabus as that of the mainstream.                                                                                                   

                (LS1:7) 

 

… on our part, we don’t know what will the syllabus be and what 

structure it will have … actually it is not clear, we are getting some 

information but it is still not clear.   

         (NPS2:8) 

… the domain teaching was not really a problem, as each teacher is 

responsible for a domain and I was responsible for my domain.  When I 

needed a help for example from a maths teacher, I would go to him, but 

for me get content information that’s all, and not to get part of the 

project.   What was difficult for me was the integrated approach as you 

have to deal with other teachers and most of them was not willing to do 

it and we did not do it as we cannot do a project without the involvement 

of each one.  

(CS1:6) 
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that this is a form of agency deployment to manifest their resistance to educational 

change. 

Nazim and Henry voiced their concern regarding the suitability of the new programme 

of study to the prevocational students. This was due to their familiarity with the 

strengths and weaknesses of these learners.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However Bertrand did not have a concurrent appraisal of the impact of the reform on 

his students. He showed some appreciation of its benefits to them in the long run 

viewing their specific profile: 

 

 

 

 

 

Agency can be seen here to be manifested by the ability of the participants to engage 

in discourses related to the curricular changes. They assert their expertise and agency 

on the basis of their knowledge of the field and profile of learners built through 

experiential learning. This can further be observed in the statement of Raj who also 

expressed his concern about the mismatch that exists between the new curricular 

provisions and learner profile: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For me, at this moment it looks a bit difficult, mainly the curriculum. I think 

it has to be more adapted to slow learners. I fear that they might not succeed.

           (NPS1:5)  

 

… my apprehension is with respect to our prevoc students and knowing 

their profile, even giving them 4 years instead of three years I don’t think 

we will be able to cover the syllabus … If it is the same syllabus, it would 

be difficult for our prevoc students to achieve what is expected even after 

four years.                                                                                                            

                                                                                                           (LS1:7) 

Nine year schooling! I find it appropriate for the profile of prevoc students, 

but not for the existing ones, but those students having similar prevoc 

profile coming in the future. I think that with the remedial education put in 

place at the primary level, in 3 to 4 years, students that we will get in the 

extended stream will not be the same as those we have now. They will be 

better equipped to cope with secondary school studies.  

(LTS2 :6) 

 

I don’t see much difference in that because the types of pupils are the same, 

but compared to the prevoc, it was much better in terms of teaching and 

the book itself but now [with the phasing in of the new reform], it is more 

bulky to say as such due to the different areas of learning and the pupils 

will get confused going through different subject areas.  Before in the 

domain teaching, they were linked and when they did something they 

could link it so it was better for them and us.   

       (LTS1:5) 
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Teachers locate themselves and construct their identity based on their understanding 

of who they are within their professional context. However participants showed sign 

of anxieties concerning their status of work, mainly because of the lack of information 

related to the modalities of their duties and roles in the reform:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On their part Rabia and Bertrand adopted a compliant approach, not seeming to 

interrogate the impact of the implementation of the reform on their professional 

practices: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So it appeared that the practices of the participants were framed by professional 

discourses generated by the curricular reform which in some cases promoted 

professional agency and in other cases restricted it. In cases where agency was 

constrained, participants seemed to adopt a compliant approach because of a sense of 

powerlessness with regards to influencing the curricular policy. 

Amidst their dilemmas, participants displayed some form of optimism or contingency 

attitude as to their capacity to implement the provisions of the reform:   

Up to now, there are some apprehensions. We are still not sure because 

when we have meetings with the Ministry, we are told that we will be the 

ones teaching the extended classes, but when we had a meeting with 

teachers, we understood that it will be mainstream teachers who will be 

involved. So as at now I have some worries as we don’t know what will 

happen to us.                                                                                  

                                                                                          (NPS1:6) 

 

Firstly with this nine year schooling I am in the dark, I don’t even know 

what will be my [professional] situation. Even the Minister told us that we 

will not lose our job, that’s ok, but what will be expected of us. 

(LS2:14) 

In fact, we are going with the flow. There are things which have been 

decided according to the new policies by the government and we will have 

to apply them.  

(NPS2:8) 

 

Unfortunately, our position in the reform is that we cannot change 

anything.  As far as possible we will try to change. There are factors which 

are beyond our control which impact on our work as teachers. So it will be 

difficult to implement things as per our own philosophy [of teaching]. We 

will have to work as we are told to do so. 

(LTS2:8) 
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The participants were conscious of the impact of the new policy on their own learning. 

Jane and Bertrand expressed the need to extend their understanding of their content 

knowledge to cope with the demands of their expected roles in the reform: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The participants along with expressing their apprehensions, also acknowledged the 

prospects with respect to their continuous professional development in the wake of the 

implementation of the major curricular reform based on the Nine Year Continuous 

Basic Education. Henry and Rabia showed motivation to align their future learning 

routes to the construction of their new professional situation:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The new reform will somewhat be a challenge for us. We will need to do 

our best for the students to succeed. There is much to do and we will need 

to invest all our time and effort in it. It will be difficult, a challenge for us, 

but we are ready to face it and sure to succeed.  

(LS1:8) 

 

… just as the Ministry has said, we need to make the students as good as 

those in the mainstream. The work will remain more or less the same, 

maybe a bit more. We will use our strategies, our way of teaching to allow 

students to achieve the required level. 

(NPS2:8)   

Well, the problem that I found is that I am used to this curriculum, I have 

learnt it and now things are going to change so I have to reform myself again. 

That is the only problem and I know that the students will be the same i.e. 

the same learning difficulties. Only I would have to learn other contents to 

teach them.  The strategy will be the same I guess, but anyway the teaching 

will keep changing as it is dynamic in this sense. 

(CS1:7) 

 

This year, when I looked back at my teaching of Livelihood and Trade skills, 

it was better. So next year I will try to progress again. However it is sad that 

the prevoc will change, I nearly mastered the curriculum. Now with the 

reform, I know that I will need to continue learning and maybe totally new 

things. 

(LTS2:8) 

With the new policy, the curriculum will change. I know there will be new 

things to learn and that there will be training programmes which will 

include these. Career wise as well I think there will be opportunities to 

upgrade our qualifications. This will certainly help me to progress in my 

teaching. 

(LS1:9) 

 

We will need new training to assist us help students of the extended stream 

and work along mainstream teachers. With the reform I think there will be 

training on remedial education or training in subject specialism, why not, 

to teach mainstream students.  

(NPS2:10) 
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Jane and Nazim, on their part, instead of waiting for new training programmes to be 

offered by the authority to support the implementation of the new curriculum, took 

anticipated actions by embarking on courses which could enhance their preparedness 

to fit possible future professional roles. This decision was triggered by the curricular 

reform and the associated uncertainties: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As a conclusion to this section it seems that teacher agency is significantly constructed 

by the changes in curriculum and in the middle of dilemmas of professional 

pedagogical activities. 

7.5 Summary and initial findings 

This chapter analysed the ability of the participants to exercise agency within the 

parameters of particular contextual situations which were the school management, the 

nature of the transacting curriculum and curriculum change.   

The professional development of the participants as pertains to pedagogical practices 

were seen to be influenced by the school management. The style of management or 

leadership tended to allow for some deployment of agency in some cases while in 

other cases it called for some form of compliance. In some cases participants were 

given complete freedom to manage the teaching and learning at the level of their 

classes. This promoted the achievement of agency where the participants exercised 

flexibility in their approaches. Some form of collaborative agency was also evident 

where participants demonstrated their capacity to act purposefully and constructively 

as a team when freedom was given by management to run the prevocational 

department. However it is to be highlighted that the flexibility of action in 

prevocational teaching was not always an acquired way of work, but rather had to be 

For the PGCE it is mostly for the system, mainly for the nine year 

schooling, that what I thought I could do right now because the prevoc 

is changing and I know that I must keep on going. I know that the 

extended stream will be same as the mainstream but in an extended 

form, so I will continue in the path of the main stream for the PGCE 

right now because I know I am qualified for that and I can be teaching 

English language. I don’t know what there will be in the future, so just 

for the time being to be qualified to teach English.    

(CS1:8) 

 

At start I did my BSc in Maths for my work as a prevoc educator. I 

don’t know with the reform, in the future what will happen to us. So in 

case I will need to shift to the mainstream, at least I would have an 

undergraduate degree.  

(NPS1:10) 
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negotiated. The ability to negotiate is an exhibition of teachers who have agency. They 

do not just respond passively to teaching and learning conditions, but are aware of 

their roles as teachers and try to turn things to their advantage.  

The participants adopted various routes to develop their proficiency and were 

influenced by the nature of their transacting curriculum which offered the opportunity 

to demonstrate agentic capacity in some cases and which was restrictive in other cases. 

The interest that the domain of teaching exhibited, contributed in sustaining their 

motivation to continuously develop their proficiency. Others developed the affinity to 

teach and learn certain domains because they realised the importance of exposing such 

areas to learners. The implementation of the content knowledge of the different 

domains of learning called for the selection and adaptation of some particular types of 

strategies owing to their specific nature. The sensitive nature of some areas of learning 

was also highlighted where participants had to reinvent themselves to meet the 

challenge of teaching these to prevocational learners. The motivation shown to engage 

with such type of pedagogical practices illustrated the enactment of a certain level of 

agency.  

The fast changing educational set up affected the practice and professional 

development of the participants requiring them to cope with the challenges of change. 

Even if they strived to achieve agency within the reform, participants who were 

convinced of the benefits of the new programme of study to learners, showed the 

determination to implement it in its entirety.  Collaborative endeavours, characterising 

relational agency, were felt necessary to contribute to the development of a community 

of practice working towards a shared instructional understanding and practice of the 

reform. Agency was also found to be manifested by the ability of the participants to 

engage in discourses related to the curricular changes based on their experiences 

gathered working with prevocational learners. The lack of information on the 

modalities of the new reforms created a lot of apprehensions. In this sense it also 

seemed that teacher agency could be significantly constructed in the middle of 

dilemmas of professional situation. The participants were conscious of the impact of 

the new policy on their own learning. They were aware of their part in their 

professional growth by aligning their learning choices to the curricular changes to 
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improve their preparedness to fit in their new professional situation. These are 

characteristics of teachers who exercise agency. 

In the next chapter, the findings of the study as presented in Chapters 5, 6 and 7 are 

discussed further with reference to the body of literature. 
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Chapter Eight: Discussion 

8.1 Introduction 

This chapter interprets and discusses the significant findings of the study in 

juxtaposition to concepts identified in the literature chapter, along with a critical 

analysis and extension of the possible meanings and implications related to agency. 

The four research questions which guided the study were: 

1) What are the learning processes and resources which are deployed by educators 

in the enactment of the prevocational curriculum and how do these contribute to 

their professional development? 

2) What agentic factors limit, change or promote the learning processes of 

prevocational educators in the enactment of the curriculum? 

3) How is professional agency of prevocational educators constructed in the context 

of their professional development within the context of curricular change? 

4) In what ways can the professional development of prevocational educators be 

conceptualized and theorised in relation to the phenomenon of agency?  

Even if research questions 1, 2 and 3 have been formulated separately, they remain 

intertwined. So, the discussions undertaken in this chapter adopts a holistic approach 

to the interpretation of findings related to these research questions instead of 

attempting to explore each one separately. The continuity in the discussions was a 

medium to critically engage in a more theoretical discussion as required for research 

question 4.  

The findings showed that agency was manifested in response to different 

circumstances characterised by adversity, challenges and uncertainties across various 

stages in the career of the participants. To remain true to the narrative inquiry, this 

chapter discusses the developmental aspect of agency with respect to the professional 

development of the participants also around various common temporally arranged 

phases of their professional life as depicted from their narratives, from their entry in 

the teaching profession to the moment of being able to cruise as a professional.  The 

elements of strategizing and choice with vulnerability expressed as the causal factor 

remain central and shared to the discussion of each phase of the professional 
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of the direction they should take in order to achieve their goals at the macro level of 

their life. So, agency could be seen to be manifested in a strategic way where they 

made free choices and engaged in autonomous actions likely to serve their interests 

(Campbell, 2012). In contrast, common to Jane, Rabia, Sarita and Devina, in accounts 

of ‘joining the prevocational sector’, was the need to overcome moments of hardships 

when being unemployed, more specifically to get a job to earn a living. Their decision 

to become prevocational educators is characterized by passivity where there is no 

demonstration of ability to make career choices.  Consistent with the literature review, 

is the basic notion of agency as the ability to make free or independent choices and to 

engage in autonomous actions (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; Holland et al, 1998; 

Biesta and Tedder, 2007; Campbell, 2012). From this perspective of agency then, the 

choice to join the prevocational sector cannot be completely equated to the deployment 

of agency, even if there is an act of decision making. However, it is argued by Hitlin 

and Elder (2007) that agency is linked to the self and is about taking action, even if 

the action is passive. However using the terms passivity and agency in conjunction 

looks apparently contradictory and therefore needs further probing. 

Agency connotes to the potential to act with contextual factors as mediators and 

choices can only be exercised within a social context based on available resources and 

the social status of the individual making the choices (Lier, 2008; Cummins, 2019). 

The particular social situation of the participants of being unemployed, meant that they 

were in a vulnerable position and could have taken any other job that would have come 

their way first as when Sarita mentions “finding a job was difficult. I did not think of 

teaching, it just came my way”. Referring to Fineman’s (2010) notion of vulnerability, 

it can be considered as something universal, constant and deeply rooted in human 

condition. Fineman (2010) further explains this state of mind by the fact that “human 

vulnerability arises from our embodiment, which carries with it the imminent or ever-

present possibility of harm, injury, and misfortune” (p. 267). In simple terms, feeling 

vulnerable is a natural human characteristic. So, as it is an integral part of our life, it 

cannot be disregarded or eliminated, but managed. The apparent lack of agency which 

seemed to become determining in accepting submissively the job as prevocational 

educators can in fact be seen as a strategic way to manage their intense vulnerability 

endured at that particular adverse time in their personal life where they were at an 

increased risk of experiencing stress factors. Biesta and Tedder (2006) propose the 
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‘ecological understanding of agency’ where attention is paid to the ‘actors in 

transaction with context’ (p.18) or more plainly how actors ‘critically shape their 

responses to problematic situations’ (p.11). Similarly, agency can be treated as a 

‘matter of personal capacity to act, combined with the contingencies of the 

environment within which such action occurs’ (Priestley et al., 2012, p.196). 

Consistent to these understandings of agency, it is clear that practical decisions have 

been made by Jane, Rabia, Sarita and Devina within the parameters of the possible in 

search of a job in relation to the contingencies of the present. Manifestation of agency, 

therefore, can be understood as needs-driven and reactive as well owing to the 

deliberate reaction to a personal vulnerable context. These participants were not in a 

position to really exercise choice with respect to their career with the bigger picture of 

agency being restricted, nevertheless and with a view to overcome the hardships of the 

moment, micro manifestation of agency was present.  

Concurrent to the extended ecological understanding of agency, Emirbayer and 

Mische (1998) make reference to the practical evaluative dimension of agency which 

concerns the present where real action occurs and points to the capacity of actors to 

make normative judgements among alternative possible trajectories of action, in 

response to emerging demands, dilemmas, and ambiguities of present situations. 

Certainly in the case of Jane, Rabia, Sarita and Devina, there was the need to meet the 

demand of securing a job and coming out of a vulnerable social position. However, 

the conceptualization of agency by Emirbayer and Mische (1998) makes reference to 

taking a decision among various possibilities. In the case of the participants, the 

possibility was either to accept the job as prevocational educators even if this sector 

of education was unknown to them or to remain jobless. As such, both options were 

intimidating with each one having the capacity to potentially enhance their state of 

vulnerability. “The social world can make people vulnerable” (Cooper, 2015, p. 1355) 

and as such some harms are beyond human control. So, the participants had to take 

decisions by weighing the pros and cons of each option and selecting the one which 

was less intimidating in managing their state of vulnerability. As a matter of fact, they 

took the decision to become prevocational educators and face the unknown where 

others could have chosen to leave. Their stand was certainly motivated by the need to 

secure a job, but more so it could be considered as a strategic way to lessen their 

personal vulnerability, not to say eradicate it as they were aware that they would still 
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be in a fluctuating state of professional vulnerability. So, agency here involved trading 

one form of vulnerability for a lesser form of vulnerability. The needs-driven yet 

conscious choice of their course of action in a situation where they could have acted 

otherwise, reflected the reflexive nature of agency (Giddens, 1984; Archer, 2003; 

Hitlin and Elder, 2007).  

The expression of vulnerability appeared evocatively in the narratives of the 

participants with respect to entry in the teaching profession. Being vulnerable is often 

regarded as synonymous with being weak and appears to be contradictory to being 

agentic. This inference of vulnerability to some sort of powerlessness however, seems 

to be limiting in the context of the present discussion. It eloquently appears that 

vulnerability acts a triggering mechanism to taking practical decisions and of being 

realistic to prevailing adverse conditions, in short being agentic. From a lifecourse 

perspective, Biesta and Tedder (2007) suggest to see agency as the ability to give 

direction to one’s life. Even if agency is constrained at the macro level of life, there 

might be the development of agency within micro spaces to manage one’s 

vulnerability and direct one’s life in moments of contingencies.  

8.3 Noviciate: Facing the unknown 

In most of the participants’ narratives, their first steps in the prevocational sector have 

been marked by a feeling of being thrown into the unknown, the principle cause being 

that they came from mainstream educational backgrounds and as such were not 

conversant with the particular context of prevocational teaching and learning on 

joining this system of education. The reality of the prevocational education work 

environment was very intimidating where the participants did not expect to deal with 

students of very low ability coupled with socio-emotional problems. As such, they 

were not in full control of the conditions they had to work in and this was a cause of 

their experiences of teacher vulnerability (Kelchtermans, 2009). Nazim spoke of his 

helplessness to see that whatever he was teaching was not being taken in by his 

students. Jane and Bertrand on their parts, found that their efforts to teach well to 

maximise learning was considerably hindered by their inability to manage behavioural 

problems in their classrooms. Even Devina who worked with autistic children, found 

all her learnt strategies ineffective when applied to the prevocational context. So, their 

initial days of practice were marked by frustration and the tendency to blame 
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themselves for their inefficiency owing to poor pupil learning outcomes 

(Kelchtermans, 2009). The professional vulnerability so expressed was characterised 

by the feeling of ‘‘losing control of the processes and tasks they felt responsible for as 

teachers’’ (Kelchtermans, 2005, p. 997).  

Their first experiences of prevocational education in no way developed the educators’ 

sense of ownership. Professional agency is constructed by environments that promote 

a sense of belonging (Lipponen and Kumpulainen, 2011). In this case, they had a work 

situation imbued with a deep sense of vulnerability as they could not transfer their past 

lived experiences to their present work context which hindered the deployment of 

agency.  Emirbayer and Mische (1998), in their temporal explanation of agency, refer 

to its iterational and practical evaluative elements where the former concerns the 

experiences of the past and the latter referring to engagement with the present. As per 

their conceptualisation, the iterational element shows that agency deployed in present 

context is not purely voluntarist, but is built on past achievements where actors tend 

to selectively reactivate past patterns of thought and action to help them sustain the 

contingencies of the moment. However in the case of these participants, the practical 

evaluative dimension of agency was not activated as their past experiences and 

patterns of action did not match their present context of work which was a major 

conundrum to their survival in the system creating the feeling of professional 

vulnerability. Conversely, Raj was confident on joining prevocational teaching as he 

had gathered the experience dealing with pupils having the same profile as those in 

the prevocational stream. He was able to reproduce his former pattern of practice in 

his actual job and therefore experienced less of professional vulnerability.    

The complete mismatch between their conception of the job and their actual practice 

seemed to intensify the experiences of vulnerability of some participants, thereby 

inhibiting agency. The misconception was largely owing to the positive way in which 

the job of teaching prevocational learners was projected by Heads of Schools and 

Heads of Department to the participants as in the case of Rabia and Devina. Their 

denial of the context stimulated a positive perception which was misleading and 

deprived the educators of agency as it incapacitated them to make practical and 

normative judgements once they were in employment (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998). 

The vulnerability so engendered by the psychological unpreparedness was intense as 
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they were not able to match their expectations or rather extrinsically choreographed 

expectations to the realities of the context. Lier (2008) states that ‘agency is not simply 

an individual character trait or activity, but a contextually enacted way of being in the 

world’ (p.163). Responding to this view, it becomes clear that agency is not to be 

understood as something that the educators are unanimously expected to enact as a 

personal quality, but is very much influenced by the context in which they are working. 

So, agency is very much to be considered as the deployment of the situational-self 

rather than of the essential-self and in the case of the participants as the work context 

proved to be discomforting making prevalent the experiences of vulnerability, 

achievement of agency was inhibited, translated in practice by the inability to make 

choices or strategize.  

Teachers’ professional agency, is constructed situationally in relation to the current 

context and past personal experiences (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; Biesta and 

Tedder, 2007). So, developing their practice as teachers for the participants meant first 

of all sense-making and construction of an understanding of their professional context 

which is temporal on one hand entailing the impact of their past learning experiences 

on their present and on the other hand spatial with their engagement with the 

organisational environment of their schools (Uitto et al, 2016). However, as they were 

overwhelmed by the realities of prevocational education, it became difficult for them 

to develop an understanding of who they were within their professional context, 

calling into question their professional identity.  The reciprocal relationship between 

teachers’ identity and their sense of professional agency emerges explicitly in various 

studies (Biesta et al.; Buchanan; Etelapelto et al; Stillman and Anderson, 2015). 

Devina, Sarita, Rabia, Bertrand and Henry spoke of the prevocational stream being 

completely new for them, being different from their previous experiences. 

Compounding their situation of vulnerability was the fact that they were not 

conversant with the domains that they had to teach. The programme of study at 

prevocational level is addressed through domains of learning and not subject teaching 

where each domain consists of various subject disciplines (Ministry of Education and 

Human Resources, 2011). Self- efficacy is an indicator of a teacher’s professional 

identity (Canrinus et al, 2011). However, the participants had the difficulty to prove 

their effectiveness as experts in their respective domains of teaching within the 

specific configuration of the prevocational curriculum which incapacitated them to 
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form their identity and this increased their feeling of vulnerability (Kelchtermans, 

2009). They were not able to self-define themselves within the macro context of 

prevocational education as they were not able to bring with them their particular past 

experiences to their present work environment (Lasky, 2005). An important 

component of professional development is self-understanding, making sense of 

oneself as a teacher and the inability to do so is a cause of teacher vulnerability 

(Kelchtermans, 2009; Uitto et al, 2016). The sentiment of vulnerability owing to the 

precarious work context in the early days of their career was a potent source for their 

disengagement in their identity construction as prevocational educators which had an 

effect on the exercise of agency with respect to making strategic choices as a 

professional. As a consequence of the difficulty in negotiating their identity as 

prevocational educators, their experiences of vulnerability were compounded. 

There was a mismatch between the past experiences of the participants and their 

present context of working in the prevocational sector as mentioned in previous 

sections and this added to their experiences of vulnerability which stifled to some 

extent the enactment of agency stimulating a disengagement on their part to cope with 

teaching and learning at prevocational level. Vulnerability related to uncertainty in 

judgement and decision making is reflected in their attempt to choose from different 

pedagogical options to apply, bearing in mind that there was no uncontested ground 

to make these decisions owing to the challenging prevocational context and unfamiliar 

domains of teaching (Kelchtermans, 2009). In such situations, there was the tendency 

to close themselves off in a defensive attitude with the feeling of fear which was not 

propitious to learning (Lasky 2005; Song, 2016). Their inability to adjust to the macro 

dimension of their work in relation to the prevocational context was initially a barrier 

to taking micro decisions and choices pertaining to their job. A prominent example of 

this protective vulnerability was Devina’s initial attitude to her work for whom the 

importance was to be present at work and just do the job without probing into or 

responding to the difficulties students were facing with their learning owing to her fear 

of not being able to attend to same.  

Seeing it the other way round, vulnerability is constant. As human beings we can act 

in ways to minimise the manifestations of vulnerability, but we cannot actually 

eliminate completely the possibility of harm or hide it (Fineman, 2010). As concerns 
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the teaching profession, vulnerability should be considered as a structural condition, 

an underlying state that teachers find themselves in (Kelchtermans, 2005, 2009). From 

this perspective then, the state of vulnerability experienced by the participants could 

be considered as normal. The findings of this study (5.3, 5.4, 5.5, 6.2, 6.3, 6.4) show 

that the participants did not allow their existing state of vulnerability evidenced by 

their challenging work practices to further undermine their professional development.  

In fact the reality shock endured on starting teaching particularised by the deep feeling 

of vulnerability was visibly a turning point in starting to learn the job, make choices 

and strategize to ensure their short term survival.  

It is argued that professional agency is needed to develop the work of teachers at 

classroom and school levels as well as for their own learning (Eteläpelto et al, 2013). 

The findings effectively showed in various instances that the vulnerability of the 

participants was a potent source for agency enactment which was prevalent in facing 

the challenge of developing their practices. The task perception and working 

conditions that allow teachers to work and act according to that personal normative 

programme are crucial determinants for job motivation that make people choose to 

become a teacher, to stay in teaching or to give it up for another career (Kelchtermans, 

2009). Most of the participants, as discussed above, were completely disillusioned 

when they started teaching prevocational learners. However, as the participants chose 

to stay in the job despite being overwhelmed by the numerous blind spots, they had to 

implement the intended curriculum which meant that they had to become the central 

agents responsible to implement the curriculum at their classroom levels (Nolet and 

McLaughlin, 2000). A potent learning during the noviciate period was not only to 

problematize their work situation, but also to see what resources they could use from 

the context, personal and professional, to deal with their professional vulnerability and 

survive over the short term. Their initial protective vulnerability characterised by fear 

of failures slowly gave way to their endeavour to maintain some form of open 

vulnerability where they willingly opened themselves to the possibility of 

embarrassment or failure because they believed that along with them, their students as 

well could benefit from such risk taking (Lasky, 2005; Song, 2016). The fact that some 

of the participants (Rabia, Henry, Bertrand, Sarita and Devina) were not conversant 

with the domains that they had to teach, they had to proceed by trial and error in their 

pedagogical choices. For instance, Devina spoke of her initial techniques employed to 
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tackle classroom management which did not work but kept on trying new ones or 

Nazim and Sarita who started to vary their teaching strategies and use teaching aids 

which did not always have the expected positive outcomes. It should be acknowledged 

that though it may seem that they were not able to always succeed, the element of risk 

taking was proof of early engagement in their apprenticeship. In line with their 

professional development, their moves were agentic as they made active efforts to 

adapt themselves to diverse requirements in their working environment, acting 

intentionally and in a strategic way to make significant changes, creating meaningful 

and engaging learning environments and exercising judgement in their interest and in 

that of their students (Lipponen and Kumpulainen, 2011; Campbell, 2012; Toom et 

al., 2015). However, missing in these conceptualisation of agency is the element of 

risk taking, the ability to risk being openly vulnerable which portrays the positive 

management of vulnerability.  

The participants adopted various routes to develop their professional knowledge and 

skills in their professional assignments during the first days of teaching. These were 

micro strategies adopted to ensure survival and not really macro measures to ensure 

professional growth over the long term. Their primary agentic moves were to develop 

their ability to control their work within present structural constraints, emerging 

demands and ambiguities by trying to reconceptualise past habits and experiences 

(Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; Quinn and Mittenfelner Carl, 2015). Earlier in the 

discussion mention was made of the inability of some participants to connect to the 

prevocational context as they came from mainstream learning contexts which resulted 

in their experiencing of professional vulnerability. However, the findings (5.4) also 

showed that even if prevocational education is different from mainstream education, 

their initial agentic initiative was to survive on the job by drawing from their past 

experiences, mainly from their educational biographies (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; 

Biesta et al., 2015). All the participants, at varying levels, tried to use their mainstream 

secondary schooling experiences as learners to help them in teaching the content of 

their respective domains. They initially tried to apply their notion of what was teaching 

to their actual practice which was mainly formed by the ways they were themselves 

taught by their teachers at secondary level which did not always work. Jane, Devina 

and Nazim made particular criticism to the teacher centredness way of being educated 

which they found not applicable to the particular profile of prevocational learners. 
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They took a reflective stance to the transferability of their past experiences and used 

these as references to make independent choices and to engage in autonomous actions 

to adjust their teaching methods which are characteristics of agentic teachers 

(Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; Holland et al, 1998; Biesta and Tedder, 2007; 

Campbell, 2012). 

Raj and Nazim mentioned that their actual teaching of areas of the Livelihood and 

Trade Skills and Numeracy and Problem Solving Skills domains was very much 

informed by their content knowledge gained at secondary school level. Jane, on her 

part, mentioned that only the fundamentals of Literacy that she learnt was relevant to 

prevocational teaching. Nevertheless the prior learning gave her the leverage to enact 

the Communication Skills curriculum. Temporally taken, these participants were able 

to achieve agency by activating their experiences of the past to engage with their 

current transacting curriculum (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998) which allowed them to 

control their essential working conditions largely inhibiting their feeling of 

professional vulnerability (Kelchtermans, 2009). However, the strategy of drawing 

from one’s own learning had its limitations. Devina, who taught the Life Skills domain 

found her secondary schooling experiences not much of a help as this domain involved 

areas to which she was never exposed. So, in her case, the practical evaluative 

dimension of agency was not activated as her past experiences offered no anchorage 

for decision making concerning her current teaching assignment creating the feeling 

of professional vulnerability (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; Kelchtermans, 2009). 

As they progressively navigated through the teaching and learning at prevocational 

level with time playing on them, the participants allowed themselves to demonstrate 

more complex agency. Some of the participants worked in sectors other than education 

after completing their secondary schooling. There was evidence of the successful 

attempt of some to draw from these work experiences to teach their specific domains 

(5.4). Jane spoke of communication skills which she acquired working in the hotel 

industry while Henry talked of transferable behaviours. Conversely, Devina who 

worked with autistic children where she acquired the skills of emotional management 

found that it was not of great help to her when teaching this aspect of Life Skills to her 

prevocational learners. Even if these remained micro attempts to hold on their initial 

days of teaching, deployment of agency was not only a matter of reproducing 



 

140 
 

unrestrictedly past patterns of practice, but was largely reflexive based on their ability 

to reactivate selectively and shaping contextually past patterns of thought and action 

to support choices made in their professional practice (Giddens, 1984; Emirbayer and 

Mische, 1998; Archer, 2003).  

From the above discussion, it can be argued that the ways in which the curriculum is 

prescribed and the nature of the curriculum, influence the enacted curriculum (Miller, 

Edwards and Priestley, 2008). As such, some of the domains of teaching offered 

varying leverage for the participants to survive their first days of teaching by drawing 

from and adapting their past experiences acquired from own schooling, past work 

experiences and qualifications to their transacting practice. Their professional agency 

was constructed by a teaching environment largely resulting from the degree of 

familiarity of the domains that they were teaching and which developed their sense of 

belonging (Lipponen and Kumpulainen, 2011). In that sense, the curriculum can be 

considered as an agentic enhancer or agentic inhibitor modulating at the same time the 

experiences of professional vulnerability. The findings (7.3) also showed that the 

interest that the domain of teaching exhibited, contributed in sustaining the motivation 

of the participants to continue learning as they progressed in their practice. A 

prominent example was Bertrand’s drive to develop his proficiency in the areas of 

Livelihood and Trade Skills owing to their appealing nature or Rabia showing the 

diligence to cultivate her proficiency mainly due to the new perspective that the 

domain offered in terms of content to both students and her. Again, these examples 

demonstrate that the curriculum can inhibit or enhance teacher agency.   

During the noviciate period, in the attempt of the participants to devise micro strategies 

to survive by finding resources from their professional context, they used colleagues 

as learning support. This intentional interaction acted as a support mechanism for 

teachers and also a resource for learning (Pyhältö and Keskinen, 2012). The relational 

aspect of agency was of prime importance in helping them to get started in their 

teaching at prevocational level as per the findings (5.5). Using colleagues as resource 

was commended by participants which highlights the fact that the social context in 

which teachers work and their professional agency are mutually constitutive and 

interdependent (Edwards, 2005; Lasky, 2005; Pyhältö and Keskinen, 2012; Eteläpelto 

et al., 2013; Toom et al., 2015).  Sarita spoke of the pieces of advice she got from her 
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Head of Department with respect to the profile of the prevocational learners. For Raj, 

the nature of help was mainly emotional and pedagogic which helped him in his first 

days of teaching at prevocational level. Adopting a positive attitude to their 

vulnerability by acknowledging their weaknesses and willingly opening themselves to 

the possibility of embarrassment by requesting for help facilitated their learning, trust 

building, and collaboration working towards the achievement of agency (Lasky, 

2005). However, even when being inclined to be openly vulnerable, the absence of 

support from colleagues can prove to be a hindrance to some level in developing one’s 

proficiency and further enhance the feeling of vulnerability. An example would be 

when Bertrand expressed his helplessness on not having any colleague in the domain 

of his teaching to support him in acquiring content knowledge. At the other extreme 

of managing one’s professional vulnerability is the taking of a closed attitude to it as 

in the case of Rabia who intimidated by her colleagues, closed herself off in a 

protective stance by not requesting help from them. Such a closed stance inhibits 

learning, trust building, and collaboration and persons in that stance may feel further 

vulnerable in their professional context which constrains agency as they do not feel 

safe in their environment to take risks or may take risks that could be harmful to 

themselves or others (Lasky, 2005). The level of collegial support tends to regulate 

the experiences of professional vulnerability in negotiating professional agency to 

exercise control over choices in one’s working condition and being effective as a 

teacher (Kelchtermans, 2009; Robinson, 2012). While the stress is on not adopting an 

excessively individualistic view of agency where the impact of society’s structure and 

forces are neglected, the caution is that it should not as well be over emphasized 

(Priestley et al., 2012). A notable example is when Jane talked of the non-effectiveness 

of pieces of advice on pedagogical and content knowledge from colleagues. While 

remaining within the relational aspect of work with the attempt to align one’s actions 

with others, exercising agency at the personal level in making free or independent 

choices and judgement still prevails in the interest of oneself (Campbell, 2012). 

8.4 Establishing professionalism: Asserting expertise in teaching 

As discussed in the previous section, the initial attempt of the participants to survive 

their initial days of teaching was by reactivating their past experiences and using 

colleagues as learning resources. The end of their survival mode came when they 
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actually developed some form of confidence in dealing with teaching and learning at 

the prevocational education level which offered them a steadier ground to make 

choices. However when they thought they could now exercise some degree of control 

over their vulnerability, a new set of concerns emerged, that of maintaining 

sustainability in their profession.  

It is to be recalled that the major curricular reform that the prevocational sector in 

Mauritius underwent in 2012 involved the implementation of a new curriculum based 

on the teaching of four key domains of learning namely, Communication skills, 

Numeracy and Problem Solving skills, Life Skills and Livelihood and Trade Skills 

instead of strictly subject teaching (Ministry of Education and Human Resources, 

2011). Some participants, expressed their difficulty to adopt the main curricular 

change which involved a shift from their usual strictly subject teaching to the domain-

wise teaching.  The difficulty was enhanced by the integrated nature of the domains 

which required some form of interdisciplinary approach. For example, Jane spoke of 

the lack of cohesion in collegial interactions which affected the integral 

implementation of the new curriculum. In this case, the collaborative characteristic of 

agency was not demonstrated as there was no collaboration among peers which could 

have potentially contributed to the building of a constructive environment for the self, 

but also for colleagues in changing professional contexts working towards an 

understanding of purposeful practice with each other (Edwards, 2005; Toom et al 

(2015).  

The structural condition of being a prevocational educator working with a challenging 

profile of learners and negotiating changing curricula which in many cases did not 

match their academic and professional experiences were demanding and contributed 

to their experiences of professional vulnerability. For them, ensuring daily survival on 

the job was initially predominant over the attempt to challenge the reforms. So, 

participants were not able to exercise their agency considering that construction of 

agency is manifested in actions in line with dominant discourses, norms and practices, 

or external demands and regulations and is recognised in situations where teachers 

criticise, challenge or resist these (Ahearn, 2001; Sannino, 2010; Campbell, 2012; 

Pyhältö et al., 2012). However, manifestation of agency was visible in another way, 

by resisting professional vulnerability instead of challenging reform structures. In 
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order to reclaim some form of soft power to maintain control over their work practices, 

participants exercised their agency by willing to improve their knowledge and change 

from inside in order to make sense of things while meeting external demands.  A 

prominent example was Raj’s acknowledgement that the success of the reform was 

dependent on them and that they had to change their way of working or Henry’s 

commitment to implement the new curriculum in its entirety despite acknowledging 

the fact of striving to achieve agency within the reform. They adopted an open 

vulnerability which was a precondition to the achievement of professional agency in 

realizing the educational changes by making choices, taking decisions and actions in 

their work (Lasky, 2005; Van der Heijden et al., 2015).  

The findings (7.4) revealed that this curricular reform had an impact, both positive and 

negative, on the professional agency of the participants in negotiating their practice 

and professional development as established in other studies as well (Lasky, 2005; 

Campbell, 2012; Priestley et al, 2012; Pyhältö et al., 2012; Eteläpelto et al, 2013; Van 

der Heijden et al., 2015; Vähäsantanen, 2015). The reform brought its share of 

uncertainties for the participants with regards to their professional practice. The 

challenge for the participants were to build their identity as experts of the domains that 

they were teaching.  The degree to which the participants were clearly able to assert 

their effectiveness as domain teachers, regulated their experiences of professional 

vulnerability (Kelchtermans, 2009). The participants, in their early days of practice, 

drew from their past experiences and used colleagues as learning resources to survive. 

However, they became conscious that their personal and professional contexts 

remained potent resources from where they could draw to meet micro challenges in 

their day to day teaching, but not sufficient to adjust to the macro picture with respect 

to their duties as prevocational educators. Their individual experience of vulnerability 

was mediated by the quality and quantity of other resources that they could activate 

and control (Fineman, 2010). 

The findings (5.5, 6.3) showed that internet resources were widely used by participants 

to try to develop familiarity with their domains of teaching. For some participants 

(Rabia, Henry, Bertrand, Sarita and Devina) who were not conversant with the 

domains that they were teaching, reliance on the internet was common to activate their 

own learning and develop their proficiency in new topics and areas of learning. A 
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powerful element of agentic teachers is that they perceive themselves as pedagogical 

experts capable of managing new learning at the individual and community levels 

(Soini et al., 2016). For others like Nazim, Henry and Raj this technological means 

was used to consolidate their level of expertise. It is to be highlighted that the 

participants did not only use the information as they are obtained from the internet, 

but they exercised certain level of judgement with respect to the self and also to serve 

the interest of their students by adapting these resources (Campbell, 2012).  

Lesson plans were also acknowledged by participants as being part of their teaching 

resources. Involvement in lesson planning was essentially a way to remain in 

compliance with school requirements. The participants namely Jane, Henry and Rabia 

affirmed that the development of lesson plans were primarily undertaken to remain in 

conformity with the school quality assurance mechanism. However as per their 

narratives, assertion can be made that it was likely that their constructions of agency 

was formed within these measures of accountability (Buchanan, 2015). They 

recognised that lesson planning had a predominant role in supporting their 

professional development as it allowed them to have a simulation of their class and 

empowered them to deliver their lessons in the most effective way. Strong agency was 

also demonstrated by these participants who did not see lesson planning as restrictive, 

but which gave them room to make choices in adapting and being proactive with 

respect to unforeseen circumstances in the classroom (Campbell, 2012; Toom et al., 

2015).  The deployment of agency by acting purposefully and reflectively was an 

indication of their diminishing feeling of professional vulnerability as they started to 

gain more and more control of the processes that they were responsible for as teachers 

(Holland et al, 1998; Kelchtermans, 2005). 

Participants also acknowledged the resourcefulness of textbooks in developing their 

expertise in their respective domains of teaching and in guiding them to align their 

instruction to curriculum standards. Curriculum materials do not only exhibit learning 

outcomes and content knowledge, but also make broad statements about the 

expectations in relation to teaching and learning practices (Miller et al., 2008) which 

is a necessary condition to make valid inferences about what students know (Kurz et 

al, 2010). However such a condition might also “stifle diversity and creativity in the 

enacted curriculum” (Miller et al., 2008, p.2). In the case of most of the participants, 
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as was the case for the use of internet resources, they exercised a pronounced authority 

to supplement, modify or adapt the content material in the textbooks to suit the needs 

of their particular teaching and learning environment (Remillard, 1999). This was 

clearly expressed by Jane, Raj, Rabia, Nazim and Bertrand. This level of decision 

making, reflexive at times and the willingness and capacity to act according to 

professional goals and knowledge in their work contexts going beyond routinized 

activities have clear agentic connotations (Archer, 2003; Lasky, 2005; Campbell, 

2012; Toom et al., 2015). This autonomous approach can be explained in a temporal 

way where they have come to develop a comprehensive understanding of the 

predispositions of prevocational students by way of experiential learning which was 

not the case when they joined the sector. Knowledge of their clientele gave them the 

confidence to adopt an open stance to their vulnerability which significantly 

compounded the enactment of agency demonstrated by the taking of decisions and 

actions with the awareness that they may or may not benefit the learners (Lasky, 2005).  

Conversely, strict compliance to the use of prescribed textbooks was acknowledged 

by Sarita and Devina who predominantly adopted a fidelity approach to the use of the 

textbook (Snyder et al, 1992). No effort was invested by them to adapt the curriculum 

materials resorting to prescribing linear lesson-by-lesson and page-by-page strategies. 

Teaching practices cannot be mechanical, they require constant decisions and 

judgements whereby adjustments in a curriculum are made by teachers in the 

classroom (Snyder et al, 1992; Kelly, 2009). From this perspective then, the actions of 

Sarita and Devina cannot be equated to the deployment of agency as there was no 

evidence of autonomous decision taking. However seeing it the other way round, their 

stand can be justified by their fear to prove their effectiveness as teachers because the 

domains that they were teaching were unfamiliar to them and that was a source of their 

vulnerability in teaching (Kelchtermans, 2009). As a coping mechanism to their 

professional vulnerability, they found their sense of efficacy by sticking to the 

dispositions of the textbooks. It can therefore be argued that even if they had a 

compliant approach, they seemed to exercise professional agency based on the fact 

that they made a choice, that of adopting a fidelity approach to the use of textbooks, 

which was a deliberate move to develop their work as teachers as well as for their own 

learning (Eteläpelto et al, 2013). 



 

146 
 

The mobilisation of material resources, like teaching aids and specialist rooms, was 

instrumental in helping the participants to develop their understanding and practice of 

their particular domain of teaching. They aimed at building a meaningful, inspiring, 

engaging and constructive environment for themselves for which teacher professional 

agency is needed (Lipponen and Kumpulainen, 2011; Toom et al, 2015). However it 

is to be noted that useful resources were not always readily available and they had to 

make moves by engaging in negotiations with other colleagues or the management. 

Negotiating with colleagues and management to find a balance between personal 

requirements and a shared understanding with the schooling partners are 

characteristics of agentic teachers (Toom et al., 2015). It is to be understood that their 

initiatives to activate resources were means to minimise their individual experiences 

of vulnerability and while the school through its various structures cannot eradicate 

vulnerability owing to lack of resources, it can mediate and lessen this vulnerability 

through adequate provision of resources (Fineman, 2010). For instance, Jane obtained 

by firm discussion with the management proper classroom environments to work in. 

Rabia, on her part, negotiated with the Head of the science department to avail of 

equipment and components to conduct her science classes. 

A powerful element of agentic teachers is that they perceive themselves as pedagogical 

experts capable of managing new learning at the individual and community levels 

(Soini et al., 2016). The participants in their attempt to develop their proficiency 

mobilised various resources as discussed above which allowed them to operate 

incrementally at the micro level, in their daily teaching routines. However, to ascertain 

their professionalism within the macro element of the curriculum and gain recognition 

for that, one significant strategic choice and decision of the majority of the participants 

was to join the ‘Teacher’s Diploma in Prevocational Education’ programme which 

was a professional qualification aiming at developing in educators competencies and 

attitudes for initiating innovative teaching practices in prevocational education and to 

address the challenges related to teaching prevocational learners. In line with the 

dispositions of the curricular reform, they were challenged to review their pedagogical 

practices and so they were expected to learn throughout their career to develop 

sensitive, adaptive and flexible pedagogical practices to operate in an optimum way 

(Lieberman and Pointer Mace, 2008; Vermunt and Endedijk, 2011; Soini et al., 2016). 

Through the training programme, they intended to acquire the relevant knowledge and 
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skills which they could use as leverage to their transacting practice. They deliberately 

embarked on the training programme with their agency activated to avoid any 

experiences of professional vulnerability that could undermine their exercise of 

control over the new curriculum and try to lead it at their individual classroom practice 

level instead of trying to challenge the reforms where they were among those with less 

power. Henry’s, Rabia’s, Bertrand’s and Devina’s primary motives to acquire the new 

qualification were to complement their content knowledge while Raj who was already 

well versed with the content knowledge believed that the programme could help in 

boosting his pedagogical skills.  Jane and Nazim, on their part, showed the interest to 

embark on the Diploma level programme despite already possessing undergraduate 

degrees in order to be empowered to address the challenges related to teaching 

prevocational learners. This level of decision taking was manifestation of agentic 

teachers who rather than seeing their expertise as a fixed asset, showed the motivation 

to develop their expertise (Pyhältö, Pietarinen and Soini, 2012; Soini, Pietarinen and 

Pyhältö, 2016). Their motivation to join the training programme was strategic, largely 

intended to consolidate their positions as prevocational educators by enabling them to 

minimize the uncertainties in exercising control over the curriculum reform at the 

classroom level and prove their effectiveness thereby reducing their experiences of 

professional vulnerability (Kelchtermans, 2009). Reciprocally, the strategic 

deployment of agency can be explained by the fact that they adopted an open stance 

to their vulnerability which made them aware of their weaknesses and take necessary 

actions to remedy same rather than willingly closing themselves off which could have 

inhibited learning (Lasky, 2005; Song, 2016).  

The relational aspect of agency was also brought forward by some of the participants 

where they acknowledged having learnt from their peers during the training which 

gave them the opportunity to align their actions with that of others in order to interpret 

problems of practice and to respond to those interpretations (Edwards, 2005). Exercise 

of agency was visible when Nazim spoke of how he was able to mould his practices 

based on his critical appraisal of the skills and knowledge expounded by his peers 

during peer-micro teaching sessions. The absence of relational agency was however 

noticeable when Devina spoke forcefully of her astonishment and disappointment to 

the way her colleagues reacted to her innovative actions and decisions regarding her 
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classroom practices as a result of her learning at the MIE16. When valued work 

conditions considered as teachers’ key power sources are challenged, they feel 

debarred from the security of asserting their professional identities and authority in 

their pedagogic practices (Kelchtermans, 2005).  In such a situation, personal and 

collective agency can be limited and reduced to the existing state of curricular 

practices of colleagues. As such, the relational aspect of agency becomes restricted in 

promoting an understanding of purposeful practice alongside colleagues which 

indicates that it is not limited to the building of a constructive environment for the self, 

but also for colleagues in changing professional contexts (Edwards, 2005; Toom et al, 

2015) which Pyhältö et al (2015) refer to as “co-regulative learning” (p.814). 

However, in the case of Devina, she showed the motivation to confront the reminders 

of peers by not complying with their routinized way of work by making independent 

pedagogical choices and engaging in autonomous actions (Emirbayer and Mische, 

1998; Holland et al, 1998; Biesta and Tedder, 2007; Campbell, 2012) which was an 

illustration of her strong agency.  

Further in their enactment of agency was their pronounced authority to transfer and 

adapt the knowledge and skills acquired during the training to meet the needs of their 

specific students. The participants understood that their work, presence, actions within 

their professional roles were also meaningful to their students for other reasons than 

just being a qualified source of subject matter knowledge and that became a source for 

job satisfaction (Kelchtermans, 2009). Jane made reference to restrictions on part of 

her school management to implement elements of her training in her classroom which 

according to her impeded on the teaching and learning of her domain. However she 

self-reliantly took the initiatives to provide her learners with these learning 

experiences after school hours. This state of strong agency enabled her to engage in 

autonomous actions and to exercise free judgement in the interest of her learners 

(Campbell, 2012). This form of agency was also exercised by Henry who showed the 

will to maximize the learning opportunities of his learners by organising field trips 

independent of the school management during school holidays which according to him 

are appropriate ways to impart some areas of learning of the Life Skills domain. 

Teachers’ experience of professional vulnerability is often mediated by the 

                                                           
16 The ‘Teacher’s Diploma in prevocational Education’ programme is serviced at the MIE (Mauritius Institute of 

Education 
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sociocultural context surrounding them (Kelchtermans, 2005; Lasky, 2005). 

Concurrently, agency is referred to as the sociocultural capacity to act (Ahearn, 2001). 

As demonstrated by Jane and Henry, their strong agency allowed them to choose to 

act in independent ways and shielded them against the possibility of experiencing 

professional vulnerability generated by their unfavourable work context. Conversely, 

for Rabia, such autonomous initiatives involved some elements of risks and she 

therefore restricted her level of decision taking within the boundaries of the school. 

From one perspective, this compliant approach can be attributed to the lack of agency. 

From another perspective though, her seemingly passive engagement provided her 

with resilience in the face of experiencing vulnerability in her work context and for 

that, agency was required to maintain the substantial amount of effort to keep her 

situation relatively stable over time (Biesta and Tedder, 2007). So, it seems that 

teacher agency and professional vulnerability can be mutually catalysing elements 

where they are significantly mediated in the middle of dilemmas of professional 

pedagogical activities. 

This part of the discussion has focussed on the participants’ agency in their endeavour 

to maintain sustainability in their profession. Their moves initially reflected the micro 

manifestation of agency to dissipate initial experiences of vulnerability and meet the 

day to day challenges in their teaching activities, but gradually the macro 

manifestation of agency was visible in order for them to establish firm professionalism 

as prevocational educators by making deliberate choices to adjust to the larger 

dimension of the curricular reform and become active agents of its implementation. It 

has been demonstrated that they deployed agency in making choices, taking actions 

and initiatives which reflect the implementation, interpretation, adaptation, alteration 

and/or creation of the curriculum contexts in which they work (Campbell, 2012) 

largely triggered by their inescapable vulnerability that ultimately constituted the very 

possibility for them to teach in effective ways (Kelchtermans, 2005). Teacher agency 

was activated to create a meaningful learning environment which in turn strengthened 

the commitment of the participants to being a particular kind of teacher and 

contributed to their professional development (Lipponen and Kumpulainen, 2011; 

Priestley et al., 2015).   



 

150 
 

8.5 Cruising time: Exercising autonomy and navigating amidst professional  

            uncertainties 

The achievement of agency in getting on with the larger realm of their professional 

life by taking initiatives and making choices at various points in their career, enhanced 

the confidence of the participants to tackle teaching and learning at prevocational 

education level. This also favoured recognition of their capabilities by the school 

management which in particular instances of the participants’ narratives (6.2, 7.2), was 

credited for the freedom given to them with respect to developing their practices at the 

classroom level giving way to a sense of professional autonomy. From a managerial 

point of view, promoting significantly teachers’ professional autonomy and 

possibilities to operate in an independent way at the classroom level enhances 

professional agency (Buchanan, 2015; Eteläpelto et al., 2013).  Additionally, it 

provides individuals with resilience to manage their vulnerability with respect to 

controlling essential working conditions and being certain in their decision taking 

abilities (Fineman, 2010). Henry spoke of his sense of self-efficacy pertaining to 

teaching and learning decisions largely owing to the supportive attitude of his school 

management with the acknowledgement that he could do the job effectively. Similarly, 

Nazim talked of the trust bestowed on him by the Rector to motivate his students which 

prompted his ability to make free decisions and act in the classroom situations. 

However as highlighted by Nazim, Devina and Henry, the freedom of decisions and 

actions in teaching prevocational learners is not an acquired way of work, but rather 

this has to be negotiated with the management in working towards a mutual 

understanding of purposeful practice on the basis of their expertise and reflections 

dealing with such a profile of learners. This capacity of the participants to act 

purposefully and reflectively on their professional practices being aware of their roles 

as teachers while aligning their thought and actions with those of the management in 

order to interpret problems of practice and to respond to those interpretations are 

characteristics of agentic teachers (Holland et al, 1998; Edwards, 2005).  

Apart from the trust given to them individually to deal with their pedagogical 

practices, some participants in the likes of Bertrand, Henry and Raj made mention of 

the freedom given to them as a team to manage the prevocational department as a 

whole. The participants demonstrated their capacity to act purposefully and 
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constructively as a team to contribute to the smooth running of the prevocational 

department based on their experiences of the sector through a dialogical process by 

and through which they engaged with each other within collectively organized 

contexts of action (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998). The shared control achieved as a 

group on the basis of their collective experiences within the school structure denoted 

some form of collaborative agency (Robinson, 2012). This level of agency accounted 

for the trust bestowed on them by the management. However the flexibility of 

approach given to the prevocational educators was not always a wilful one but as a 

means to overcome some form of institutional vulnerability. This can be exemplified 

by Bertrand’s statement where he attributed the trust bestowed on them by the 

management to its non-conversance with the teaching and learning at prevocational 

education level. The shared condition of vulnerability seemed to provide the basis for 

solidarity and dependency to manage the prevocational department (Cooper, 2015). 

Agency may be frail, especially among those with comparatively little power (Holland 

et al., 1998) as in the case of teachers, but the contexts in which the participants were 

empowered by the management became conditions necessary for supporting and 

extending their agency. 

Enactment of agency was prominent in the participants’ will to assert their 

professionalism as prevocational educators by mobilising various resources and 

joining the CPD programme of the ‘Teacher’s Diploma in Prevocational Education’ 

which provided them with the leverage to take decisions and actions along an 

emerging sense of autonomy. A strong agency allowed them to frame their classroom 

practices and status of work by taking actions that align and feed back into the 

construction of their professional identity (Holland et al., 1998; Vähäsantanen, 2015). 

This phase was the cruising time of their career marked by a manageable state of 

vulnerability when they felt that they were in control of the tasks that they were 

responsible for as teachers (Kelchtermans, 2005).  

However, when they thought that they finally had a professional compass by being 

able to align their day to day classroom practices to the larger and comprehensive 

aspects of their assignment as prevocational educators, aligning the micro to the 

macro, the macro shifted with ripple effect again on the micro and again engendering 

another set of vulnerability. In fact, the prevocational education sector witnessed a 
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second major curricular change17 with the new policy on ‘Nine year continuous basic 

education’ which stipulates the gradual phasing out of the prevocational stream to be 

replaced by the ‘Extended stream’ (Ministry of Education and Human Resources, 

Tertiary Education and Scientific Research, 2016). This reform generated another set 

of uncertainties for the participants as per their narratives (7.4). They all expressed 

their apprehensions in the wake of the gradual phasing in of the Extended Programme.  

The lack of information pertaining to the provisions of the curricular reform was a 

major hurdle for them to assert ownership of same. Jane, Nazim, Devina, Raj and 

Henry spoke of their doubts on whether the prevocational students would work on the 

same syllabus as their mainstream counterparts. This clearly showed that they were 

not active stakeholders with no opportunity to exercise agency concerning their work 

at the developmental and organisational levels in the context of the educational change 

(Lasky, 2005; Pyhältö et al., 2012).  The top-down way of bringing about educational 

reforms could be considered as instrumental in making major changes in educational 

practices possible, but it was seen to restrict the teachers to bring in possibilities of 

change emerging from their own experiences (Vähäsantanen, 2015). Participants 

(Jane, Nazim, Raj, Henry, Sarita and Devina) were of the view that although they had 

to implement the provisions of the new reforms, they were not convinced of their 

appropriateness to the prevocational learners based on their experiences working with 

this profile of learners. As a consequence of their lack of direct influence on the macro 

conditions of their work determined by policymakers and their inability to control the 

policy’s goals and processes, they found themselves in professional doubt related to 

their ability to control their essential micro work conditions and in inevitable 

uncertainty in their decision making abilities which were sources of professional 

vulnerability (Kelchtermans 2009). In the context of transforming education thus, 

teachers often see themselves as passive objects and reform mediators where their 

agency is weak, controlled by external bodies rather than as active subjects whose 

opinions could have made a difference or been significant (Lasky, 2005; Pyhältö et 

al., 2012; Vähäsantanen, 2015). However the participants took an open stance to their 

vulnerability (Lasky, 2005; Song, 2016) where they showed the willingness to comply 

with the policy, but also engage in discourses related to practices and external demands 

                                                           
17 The first major curricular change was based on the shift from subject teaching to domain teaching. 
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which are manifestations of agency recognised in these situations where they criticise 

and challenge these with the assertion that their opinions could have mattered (Ahearn, 

2001; Pyhältö et al., 2012).  Still, in the case of some participants namely Rabia and 

Bertrand, the manifestation of agency was weak as they adopted a compliant approach 

to the reform, not seeming to interrogate the impact of its implementation. This 

illustrates the intricate nature of agency, especially among teachers who have little 

power with respect to educational reforms and who appear to exercise a frail agency 

(Holland et al., 1998). However, as they negotiate with this condition on a daily basis, 

their mode of agency enactment warrants attention. Seeing it the other way round, 

even if they adopted an accommodating attitude to the reform, they can still be 

considered as agentic teachers where they acted in ways to support the educational 

change and not challenging or resisting it (Sannino, 2010; Campbell, 2012). They 

approached the reform with an open vulnerability showing their limits to interrogate 

it, but which helped them initially to assimilate the dispositions of the educational 

change and deploy agency by taking decisions in their work to align their actions with 

the reform (Lasky, 2005; Van der Heijden et al., 2015). 

A major threat that participants apprehended of the reform was about their future 

professional trajectories. The inability of the participants to clearly demarcate their 

roles in the reform expressed by the uncertainties in controlling their work conditions 

and taking decisions regarding their professional development were sources of their 

vulnerability (Kelchtermans, 2009).  Their self-understanding of themselves was 

questioned in how they would see themselves as teachers in the years to come and 

what they felt about it (Kelchtermans, 2009). Jane, Nazim, Sarita and Devina spoke of 

their anxieties concerning their status of work, the modalities of their duties and roles 

in the reform, whether they would work with students of the extended stream or be 

required to work with mainstream students and whether they would be able to 

reproduce their past experiences and patterns of practice. Consequently, the 

superfluous situation was a source of their experiences of vulnerability as it did not 

allow them to construct their professional identity based on their understanding of who 

they were or required to be in their work context within the macro picture of the reform 

as well as whether they would be able to prove their effectiveness as teachers in their 

new assignments (Kelchtermans, 2009; Buchanan, 2015). It is to be noted that the 

participants have had to continuously adjust their professional self-understanding, 
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earlier with the 2012 reform and currently with the reform in the context of the “Nine 

year continuous basic education”. Watching valued work conditions disappear 

generated the sentiment that their professional identity was being systematically 

questioned by the reform context. As such, their professional identity was called to be 

formed and re-formed constantly over the course of their career which was mediated 

by an interplay of personal, professional and political dimensions of their teachers’ 

lives (Mockler, 2011). The temporal dimension of professional self-understanding can 

be seen to pervade here where one’s actions in the present are influenced by 

meaningful experiences in the past and expectations about the future (Kelchtermans, 

2009). In the same line, the temporal dimension of agency can be put forward where 

it is a process of social engagement with the present informed by the past and oriented 

towards the future with each dimension having variable contributions (Emirbayer and 

Mische, 1998). In that sense, the reciprocal relationship of professional agency and 

professional identity is highlighted where the former can help the participants to 

negotiate the dynamic character of their self-understanding in the ongoing interactive 

process of sense-making and construction (Kelchtermans, 2009; Biesta et al.; 

Buchanan; Etelapelto et al; Soini et al; Stillman and Anderson, 2015).  

Amidst their professional dilemmas which were sources of their professional 

vulnerability, participants were optimistic in their ability to cope with the reform. For 

example, Rabia and Henry despite recognising the challenges inherent of the reform, 

spoke of their will and capacity to teach according to the new curricular provisions. 

Other prominent examples are when Jane and Bertrand spoke of the need and 

willingness to extend their understanding of their content knowledge to cope with the 

demands of their expected roles in the reform even though they had some regrets that 

the reform came at a time when they have almost achieved mastery in the 

implementation of the former curriculum.  Strong agency is visible in their ability to 

reflect and transform their teaching in their attempt to develop a more flexible and 

coherent teacher identity (Soini et al, 2015). The participants adopted an open attitude 

to their professional vulnerability by expressing their concerns and being aware of 

their limitations which promoted the deployment of agency in realizing the 

educational changes by making choices, taking decisions and actions in their work 

which then fed back into their ongoing identity construction process (Buchanan, 2015; 

Lasky, 2005; Van der Heijden et al., 2015). 
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From the narratives of the participants, it was possible to illustrate that their practices 

were framed by professional discourses generated by the curricular reform which 

promoted professional agency (Biesta et al., 2015). The state of vulnerability 

emanating from their unclear professional conditions did not stifle the participants’ 

agency which could have incapacitated them to manoeuvre between repertoires, make 

decisions and frame future actions (Priestley et al., 2015). Even if the participants had 

a frail agency concerning the macro dimension of the reform, in developing the 

curriculum as illustrated in prior discussion owing to a top-down system of curriculum 

reform where they were among those with less power, they exercised strong agency at 

the micro level in framing their classroom practices and status of work by taking 

actions that aligned and fed back into the construction of their professional identity 

within their changing professional landscape (Holland et al., 1998; Vähäsantanen, 

2015). The participants were constantly challenged to review their pedagogical 

practices and so they were expected to learn throughout their career to develop 

sensitive, adaptive and flexible pedagogical practices to operate in an optimum way 

(Lieberman and Pointer Mace, 2008; Vermunt and Endedijk, 2011; Soini et al., 2016). 

In terms of future training plans, participants exhibited a strong sense of agency by 

showing the awareness of their part in their professional growth by orienting their 

learning routes purposefully and constructively to achieve their goals which were to 

consolidate their position as teachers (Calvert, 2006). To that respect, Raj, Henry, 

Devina and Rabia acknowledged the prospects of the reform with respect to their 

continuous professional development specific to the upgrading of their qualifications 

in the wake of the implementation of the major curricular reform based on the Nine 

Year Continuous Basic Education. Their agency was visible in the motivation shown 

to join any new award courses to align their future learning routes to their new 

professional situation in the attempt to own the reform. Jane and Nazim, on their part, 

instead of waiting for new training programmes to support the implementation of the 

new curriculum, took anticipated actions by embarking on courses which could 

enhance their preparedness to fit possible future professional roles. Rather than seeing 

their expertise as a fixed asset, they showed the motivation to develop their expertise 

which is a characteristic of agentic teachers (Pyhältö et al., 2012; Soini et al., 2016). 

So, agency manifested in engaging with future professional plans has been seen to be 

largely triggered by their will to regulate the sources of their professional vulnerability 

which were the fear of being unable to control essential working conditions and to 
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prove their effectiveness as teachers (Kelchtermans, 2009). It is also worth noting that 

the reform also brought with it agentic aspirations that were far beyond the purpose of 

negotiating one’s professional vulnerability as when Raj spoke of espousing a 

mentorship role by being willing to join a related programme of study or Bertrand’s 

aspiration to work at a management level having already joined a course in 

‘Educational Leadership and Management’. However, Sarita unlike the other 

participants clearly talked about leaving the teaching profession and gearing her 

professional development to achieve this objective. The working conditions are 

determining factors that make teachers stay in teaching or to give it up for another job 

(Kelchtermans, 2009). So in her case it can be argued that she showed a frail agency 

to cope with educational changes adopting a closed stance to her professional 

vulnerability protecting herself from any possible harm and preferring to leave the job 

overwhelmed by the work conditions rather than facing the challenges of change 

(Lasky, 2005; Song, 2016). From another angle though, it can be contended that her 

decisions were imbued with strong agency as she showed the ability to give direction 

to her life by acting purposefully and constructively to direct her professional growth 

(Calvert, 2006; Biesta and Tedder, 2007).  

It can be deduced with significant persistence that participants did not simply navigate 

passively in the stream of the curricular reforms, but exercised their agency in an 

attempt to minimise their experiences of professional vulnerability by evaluating the 

change and taking decisions to direct their professional life according to the change. 

So, teacher agency is seen to be significantly constructed by the changes in curriculum 

and in the middle of dilemmas of professional pedagogical activities through 

compliance, resistance and negotiation to adopt and adapt to policy reforms (Ahearn, 

2001; Sannino, 2010; Campbell, 2012; Robinson, 2012; Pyhältö et al., 2012; Priestley 

et al., 2015; Vähäsantanen, 2015).  

8.6 Summary 

The prevocational sector remains very peculiar to the Mauritian education system 

which has undergone two successive major reforms in a comparatively short span of 

time. To that respect, the professional identity of the teachers was constantly being 

questioned as they had to continuously adjust their professional practice to meet new 

curricular standards. The discussion posited that the initial enactment of agency was 
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manifested in the form of resistance to the reforms where participants challenged their 

appropriateness by engaging in discourses on the basis of their experiential learning 

including knowledge of the particular profile of prevocational learners. However, as 

they had to systematically function in a work environment characterised by the ever 

presence of change, they consequently deployed agency as a means to resist their 

professional vulnerability generated by watching valued work conditions disappear. 

So, in order to maintain their professional credentials in an attempt to negotiate the 

dispositions of the reforms, they acted intentionally to maintain some form of open 

vulnerability. This allowed them to make significant changes in their professional 

trajectories to ensure survival in the system on one hand and attempt to lead the 

reforms by being change agents on the other hand.  

This chapter interpreted and discussed the significant findings of the study. The critical 

analysis of the possible implications of the key findings offered an extended 

understanding of agency. Professional vulnerability remained central and shared to the 

discussion of each phase of the professional development of the participants. Indulging 

in professional vulnerability allowed to disclose the micro manifestations of agency 

of the participants which otherwise might have been diluted in the macro dimension 

of their professional life. This chapter made the case for crafting teacher agency 

around the notion of professional vulnerability. It was demonstrated that vulnerability 

acted as a triggering mechanism to the emergence and deployment of agency which in 

turn became preconditions to asserting one’s professionalism and developing the sense 

of oneself as a teacher. The next chapter explicitly formulates the reciprocity of teacher 

agency and professional vulnerability. 
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Chapter Nine: Conclusion 

9.1 Introduction 

The prevocational education sector has witnessed considerable structural and 

curricular changes over the years requiring the prevocational educators to recurrently 

review their professional practice where they have been simultaneously the object and 

agent of change. This study aimed at examining their professional development pattern 

with a major direction being the exploration of how teacher agency was deployed by 

the educators in the enactment of the prevocational curriculum and in their dispositions 

to effectively tap on their learning actions and opportunities in their attempt to meet 

changing standards as set in the official curriculum. Within a narrative methodology, 

temporal phases of their career were analysed. 

In this concluding chapter of the thesis, a summary of the main findings and the 

limitations of the study are presented with its contribution to knowledge highlighted. 

I also position my findings in relation to its implications for professional practice, 

policy and potential for future research. I end this chapter by reflecting on my research 

journey on the Professional Doctorate in Education.  

9.2 Summary of findings 

The first research question read as: 

 ‘What are the learning processes and resources which are deployed by educators in 

the enactment of the prevocational curriculum and how do these contribute to their 

professional development?’.  

This was more of a descriptive nature and the findings clearly identified various 

learning processes and resources deployed by educators in the enactment of the 

prevocational curriculum and for their professional development. These are illustrated 

in Figure 5: 
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Figure 5: Learning processes and resources deployed by educators 

These descriptive findings served the basis for a deeper understanding, analysis and 

possible extension of the nature of the learning processes within the larger spectrum 

of teacher agency as outlined by the more exploratory and explanatory subsequent 

research questions formulated as follows:  

1) What agentic factors limit, change or promote the learning processes of 

prevocational educators in the enactment of the curriculum? 

2) How is professional agency of prevocational educators constructed in the 

context of their professional development within the context of curricular 

change? 

3) In what ways can the professional development of prevocational educators be 

conceptualized and theorised in relation to the phenomenon of agency?  
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On one hand, the resulting findings consolidated the insights on the phenomenon of 

agency and on the other hand, allowed to develop a greater and nuanced understanding 

of it. It would be most appropriate here to highlight the power of narrative research in 

its ability to depict micro level experiences from the macro dimension of life.  This 

methodology was exceptionally useful in amplifying the voices of the participants 

within micro moments of their professional life which may have else remained silent 

with other methodologies. Temporality, in particular, remained central to the narrative 

inquiry. The fluidity in the narratives of the participants, moving from the past to the 

present and into the future was crucial in uncovering the characteristics of the 

participants’ distinct experiences and how these moments in their professional 

development were intertwined and cyclical. The narrative interviewing provided 

opportunity for dialogue and reflection through which participants were able to reveal 

their ‘insider views’ of the field as a result of their nuanced past experiences and the 

way in which these experiences mediated their agency in negotiating their practice 

within changing work conditions. The narrative landscape also offered a particular 

way in identifying particular instances that explained the agentic actions of the 

participants in shaping their career trajectories. It was possible to depict the pre-

figurative and strategic deployment of agency by some participants in order to 

maintain their professional credentials while in other cases to reveal a complaisant 

approach to their professional development. The narrative interviewing process was 

not merely productive taking it from a research perspective, but was also meaningful 

for the participants themselves as they benefited from taking part in the study. For 

several of them, participating in the narrative interviews was therapeutic which 

allowed them to speak their mind.  

Some of the findings of this study are consistent to and clearly illustrates the widely 

expressed view of agency in the body of literature. They are set out below:  

 Agency was deployed by participants in a strategic way to serve their interest over 

the short and long terms and also when they took initiatives for the benefit of their 

learners. These align with the basic notion that agency is the ability to make free 

or independent choices and to engage in autonomous actions (Emirbayer and 

Mische, 1998; Holland et al, 1998; Biesta and Tedder, 2007; Campbell, 2012).  
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 Agency connotes to the potential to act in problematic situations with contextual 

factors as mediators. Choices can only be exercised within a social context based 

on available resources combined with the contingencies of the environment within 

which such action occurs and the social status of the individual making the choices 

(Biesta and Tedder, 2006; Lier, 2008; Priestley et al., 2012; Cummins, 2019). This 

was largely visible when participants reacted to adverse personal and professional 

life situations and had to manage within the structural constraints of their work. 

 Agency is analytically situated within the flow of time where agency is visible 

when there is the attempt to control work conditions within present structural 

constraints, emerging demands and ambiguities by trying to reconceptualise past 

habits and experiences (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; Biesta et al., 2015; Quinn 

and Mittenfelner Carl, 2015).  The findings effectively showed that agency 

deployed in their present context was not purely voluntarist, but based on the 

selective reactivation of past patterns of thought and action to help them sustain 

the contingencies of the moment. 

 It was demonstrated that the relational aspect of agency is not limited to the 

building of a constructive environment for the self, but also for colleagues in 

changing professional contexts and is demonstrated by the ability to engage with 

the world alongside others in working towards an understanding of purposeful 

practice with others (Edwards, 2005; Toom et al, 2015).  

 Manifestation of agency is prominent where teachers do not see their expertise as 

a fixed asset, but show the motivation to develop their expertise (Pyhältö et al., 

2012; Soini et al., 2016). This was evident when participants mobilised various 

resources and joined continuous professional courses to enhance their skills and 

knowledge to operate within the specific context of prevocational education. This 

also worked towards the framing of classroom practices and status of work by 

taking actions that aligned and fed back into the development of a more flexible 

and coherent professional identity highlighting the reciprocal relationship of 

professional agency and professional identity (Holland et al., 1998; Soini et al, 

2015; Vähäsantanen, 2015). 

 The findings showed that curricular reforms had an impact, both positive and 

negative, on the professional agency of the participants in negotiating their practice 

and professional development (Lasky, 2005; Campbell, 2012; Priestley et al, 2012; 
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Pyhältö et al., 2012; Eteläpelto et al, 2013; Van der Heijden et al., 2015; 

Vähäsantanen, 2015). Teachers also have key roles to play in realising educational 

changes successfully and it is their professional agency that influences their 

choices, decisions and actions at work as well as for their own learning (Lasky, 

2005; Campbell, 2012; Priestley et al, 2012; Pyhältö et al., 2012; Eteläpelto et al, 

2013; Van der Heijden et al., 2015; Vähäsantanen, 2015).   

 

While the above findings are generally compatible with previous research, there are 

other findings of this study which allow to gain further and deeper understanding of 

agency. The following findings uncover a more nuanced understanding of agency 

from the perspective of vulnerability as explored in the context of constant curricular 

changes characterised by an intensification of teacher’s work, multiple and often 

conflicting sets of instruction to follow and new concepts to be learnt to align oneself 

with the dispositions of the changing curricula: 

1) It appeared that vulnerability acts a triggering mechanism to being agentic in 

the deployment of learning processes for developing one’s practice.  As such, 

the actions to resist professional vulnerability by taking practical decisions in 

adverse professional conditions could be accounted as agentic. It has been 

demonstrated that even if agency was constrained within the macro perspective 

of one’s life with limited room for strategisation with respect to challenging 

reform initiatives, there were manifestations of agency within the micro 

moments of vulnerability by being deliberately and strategically context and 

moment responsive to ensure survival and incrementally engage in learning to 

contribute to professional development. This allowed to manage the 

vulnerability caused by the structural condition of being a prevocational 

educator faced with the requirement to constantly readjust one’s professional 

credentials.    

2) In the conceptualisation of agency, the element of risk taking is missing as 

pertains to the ability to risk being openly vulnerable. There has been sufficient 

element to equate agency to the management of vulnerability bearing in mind 

that it is an integral part of life, it cannot be disregarded or eliminated, but 

managed. In such a scenario of professional doubts, agency can be seen as the 
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positive disposition to open up to one’s vulnerability which is a precondition 

to the deployment of learning processes in view of maintaining one’s control 

over changing work conditions. In situations of curricular reforms, it is not 

always about being active or passive, but agency can also take an intermediate 

form where there is risk taking, that of trading one form of vulnerability for a 

lesser form of vulnerability.  

3) Agency can very much to be considered as the deployment of the situational-

self rather than of the essential-self. The work context particular to the 

prevocational sector proved to be intimidating owing to constant curricular 

changes. In such a situation, professional vulnerability, characterised by the 

feeling of not being in control of the processes and tasks as teachers, became 

initially prevalent. There was the tendency of some participants to adopt a 

closed stance to one’s vulnerability characterised by a defensive attitude which 

inhibited achievement of agency in the consolidation of self-efficacy.  

4) Self-understanding, making sense of oneself as a teacher, was an important 

component of professional development and the inability to do so was a cause 

of teacher vulnerability. The difficulty to constantly adjust one’s professional 

identity owing to precarious work contexts caused by the implementation of 

curricular changes in the prevocational sector was a potent source for 

disengagement in one’s identity construction. However being agentic, by 

taking intentional actions to minimise vulnerability, was propitious to the 

alignment of their professional identity with their changing professional 

landscape.  

5) Colleagues/peers were significantly used as learning resources. Agency at the 

individual level may be weak, but the level of collegial support tended to 

regulate the experiences of professional vulnerability in negotiating 

professional agency to exercise control over one’s working condition and 

being effective as a teacher. The shared condition of vulnerability experienced 

in negotiating curricular reforms seemed to provide the basis for solidarity and 

dependency in supporting and extending one’s individual agency. Whilst the 

power of collaboration has been demonstrated in the achievement of 

professional agency, it has also been revealed in some instances that the 
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exercise of agency at the personal and collective levels in making free or 

independent choices and judgement could be restricted and limited by the 

attempt of colleagues to maintain the status quo with respect to prevailing 

routinized curricular practices and systems of work. This ‘logic of practice’ 

tended to compound the experiences of professional vulnerability as it also 

became a barrier for individuals to develop a flexible professional identity with 

respect to the curricular reforms. 

6) It is argued in current literature that being agentic implies leading and 

challenging reforms. With respect to this understanding of agency, participants 

manifested only frail agency, limited to discourses on the basis of their work 

experiences in the prevocational sector. However, teacher agency was seen to 

be significantly constructed differently in the midst of the curricular reforms 

where the feeling of vulnerability in professional pedagogical practices was a 

trigger to activate one’s role as change agent. Even if the opportunity to 

exercise agency was frail at the macro dimension of the reform in developing 

the curriculum owing to a top-down system of curriculum reform, exercise of 

strong agency was prominent at the micro level in an attempt to resist 

experiences of professional vulnerability by acting deliberately to frame 

classroom practices and to make significant changes in status of work. 

9.3 Contribution to knowledge 

 

The findings of this study identified various learning processes and resources deployed 

by educators in the enactment of the prevocational curriculum and for their 

professional development. Interpretation and discussion of the findings demonstrated 

that it was professional agency, viewed from the perspective of professional 

vulnerability, that influenced choices, decisions and actions at work in a context of 

constant curricular changes. 

The relationship between teacher vulnerability and agency remains scant in literature. 

The thesis proposes a more nuanced version of the manifestation of teacher agency in 

the professional development of teachers by considering how professional 

vulnerability can be experienced differently and be less of a deficit in the construction 

of agency in situations of professional uncertainties tied to curricular reforms. Current 
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literature highlights agency as capacity to deliberately strategize, make choices and 

take decisions. Professional vulnerability, on its part, is often related to being helpless. 

So, it may seem that teacher agency and teacher vulnerability are incompatible 

concepts. However, my study offers suggestive evidence to argue against 

dichotomising agency and vulnerability with respect to the professional development 

of teachers. Agency is not always about control and choice and considering it as 

binaries, that is being agentic or non-agentic, is not helpful. The inference of 

vulnerability to some sort of powerlessness also seems to be limiting in the context of 

the present study.  

It appears that vulnerability acts a triggering mechanism to taking practical decisions 

and of being realistic to prevailing adverse conditions in one’s professional 

development, in short being agentic. As vulnerability can be considered as a structural 

condition of the teaching profession, an underlying state that teachers find themselves 

in, construction of agency is not always about overcoming vulnerability, but is about 

acting in ways to minimise the manifestations of vulnerability, about taming it, about 

learning to live with it. This finds added relevance in situations of curricular reforms 

where the experiences of vulnerability are compounded. Whilst initial agency 

enactment seems to be expressed to offer some form of resistance to reforms through 

discourses on the basis of one’s experiential learning, agency is subsequently deployed 

to resist experiences of professional vulnerability by acting intentionally to make 

significant changes in an the attempt to maintain control over one’s work condition. 

Adopting an open vulnerability, willingly opening oneself to the possibility of 

embarrassment or failure, is a precondition to the achievement of professional agency 

in developing one’s expertise in view of establishing firm professionalism. Teacher 

agency is activated to create meaningful learning environments which in turn 

strengthens the commitment to being a particular kind of teacher and contributes to 

professional development.  

So, one key contribution of the research is to see teacher agency and professional 

vulnerability as mutually catalysing elements in the professional development of 

teachers where they are significantly mediated within a context of constant 

pedagogical dilemmas resulting from curricular changes.  
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This research was a narrative one with the aim to explore and conceptualise human 

experience with emphasis on storied experiences in a particular educational context. 

Whilst stories remain unique, the reciprocity of teacher agency and professional 

vulnerability finds relevance to other educational sectors offering similar 

interdisciplinary curricular structure and also to teachers in the educational system as 

a whole in instances of curricular change implementation.  

9.4 Professional implications and recommendations 

The Mauritius Institute of Education (MIE) is a teacher education institution of higher 

learning, with the mandate for Educational Research, Curriculum Development and 

Teacher Education. So, working as an academic at this institution entails my 

involvement and contribution as a Teacher educator, Curriculum developer and 

Educational researcher.  

I present the professional implications and recommendations of the study with respect 

to these three mandates which encompass my professional practice at the level of the 

institution:  

1) Teacher Education 

The process of professional development of teachers does not comprise only the 

mastery of content and pedagogical knowledge and competencies, but also involves 

the development of agency which is needed to create meaningful and innovative 

teaching and learning environments as well as to negotiate one’s professional 

vulnerability bearing in mind that it is a permanent companion of the teaching 

profession. Agency is also powerful for teachers to negotiate their roles and mediate 

their professional learning routes in an ever-changing educational set-up. So, it is 

imperative at the teacher education level to rethink our model of teacher education in 

devising elastic programmes to include spaces for aspiring and practising teachers to 

frame their agency to make pedagogical choices and take decisions confidently as 

educational professionals, thereby empowering them to manage any possible feeling 

of professional vulnerability. Teacher education programmes call for a framework 

which gives teachers agency over their work environments by providing opportunities 

to devise solutions to challenges in their practices on their own or structures which 

promote relational agency by collegial interaction with peers.    
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2) Curriculum development 

As curriculum developers, we tend to claim exclusive agency over the curriculum and 

view teachers as mere transmitters of the prescribed curriculum and implementers of 

curriculum materials. So, in the context of such top-down curricular reforms, teachers 

are often not active stakeholders and see themselves only as reform mediators with no 

opportunity to exercise agency at the developmental and organisational levels of their 

work, largely controlled by external bodies. As a consequence of their lack of direct 

influence on the curriculum goals and processes largely determined by curriculum 

developers, they find themselves in professional doubt related to their ability to control 

their essential micro work conditions which becomes a source of professional 

vulnerability. So, it is of paramount importance that curricular reforms take account 

of teacher agency by offering opportunities to teachers for active participation in 

design, development and implementation processes which can be a major step towards 

their empowerment and management of any form of professional vulnerability with 

regards to changing curricula. However, this should not be taken as a de-facto measure 

which can enhance our curriculum development practices. Our curriculum 

development structure needs to be reviewed not only to make teachers integral to the 

processes, but in the same vein make provision for their training on all aspects and 

intricacies of curriculum development so that their agency can be impactful. 

Additionally, this study has demonstrated the impact of a mismatch between the 

background of teachers both personal and professional and the tasks for which they 

are supposed to be responsible. As an implication to any form of curricular reform, it 

becomes imperative to provide teachers with timely professional learning structures 

to scale up their expertise and practice, thereby mitigating possible sources of 

professional vulnerability.   

3) Educational research 

This study gave an insight of the centrality of teacher agency and professional 

vulnerability in the professional development of teachers with implications for teacher 

education and curriculum development. Grounding further these two mandates of my 

institution in empirical research remains prime in order to make informed choices and 

recommendations. In light of the broader theoretical discussion on structure and 

agency (Berger and Luckmann, 1967; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Giddens, 1984; 

Parsons, 1961), further researches at teacher education and curriculum development 
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levels need to explore the regulative and generative effects of social structures on 

agency with attention to the intricate construction of realities and perceptions by 

teachers within the specific social setting in which they operate.  

More specifically, future research might usefully focus on teacher agency at teacher 

education level investigating how it emerges or is restricted within the particular 

culture and structure of my institution. It is important for teacher educators ourselves 

to understand the processes of becoming an agentic teacher. This can serve as basis 

for supporting teachers’ agency work in their training, working towards their 

empowerment as educational professionals in their situated practice.  

Another avenue for deeper study that warrants attention is the deployment of agency 

in implementing curricular provisions. When put in the hands of teachers, the 

curriculum is influenced by their degree of vulnerability, autonomy and creativity in 

taking decisions which influence their enactment of the curriculum. It must also be 

highlighted that teachers evolve in particular school cultures within the macro 

Mauritian culture which serve as contexts for constructing their meanings.  

9.5 Limitations of the research 

While I highlighted the power of narrative research in depicting the manifestation of 

agency in the context of teachers’ professional development, I also acknowledge that 

the findings could have been more pronounced by drawing on other methodologies 

like ethnographic research and case study which allow the examination of 

contemporary real-life experiences. During the data collection and analysis stages, I 

came across many critical incidents of the participants’ lives and these were elucidated 

on the basis of their accounts only gathered during interviews and as far as I could 

draw interpretation of the same. In particular, the relational aspect of agency was 

elucidated from the versions of the participants only. Bearing in mind that 

collaboration is a two-way endeavour, witnessing the nature of the interaction with 

colleagues and with their social, cultural and organisational milieus could have 

allowed to capture more holistically the relational aspect of agency. Considering the 

impact of context and collaboration on teacher agency, using an alternative 

methodology like an ethnographic study would have allowed me to immerse myself 

in the lives and cultures of my participants and interact with them in their real-life 
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situations. Using other data generating tools like observations, artefacts and informal 

conversations during an extended time could have allowed to add depth, richness and 

texture to the understanding of their cultures, interactions, challenges and decision 

taking processes along a temporal continuum. The study had to be manageable within 

a restricted time frame, so extensive presence in the field with participants did not 

appear plausible. However this remains an avenue for extensive research, yet not 

undermining the merits of the narrative study in depicting the personal and situational 

construction of meaning of the participants’ relational experiences and the way 

through which they made sense of their life encounters. 

The participants responded according to their language resources and limits. All my 

narrative interviews started in English, however it was common for participants to 

frequently and in some cases completely switch to the mother tongue, ‘Kreol 

morisien’. In order not to restrict the participants’ account of their lived experiences, 

I did in no way try to avoid it bearing in mind that telling a story is culturally 

determined and within the Mauritian context, is best done through ‘Kreol morisien’. 

Collecting data in one language and presenting/analysing it in another language raised 

obvious challenges for me as a researcher. I acknowledge that my ability to 

unambiguously do so was a limitation of this study. I avoided as far as possible to 

carry literally the words from ‘Kreol morisien’ to English, but attempted to the best of 

my ability to bridge the cultural gap by translating the meaning, trying to make it 

naturally-sounding without losing its sense of authenticity. However, ‘Kreol 

morisien’, just as any other language, offers certain specific idiomatic means which 

were rhetorically difficult for me to translate.  

9.6 Concluding note: A reflection on my research journey 

Completing this thesis provides me with a deep sense of achievement and is in fact 

greatly rewarding and exhilarating. However, when culminating my study on the 

Professional Doctorate in Education, I realise that research is not only about the final 

product, to a lesser degree not even about process, but a whole journey of personal and 

professional learning. So, I find it appropriate to devote the closing words of this 

chapter to a reflection on this learning journey.  
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Undertaking this research has been an instrumental experience. It has offered me the 

opportunity to get acquainted to the multi-faceted nature and intricacies of undertaking 

a qualitative research in which things do not always fit neatly into place. My greatest 

struggle on my research journey was positioning myself epistemologically where I 

was involved in a continuous conflict with myself on who I was as a researcher. 

Having a technological background, adopting a positivist standpoint was quite natural 

for me. However, for this study, I took a research position away from my job position 

which was challenging, yet allowed me to discover myself as a researcher.   

During the study, investigating the agency of my participants drew my attention to my 

own agency as a researcher. Constantly, I had to take critical decisions to respond to 

problematic or unclear situations arising during the course of the study. At times the 

feeling of not being in full control of my research was a source of vulnerability. Very 

often, I was required to expand my tolerance limits to navigate amidst the moments of 

vulnerability caused by the messy, frustrating and tedious nature of research. But 

ultimately, I became conscious that just like vulnerability could be considered as a 

structural condition of the teaching profession (Kelchtermans, 2005, 2009), it is an 

inescapable underlying state in which I found myself as a researcher. As one of the 

findings of this study suggests and which I have experienced personally, manifestation 

of agency is about devising coping mechanisms to minimise the feeling of 

vulnerability, about taming it, about learning to live with it.  

This study has helped me to examine my own agency in framing my professional 

values with regards to my future practice as a Teacher Educator, Curriculum 

Developer and Educational Researcher. The research journey was long and 

wearisome, but one during which my researcher agency was activated, strengthening 

my commitment to being a particular kind of professional and contributing to my own 

professional development. 
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Appendix 1:  Letter to Heads of institutions 

 

Date: ……….                                                                                      

The Rector  

Name of School: ……………………………. 

 

Dear Sir, 

I wish to thank you for accepting that your school be considered as part of my research 

entitled “An exploration of the construction of agency by prevocational educators in 

their professional development amidst the dilemmas of changing standards of 

pedagogical practices” which forms part of my studies for the Professional Doctorate 

in Education (EdD) with the University of Brighton. 

I would be very grateful to you if you could fill in the attached information sheet and 

return same to the following address preferably by 20 February 2015: 

     Hurreeram Navin 

     Choonee Lane 

     Camp Fouquereaux 

     Phoenix 

You are also kindly requested to read the information at Section C relating to informed 

consent and sign same. 

Hoping for a favourable response on your part. 

Thanking you 

Yours faithfully, 

 

Navin  Hurreeram. 

Encl. 
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educators’ in their professional development amidst the dilemmas of changing 

standards of pedagogical practices  

Name of researcher: Hurreeram Navin 

SECTION A: General information on Prevocational Stream 

 

 

 

 

 

SECTION B: Information on Prevocational Educators 

Domain Name of 

Educator 

Full 

time/Part 

time 
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of experience 

of teaching 

Prevocational 

classes 

Communication 

Skills 

    

    

    

Numeracy and 

Problem Solving 
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Life Skills     
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Trade Skills 

    

    

    

 

 

 

Name of school: ............................................................................................................ 

Levels of prevocational classes taught at school: 

(Tick as appropriate) 

 

Year 1  Year 2  Year 3  Year 4 



 

183 
 

SECTION C: Consent 

 

 I understand that the researcher may visit the school and conduct regular 

meetings with the Prevocational educators. 

 The decisions of Prevocational education educators to participate in the research 

will be their own. 

 It is the responsibility of the researcher to explain to the Prevocational Educators 

the purpose of the study for them to make a decision as to whether to participate 

or not. 

 I understand that the data collected will be kept confidential and be accessed only 

by participants and the researcher. 

 I understand that my school may not be retained for the study even after 

providing the information at Section A and Section B. 

 

Name of school: .......................................................................... 

Name of Rector: ......................................................................... 

Signature of Rector: ................................................................... 
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Appendix 2: The ‘SQUIN’ 

 

My approach of narrative interviewing is based on the model of the Biographical 

Narrative Interpretive Method (BNIM) of Tom Wengraf  (2004).  

 

In the first stage, an open question, the 'SQUIN' (Single Question aimed at Inducing 

Narrative) has been asked.  

 

“Can you tell me, as a practitioner (being a novice or expert) what have been or are 

the learning processes and resources deployed (or lack of these/obstacles) on your 

part in the implementation/enactment of the prevocational curriculum and how 

have these contributed or is contributing to your professional practice 

development?”  
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Appendix 3: Interview questions for Stage 3 of BNIM 

 

The following questions has served as guide to this third part of the interview and will 

be raised only if these have not been raised/cleared during stages 1 and 2 of the BNIM:  

 

1) To what extent have your previous own secondary, tertiary schooling and 

teacher training experiences been beneficial, helpful or of relevance to your 

teaching duties? If not, what are your ways out? 

2) How to you go about learning new elements or grasp difficult teaching 

concepts in the prevocational curriculum that you have to teach? How often do 

you request help from your colleagues or peers? 

3) To what extent are you free to take decisions regarding the teaching and 

learning in your classroom? 

4) What factors hinder you from taking decisions? 

5) How often do you adopt alternative positions to policy decisions or school 

management decisions? 

6) How often do you change/supplement content in curriculum materials?  

7) Do you organise group learning sessions with colleagues? 

8) What motivates/ed you in joining teacher education programmes or CPD 

courses? (Ministry, self- initiative, colleagues) And why? 

9) To what extent are you critical of your own learning and practices? 

10) Do you believe that you have ownership of the responsibility of your own 

learning and why? 

11) What motivates you to continue learning? 

12) What is your stand with respect to new policies pertaining to the 

Prevocational sector? 

13) What are your future plans in terms of upgrading your qualifications or 

continuous professional development? 

14) What influences would you name as being significant/favourable or being 

barriers in your development as a teacher? 
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Appendix 4: Participant Consent Form 

 

Date: ………… 
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Domain: ………………………. 

 

Dear Sir/Madam 

Participant Consent Form 

I wish to thank you for agreeing to be part of the research entitled “An exploration of 

the construction of agency by prevocational educators in their professional 

development amidst the dilemmas of changing standards of pedagogical practices” 

which is an integral part of my studies for the Professional Doctorate in Education 

(EdD) with the University of Brighton. 

As per the code of ethics concerning the moral and legal importance of informed 

consent, I would be deeply grateful if you could fill in the enclosed Participant Consent 

Form and return same to me prior to the start of the interviews. 

I also wish to inform you that after reading the Participant Consent Form, you can still 

opt not to sign it and withdraw from the research. 

Thanking you for your collaboration. 

Yours faithfully, 

 

 

Hurreeram Navin 

Researcher   

Encl. 
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Name of researcher: Hurreeram Navin 

 I agree to take part in this research.        

 The researcher has explained to my satisfaction the purpose and procedures of 

the study. 

 The researcher has explained to my satisfaction the possible risks involved in the 

study. 

 I am aware that I will be required to answer questions during interviews and that 

I agree that the conversation be audiotaped. 

 I understand that any confidential information will be seen only by the researcher 

and my identity will not be made public. 

 I understand that the data collected will be used exclusively for the purpose of 

this research. 

 I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time without giving 

any reason. 

 I agree that the data collected up to the point of my withdrawal from the study 

may be used by the researcher. 

 I understand that the results of the study can be made known to me if I wish. 

 

Name: .......................................................... 

Signature: .................................................... 

Date: ........................................................... 

 




