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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation is about widening participation (WP) in initial teacher education (ITE) 

and the teaching profession, from a social class perspective.  Set in the Irish context, 

this in-depth qualitative study explores the experiences of applicants and entrants to 

post-graduate, post-primary ITE programmes, analysing and giving voice to the 

similarities and differences in experience of those from working class compared to 

middle class backgrounds. The methodology employed in the study was Constructivist 

Grounded Theory (CGT), through in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 34 

participants.  

The CGT offers a framework and vocabulary for considering the particulars of what an 

educational lifespan perspective on WP in ITE and teaching might mean in practice.  It 

demonstrates how social class based experiences of education, both in terms of affective 

and objective outcomes, intersect with financial and social realities to shape differences 

in what the participants from lower and higher socioeconomic groups a) thought was 

possible and b) experienced as possible in relation to pursuing a career in teaching. The 

process of ‘becoming’ a post-primary teacher is seen through three distinct sub-

categories, namely 1) Imagining, 2) Investing, and 3) Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing in 

ITE and the Profession.  The lived experience of these processes for the participants was 

highly mediated by their social class positioning. 

Drawing on the conceptual work of Bourdieu, but also considering the work of Giroux, 

Jung, and Keane, the study provides evidence of how social class based inequalities 

across the educational lifespan contribute to perpetuate the socioeconomic homogeneity 

of the teaching profession.  The study’s author, however, also proposes that theories of 

reproduction in education are not fully sufficient to conceptualise the experience of the 

working class participants; rather, there is also evidence in the data of a potential 

fledgling resistance movement in Irish education that is motivated to reduce inequalities 

in the educational experience of marginalized populations.  Given the contrast in 

experiences of the participant groups during and post-ITE, the unique educational and 

support needs of the working class group are considered, and recommendations for 

policy, practice and research are offered. 



Social Class and ‘Becoming’ a Post-primary Teacher in Ireland  

  

 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

This dissertation was completed with the generous funding an Irish Research Council 

(IRC) PhD scholarship, and without this funding it would not have been possible.  

Thanks are due to the IRC for seeing the timeliness and necessity of this work, and for 

providing me the four years of full-time funding required to complete such a project.  I 

would like to thank my husband, Michael Corbett, for his patience and support in the 

many years this dissertation has taken to write.  We beat the statistics!   I am also 

extremely grateful and indebted to my parents, who provided motivation, financial 

support, and childcare in the long summers of this project.  I promise to enjoy next 

summer!  My supervisor, Dr. Elaine Keane, has provided unparalleled support and 

intellectual guidance; it has not been an easy road, but it has been a good one, and so 

very worth it in the end.  I was very lucky to have found you from afar!  A huge thank 

you is also due to Ieva Asnevica, a dear friend without whom this thesis would not have 

been completed – only I will ever know how much you have done.  And lastly, thank 

you to Dr. Michal Molcho, who has patiently waited for me to submit this dissertation 

and get on with the rest of my research life – I am looking forward to it!   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

  

  



 

  

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

1 INTRODUCTION ........................................................................................................ 1 

1.1 INTRODUCTION .................................................................................................................................... 1 
1.2 SIGNIFICANCE OF THIS STUDY ............................................................................................................. 1 

1.2.1 Larger Diversity in Initial Teacher Education (DITE) Ireland Study ........................................................... 3 
1.3 A CRUEL IRONY: A CRITICAL AUTO-BIOGRAPHICAL REFLECTION ..................................................... 3 
1.4 RESEARCH AIMS, OBJECTIVES AND QUESTIONS .................................................................................. 9 
1.5 SOCIOECONOMIC GROUP AND SOCIAL CLASS ................................................................................... 10 
1.6 CONCEPTUAL AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK ................................................................................ 18 
1.7 CONCLUSION AND OVERVIEW OF THE DISSERTATION ....................................................................... 20 

2 THE BENEFITS OF DIVERSITY IN TEACHING: UNDERSTANDING THE 

RATIONALE ................................................................................................................ 23 

2.1 INTRODUCTION .................................................................................................................................. 23 
2.2 OVERVIEW OF THE RATIONALE FOR DIVERSIFICATION ..................................................................... 23 

2.2.1 Original Impetus and Rationale: Power, Society, Equality ........................................................................ 24 
2.2.2 Ethnic-Matching and the ‘Problem’ of the Underachieving Ethnic Child ................................................. 25 
2.2.3 Trying to Explain the Positive Ethnic-Matching Results ........................................................................... 27 
2.2.4 The Incredibly Seductive Role-Model Argument and Toying with Re-segregation .................................. 28 
2.2.5 Recognizing Racial Tokenism, a Return to the Original Rationale, and a Focus on Building Social Justice 

into ITE ................................................................................................................................................................ 28 
2.3 CONCLUSION ..................................................................................................................................... 30 

3 DIVERSIFYING THE TEACHING PROFESSION; CONTEXT AND POLICY 

STRUCTURES .............................................................................................................. 31 

3.1 INTRODUCTION .................................................................................................................................. 31 
3.2 OVERVIEW OF POST-PRIMARY ITE IN IRELAND ................................................................................ 32 

3.2.1 Historical Development of Post-Primary Initial Teacher Education Provision .......................................... 32 
3.2.2 Recent Developments and Current Status of Post-Primary ITE in Ireland ................................................ 34 
3.2.3 Admissions Requirements to Postgraduate Post-Primary ITE ................................................................... 37 
3.2.4 ITE Fees and Funding ................................................................................................................................. 41 

3.3 WIDENING PARTICIPATION IN HE IN IRELAND; POLICY AND RESEARCH ........................................... 43 
3.3.1 Brief Overview of HE structure .................................................................................................................. 43 
3.3.2 Widening Participation in HE in Ireland: The Numbers ............................................................................ 45 
3.3.3 Widening Participation Policies and Implementation in the Irish Context ................................................ 48 

3.4 DIVERSITY IN ITE: POLICY AND RESEARCH ...................................................................................... 52 
3.4.1 International Policy -  Widening Participation in ITE ................................................................................ 52 
3.4.2 Irish Research and Policy Developments – Widening Participation in ITE ............................................... 53 
3.4.3 Irish Funding and Project Developments.................................................................................................... 54 

3.5 CONCLUSION ..................................................................................................................................... 55 
4 LITERATURE REVIEW: THE INFLUENCE OF SOCIOECONOMIC 

BACKGROUND ACROSS THE EDUCATIONAL LIFESPAN ............................. 57 

4.1 INTRODUCTION .................................................................................................................................. 57 
4.2 REASONS FOR THE UNDER-REPRESENTATION OF LSEG IN HE: SCHOOLING EXPERIENCES AND 

ASPIRATIONS ........................................................................................................................................... 59 
4.2.1 School Completion and Achievement by Socioeconomic Group .............................................................. 61 
4.2.2 Ability Grouping and Socioeconomic Group ............................................................................................. 67 
4.2.3 Teacher Expectations and Socioeconomic Group ...................................................................................... 71 
4.2.4 School Climate, Teacher-Student Relationships, and Socioeconomic Group ............................................ 73 



 

  

4.2.5 HE ‘Aspirations’ and Decisions and SEG ..................................................................................................76 
4.2.6 The Forms of Capital, Field, Habitus, and SEG .........................................................................................80 

4.3 LSEG STUDENT EXPERIENCES OF HE ............................................................................................... 83 
4.3.1 Attainment, Retention, and LSEG Academic Experiences in HE ..............................................................84 
4.3.2 Pragmatics, Finance, and Working Part-time .............................................................................................89 
4.3.3 Socio-cultural Experiences, Identity, and SEG ...........................................................................................90 

4.4 ITE, TEACHING, AND SEG ................................................................................................................ 92 
4.4.1 Inclusion and Exclusion Dilemmas in ITE and Teaching...........................................................................93 
4.4.2 Class Awareness, Class Consciousness, and Identity in ITE and Teaching ...............................................95 
4.4.3 ITE Experiences of Other Under-represented Groups ................................................................................97 

CONCLUSION ........................................................................................................................................... 99 
5 METHODOLOGY AND PHILOSOPHICAL UNDERPINNINGS: A 

CONSTRUCTIVIST GROUNDED THEORY RESEARCH DESIGN ................ 101 

5.1 INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................................ 101 
5.2 THE DIVISIVE DUALISMS IN SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH THEORY ................................................. 102 

5.2.1 Ontological Spectrum ...............................................................................................................................102 
5.2.2 Epistemological Spectrum ........................................................................................................................103 
5.2.3 Human Nature Spectrum ...........................................................................................................................103 
5.2.4 Methodological Spectrum .........................................................................................................................104 

5.3 WHAT IS PARADIGM? ...................................................................................................................... 104 
5.3.1 Positivist Paradigm ...................................................................................................................................104 
5.3.2 Interpretive Paradigm ................................................................................................................................105 

5.4 GROUNDED THEORY METHODOLOGY ............................................................................................. 106 
5.4.1 What is Grounded Theory? .......................................................................................................................106 
5.4.2 Clarifying the Goal: What is Theory? .......................................................................................................107 
5.4.3 Criteria for Judging a Theory ....................................................................................................................109 
5.4.4 History of Grounded Theory .....................................................................................................................110 
5.4.5 Basic Elements of Grounded Theory Methodology .................................................................................111 
5.4.6 Evolution of the Schools of Grounded Theory .........................................................................................113 
5.4.7 The ‘Constructivist’ of Constructivist Grounded Theory .........................................................................116 
5.4.8 Defining Elements of Constructivist Grounded Theory ...........................................................................118 

5.5 POSITIONING THIS STUDY ................................................................................................................ 123 
5.6 CONCLUSION ................................................................................................................................... 124 

6 METHODS ............................................................................................................... 125 

6.1 INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................................ 125 
6.2 THE PILOT STUDY ........................................................................................................................... 128 

6.2.1 Big Decisions - Deciding to Zone in on Social Class / Socioeconomic Group ........................................129 
6.3 RECRUITMENT AND THEORETICAL SAMPLING ................................................................................ 131 

6.3.1 Theoretical Sampling ................................................................................................................................133 
6.3.2 Participants ................................................................................................................................................134 
6.3.3 Categorization of Participants ...................................................................................................................135 
6.3.4 “Lower Socioeconomic Group” Participants ............................................................................................136 
6.3.5 “Higher socioeconomic Group” Participants ............................................................................................137 

6.4 INFORMED CONSENT ....................................................................................................................... 138 
6.5 METHOD .......................................................................................................................................... 139 
6.6 DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS ................................................................................................ 140 

6.6.1 Round One Interviews ..............................................................................................................................141 
6.6.2 Round Two Interviews ..............................................................................................................................145 
6.6.3 Round Three ..............................................................................................................................................147 
6.6.4 Round 4 - and a Theory Is Thrown Out ....................................................................................................149 
6.6.5 Round 5 .....................................................................................................................................................151 
6.6.6 Focus groups .............................................................................................................................................153 

6.7 CONCLUSION ................................................................................................................................... 153 
7 CONCEPTUAL OVERVIEW OF THE CONSTRUCTIVIST GROUNDED 

THEORY ..................................................................................................................... 155 

7.1 INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................................ 155 
7.2 CORE CATEGORIES AND SUB-CATEGORIES ..................................................................................... 156 
7.3 SUB-CATEGORY 1 - IMAGINING: SEEING A POSSIBLE TEACHING .................................................... 158 

7.3.1 ‘Imagining’ Property 1: Seeing Teaching as a Role You Could Fulfil .....................................................158 
7.3.2 ‘Imagining’ Property 2: Attributing Value to the Role .............................................................................160 
7.3.3 ‘Imagining’ Property 3: Doing the Maths; Risk vs. Reward ....................................................................162 

7.4 SUB-CATEGORY 2 - INVESTING: GATHERING THE KEYS TO THE KINGDOM .................................... 163 
7.4.1 Investing Property 1: Knowing the System ..............................................................................................164 



 

  

7.4.2 Investing Property 2: Presenting Oneself Favorably at Application to ITE ............................................. 165 
7.4.3 Investing Property 3: Finding the Money ................................................................................................. 166 
7.4.4 Investing Property 4: Finding a Placement / Drawing on Social Connections ......................................... 167 

7.5 SUB-CATEGORY 3 ‘SINKING, SWIMMING, OR SAILING – IN ITE AND INTO THE PROFESSION ........... 169 
7.5.1 ‘Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing Property 1: Juggling Logistics .............................................................. 170 
7.5.2 Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing Property 2: Knowing ‘How’ to Teach .................................................... 171 
7.5.3 ‘Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing Property 3: Being Welcomed Into the Fold .......................................... 171 
7.5.4 ‘Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing Property 4: Overcoming Employment Precarity .................................. 172 

7.6 CONCEPTUAL DIAGRAM OF THE GROUNDED THEORY ..................................................................... 173 
7.7 CONCLUSION ................................................................................................................................... 173 

8 IMAGINING - SEEING A POSSIBLE FUTURE IN TEACHING .................... 175 

8.1 INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................................ 175 
8.2 ‘IMAGINING’ PROPERTY 1: SEEING TEACHING AS A ROLE YOU COULD FULFIL .............................. 175 

8.2.1 Always Wanted to Be a Teacher............................................................................................................... 176 
8.2.2 Seeing the Possibility of Teaching After a Pivotal Experience ................................................................ 178 
8.2.3 Still Not Knowing if you Want to Teach .................................................................................................. 185 

8.3 ‘IMAGINING’ PROPERTY 2: ATTRIBUTING VALUE TO THE ROLE ...................................................... 186 
8.3.1 Wanting to Make a Difference for Disadvantaged Students .................................................................... 188 
8.3.2 Loving a Subject and Wanting to Excel in its Teaching........................................................................... 192 
8.3.3 Just Wanting an Employable Qualification .............................................................................................. 193 

8.4 ‘IMAGINING’ PROPERTY 3: DOING THE MATHS; RISK VS. REWARD ................................................ 194 
8.4.1 Employment Expectations (Reward) ........................................................................................................ 195 
8.4.2 Financial and Career Risk ......................................................................................................................... 198 

8.5 CONCLUSION ................................................................................................................................... 200 
9 INVESTING - GATHERING THE KEYS TO THE KINGDOM ...................... 203 

9.1 INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................................................ 203 
9.2 ‘INVESTING’ PROPERTY 1: UNDERSTANDING THE SYSTEM ............................................................. 204 
9.3 ‘INVESTING’ PROPERTY 2: BEING ABLE TO PRESENT ONESELF FAVORABLY IN ITE ADMISSIONS .. 211 
9.4 ‘INVESTING’ PROPERTY 3: FINDING THE MONEY ............................................................................ 213 

9.4.1 Finding the Money Easily vs. Struggling to Find the Money ................................................................... 216 
9.5 ‘INVESTING’ PROPERTY 4: DRAWING ON SOCIAL CONNECTIONS (TO FIND A TEACHING PLACEMENT)

 .............................................................................................................................................................. 221 
9.6 CONCLUSION ................................................................................................................................... 225 

10 SINKING, SWIMMING, OR SAILING – IN ITE AND INTO THE 

PROFESSION ............................................................................................................. 227 

10.1 INTRODUCTION .............................................................................................................................. 227 
10.2 BACKGROUND TO THE SUB-CATEGORY.......................................................................................... 228 
10.3 SINKING, SWIMMING, OR SAILING:  PROPERTY 1-  JUGGLING LOGISTICS ...................................... 232 
10.4 SINKING, SWIMMING, OR SAILING:  PROPERTY 2- KNOWING ‘HOW’ TO TEACH ........................... 236 
10.5 SINKING, SWIMMING, OR SAILING:  PROPERTY 3 - BEING WELCOMED INTO THE FOLD ................ 241 
10.6 SINKING, SWIMMING, OR SAILING:  PROPERTY 4 - NEGOTIATING EMPLOYMENT PRECARITY ....... 248 
10.7 CONCLUSION ................................................................................................................................. 251 

11 DISCUSSION ......................................................................................................... 253 

11.1 INTRODUCTION .............................................................................................................................. 253 
11.2 DISCUSSION OF IMAGINING............................................................................................................ 255 

11.2.1 Key Finding 1: Pivotal Experiences ....................................................................................................... 255 
11.2.2 Key Finding 2: Valuation of Teaching ................................................................................................... 262 
11.2.3 Key Finding 3: Importance of Labour Market Concerns ....................................................................... 268 
11.2.4 Final Remarks on Imagining................................................................................................................... 274 

11.3 DISCUSSION OF INVESTING ............................................................................................................ 274 
11.3.1 Key Finding 4: Career Guidance ............................................................................................................ 277 
11.3.2 Key Finding 5: ITE Admissions Criteria ................................................................................................ 280 
11.3.3 Key Finding 6: Sometimes It’s Just the Money ...................................................................................... 283 
11.3.4 Key Finding 7: Sourcing Teaching Practice Placements ........................................................................ 286 

11.4 DISCUSSION OF SINKING, SWIMMING, OR SAILING IN ITE AND INTO THE PROFESSION ................. 288 
11.4.1 Key Finding 8: Juggling Logistics .......................................................................................................... 289 
11.4.2 Key Finding 9: Diverse Support and Preparation Needs ........................................................................ 294 
11.4.3 Key Finding 10: LSEG ITE Graduate Professional Attrition ................................................................. 302 
11.4.4 Conclusion .............................................................................................................................................. 306 

12 CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS ................................................. 307 

12.1 IMPACT OF THE WORK ................................................................................................................... 307 



 

  

12.2 SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS AND CONTRIBUTIONS ..................................................................... 308 
12.3 THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF THIS RESEARCH...................................................................................... 310 
12.4 RECOMMENDATIONS ..................................................................................................................... 313 

12.4.1 Recommendations for Policy ..................................................................................................................313 
12.4.2 Recommendations for Practice ...............................................................................................................314 
12.4.3 Recommendations for Future Research ..................................................................................................315 

12.5 REFLECTIONS ON THE QUALITY OF THE STUDY............................................................................. 315 
12.6 CONCLUSION ................................................................................................................................. 319 

13 REFERENCES ....................................................................................................... 321 

14 APPENDICES ........................................................................................................ 343 

APPENDIX I: LETTER OF INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE ......................... 344 

APPENDIX II: PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET ................................... 345 

APPENDIX III: INFORMED CONSENT SHEET ................................................. 349 

APPENDIX IV: ORIGINAL INTERVIEW SCHEDULE ...................................... 350 

APPENDIX V: INTERVIEW SCHEDULE LATE ROUND 1 / 2 ......................... 352 

APPENDIX VI: QUESTIONS FOR ONLINE FOCUS GROUP AUGUST 2018 354 

APPENDIX VII: EXAMPLE OF INITIAL CODING BY HAND......................... 355 

APPENDIX IX: EXAMPLE OF DIAGRAMMING ............................................... 356 

APPENDIX X: EXAMPLE OF A MEMO A ........................................................... 357 

APPENDIX XI: EXAMPLE OF A MEMO B .......................................................... 359 

APPENDIX XII: EXAMPLE OF A MEMO C ........................................................ 361 

 

 

 

  



 

  

LIST OF TABLES 

TABLE 1.1 SEG AND SOCIAL CLASS CATEGORIES ON THE IRISH CENSUS (CSO, 2016)... 11 

TABLE 1.2 CENSUS CATEGORIES INCLUDED IN THE HIGHER AND LOWER SEG GROUPS .. 12 

TABLE 1.3 SOCIOECONOMIC SUB-GROUPS IDENTIFIED IN THE DATA .............................. 16 

TABLE 3.1 ADMISSIONS CRITERIA FOR POST-PRIMARY ITE PROGRAMMES AUGUST 2018 

AND APPROXIMATE PROGRAMME SIZES ................................................................... 39 

TABLE 5.1 DIFFERING PERSPECTIVES ON THE MAIN PARADIGMS IN QUALITATIVE 

RESEARCH .............................................................................................................. 104 

TABLE 5.2 DEFINING FEATURES OF CONSTRUCTIVIST GROUNDED THEORY VS ORIGINAL 

FEATURES OF GROUNDED THEORY ........................................................................ 120 

TABLE 6.1 THE DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE OF ALL PARTICIPANTS .................................... 127 

TABLE 6.2 PILOT STUDY PARTICIPANTS’ SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE ..................... 128 

TABLE 6.3 SUMMARY OF SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS BY SEG ................ 135 

TABLE 6.4 ASSIGNMENT OF  IRISH CENSUS GROUPS TO LSEG AND HSEG GROUPS ...... 135 

TABLE 6.5 THE SUB-GROUPS OF THE LSEG GROUP AND THEIR NOTATION .................. 137 

TABLE 6.6 THE SUB-GROUPS OF THE HSEG GROUP AND THEIR NOTATION .................. 137 

TABLE 6.7 SUMMARY OF DATA COLLECTION POINTS WITH EACH PARTICIPANT ........... 141 

TABLE 6.8 PROVISIONAL CATEGORIES AFTER ROUND 1 ............................................... 143 

TABLE 6.9 CATEGORIES AND PROPERTIES AFTER ROUND 2 ........................................... 145 

TABLE 6.10 CATEGORIES AND PROPERTIES AFTER ROUND 3 ......................................... 149 

TABLE 6.11 CATEGORIES AND PROPERTIES AFTER ROUND 4 ......................................... 150 

TABLE 6.12 CATEGORIES AND PROPERTIES AT THE END OF ROUND 5............................ 152 

TABLE 8.1 TYPES OF PIVOTAL ‘TEACHING-LIKE’ EXPERIENCES ..................................... 183 

TABLE 8.2 SOCIOECONOMIC DIMENSIONAL DIFFERENCES IN ‘ATTRIBUTING VALUE TO 

THE ROLE’ .............................................................................................................. 187 

TABLE 8.3 GENERAL RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN POSITIONING ON IMAGINING PROPERTY 1 

AND IMAGINING PROPERTY 2 ................................................................................. 188 

TABLE 8.4 THE MATRIX OF DIMENSIONS RISK VS. REWARD PERCEPTIONS ................... 195 

TABLE 9.1 PARTICIPANTS WHO HAD RECEIVED REJECTIONS FROM ITE BY SEG ......... 211 

TABLE 9.2 THE METHODS OF FUNDING POSTGRADUATE ITE, BY SEG ......................... 213 

TABLE 9.3 THE IMPACT OF ‘FINDING THE MONEY’ ON PARTICIPANT OUTCOMES BY SEG

 ............................................................................................................................... 214 

TABLE 10.1 GROUPING OF PARTICIPANTS AS SINKING, SWIMMING OR SAILING – IN ITE 

AND INTO THE PROFESSION .................................................................................... 229 

TABLE 10.2 RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SINKING, SWIMMING OR SAILING AND LOCATION OF 

TEACHING PRACTICE PLACEMENT ........................................................................... 230 

TABLE 10.3 NUMBER OF HSEG AND LSEG PARTICIPANTS A) CODED AS JUGGLING 

LOGISTICS AND B) WORKING DURING ITE ............................................................. 234 

TABLE 10.4 PARTICIPANTS WHO EXPERIENCED 'NOT KNOWING ‘HOW’ TO TEACH’, AND 

THEIR PRIMARY CONCERNS, BY SEG .................................................................... 237 

TABLE 10.5 SEG DIFFERENCES ON THE DIMENSIONS OF ‘BEING WELCOMED INTO THE 

FOLD’ ..................................................................................................................... 242 

TABLE 10.6 THE POST-ITE EMPLOYMENT STATUS OF THOSE WHO RESPONDED TO EMAIL 

QUERY .................................................................................................................... 249 

  



 

  

  



 

  

LIST OF FIGURES 

FIGURE 3.1 ESTIMATED HE PARTICIPATION RATE BY SOCIOECONOMIC GROUP 2011 AND 

2016 (HIGHER EDUCATION AUTHORITY, 2018A, P.59) ............................................ 46 

FIGURE 3.2 NATIONAL ACCESS PLAN 2015-2019 BASELINE, TARGETS, AND PROGRESS 

REVIEW FIGURES FOR LOWER SOCIOECONOMIC GROUPS (HEA, 2018A, P.18) .......... 47 

FIGURE 4.1 AVERAGE PERCENTAGE RETENTION TO LEAVING CERTIFICATE FOR THE 1995 

TO 2011 COHORTS IN ALL SCHOOLS, DEIS SCHOOLS AND NON-DEIS SCHOOLS (WEIR 

AND KAVANAGH, 2018, P. 17) .................................................................................. 62 

FIGURE 4.2 AVERAGE OVERALL PERFORMANCE SCALE SCORE IN THE JUNIOR 

CERTIFICATE EXAMINATIONFROM 2002 TO 2016 IN ALL SCHOOLS, DEIS SCHOOLS 

AND NON-DEIS SCHOOLS (WEIR AND KAVANAGH, 2018, P.8) ................................. 63 

FIGURE 4.3 PERCENTAGES OF STUDENTS IN DEIS AND NON-DEIS SCHOOLS SITTING 

FOUNDATION, ORDINARY AND HIGHER LEVEL JCE ENGLISH PAPERS IN 2007 AND 

2016 (WEIR AND KAVANAGH, 2018, P.11) ............................................................... 64 

FIGURE 4.4 PERCENTAGES OF STUDENTS IN DEIS AND NON-DEIS SCHOOLS SITTING 

FOUNDATION, ORDINARY AND HIGHER LEVEL JCE MATHEMATICS PAPERS IN 2007 

AND 2016 (WEIR AND KAVANAGH, 2018, P.11) ....................................................... 64 

FIGURE 4.5 MEAN GCSE ATTAINMENT BY SOCIAL CLASS (BOURNE, 2015, P.190) ........ 66 

FIGURE 4.6 NON-PROGRESSION RATES OF NEW ENTRANTS TO HE BY SEG, 2014/15 TO 

2015/16 (LISTON ET AL., 2018, P. 34)....................................................................... 84 

FIGURE 4.7 NON-PROGRESSION RATES BY SECTOR AND QUALIFICATION LEVEL, 2014/15 

VS 2013/14 (LISTON ET AL., 2018, P. 17) .................................................................. 85 

FIGURE 5.1 A VISUAL REPRESENTATION OF A GROUNDED THEORY (FROM CHARMAZ, 

2014, P. 18) ............................................................................................................ 119 

FIGURE 6.1 OVERVIEW OF THE CGT DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS PROCESS, WITH A 

FOCUS ON THEORETICAL SAMPLING (TS) .............................................................. 126 

FIGURE 7.1 THE CORE-CATEGORY AND THREE SUB-CATEGORIES OF THE GT OF 

‘BECOMING’ A POST-PRIMARY TEACHER ............................................................... 157 

FIGURE 7.2 THE SUB-CATEGORY OF 'IMAGINING: SEEING A POSSIBLE FUTURE IN 

TEACHING' AND ITS PROPERTIES ............................................................................. 158 

FIGURE 7.3 THE POSSIBLE DIMENSIONS OF THE PROPERTY ‘SEEING TEACHING AS A ROLE 

YOU COULD FULFIL’ ............................................................................................... 159 

FIGURE 7.4 THE DIMENSIONS OF THE PROPERTY OF ‘ATTRIBUTING VALUE TO THE ROLE 

OF TEACHING’ ........................................................................................................ 161 

FIGURE 7.5 POSSIBLE DIMENSIONS ON THE PROPERTY ‘DOING THE MATHS: RISK VS 

REWARD’ ............................................................................................................... 163 

FIGURE 7.6 THE SUB-CATEGORY OF 'INVESTING: GATHERING THE KEYS TO THE 

KINGDOM' AND ITS PROPERTIES ............................................................................. 164 

FIGURE 7.7: DIMENSIONAL DIFFERENCES IN 'KNOWING THE SYSTEM' BY SEG; ........... 165 

FIGURE 7.8: THE DIMENSIONS OF THE PROPERTY OF ‘PRESENTING ONESELF 

FAVOURABLY AT APPLICATION TO ITE’ ................................................................ 166 

FIGURE 7.9: THE DIMENSIONS OF THE PROPERTY OF 'FINDING THE MONEY' ................. 167 

FIGURE 7.10 THE PROPERTIES OF THE SUB-CATEGORY OF 'SINKING, SWIMMING, OR 

SAILING - IN ITE AND INTO THE PROFESSION' ........................................................ 170 

FIGURE 7.11 THE DIMENSIONS OF 'KNOWING 'HOW' TO TEACH' ................................... 171 

FIGURE 7.12 THE DIMENSIONS OF 'BEING WELCOMED INTO THE FOLD' AND THEIR 

EMOTIONAL VALUES (+/-) ..................................................................................... 172 



 

  

FIGURE 7.13 A CONCEPTUAL OVERVIEW OF THE CORE-CATEGORY, SUB-CATEGORIES, AND 

PROPERTIES OF THE GROUNDED THEORY OF BECOMING A POST-PRIMARY TEACHING IN 

IRELAND ................................................................................................................. 173 

FIGURE 8.1 DIMENSIONS OF THE PROPERTY ‘SEEING TEACHING AS A ROLE YOU COULD 

FULFIL’................................................................................................................... 176 

FIGURE 8.2 THE DIMENSIONS OF THE PROPERTY OF 'ATTRIBUTING VALUE TO THE ROLE'

 ............................................................................................................................... 186 

FIGURE 9.1 THE SUB-CATEGORY OF INVESTING: GATHERING THE KEYS TO THE KINGDOM 

AND ITS PROPERTIES .............................................................................................. 204 

FIGURE 9.2 THE DIMENSIONS OF THE PROPERTY OF 'FINDING THE MONEY' .................. 215 

FIGURE 9.3 THE DIMENSIONS OF THE PROPERTY 'DRAWING ON SOCIAL CONNECTIONS 

(TO FIND A TEACHING PLACEMENT)' ..................................................................... 221 

FIGURE 10.1: THE PROPERTIES OF SINKING, SWIMMING, OR SAILING IN ITE AND INTO THE 

PROFESSION ........................................................................................................... 228 

FIGURE 10.2 THE (INTERRELATED) PROPERTIES OF ‘SINKING, SWIMMING, OR SAILING - IN 

ITE AND INTO THE PROFESSION’ ............................................................................ 232 

FIGURE 10.3 THE DIMENSIONS OF 'BEING WELCOMED INTO THE FOLD' ....................... 241 

FIGURE 11.1 MAPPING OF THE "KEYS OF THE KINGDOM" ON TO BOURDIEU'S FORMS AND 

STATES OF CAPITAL ............................................................................................... 275 

 

 

  

file://///Users/devongoodwin/Desktop/ThesisAug212019.docx%23_Toc18062129


 

  

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS AND ACRONYMS 

BME:  Black and/or Minority Ethnic 

CGT: Constructivist Grounded Theory 

DES: Department of Education and Skills (Ireland) 

ESRC: Economic and Social Research Council (UK) 

ESRI:  Economic and Social Research Institute (Ireland) 

FE:      Further Education 

GT: Grounded Theory 

HE:      Higher Education 

HEA: Higher Education Authority (Ireland) 

HSEG: Higher socioeconomic group 

IET:     Internationally Educated Teachers 

ITE: Initial Teacher Education 

IoT:     Institute of Technology 

LCE:   Leaving Certificate Examination 

LCA:   Leaving Certificate Applied 

LSEG: Lower socioeconomic group 

PME: Professional Master of Education programme 

SAF:   Student Assistance Fund (Ireland) 

SEG: Socioeconomic group 

 

 

 

  



 

  

  



 

  

LIST OF APPENDICES 

APPENDIX I: LETTER OF INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE .................................................. 344 

APPENDIX II: PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET ........................................................ 345 

APPENDIX III: INFORMED CONSENT SHEET .................................................................. 349 

APPENDIX IV: ORIGINAL INTERVIEW SCHEDULE .......................................................... 350 

APPENDIX V: INTERVIEW SCHEDULE LATE ROUND 1 / 2 ............................................... 352 

APPENDIX VI: QUESTIONS FOR ONLINE FOCUS GROUP AUGUST 2018 ......................... 354 

APPENDIX VII: EXAMPLE OF INITIAL CODING BY HAND .............................................. 355 

APPENDIX IX: EXAMPLE OF DIAGRAMMING................................................................. 356 

APPENDIX X: EXAMPLE OF A MEMO A ......................................................................... 357 

APPENDIX XI: EXAMPLE OF A MEMO B ........................................................................ 359 

APPENDIX XII: EXAMPLE OF A MEMO C ....................................................................... 361 

 

 

 

  





1 INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Introduction 

This dissertation is about diversity, socioeconomic status, and becoming a teacher in Ireland.  

It is about the socio-demographic positionalities of students from lower (LSEG) and higher 

(HSEG) socioeconomic backgrounds, and about how the nuances of the lived experiences in 

these two positionalities relate to pursuing a career as a teacher.  It examines distinctions in 

educational aspirations, career motivations, and the possibilities, probabilities and barriers 

encountered on the journeys of the participants.  The work provides an in-depth analysis of 

the experiences of a diverse group of applicants and entrants to ITE, and presents the findings 

in a substantive constructivist grounded theory that aims to provide insight into why so few of 

the students in ITE and teaching in Ireland are from LSEGs.  

This work is timely, as it is set in the social context of an Ireland that continues to 

demographically diversify on almost every axis, and in a political moment that is largely 

favorable to discussion of the need to diversify the teaching force.   

1.2 Significance of this Study 

The lack of diversity in the teaching profession in Ireland has been noted in the literature for 

some time (Killeavy, 1993; Leavy, 2005; Devine, 2005; Heinz, 2008; Clarke, 2009), and 

recent research confirms that this trend is continuing, as recent cohorts of future teachers are 

also largely homogenous group; Irish, Catholic, middle class, female, and heterosexual 
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(Heinz, Keane and Davison, 2017; Keane and Heinz, 2015; Keane and Heinz, 2016; Keane, 

Heinz and Eaton, 2018; Heinz and Keane, 2018).  There has also, more recently, been a call to 

diversify the profession, both in Ireland (The Teaching Council, 2008; Higher Education 

Authority, 2017b; DES, 2002) and internationally (Hartshorn, 2005; Han and Singh, 2007; 

Hartsuyker, 2007; Matheson, 2007; Childs et al., 2010; OECD, 2010; Bireda and Chait, 2011; 

Sleeter and Milner, 2011; Childs et al., 2011b; Ragnarsdóttir, 2012; Childs, 2013 Draft; 

Donlevy, Meierkord, and Rajania, 2016).  In addition, real progress and gains have been made 

in the quest to diversify teaching, with the amendment of Section 37(1) of the Employment 

Equality Act in early 2016 (O’ Riordan TD, 2017) and with the Programme for Access to 

Higher Education (PATH) Strand 1: Equity of Access to Initial Teacher Education funding 

from the Department of Education and Skills in 2017 (Higher Education Authority, 2017b; 

DES, 2018b). 

 

All of this is positive and seems to be moving in the right direction.  What we know from 

research in other countries, however, is that diversifying teaching is sometimes easier said 

than done.  Sometimes gains in minority group Initial Teacher Education (ITE) enrolment are 

celebrated, only to then be met with concerns of high attrition rates of those same minority 

students.  Sometimes minority background teachers make it to the profession, but only stay 

for a short time.  What is clear is that the socio-political structures and processes that weave 

the fabric of the sociodemographic profile of ITE applicants, entrants, and teachers are 

complex and nuanced.  Although searches in the literature and deductive reasoning may 

provide a plausible rationale for the dearth of diversity we witness in ITE and teaching in 

Ireland, when committing resources and energies to the cause of diversification we have a 

responsibility to act on more than just hunches regarding which sites of action will be most 

effective.   

 

To this end, there is much to be learned by listening to and analyzing the experiences of 

diverse ITE applicants themselves.  This study does just that.  It focuses on the demographic 

dimension of socioeconomic group (SEG), and it presents the voices of lower socioeconomic 

group (LSEG) and higher socioeconomic group (HSEG) ITE applicants in the form of a 

Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT).   This theory is a novel lens through which we can 

view and understand the experiences of LSEG individuals in their pursuit of a teaching career, 

and contrast this against the HSEG student experience.   
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Its findings offer great insight into both the psychological and practical realities of pursuing 

teaching, and the interplay between these realities.  It does not offer easy answers, but rather 

forces us to acknowledge that the diversification of teaching is a pursuit that cannot be 

achieved by action at any one isolated location; rather, it suggests that a coordinated and 

intelligent use of resources over the educational lifespan is required.   

 

1.2.1 Larger Diversity in Initial Teacher Education (DITE) Ireland Study 

The current study was conceptualized as a sub project of a larger, nationally-funded research 

project based in the School of Education at the National University of Ireland, Galway; the 

Diversity in Initial Teacher Education (DITE) Ireland project.  The DITE project, created and 

carried out by Dr. Elaine Keane and Dr. Manuela Heinz, is a longitudinal mixed-methods 

study that commenced in 2013 and continues to the time of writing.   

 

The DITE project is the first of its kind in Ireland, if not the world.  It is gathering data on the 

socio-demographic backgrounds of applicants to all of the ITE programmes in Ireland, over a 

period of time significant enough to allow not only snapshots into the profile of ITE 

applicants and entrants (and applicants vs. entrants), but also the establishment and analysis of 

trends in the data.  It is an incredibly powerful study, the results of which have been, and 

continue to be, published nationally and internationally (Heinz, 2011; Heinz, 2013a; Heinz, 

2013b; Heinz, 2013c; Heinz, 2014; Heinz, 2015; Keane and Heinz, 2015; Heinz, 2015; Keane 

and Heinz, 2016; Keane, Heinz and Foley, 2017; Heinz, Keane and Davison, 2017; Heinz, 

Davison and Keane, 2018; Keane, Heinz and Eaton, 2018). 

 

The current study, although a work that stands on its own, drew on the participant base of the 

larger DITE study, and as such will contribute additional understanding of and insight into the 

trends seen in the DITE data. 

 

1.3 A Cruel Irony: A Critical Auto-Biographical Reflection 

Kathy Charmaz has written that “researchers are part of what they study, not separate from it” 

(2006, p.178), and in the six years that I have engaged in this doctoral research, I have come 

to understand the depth of her words.  Conducting this research has been a very self-

revelatory process for me.  In this section I present a ‘critical auto-biographical reflection’; 
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that is, an attempt to unpack for the reader my own positionality and some of the insights 

gleaned from the process of reflective practice throughout the work.  As Charmaz writes, 

“constructivist grounded theory relies on developing and maintaining methodological self-

consciousness, which calls for reflexivity of a depth researchers may not routinely undertake” 

(2016, p.3).  Methodological self-consciousness, Charmaz (ibid., p.3) tells us,  

 

“means examining ourselves in the research process, the meanings we make and the 

actions we take each step along the way…becoming aware of our unearned privileges 

as well as taken-for-granted privileges accompanying our positions and 

roles…defining intersecting relationships with power, identity, subjectivity – and 

marginality – for both the researcher and participants”  

 

A critical auto-biographical reflection, therefore, is one part of the process of unpacking the 

implications of positionalities for the researcher; it is also a way to make explicit to both the 

researcher and the audience at least some of the influence that one brings to the work.  The 

importance of including such a reflection in a CGT is emphasized by Keane (2015), who 

highlights it as one of three key, practical ways in which a researcher can implement the 

constructivist distinction of a constructivist grounded theory study (in contrast to a grounded 

theory study of another school1).   

 

When I started, the research had a broad objective to examine the experiences of ITE 

applicants and entrants from diverse socio-demographic backgrounds.  I thought that perhaps 

I would focus the work on the demographic dimension of race or ethnicity, because that is 

what was most salient for me at the time; I had just finished my own teacher training in 

Canada and the lack of ethnic diversity among my own ITE cohort was shocking, given the 

long-standing ethnic diversity and degree of multi-culturalism and integration of the city in 

which I was studying.  Why were only a handful of my peers (what seemed like about 15/300, 

or about 2%) from visible minority backgrounds, when the Census showed that 36.2% of the 

population of the city in which I was studying were visible minorities?  The mismatch jumped 

out at me.  

 

What also jumped out were the experiences of my friends who were visible minorities in the 

ITE programme.  Having spent six of ten previous years living in Spain, I gravitated towards 

the ethnic minority students as friends, as we were all mature students and shared a common 

experience of living in places outside of Canada.  Over our time together in the two year 

 
1 The various schools of/versions of grounded theory are discussed in-depth in Chapter 5 
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programme, they spoke of feeling like there was a double-standard, and that the curriculum 

and hidden curriculum of the ITE programme were hypocritical in many ways.  We had 

conversations that centred around the irony that we were being taught to value the diverse 

strengths of our students, and to integrate their first language (L1) into the classroom, but the 

language and cultural backgrounds of the students in the ITE cohort itself were not 

acknowledged as strengths to be built upon at all.   

 

When, in the second year of this work, the decision was made to focus on socioeconomic 

background or social class instead of ethnicity, I felt a little bit lost.  Ethnicity was a concrete 

concept for me; I understood it.  Social class was not a topic I had read much about, or that I 

felt that I understood.  I also felt it was somewhat distant or removed from my own 

experience (more so than ethnicity, because I had lived as an adult immigrant in Spain).  I felt 

I was a pretty middle class person; my family had always been comfortable, and I hadn’t 

thought about money too much. 

 

It came as a surprise, then, as the work progressed on this dissertation and I dug deeper into 

the influence of socioeconomic grouping on higher education (HE) progression and choices, 

to realize that my family’s positionality of middle class was a newly inherited one.   It was 

only in the third year of my PhD studies, after significant analysis of the data and 

conversations with participants, that I realized how much of an influence my own father’s 

extremely lower socioeconomic group upbringing has had and still has on my own choices 

and trajectories.   

 

I first realized this when I was running one version of the theory past my father, who was 

understandably curious to know what I had been working on for the past several years.  When 

I described the theory, and the differences in experience between the lower and higher 

socioeconomic groups, he remarked, “well, that’s like the story of my life, you know”.   

 

No.  I hadn’t known.  I hadn’t considered it.  I felt comfortably middle class and removed 

from the struggles of the working class.  And financially, I felt secure; my father is a prudent 

and frugal saver, and my brother and I have grown up with the psychological safety net of 

knowing that there was always someone there who could bail us financially out if needed.  

But my father’s life experience had been much different; he had grown up in a caravan on an 

oil-drilling site as the oldest of six siblings whose father had passed away before the first was 
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finished school.  The oldest of six siblings whose mother had a nervous breakdown from the 

pressure of the situation; my father, aged 16, and the second oldest son had to carry her to 

hospital rolled in a blanket when she collapsed.   

 

My father and his three brothers were farm boys; a pack of strong young athletes who had no 

intention of going on to University.  He was going to attend the local college until he 

discovered that the government would pay him an extra 100 dollars to give to his mother if he 

went to University instead.  When he decided which University to go to, it was the one that 

did not charge him 10 dollars to read his transcript that he went to, because he did not have 

the 10 dollars.   

 

He did not know what he wanted to study, so he did a degree in Physical Education and 

qualified as a P.E. teacher.  He taught for a year in Northern Canada in an indigenous 

community before throwing in the towel and getting a job driving a forklift.  The fact that my 

mother made him apply for an entry-level office job was a turning point in his journey.  He 

got the job, and internal training was offered.  He had taken typing in University so had an 

advantage when computers came in.  His trajectory from there is nothing short of rags to 

riches; he finished his career in upper management in an international oil company. 

Hence why I thought I was comfortably middle class. Hence why I did not think that that the 

current study was personally relevant.   

 

When I began to consider the stories of my participants, however, I realized the parallels. I 

had always been academically successful, so progressing to HE was natural for me.  Choosing 

which field I wanted to enter, and having knowledge of the professions, requirements, and 

options available to me, however, was less straightforward.  Neither my father nor mother 

were part of the professional, upper middle class world; their position as comfortably middle 

class was more financial than cultural.  We had money, but our main cultural activities were 

baseball, rodeo, and drinking beer around the campfire.   

 

As such, we did not have the educational or cultural ‘capital’ to steer children with great 

academic potential into rewarding and stable careers.  My own studies, while very successful, 

were undirected; my brother, equally academically capable, was likewise undirected.  For two 

children who succeeded at the top of their class academically, neither of us had a career by 

our mid-thirties.  We had been unable to turn potential and talent into economic success, 
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because we did not understand how these things worked.  In fact, only this year, in my 38th 

year, and my brother’s 37th, have both of us found our first steady, full-time jobs – many years 

after many of our peers who would have been less academically successful. 

 

This lack of understanding about how the educational system works is a prevalent finding 

among the participants from LSEGs in my research.  While participants from higher 

socioeconomic groups seem to understand what is required to obtain a good career, things are 

fuzzier amongst the lower socioeconomic group.  As the old saying goes, ‘if you don’t know 

where you’re going, you probably aren’t going to get there’.  And those from HSEG families 

with a history of HE and professional careers inherit a greater understanding of not only 

where it is ‘possible’ to go professionally, but how it is one gets there.   

 

The similarities in positionality between my participants and I did not end there, however.  In 

addition to relating to their lack of knowledge of HE and career trajectories, I found 

similarities in their challenges with becoming qualified to teach.   Specifically, when I finally 

did go back to postgraduate studies and obtained a professional qualification in primary 

teaching (in my 30s), I moved to Ireland shortly after.  It was to my shock that I realized that 

educational and professional qualifications I had finally obtained were not easily transferable 

from country to country.  I engaged in a lengthy and tiresome process with the Irish Teaching 

Council in my pursuit of professional registration; a process that took over five years, and 

which I all but gave up on several times.  This finding too was echoed in the stories of my 

participants who were adult immigrants to Ireland.  One such participant, despite already 

being a qualified teacher, actually re-took all of her Initial Teacher Education in Ireland – a 

process she deemed easier than having her out-of-country studies recognized.   

 

Finding myself in a position of marginalization from the teaching profession was a shock.  

Although a fully qualified and registered teacher in Canada, I found myself being deemed not 

good enough for the role of teaching young children in Ireland, because the ‘pieces of paper’ I 

had (the academic degrees) were not the right ones in this new context.  I knew I could do the 

job; I had six years of University study and extensive experience, but on paper the boxes did 

not line up perfectly, and so I was prevented from working in my chosen field.  So too many 

participants in my study relayed the feeling that they had felt unfairly judged as not adequate 

for the teaching profession, feeling that assessment of their entire character had been based on 

their grades and other various bits of paperwork.  Some of these feelings related to being 
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denied entry to ITE, and at other times they related to being denied a teaching practice 

placement in a school or a post-qualification job.   

 

For me, feeling marginalized from teaching, my emotions vacillated; on one hand I felt 

defensive and obstinate (or sensible/practical) and I thought giving up on teaching and 

pursuing another career was the right thing to do.  It would have been in many ways the 

easiest.  On the other hand I felt determined to right the injustice of being kept out of a career 

that I loved, and felt that I would just ‘show them’ and jump through all the hoops they 

required, no matter the cost (and the costs, financially and in terms of time, were significant).  

For many of my participants, the decision to persevere in the pursuit of teaching or to ‘cut 

one’s losses’ and pursue another career was a decision that was likewise made not only at one 

point in time, but several times in the face of different barriers and obstacles along the 

journey.  For many, finally arriving in a teaching position seemed nothing short of a 

miraculous end to an India-Jones style journey of grit and determination.  In my own case, I 

did end up teaching primary school in a limited capacity in Ireland (on a substitute basis and a 

contract basis in a Special Needs School), but never attained full registration; I did not speak 

the Irish language or teach on a long enough contract to satisfy the Teaching Council 

probation requirements for full registration.  Recently, I have taken up a full-time lecturing 

position at an Irish University, and I will have to let the partial primary teaching registration I 

fought so hard for lapse.  For me too leaving a teaching system where I was continually being 

judged as ‘lacking’ in some way was a sensible move not only economically, but emotionally.   

 

My positionality in the current project, therefore, is much more entwined with that of the 

LSEG participants than I ever could have imagined.  When I began the project I naively 

thought of myself in all ways as middle class, and as a majority group member, and I was in 

an environment of empowerment – being a Canadian in Canada.  By the end of this project, 

however, I have come to realize that social class and socioeconomic group are about much 

more than money; they are about inherited ways of being, of living, and of knowledge and 

lenses on the world (Bourdieu, 1977, 1984, 1986; Skeggs, 2004).  In addition, I have lived 

through a further six years of my adult life on the margins of society; as an immigrant in 

Ireland.  I have lived through all of the challenges, emotions, anxieties and frustrations that 

marginalization brings, and emerged on the other side firmly rooted in my new Irish identity 

but with my soul even further intertwined in the cause of telling the stories of those on the 

fringes of society.   
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In telling this story, the aim is that the reader knows the perspective from which I come.  It is 

a constructivist tale, and as such it is explicit that the data generated comes not only from the 

participants, but from the interaction of the participants with myself; a dance of the 

positionalities we embody.  Acknowledgement of the perspectives of both the participants and 

researcher(s) is an essential element of Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT), and 

significantly distinguishes CGT from other methodologies (Charmaz, 2014; Keane, 2015; 

Charmaz, Thornberg and Keane, 2017).  I am proud of the work, and I think its results are of 

great importance – they represent the voices of great young men and women from many 

walks of life who desire to take up the difficult career of teaching.  I hope that the findings 

here enlighten us as to how we can pave the way and make their journey to a noble career not 

only smoother, but most fair, and freer of unnecessary struggle.   

1.4 Research Aims, Objectives and Questions 

The purpose of this research is to provide a framework through which we can understand the 

experiences of LSEG students pursuing careers in teaching.  Such a theory stands to provide 

insight into answering the big question of why there are so few individuals from LSEG 

backgrounds applying to ITE programmes, being admitted to ITE programmes and in the 

profession of teaching in Ireland.   

 

As a CGT study, its ultimate aim is to present a cohesive, insightful, meaningful theory of 

‘what is going on’ (Charmaz, 2014); in this case, we ask what is going on to perpetuate the 

socioeconomic homogeneity of the ITE student body and teaching profession in Ireland, 

despite the growing diversity of the country at large and of other professions within the 

country? 

 

The central research question for this work is: 

 

What can the similarities and differences in experience of LSEG and HSEG applicants 

and entrants to ITE in Ireland tell us about possible reasons for the socioeconomic 

homogeneity of the post-primary teaching profession?   
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Breaking this down, in the context of LSEG and HSEG individuals, sub-questions of this 

study are:  

 

1)        What are participants’ socio-demographic backgrounds and schooling 

experiences? 

2)        How do participants’ report their beliefs and choices about higher education 

progression and career decisions, with a particular focus on applying for and entering 

ITE? 

3)       What are participants’ ITE and early teaching career experiences (for relevant 

participants)? 

 

 

The central objective of this study is to construct a CGT of the experiences of research 

participants from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds in relation to applying to ITE 

programmes in Ireland, and their associated educational and professional experiences, in order 

to identify core processes and factors informing their decisions and experiences. 

 

1.5 Socioeconomic Group and Social Class 

This study deals with the demographic dimension of socioeconomic group (SEG), which is a 

term highly interwoven with the concept of social class.  This is because both “social class 

and SEG are based on an interaction between people’s social, cultural, and economic 

backgrounds and status” (Rubin, Denson, Kilpatrick, Matthews, Stehlik, and Zyngier, 2014, 

p.196).  Rubin et al. remind us, however, that although often “conflated with one another” 

(ibid.) they are separate constructs. SEG refers to an individual’s current social and economic 

positioning, which is subject to change, particularly in societies where there are opportunities 

for social mobility.   Social class, on the other hand, refers to a broader sociocultural concept 

that is more resistant to change over generations (ibid.) 

 

On the Irish census there are 11 socioeconomic group categories.  These eleven categories are 

highly correlated with the census social class groupings, which contains 7 groups (CSO, 

2016b). 
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Socioeconomic Group Categories Social Class Categories 

A  Employers and managers 1  Professional workers 

B  Higher professional 2  Managerial and technical 

C  Lower professional  

D  Non-manual 3  Non-manual 

E  Manual skilled 4  Skilled manual 

F  Semi-skilled 5  Semi-skilled 

G  Unskilled 6  Unskilled 

H  Own account workers 7  All others gainfully occupied and unknown 

 I  Farmers  

J  Agricultural workers  

 

Part of the reason that there is such considerable overlap between the socioeconomic status 

and social class groupings is due to similarities in how they are coded/assigned.  That is, 

members of the population are assigned to both groupings using the same criteria; both the 

socioeconomic and social class groupings on the Irish census are made based on occupation 

and employment status of the head of the family household, using similar procedures for both 

scales (Government of Ireland, 2012).   

 

In deciding how to group participants for this study I began with the data available to me from 

the DITE study, which included data on the SEG of all the DITE participants, coded 

according to the criteria used on the Irish census (CSO, 2016a).  All of these DITE 

participants had ticked a box on the initial DITE survey indicating their interest in a 

qualitative interview study, and hence their data was available for this project.   

 

Although they had been grouped into one of the 11 SEG groups, the nuances between all 11 

of these groups were not of importance to this study.  This was, not least, because the 

numbers involved in an in-depth qualitative study of this nature were not nearly large enough 

to examine group differences between 11 socioeconomic groups.  The important distinction, 

rather, was between those from SEG groups that are typically over (proportionately), or 

under-represented in ITE.  Those groups typically under-represented in Irish HE are referred 

to as target groups in the National Access Plan (Higher Education Authority, 2015), which is 

the country’s guiding document on widening participation, and I took guidance from this 

policy in deciding how to group participants for this study.    

 

For the current study it was decided to use a two-fold distinction of two categories of interest– 

a higher SEG (HSEG) group and a lower SEG (LSEG) group.  The HSEG group is composed 

of those typically well represented in HE relative to the population; in the Irish context this 

Table 1.1 SEG and Social Class Categories on the Irish Census (CSO, 2016) 
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has been shown to be those from the categories of a) employers and managers, b) higher 

professional, c) lower professional, e) manual skilled h)  own account workers, and i) farmers 

(Higher Education Access Route, n.d.).  The LSEG group is composed of those typically 

underrepresented in HE; the National Access Plan target groups and those eligible for the 

Higher Education Access Route (HEAR)2 scheme. This LSEG group includes those from d) 

non-manual, f) semi-skilled, g) unskilled, and j) agricultural workers, as well as those who 

have never worked or are on social employment schemes.   

 

Higher SEG Group Lower SEG Group 

Employers and Managers Non-Manual 

Higher Professionals Semi-Skilled 

Lower Professionals Unskilled 

Manual-Skilled Agricultural Workers 

Farmers Never Worked 

Own-Account Workers Employment Schemes or Social Benefits 

 

 

Recent discussion on the use of SEG and social class groupings for educational research, 

however, has focused on the need to include not only objective measures of these constructs, 

but to also pay attention to the subjective measures such as self-classification (Rubin et al., 

2014).  These subjective measures acknowledge that the objective conditions of SEG and 

social class are not passive, stand-alone measures, but rather through lived experience 

generate perceptions of ranking within social hierarchies and “give rise to subjective social 

identities that embody and reify social class” (ibid., p.198).   Indeed, some studies have found 

that subjective self-classifications of social class are stronger predictors of outcomes than 

typical occupation-based objective measures (Ostrove and Long, 2007).  In light of the 

growing awareness of the importance and utility of the subjective component of SEG and 

social class measures, Rubin et al. recommend that  

 

“researchers in higher education should habitually supplement their objective 

measures with subjective measures to provide a more nuanced, articulated, and 

comprehensive assessment of these complex, context-dependent variables…[because] 

this approach will give a clearer voice to students’ subjective experiences in higher 

education” (Rubin et al., 2014, p. 199) 

 
2 HEAR is an Access programme for socioeconomically disadvantaged students that was developed to 

implement the goals of the National Access Plan.   

Table 1.2 Census Categories Included in the Higher and Lower SEG groups 
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Following these recommendations, two additional measures of SEG and social class were 

considered in this work, and combined with the objective census-based data.  The first 

additional measure was a self-ranking of social class from the DITE survey.  Participants had 

been asked to rank themselves as either working class, middle class, upper middle class, or 

upper class; in addition, a response box was available to give a reason for the choice.   The 

second additional measure was to ask participants to classify themselves in terms of social 

class in the interview, and to gather information on other important factors such as whether or 

not they had received government grants for their undergraduate studies, whether their parents 

had been able to help them fund their undergraduate studies and living costs, additional 

nuances of their parents’ occupational situations and histories, and the qualitative ‘feel’ of 

their upbringing in terms of their awareness of the socioeconomic and educational hierarchy 

and where their family fit into that hierarchy.   Using the objective measures as the central 

piece of data, but also considering the other factors, a composite measure of LSEG/working 

class or HSEG/middle class was derived.   

 

In almost all cases, the objective measures, self-classification, and interview data were 

congruent.  In a minority of cases, however, anomalies did emerge in combining the objective 

and subjective measures; some LSEG/working class group participants had aspects to their 

subjective experience of social class that were more typical of the HSEG/middle class group, 

and vice versa.  This demanded analysis, and as analysis in a grounded theory study takes 

place concurrently with data collection, it was also emerging that these sub-groups had 

differences in their experience of pursuing a teaching career as well.   It is worth noting that 

discovering sub-groups within the larger SEG groupings is not unprecedented; The Hidden 

Disadvantage study (McCoy, Bryne, O’Connell, Kelly, and Doherty, 2010), for example, 

highlighted the heterogenous nature of the non-manual SEG group.  In the foreword to the 

study McCoy (ibid., p.xi) wrote that 

 

…Overall nearly one-in-five of the [Irish] adult population are located within the non-

manual group. However, the group is composed of two distinct sub-groups: the 

intermediate non-manual and other non-manual groups. The former comprised of a 

number of relatively high status positions such as Garda sergeants and government 

executive officials, while the latter group is dominated by lower level service workers. 

In further examining the profile of these groups it becomes apparent that, across a 

range of educational and economic characteristics, occupants of the other non-manual 

group share many similarities with lower manual groups, while the intermediate non-

manual group do not. 
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Likewise, in the current work, sometimes participants objectively grouped as LSEG/working-

class told stories that one might view as middle class, and less often, though sometimes, 

participants objectively classed as HSEG/middle class told stories that one might view as 

working class.  Of note is that immigration status was an important variable in these 

considerations; adult immigrants to Ireland as a whole group had experiences more similar to 

those from the LSEG group, despite the fact that some had come from HSEG backgrounds in 

their childhood in their country of origin.   In addition, there were two participants that were 

grouped as HSEG, but had grown up in a very LSEG context; both were in their 40s and 

removed in many ways from their LSEG roots, but they were coded as a distinct sub-group 

because their LSEG upbringing distinguished them from typical HSEG participants. 

 

What I realized as the analysis progressed was that teasing out the group differences of these 

SEG sub-groups was key to interpreting that was being seen in the data.  The two-fold 

LSEG/HSEG classification was meaningful, but a more nuanced classification would be more 

meaningful.  The concept of ‘SEG/social class as experienced’, therefore, became required by 

the analysis.   

 

The concept of ‘SEG/social class as experienced’ is a concept that I have constructed for this 

project, and which proved useful in explaining which elements of the LSEG or HSEG 

experience affect each participant in relation to their pursuit of a teaching career, expecially 

where anomalies were seen.  It is a more progressive way of thinking about SEG and social 

class, in-line with the work of Mike Savage and his team (Savage, Devine, Cunningham, 

Taylor, Yi, Hjellbrekke, Le Roux, Friedman, and Miles, 2013), but refined specifically for 

work on this topic.  For the current work, I define ‘SEG/social class as experienced’ as having 

four dimensions: 

 

The dimensions of Socioeconomic group/class as Experienced 

 

1.) financial standing 

2.) educational disadvantage 

3.) family and community knowledge of HE/ITE 

4.) personal connections to educational professionals 

 

In the context of this study, there is also a fifth dimension of importance: 

 

5.) immigration status 
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In line with research on SEG and HE, a typical LSEG participant would have a precarious 

financial standing, have experienced educational disadvantage (McCoy et al., 2010; Harford, 

2018), have a lower level of family and community knowledge of HE and ITE (Reay, 1998), 

and have few personal connections with educational professionals (Stanton-Salazar, 1997; 

Horvat, Weininger and Lareau, 2003).  A typical HSEG participant would be the opposite on 

each factor.   

 

In the data, however, there were LSEG group participants whose SEG/social class as 

experienced profile had anomalies that greatly changed their overall experience, towards more 

of a HSEG group experience. For example, there was a sub-group of LSEG participants who 

were academic excellers.  They were always top of their class, and therefore their experience 

was not as affected by educational disadvantage as the typical members of the LSEG group.  

Table 1-3, on the following page, summarizes the 3 sub-groups of HSEG participants (typical, 

immigrant, and Mature students who grew up LSEG) and the 6 sub-groups of LSEG 

participants (typical, immigrant, higher financial standing, lower educational disadvantage, 

higher family knowledge of HE/ITE, and higher personal connections to educational 

professionals).  Note that a small number of participants were dually coded into two sub-

groups, as indicated in the footnotes.  

 

It is important to note that analysis of the data was primarily on the differences between the 

two main groups; LSEG and HSEG. The sub-groups, however, explain the anomalies in 

experience of individual members of the larger groups, by identifying key reasons that their 

experiences differed in some ways from those of their larger groups.   

 

Here I call also upon the work of Diemar (2013) who discusses the concept of subjective 

social class measures, and reminds us that “there is no single best measure of [social class] 

that will meet all needs” (p.107), and that the choice of measurement of social class should be 

carefully related to the study’s purpose.  For the current study, the concept of SEG/social class 

as experienced was the most appropriate and useful framework to employ for understanding 

the data.   
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Group Code and Sub-Group Number of 

participants 

Explanatory notes 

Higher SEG 

(n=13*3) 

HSEG 2.0 -  typical profile  8  

HSEG imm – adult Immigrants 

to Ireland 

4 Although growing up with many of the 

dispositions and social tendencies of the HSEG 

group, these participants found themselves 

uniquely disadvantaged due to their immigration 

status 

HSEG 2.1 – Mature students 

who grew up LSEG 

2 Both participants (in their mid 40s) grew up 

economically disadvantaged, but due to the 

career of their spouse or to their own previous 

career are now higher SEG 

Lower SEG 

(n=21**4) 

LSEG 1.0 – typical profile 10  

LSEG imm – adult immigrant to 

Ireland 

2  

LSEG 1.1 – higher financial 

standing than typical 

2 - 1 participant had received a large 

insurance settlement 

- 1 participant had a lucrative part-time 

job 

LSEG 1.2 – lower educational 

disadvantage  

2 Both students report always excelling in school 

and being at the top of their class 

LSEG 1.3 – higher family 

knowledge of HE / ITE 

2 - 1 participant’s mother worked at 

Citizen’s Information 

- 1 participant’s boyfriend had extended 

family that coached her into HE and ITE 

LSEG 1.4 – higher personal 

connections to educational 

professionals 

5 These participants, due to work or extended 

family connections, were able to establish 

personal connections to individuals working in 

schools 

 

 

Before concluding this section, it is important to turn to the subject of terminology.  Although 

I first delineated the conceptual differences between socioeconomic status and social class on 

p. 10, I subsequently have used them interchangeably to label the two main groups.  This 

ambiguity of terms is in keeping with much literature on socioeconomic group and social 

class – even in publications which seek to tease apart the concepts (Rubin et al., 2014; McCoy 

et al., 2010).  For the remainder of this dissertation, however, I wish to avoid such ambiguity.  

The term SEG will be used in favor of the term social class, when describing the participant 

data, due to two factors5.  

 

 

3 * 1 participant dually  coded as HSEG 2.1 imm 

4 ** 1 participant dually coded as LSEG 1.3 imm, 1 participant dually coded as LSEG 1.1 1.2 

5 In the literature review and discussion, the terms will still be used interchangeably, according to the 

terminology favored by the authors of the original studies 

 

Table 1.3 Socioeconomic Sub-Groups Identified in the Data 
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Firstly, in contrast to the UK, in the Irish context the majority of literature and widening 

participation policy favors the terminology of socioeconomic group (McCoy et al., 2010; 

HEA, 2014).  Secondly, the key deciding factor in whether to continue with and present the 

analysis of the data in terms of SEG or social class groupings came from the participants 

themselves.  Participants were explicitly asked in focus groups which terminology they 

preferred in the presentation of the findings and why, and preference was almost unanimous 

for the use of lower and higher socioeconomic groups, as opposed to social class groupings.  

This involvement of the participants in deciding how to present the academic work that tells 

their story is in keeping with constructivist principles in research.   

 

In referring to participants in the current work, therefore, the terminology of SEG will be 

employed exclusively.  The co-use of SEG and social class terminology is required, however, 

in the literature review and discussion chapters of this dissertation, as so much of the 

established literature interchanges the two terms, or favors social class over SEG due to its 

location in a different context.  In addition, although participants understandably gravitate 

away from the sociologically ‘loaded’ terminology and labels of social class and towards the 

somewhat safer and more objective terminology of SEG, established sociological work has 

shown that the experiences of LSEG individuals are about much more than just economics; to 

completely eradicate the notion of social class from the work would be just as reckless as not 

acknowledging the participants’ preference in terminology.   

 

To conclude this discussion on terminology, it seems sensible to note that socioeconomic 

group and social class are not perfect constructs, nor have they ever been. They are, however, 

useful, in that they give us a vocabulary to discuss that stratifications that are visible (and 

often invisible) in society, and provide a way to understand the factors affecting the life 

trajectories of individuals born into various positions in society (Savage et al., 2013).  Perhaps 

it is fitting to call up the quote cited by O’hare (Susser and Watson, 1971, p. 123, in 1982, p. 

213) in her paper “A Note on the Proposed Irish Census-based Social Class Scale” 

 

…epidemiologists and other [social] scientists may take comfort that, in the past, 

simple and crude methods have yielded rich results. Insistence on perfectly valid and 

reliable measures can only paralyze research. 
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1.6 Conceptual and Theoretical Framework 

The current study is a Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT) study (Charmaz, 2014).  As 

such, it does not begin from any one theoretical or conceptual viewpoint.  Rather, it begins 

with the data; this is what ‘grounds’ a grounded theory (GT) study, and as will be discussed in 

Chapter IV, the purpose of a GT study is to develop a theory from this data (Glaser and 

Strauss, 1967).   

 

What the ‘constructivist’ in CGT acknowledges, however, is that the researcher is not a tabula 

rasa; we bring to our work all of the ideas and assumptions and influences we have gathered 

through our past experiences and work (see chapter IV). The result of a CGT study, therefore, 

is the intellectual product of the researcher interacting with the data, and with the participants 

and the data, and as such it is important to understand some of the theoretical influences that I 

found affecting my work throughout the five-year period of analysis in this study.  

Importantly, CGT methodology also lays out that a researcher must reveal their influences 

(Charmaz, 2014).   

 

The first influence is the work of Pierre Bourdieu (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977), which 

exerted an undeniable influence on the analysis of the data, at various times, throughout the 

iterative data collection and analysis process.  Influences of his ideas are evident even in the 

final theory, and in the discussion.  His concepts of social, cultural, and economic capital rang 

very true in the narratives of my participants, many of whom struggled to access what I 

termed the “keys to the kingdom” in the final analysis.  In addition, his concepts of Habitus 

and Field (ibid.) were useful in sensitizing me to the connections between social positioning 

and inter-group relationships, as well as the influence of social positioning on decision 

making.  Interestingly, as I returned to read Bourdieu during and after the completion of this 

dissertation, his work came alive in the experiences of my participants, and also of myself.   

 

Having a strong background in psychology, I was also influenced by many of the concepts 

and ideas from that field.  In particular, the concepts of identity and social identity 

development influenced me in the process of data analysis.  Of these identity theories, two 

stand out as most important. 

 

The first is the work of Erik Erikson (Erikson, 1994), often heralded as one of the first 

theorists to emphasize the social element of identity (or ego-identity) development.  While 
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Erikson’s work focuses largely on the importance of a positive resolution in the stages of 

identity development for the psychological well-being of an individual, the current 

dissertation does not.  What the current work does take from Erikson, however, is a sense of 

gravity towards the concept of identity development, and a respect for the inescapable 

presence of and strength of the innate drive towards positive identity resolution in the lives of 

individuals.   

 

Erikson was also the first person to emphasis a lifespan theory of development, and 

throughout the study and the analysis I felt strongly the need to tell as much of the story of my 

participants as possible; I did not want to focus only on the point of deciding to apply to ITE, 

or only on the financial and educational barriers in gaining access to ITE, as I instinctively felt 

(or felt because of my affinity with lifespan development theories) that this would be telling a 

truncated story that was too far from the truth to be meaningful.   

 

The second key influence from my background in psychology is the Social Identity Theory 

work of Henri Tajfel and John Turner (Tajfel et al., 1979; Tajfel, 2010).  Tajfel and Turner 

emphasize that a person’s sense of identity is not just derived from of their own sense of self, 

but rather heavily dependent upon social group memberships (and non-memberships).  Their 

theory posits that we over-emphasize intra-group similarities and inter-group differences, and 

that the positioning of the groups we belong to in the social hierarchy affects the degree of 

satisfaction we have with our own social identity.    

 

Social Identity Theory is useful in that it makes explicit often implicitly felt differences of 

“us” and “them”, and argues that these concepts are in fact psychological necessities, and 

therefore are best not avoided but confronted and examined.  This was useful to me as a 

somewhat naïve researcher approaching this study with a limited background in sociology.  

Group differences do exist, and will continue to exist, and are not necessarily the product of 

discrimination, but rather of a psychological process of categorization, identification, and 

inter-group comparison.  Through understanding our tendencies to categorize, group, and 

stereotype, and then challenging them because we understand the ‘good’ that can come from 

such a challenging process, progress towards more inclusive and equitable communities can 

be made (Crisp and Turner, 2011). 
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The ideas of Bourdieu, Erikson, and Tajfel and Turner, then, are those I trace most easily as 

affecting my thinking in the process of this dissertation.  There are, of course, countless other 

theorists, ideas, assumptions and hunches that I would have brought to this work as well.  

While seeking to develop and foster an ever-more expansive and rigorous stance as 

researcher, I concurrently see myself and my own intellectual and emotional journey woven 

into what I observe, and analyse, consider, and share.  I do see myself as much more of a 

constructivist now than when I began the work; in my final interviews and focus groups I 

experienced a deepened appreciation of the theory - the research product - as a communal 

product, and of myself as less of a producer and more of a co-constructor of a point in space 

and time in the social sphere.   

1.7 Conclusion and Overview of the Dissertation 

This chapter has served as the introduction to a dissertation of twelve chapters that tells the 

story of my research over the last six years.  It is hoped that this introduction has served to 

convey the significance of the work that follows, the aims and objectives of the study, and to 

establish some background information on who I am as a researcher and some of the 

theoretical and conceptual viewpoints that I have brought to this Constructivist Grounded 

Theory work. 

Chapters Two, Three, and Four provide context for the current study.  Chapter Two is the first 

chapter that I wrote, and one I feel strongly is required by this work.  It addresses the rationale 

for the diversification of teaching as a desirable goal.  Too often in the literature on 

diversification I have found this rationale to be weak or unstated, and without a strong 

rationale for the benefits of diversification the current favorable political climate could easily 

turn before the work has gained any serious momentum.   

Chapter Three provides an overview of Irish educational structures and policies, as well as 

SEG divisions in educational experience.  This context is essential for understanding the 

system in which my participants operated, the magnitude of the socioeconomic disparities that 

exist on a grander scale, and the political climate which surrounds the diversification of 

teaching in Ireland at the present moment.  Chapter Four is the Literature Review and 

provides additional context for the study by exploring previous research on the educational 

experiences of LSEG individuals across the educational lifespan.   

Chapter Five outlines the philosophical underpinnings of the various orientations to 

educational research, and locates both myself as a researcher and the chosen methodology of 
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CGT within this landscape.  Chapter Six details how the study was conducted, including 

participant recruitment, consent, data collection, and analysis. 

Chapter Seven constitutes the beginning of the findings; a presentation of the overarching 

CGT, the core category, sub-categories, properties, and the various interrelationships.  It 

provides a structure for the more detailed findings that are presented in Chapters Eight 

through Ten.  Chapter Eight focuses on the sub-category of ‘Imagining’, Chapter Nine on the 

sub-category of ‘Investing’, and Chapter Ten on the final sub-category of ‘Sinking, 

Swimming, or Sailing in ITE and into the Profession’.  Chapter Eleven discusses the findings 

in the context of previous research and relevant theory, and Chapter Twelve provides a 

conclusion and recommendations.   
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2 THE BENEFITS OF DIVERSITY 

IN TEACHING: 

UNDERSTANDING THE 

RATIONALE 

2.1 Introduction 

This short chapter examines over 40 years of research on diversity in teaching and considers 

the rationale for diversification that have been used over that time.  This historical overview is 

necessary because the ‘problem’ of the rationale for diversification has not yet been solved; in 

research and in policy, the rationale for why increasing diversity in teaching is a positive thing 

are often ‘slapped’ onto the end of proposals and projects as after-thoughts, rather than 

premises.  Because there is not one solid answer to the question ‘why should we diversify 

teaching?’ an understanding of how the research community has thought and written about 

this at various times will provide the most thorough understanding. 

As most of the early research on the diversification of ITE and teaching was based in the 

United States, and much of this focused on the dimension of ethnicity and/or race, the 

following discussion reflects this.  

2.2 Overview of the Rationale for Diversification 

Since 1986, when the call for increasing diversity in teaching was first put forward in the 

United States (Carnegie Forum on Education and the Economy, 1986), the rationale offered 

has changed significantly. What was first a passionate, political, anti-racist rationale was 

quickly replaced by a rationale that claimed to be more evidence-based. Arguments for the 

wider societal value of a teaching force comprised of all segments of society fell to the 
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wayside, and researchers focused on evidencing that diverse teachers improved outcomes for 

students that were demographically similar to themselves; what is now known as the ‘ethnic 

matching’ argument.  This line of research dominated the field from the late 1980s, through 

the 1990s, and into the 21st century. Excellent reviews and summaries of the work were put 

forth by Eubanks and Weaver (1999), Villegas and Irvine (2010), Maylor et al. (2006), Brown 

(2013), and Santoro (2013a).  

 

The problem, however, was that this ‘ethnic matching’ (Eddy and Easton-Brooks, 2011a) line 

of research had drastic, if unintentional, theoretical implications: as Hopson (2013a) was able 

to articulate in her doctoral dissertation, this line of research is democratically racist and 

contributes to the “problematic politics of representation” (Hopson, 2013b, p.27). In light of 

this understanding, which has been reached in different ways by different authors over the last 

10 years, attention is now shifting back to rationales that more closely resemble the original, 

ecological rationale of 1986. Coming full circle, the message that teacher diversity is a 

necessary, but not sufficient, ingredient in positive schools and societies is beginning to re-

emerge. 

In order to explore and understand the 35 years of rationale for increasing teacher diversity, a 

modified chronological path is most appropriate.  

2.2.1 Original Impetus and Rationale: Power, Society, Equality  

Early discussion and literature on teacher diversity originated in the United States, arising 

from the decades after the desegregation of public schools following Brown et al. v. Board of 

Education of Topeka, Kansas in 1954. Following Brown, there was a drastic reduction in the 

number of Black teachers in American public schools (Graham, 1987). In addition, many of 

the Black students entering mainstream schools, which were dominated by white, middle- 

class teachers, were failing to thrive. Although there may have been some research on the 

benefits of culturally relevant teaching and student-teacher ethnic-matching in the 1970s and 

early 1980s, the sources most widely cited as the first explicit call to increase diversity in 

teaching are two publications from 1986 (Carnegie Forum on Education and the Economy, 

1986; Mercer and Mercer, 1986). The distinctive quality of these early publications is their 

focus on the messages about power that the demographic composition of those in authority 

positions in schools sent to children (Villegas and Irvine, 2010). 

The first early publication to consider is the conference proceedings from the Carnegie Forum 

on Education and the Economy (1986, p.79). This document states that:  
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…The race and background of their teachers tells [students] something about authority 

and power in contemporary America. These messages influence children's attitudes 

toward school, their academic accomplishments, and their views of their own and 

others' intrinsic worth. The views they form in school about justice and fairness so 

influence their future citizenship 

 

From this passage we see that the population of concern was all students, not just minority 

students. In particular, the concern of the Task Force was broad and noble: the moral and 

social education of all students for a democratic society where equality and equity were 

achievable. 

The second publication is an article by Mercer and Mercer (1986), in which they claim that 

"[operating] a public school system without Black teachers is [like teaching] White 

supremacy without saying a word" (p. 105). Villegas (2010, p. 177) writes that “Mercer and 

Mercer explained that if students failed to see adults of color in professional roles in schools 

and instead saw them over-represented in non-professional positions, they implicitly learned 

that White people are better suited than people of color to hold positions of authority in 

society”. 

Of note, England, Meier and Stewart (1989) remind us that before either of these publications, 

the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights (1976) had also stated, in relations to teaching and 

schools, that “minorities in positions of responsibility help to dispel myths of racial inferiority 

and incompetence” (ibid. p. 222).  As a rule, these early teacher diversity advocates (Witty, 

1982; Mercer and Mercer, 1986) maintained that school is not only a setting where academic 

knowledge is constructed and transmitted, but also a place where values are fashioned in 

subtle but powerful ways. Given the influence of schooling on the formation of children’s 

values, they maintained, it was unacceptable for a pluralistic society to expose public school 

students to a non-pluralistic teaching force.    

2.2.2 Ethnic-Matching and the ‘Problem’ of the Underachieving Ethnic Child 

The voice of the first-wave of the teacher diversity movement seems strong and clear: the 

focus on equality in society and dispelling myths of inferiority of members of any one 

demographic group. Despite this, research in the field soon took a monumental turn. Rather 

than continuing to focus on the big picture, and the wrongness of having children exposed to a 

teaching staff that draws from only one segment of society, the majority of research in the 

following decades took on a new line of argument. This new argument, often called the 

representation argument or the discourse of representation (Martino and Rezai-Rashti, 2012) 

holds that poor, underachieving minority students need minority teachers to teach them – that 
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the diversity of students must be represented in the teachers, as only these teachers understand 

what the students need (Hopson, 2013b). 

The distinction here is subtle, but extremely important to understand. Despite strong early 

leadership professing that the benefits of teacher diversity were for all of society, the next 

wave of research did not pursue the furthering of these claims. Rather, the focus shifted from 

the system (society) to one element of the system – minority children. These ethnic children 

were cast in a deficit role, as a problem that could only be fixed by minority teachers. The 

shift in the rationale for teacher diversity from theoretical, based on notions of equality in 

society, to evidence-based, based on academic gains for minority students, can perhaps be 

explained as keeping with the times. 

This is because, as Cole (1986) writes, the 1980s was a time of educational reform in the 

United States, and the values of the day were “more quantitative than qualitative, more 

concerned about excellence than equity” (p. 328). In the United States, teacher licensure tests 

were being introduced, and Black teachers were failing these tests at rates estimated between 

33-88% (p. 327). In protest of these licensure tests, the following statement was made at the 

1983 NAACP (National Association for the Advancement of Colored People) Summit on 

Education: “The strongest evidence for measuring employed teacher competence is not their 

achievement or rating on national examinations. Rather, it is the progress made by their 

students” (Cole, 1986, p.330). Minority educators wished to be evaluated on the strength of 

their teaching, so to fight back against a public and policy-makers focused on numbers and 

standards, pro-diversity researchers seem to have turned to using numbers for their own 

cause: measuring the impressive progress of minority students under minority teachers, to 

justify their rightful claim to positions in the teaching force. 

From the late 1980s to the early 2000s, then, an impressive body of work was produced that 

aimed to establish the progress and improvement of educational outcomes of diverse students 

when under the tutelage of diverse teachers. Teacher diversity was at times measured on a 

classroom basis, at times on a school or district level, and the exact nature of the educational 

outcomes measured varied over time, including: gains in reading and math scores on 

standardized tests (Evans, 1992; Ehrenberg, Goldhaber, and Brewer, 1995; Hanushek and 

Pace, 1995; Clewell, Puma, and McKay, 2001; Dee, 2004; Eddy and Easton-Brooks, 2011b), 

increased high school graduation and college matriculation (Fraga, Meier, and England, 1986; 

Meier and Theory, 1993; Hess and Leal, 1997; Meier and Wrinkle, 1999; Pitts and Society, 

2007), increased enrollment in difficult classes (Klopfenstein, 2005), reduced placement in 
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special needs classes (Meier, Stewart and England, 1989), and reduced absenteeism (Farkas, 

Grobe, Sheehan, and Shuan, 1990).  What rarely varied, however, was focus of interest the 

researchers’ interest: the problematic minority students. 

Only a handful of studies have ventured into the territory of trying to prove that an increase in 

teacher diversity is good for all students. One of these (Meier, Wrinkle, and Polinard, 1999, p. 

1025), concluded that “far from finding that representative bureaucracy produces minority 

gains at the expense of non-minorities, this study finds both minority and non-minority 

students perform better in the presence of a representative bureaucracy”.  Meier et al.’s (1999) 

study, however, had its methodology and findings viciously attacked (Nielsen and Wolf, 

2001) – an event which, despite being brilliantly countered by Meier et al. (Meier, Eller, 

Wrinkle, and Polinard, 2001), served to dim the findings and perhaps discourage similar 

scholarship. Another unfortunate casualty of this academic debate was a finding in the 

original article (Meier et al., 1999) that was perhaps forgotten or missed amidst all the 

commotion. Specifically, Meier et al.’s work (1999) found that “the impact of minority 

teachers on all students will become positive at approximately 32.3% minority teachers” 

(p.1032). Although quantifying such an impact may seem to far-fetched to pursue, the idea of 

a critical mass of teacher diversity should at least serve to spark interesting debate and 

inquiry; I have been able, however, to find only one other work (Bali and Alvarez, 2003) 

discussing this finding, or building theoretically upon its implications. 

2.2.3 Trying to Explain the Positive Ethnic-Matching Results 

Out of the body of work that has aimed to show that ethnically diverse teachers improve 

ethnically diverse student outcomes has grown another body of work, attempting to explain 

the mechanism of the correlation in the first. This second body of work is summarized by 

Villegas (2010) into the five most common reasons given for ‘why diverse teachers are better 

for diverse students than teachers from the socio-cultural majority’. She categorizes them as: 

increased expectations, culturally relevant teaching, confronting issues of racism in teaching, 

developing caring and trusting relationships, and acting as an advocate or cultural broker. In 

short, the idea is that diverse teachers have more respect for the intrinsic worth and value of 

students of color, and this makes them more successful teachers for this population. 

It is interesting to consider the logic of the response to this research. Finding that there was a 

difference in the attitudes towards minority students between majority and minority teachers, 

the reaction was to call for an increase in diverse teachers (England, Meier, and Stewart, 

1989), rather than for a reeducation of all teachers with negative expectations of certain 
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children.  It is also important to reflect on this, because this line of reasoning is not 

completely expired – recent publications still maintain this rationale (Schmitz, Nourse and 

Ross, 2012), and policy makers continue to be drawn to the surface simplicity of the argument 

that diverse students need diverse teachers. 

2.2.4 The Incredibly Seductive Role-Model Argument and Toying with Re-segregation 

Alongside the evidence-based push to quantify the impact of diverse teachers of the 1990s 

and 2000s, there was an equally strong role-model argument. This argument holds that when 

teachers are present that look like or have similar backgrounds to students, those students will 

naturally be inspired by these role models to want to engage with school and reap social 

successes similar to that of the teacher for themselves (Cole, 1986; England, Meier, and 

Stewart, 1989; Evans, 1992; Hess and Leal, 1997; Riley, 1998; Klopfenstein, 2005).  This 

argument is particularly popular amongst policy makers and the media (Martino, 2012; DES, 

2017).  It is incredibly package-able for sound bites and press releases.   

The role model argument is not incongruent with the reasons that minority pre-service 

teachers themselves give for being attracted to teaching. There are numerous studies that 

show that ethnic minority students want to give something back to the community, help enact 

transformative change, or be a role model (Brown, 2013).  

Despite the willingness of pre-service teachers to say they want to be role models, however, 

and the willingness of policy makers to accept the idea that increasing these minority role-

models in schools will solve the challenges of diverse classrooms (DES, 2017), there are 

problems with this argument. Specifically, the argument hinges on a fallacious assumption, 

and one that is racist in its foundations: that because of the color of someone’s skin, they will 

automatically have certain characteristics (Hopson, 2013b; Martino, 2012).  Understanding 

this assumption, and the error it contains, is key to understanding some of the limitations of 

the Second-Wave of research on the teacher-student diversity gap, and leads us into the third 

wave.  

2.2.5 Recognizing Racial Tokenism, a Return to the Original Rationale, and a Focus on 

Building Social Justice into ITE 

More recently, tolerance for the ethnic-matching and cultural-compatibility lines of research 

has been waning. Strong new voices in the field have applied perspectives from Critical Race 

Theory, Cognitive Science, and Ecological models to the issue of teacher diversity, to both 
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critique past rationales, and move the discussion into the future. The overall direction of the 

field is reminiscent of the original impetus and rationale presented in the early 1980s, but with 

an added emphasis on the importance of critical pedagogy within ITE.  

The first significant shift has been the application of critical race theory perspectives to 

research on teacher diversity.  Brown (2013) and Hopson (2013) are two of the leading 

scholars in this movement, and both challenge the discourse of “racial tokenism” and the view 

that more diversity is sufficient in and of itself (Brown, 2013, p.13).  They both emphasize the 

dangers of using essentializing rationales and point to the need for ITE to better prepare both 

minority and non-minority students to teach for social justice.  

Brown’s (2013) work also found that diverse students in ITE felt forced to “disavow cultural 

aspects of their identities” (ibid. p.10) in order to meet expectations of peers and instructors, 

and found broad evidence that racism is a strong force within many ITE programmes.  

Hopson highlights the same, speaking of the “tension that exists between the importance of 

having racialized bodies [in teaching] and the naivety of always expecting specific behaviors 

from these individuals” (Hopson, 2013, p.126).  

Ninetta Santoro (2013a) is a third voice challenges the assumptions about diverse teachers 

that have unpinned so much research on teacher diversity for the past 30 years. Racialized 

teachers, she argues, are often seen and socially constructed primarily as ethnic/racial 

teachers, and this usurps a recognition of their full value, both externally and in their own 

teacher identities. In Santoro’s work, as in Hopson’s, evidence is found for ethnically diverse 

teachers being placed with the “burden of cultural diversity”, expected to meet the needs of 

the ethnically diverse students by themselves, and to teach about cultural diversity to the rest 

of the students; in sum, many ethnic  teachers end up feeling as if they are “professional 

ethnics” (Santoro, 2013, p.10) rather than professional teachers.  

Under these criticisms, then, is much of the work of the second-wave disposable, tainted as it 

is with such problematic rationales?  Milner (2006) would hope not, and poses the question 

“what can we learn about Black teachers and their teaching of Black students to benefit all 

teachers, regardless of their ethnic, cultural, and racial background?” (p. 91). Milner is 

explicit that he does not wish to engage in “professional racism” (p. 90) or the 

homogenization of ethnic group teachers, but his question is useful.  He advocates significant 

change in ITE and the need to educate all teachers, including those from diverse minority 

groups, to respond adequately to diverse student populations. Milner suggests that ITE must 

engender in all student teachers a successful pedagogy for diversity, which involves: 
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culturally responsive classroom management approaches, culturally informed relationships, 

mentoring and role models, parental connections, and culturally congruent instructional 

practices. 

In addition, new ways of measuring the positive impacts of a Diverse Teaching Force have 

been proposed, focusing not on the benefits to the ‘problematic’ minority students, but rather 

to the school culture as a whole. Larochette (2010), for example, found that schools that were 

both supportive and had higher levels of teacher diversity had reduced instances of racial 

bullying.  

Perhaps the most promising new contribution to the discourse around teacher diversity, 

however, comes from social psychology.  Specifically, Crisp and Turner (2011) aim to show 

that social and cultural diversity has great benefits to society and to individuals, but only 

when “experienced in a way that challenges stereotypical assumptions” (p. 242). They argue 

that when diversity is experienced in such a challenging way, it has the power to bring about 

not just behavioral changes, but cognitive changes, including enhanced self-efficacy, 

buffering of self-esteem, improved creative problem solving, and an enhanced tendency to 

question illegitimate authority and promote social change.  

Crisp and Turner are confirming with a cognitive model what authors such as Martino (2012), 

Brown (2013), Hopson (2013) and Santoro (2013a) have said; that increasing diversity in 

teaching is necessary, but not sufficient. What will make it sufficient is creating the 

environments in ITE and school cultures that allow diversity to be expressed in ways that 

challenge stereotypes, and creating cultures of critical pedagogy that motivate and enable 

students to learn from these experiences. 

2.3 Conclusion 

This chapter has traced the history of the rationales for the diversification of the teaching 

profession.  In the Irish context, now more than ever, an understanding of these rationales is 

important.  As we will see in the following chapters, the diversification of higher education 

and the teacher profession have become political priorities recently in the Irish context, 

receiving both research and funding attention.  It is important that while this important issue 

enjoys its needed time in the spotlight we are careful to articulate not only why diversification 

is necessary, but also in what ways it is insufficient without accompanying changes to ITE 

and the educational climate.   
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3 DIVERSIFYING THE TEACHING 

PROFESSION; CONTEXT AND 

POLICY STRUCTURES 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides context for this study. It addresses the educational structures, processes 

and policies that are in place in Ireland and that affect widening participation of post-primary 

Initial Teacher Education (ITE) from a socioeconomic group perspective.  There are three 

main sections in this chapter.  Section 3.2 gives an overview of post-primary ITE programmes 

in Ireland, touching upon the history of ITE, the current provision, and the admissions criteria 

to postgraduate post-primary ITE.  Also of importance will be a brief reflection on the costs of 

postgraduate ITE and related funding options (or lack thereof), as these have a very 

transparent impact on the possibility of students from lower socioeconomic groups 

progressing to postgraduate level.   

 

Section 3.3 then focuses on widening participation in HE in Ireland, from both a policy and 

research perspective.  This includes a brief overview of the development of Ireland’s National 

Office for Equity of Access to Higher Education and the National Access Plans, including the 

current target groups.   

 

From there, in section 3.4, we look more specifically at the policy on diversity and widening 

participation in Initial Teacher Education (ITE), both internationally and nationally.  Recent 

Irish developments such as the Programme for Access to Higher Education (PATH) Strand 1: 

Equity of Access to Initial Teacher Education (DES, 2017) funding and associated 

institutional initiatives will be discussed.   
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3.2 Overview of Post-Primary ITE in Ireland 

In Ireland, teacher training is referred to as Initial Teacher Education (ITE), and is divided 

into separate programmes for primary school teachers and for post-primary teachers.  The 

scope of this study focuses on post-primary ITE, and I will limit most of my discussion to 

post-primary teacher education options.  What is of interest and worth mentioning, however, 

is that the majority of ITE options for primary teachers are at undergraduate level, in contrast 

to ITE programmes for post-primary teachers, the majority of which are at postgraduate level.   

3.2.1 Historical Development of Post-Primary Initial Teacher Education Provision 

While the education of primary teachers in Ireland has a relatively well documented history 

dating back to 1811 (O’Doherty, 2014), the formal education of post-primary school teachers 

in Ireland seems to only be traceable back to 1912, just prior to Irish Independence (ibid.). 

This is due in large part to the fact that post-primary schools were exclusively privately run 

and privately funded entities for most of the 19th century.  There was no involvement of or 

assistance by the state in post-primary education until 1878, and the Intermediate Education 

(Ireland) Act (Raifeartaigh, 1957).   

 

Even after 1878, however, the state provided only a small financial contribution to the post-

primary schools each year, which was based on examination results and called a ‘results fee’ 

(Raifeartaigh, 1957).  There is very little mention of the training or qualifications of teachers 

in these early private post-primary schools in Ireland, which were run almost exclusively by 

religious orders.  Of note is that while the Intermediate Education Act (1878) introduced some 

funding for post-primary schools, it “made no reference to the educational requirements of 

those who would work as teachers within the schools” (Dolan and Kenny, 2014, p.3).  In fact, 

Coolahan (1981, p. 54) writes that  

 

…[post-primary]teaching remained very much an amateur and unattractive occupation 

in the nineteenth century.  No regulations existed concerning teacher qualifications, no 

formal training was available or demanded of teachers, no inspection system was 

operated, no set salary scales existed and there was no security of tenure or pension 

rights. 

 

It was not until 1924, two years after Independence of the Irish state, that the government 

began to pay a small capitation grant for each pupil at the post-primary schools, as well as the 

bulk of each teacher’s salary (although in schools run by religious orders the salaries were 

often retained by the orders to fund building expansion) (Coolahan, 1981).  Even at this point, 
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the post-primary schools remained “entirely private institutions…with the right to sever at any 

moment their connection with the state” (ibid., p. 44). 

 

It is perhaps unsurprising then that it wasn’t until the early 20th century that Trinity College 

and the Colleges of the NUI appointed professors of Education for the first time.  This was 

followed, in 1912, by the establishment of the first post-primary teacher training course, the 

Higher Diploma in Education (H.Dip. in Ed.).  At this point in time, and for over a century, 

until 2014, the H.Dip was a one year postgraduate programme (O’Doherty, 2014). 

 

As O’Doherty (ibid.) highlights, the education of post-primary teachers seems to have been 

quite underdeveloped in the first 50 years after the commencement of the H.Dip.  She reminds 

us that the Report of the Commission on Higher Education, published in 1967, identified that 

there were only 14 full-time staff teaching on the H.Dip programmes at the four large 

National Universities, and this was to serve a student population of 722 aspiring post-primary 

teachers.   

 

Two pivotal developments in the 1960s, however, were very important to developing post-

primary teacher education after that point in time.  The first was the 1965 OECD report 

Investment in Education (O'Sullivan, 1992) and the second was Donagh O’Malley’s 

September 10, 1967 announcement of the introduction of the free post-primary education 

scheme (Barry, 2009).  The latter meant that there was a greatly increased demand for post-

primary school teachers.  The former put Ireland’s education system under the spotlight of 

international scrutiny and emphasized the need for high quality teacher education (O’Doherty, 

2014). 

 

From the 1970s until 2011 then, the post-primary teacher education system saw great 

expansion.  By 2012, when the DES published the Report of the International Review Panel 

on the Structure of ITE Provision in Ireland (Sahlberg, 2012) (hereafter the ‘International 

Review of ITE’), the options for becoming a post-primary teacher in Ireland included 12 one-

year postgraduate ITE programmes at 11 institutions, and 11 undergraduate concurrent 

programmes.   

 

The undergraduate concurrent programmes were of relatively small cohort size; 3 programs 

had enrolments of under 20 students, 5 had enrolments of between 30-55 students, and only 
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the University of Limerick had an enrolment of 204 (ibid.).  These concurrent programmes 

focused on training specialist teachers in subjects such as physical education, religion, 

science, home economics, art and construction studies (Harford, 2010).   

 

The majority of the postgraduate programmes were of a much larger size (6 programs had 

enrolments of between 88-231), with a few smaller specialist postgraduate programmes either 

offering instruction through the Irish language or specializing in subjects such as art 

(Sahlberg, 2012).     

 

Of note at the time of the International Review of ITE (2012) is the predominance of 

postgraduate route to post-primary teacher qualification over the undergraduate route; of the 

1,576 post-primary ITE graduates in 2011 only 30% (464) graduated from undergraduate 

concurrent programmes, while 70% (1112) graduated from postgraduate programmes.  In 

addition, since that time an online/blended learning postgraduate programme offered by a 

private ITE provider (Hibernia College) has also commenced and graduated its first class in 

2013. Given that Hibernia College was founded in 2000 and by 2011 was producing 38% of 

the overall number of primary teaching graduates in Ireland (Hyland, 2012), it is anticipated 

that Hibernia will produce significant numbers of postgraduate trained post-primary teachers 

as well (O’Doherty, 2014).   

3.2.2 Recent Developments and Current Status of Post-Primary ITE in Ireland 

ITE in Ireland has been the subject of major reforms since 2011 (O’Doherty, 2014).  

Understanding the complete history and progression of these reforms is beyond the scope of 

this chapter, but excellent reviews of the ITE policy developments in Ireland are provided by 

Harford (2010), O’Doherty (2014), Heinz (2014), and Harford and O'Doherty (2016).   

 

Of interest are O’Doherty’s (2014) reflections on the complex interplay of factors that 

occurred just prior to the introduction of the recent ITE reform agenda.  First is the 2006 

establishment of the long-anticipated Teaching Council, the professional regulator for the 

teaching profession in Ireland.  The Teaching Council had first been announced in the White 

Paper (DES, 1995), which was the result of the 2-week National Education Convention in 

1995.  It was enacted in legislation in 2001 (Government of Ireland, 2001), but not formally 

established until early 2006 (O’Doherty, 2014).  The Teaching Council, with its responsibility 
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to review and accredit programmes of Initial Teacher Education, has had and will continue to 

have an extremely important influence on ITE in Ireland.   

 

The two most significant ITE policy documents published by the Teaching Council are the 

Policy on the Continuum of Teacher Education (The Teaching Council, 2011c), which 

contextualizes ITE as part of a continuum of life-long learning for teachers, and the Initial 

Teacher Education: Criteria and Guidelines for Programme Providers (The Teaching 

Council, 2017a) , which sets out the mandatory curricular requirements, learning outcomes, 

and research requirements of ITE programmes (Heinz, 2014).   

 

The other important catalyst for the recent reforms, according to O’Doherty (2014) was 

Ireland’s poor performance in the 2009 PISA results.  It was these results, and the 

accompanying “PISA-shock” (ibid., p.41) and negative media attention, she reflects, that 

prompted the government to publish a draft and later final version of the revised Numeracy 

and Literacy Strategy (DES, 2011).  O’Doherty writes that “embedded within this document 

was the most complete policy on teacher education issued since the White Paper of 1995” 

(2014, p.41) and that the action plan that followed this policy statement included the 

announcement that all ITE programmes were to be lengthened; the BEd (primary) to 4 years, 

commencing 2012-2013, and postgraduate ITE programmes (primary and post-primary) to 2 

years, commencing 2014-2015.  The significance of the lengthening of the postgraduate ITE 

programmes to two years cannot be emphasised enough, especially in relation to the 

socioeconomic group ITE students, as it doubled both the fees and the time commitment 

required.  

 

In addition, alongside the already complex landscape created by the establishment of the 

Teaching Council and the commencement of their Review and Accreditation process, and the 

curricular reform and lengthening of all ITE programmes, another factor was added.  

Specifically, the Higher Education Authority (HEA) had developed policy to consolidate 

higher education institutions, and the then Minister of Education commissioned the Sahlberg 

Report (Sahlberg, 2012) to seek guidance on what a new structure of Initial Teacher 

Education that conformed to this policy of consolidation would look like (O’Doherty, 2014).  

The Sahlberg Report recommended significant changes, including closing two smaller ITE 

programs and the grouping of the remaining 19 state-funded institutions into 6 ‘clusters’ or 

“centres of excellence” (Sahlberg et al., 2012, p.24).   
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The goal of this clustering was to create programmes that are sufficiently large and university-

based (Heinz, 2014), or in other words to create a “critical mass” (O’Doherty, 2014).  The 

various clusters have proceeded with differing levels of expediency and in differentiated 

fashions towards this recommended consolidation.  It is unclear, however, whether any 

simplification of the post-primary ITE landscape has resulted or not; the Teaching Council list 

of accredited post-primary programmes, accessed on their website in August 2018, lists 17 

consecutive (postgraduate) ITE programmes at 10 institutions, and 31 concurrent 

(undergraduate) programmes at 12 institutions (The Teaching Council, 2018a).  In December 

2016 the Higher Education Authority reported that significant progress had been made on all 

the proposed mergers of the ITE institutions, but that there was also considerable work yet to 

be done (Higher Education Authority, 2016).  The 17 postgraduate ITE programmes available 

as of August 2018 are listed in Table 1-1 in section 3.2.4, along with the admissions 

requirements for each programme. 

 

The current reform landscape, therefore, is influenced by both an interplay of national and 

international ITE and HE policy.  On the International level, the most influential player is 

undoubtedly the OECD (O’Doherty, 2014), but European Education legislation including the 

Bologna process is also significant.  On the national level, the Department of Education and 

the Higher Education Authority, and the Teaching Council are the most significant players, 

with the Higher Education Institutions themselves clamoring to keep up with the mandated 

reforms.   

 

More recently, another development was announced that may influence the texture of ITE 

provision in the state.  On March 14, 2018, the Minister for Education and Skills, Mr. Richard 

Bruton announced an increase of the number of places on post-primary teacher ITE courses, 

to meet the growing demand for post-primary teachers, particularly in the STEM subjects, 

Irish and foreign languages (DES, 2018b).  The increases in places include 280 new places on 

undergraduate post-primary ITE programmes, and 100 new places at postgraduate post-

primary ITE level in the priority areas of STEM, Irish, and foreign languages.  This initiative, 

titled the STIPS (Supply of Teachers in Priority Subjects) initiative, was announced relatively 

late in the year and required the extension of the application deadline for the postgraduate 

programmes.  It is unique, however, in that increase of undergraduate post-primary ITE places 

it brings.   
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3.2.3 Admissions Requirements to Postgraduate Post-Primary ITE  

Entry requirements for ITE programs are of great importance to the discussion of the 

diversification of ITE and teaching, especially in the context of socioeconomic status.  It has 

been noted that Ireland is “among the most competitive teacher preparation selection systems 

in Europe…[and]…the demand for places remains high despite the unlikely prospect of 

candidates securing a permanent post once qualified” (Harford, 2010, p.351).   

 

A defining feature of the postgraduate ITE selection criteria in many of Ireland’s postgraduate 

ITE programmes (those using the Postgraduate Admissions Centre/PAC system) are that they 

are predominantly based on high academic performance and have little flexibility to include 

those potentially excellent future teachers who do not meet the this extremely high academic 

benchmark.  Harford (2010) notes that approximately 90% of postgraduate ITE entrants in 

Ireland hold honors degrees at undergraduate level.  This academic standard is, in great part, 

driven by the competitive nature of the selection process, as there have been spots for only 

about one third of all applicants each year in the ITE programs at postgraduate level at the 

four National University of Ireland ITE programs (ibid).   

 

The competitive application process, however, is not the only factor in the high academic 

benchmark required for ITE admission; the Teaching Council and policy dialogue on the 

‘standards’ required of teachers also plays an increasingly important role.  In 2012, for 

example, the Teaching Council commenced a consultation process on the minimum entry 

standards to ITE and the possibility of raising these standards (The Teaching Council, 2012).  

In 2016, as a continuation of this process, the ESRI released their Teaching Council-funded 

report entitled “Entry to Programmes of Initial Teacher Education” (Darmody and Smyth, 

2016).  In this report it is noted that minimum entry requirements to postgraduate ITE 

programmes are “set by the Department of Education and Skills in consultation with the 

institutes of higher education and the Teaching Council” (ibid., p.xi).   The individual 

institutions have greater autonomy, however, in how to select their applicants once the 

minimum entry requirements are met  

 

A goal of the 2016 report, of interest to the current study, was to “explore the possible trade-

off between raising existing entry standards and having a diverse profile of applicants to ITE 

programmes” (ibid., p.xi).  The authors consider the very real possibility that increasing the 
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minimum academic standards of entry to ITE could have a negative effect on the diversity of 

applicants and entrants to the teaching profession.   

 

Woven into this discussion is also the recent move by the Teaching Council and the HEA to 

require all applicants to postgraduate ITE programmes to fill in a ‘subject self-declaration 

form’.  This is a move, instituted initially in the 2015 admission cycle, that has caused some 

confusion and controversy, as it puts the onus on the student to decide whether or not their 

undergraduate degree meets the Teaching Council standards before they commence ITE; prior 

to this the Teaching Council had to approve an applicants degree before they were admitted to 

ITE.  There is almost nothing written about this change in the literature, so uncovering the 

rationale and particulars of this change prove difficult.   

 

Evidence that this change has caused some upset and confusion, however, can be found.  The 

University of Limerick Professional Master of Education (PME) (Mathematics) admissions 

page, as one example, was advising (in August 2018) that they had been made aware that 

many engineering degrees are not meeting Teaching Council requirements to teach post-

primary mathematics, and they were pointing applicants to an Open University module that 

engineering graduates can take to meet the Teaching Council requirements.  This is 

complicated by the fact that the Teaching Council notifies students in the second semester of 

the first year of the PME (and not before) of whether or not their “teachable subject self-

declaration” is accurate or not; this places huge risk and liability on a student commencing the 

post-primary PME, as there is now no guarantee that one meets the requirements to teach a 

subject until significant time and money have been expended undertaking year one of the 

programme.  The implications of this added risk are clear, and it is not a stretch to see how 

they may disproportionately affect for those from LSEG backgrounds.   

 

To try to give an overview of both a) the current postgraduate post-primary ITE programmes 

available and of b) the current admissions landscape to postgraduate post-primary ITE 

programmes, the following chart outlines the admissions criteria that are considered in 

selection of PME applicants, as listed on the websites of each of the 17 postgraduate, post-

primary ITE programmes in August, 20186. 

 

 
6 Note: all of these programmes except Hibernia are publicly funded.  Hibernia is a private institution. 



Chapter 3: Diversifying the Teaching Profession; Context and Policy Structures 

 39 

 

N
u

m
b

er
 o

f 
g

ra
d

u
a
te

s 
in

 

2
0
1
1

7
 

A
d

m
is

si
o

n
 T

h
ro

u
g

h
 

U
n

d
er

g
ra

d
 A

ca
d

em
ic

 

R
es

u
lt

s 

P
o

st
g

ra
d

 Q
u

a
li

fi
ca

ti
o

n
s 

T
ea

ch
in

g
 E

x
p

er
ie

n
ce

 

S
u

b
je

ct
 S

el
f-

D
ec

la
ra

ti
o

n
 

F
o

rm
 

In
te

rv
ie

w
 

P
er

so
n

a
l 

S
ta

te
m

en
t 

O
th

er
 W

o
rk

/V
o
lu

n
te

er
 

E
x
p

er
ie

n
ce

 

R
ef

er
en

ce
s 

C
.V

./
P

o
rt

fo
li

o
 

P
ro

o
f 

o
f 

P
la

ce
m

en
t 

NUIG MGO 

(programme in Irish) 

27 Postgraduate 

Admission 

Centre (PAC) 

x x x x x      

NUIG PME 195 PAC x x x x       

NUIM PME 133 PAC x x x x       

UCD PME 205 PAC x x x x       

UCC PME 231 PAC x x x x       

UCC/CIT PME (Art 

and Design) 

28  x x x x x      

DCU PME 42 PAC x x x x **     x 

UL PME Business 24  Institution x   x x  x    

UL PME Languages  Institution x   x x      

UL PME 

Technological 

Education 

 Institution x   x       

UL PME Physical 

Education 

 Institution x  x x x  x    

UL PME 

Mathematics 

 Institution x   x x      

UL PME Music  Institution x  x x x  x    

Limerick Institute of 

Technology PME in 

Art and Design  

28 Institution x x x x x x x x x  

Trinity PME 117 Institution x x x x x  x x   

National College of 

Art and Design 

18 Institution x   x x x  x x  

Hibernia  % of 

8048 

Institution x   x x      

 

 
7 **For all institutions, excluding Hibernia, ‘number of graduate’ figures are derived from the International 

Review of ITE (Sahlberg, 2012), and correspond to the 1-year PDE programmes in these institutions, 

which was phased out by the PME in 2013.  Figures are intended only to give an understanding of the 

relative size and capacity of the various programmes.   
 

8 Figures for Hibernia are derived from 2017 graduation figures published on their website on December 

18, 2017, which indicate that 804 students were conferred, the majority of whom graduated from the PME 

programmes – both primary and post-primary (Hibernia College, 2017). Hibernia does not provide stand-

alone figures on post-primary graduate numbers.     

Table 3.1 Admissions Criteria for Post-primary ITE Programmes August 2018 and 

Approximate Programme Sizes 
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Applying to one of the 17 programmes in Table 3.1 is either through the centralized 

Postgraduate Admissions Centre (PAC), or directly through the institution itself.  What is 

immediately obvious from Table 3.1 is that the five large institutions using the PAC 

admissions system (NUIG9, NUIM10, UCD11, UCC12 and DCU13) do not use an interview, 

personal statement or references as part of their admissions criteria.  This is of key 

importance, as Heinz reports that these institutions were responsible for 50-70% of total 

cohort of post-primary teachers in the Republic of Ireland over the last decade (Heinz, 

2013b). 

 

Interestingly, DCU utilized an interview in their admissions process up until 2014, but seems 

to have since dropped this.  Several of the smaller, subject specific PME programmes (i.e. 

UL14, LIT15, NCAD16, UCC/CIT17, NUIG MGO18) utilize interview, portfolio, references, and 

work and volunteer experience, but these programmes have a limited potential population due 

to their small cohort size and specificity.  Trinity and Hibernia stand out as the two larger 

institutions that utilize a broader selection criteria in their assessment of whether or not an 

applicant will be admitted to their programme.   

 

The selection criteria of ITE programmes are of great importance not only to this study, and to 

the diversification of the teaching profession, but to society as a whole; if we need the best 

teachers for our students and our future, we need to know how to select students with the 

highest chances of success.  In fact, the importance of selecting the best teachers became a hot 

topic in international educational policy for the latter half of the last decade, after the 

publication of the OECD report Teachers Matter (OECD, 2005) and the McKinsey report 

(Barber and Mourshed, 2007).  Both of these reports emphasised that choosing the right 

admissions criteria to select effective teachers should be a policy priority.  Deciding what 

these criteria should be, however, is an extremely complex matter.   

 
9 National University of Ireland Galway 

10 National University of Ireland Maynooth 

11 University College Dublin 

12 University College Cork 

13 Dublin City University 

14 University of Limerick 

15 Limerick Institute of Technology 

16 National College of Art and Design 

17 University College Cork / Cork Institute of Technology (joint programme) 

18 National University of Ireland Galway; Oideachas (Máistir Gairmiúil san [MGO] (Irish Language ITE 

Programme) 
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To confront these important issues, Heinz (2013b) published an excellent exploration of the 

issues at play in choosing ITE selection criteria in the Irish context.  Examining the 

backgrounds of over 1000 ITE students (eight cohorts), she explored the relationship between 

students’ prior academic attainment and teaching experience and their final grades in the ITE 

programme, on both the academic subjects and the practical teaching experience component.    

 

What she found was that despite the fact that most Irish post-primary ITE institutions rely 

heavily on past academic success as an entry criteria, past academic success was NOT 

predictive of success on the practical teaching experience component of their ITE programme.  

That is, at least in this small study, their academic success did not translate directly into 

success in the classroom.  What did have a significant impact on success in the teaching 

practice component was prior teaching experience (which is awarded a small amount of points 

in the PAC selection process).  Although further study is warranted, Heinz’s work supports 

the idea that an over-emphasis or over-weighting of academic criteria in entry criteria to ITE 

may be ill advised if we truly wish to select the best teachers.   

 

The Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) also note in the exexcutive summary of 

their 2016 report on Entry to Programmes of Initial Teacher Education that internationally, 

although all ITE programmes take account of academic qualifications in selecting students, 

“many use other criteria such as interviews and/or examinations designed specifically for 

admissions to teacher education” (Darmody and Smyth, p. x19).   

3.2.4 ITE Fees and Funding 

As previously mentioned, approximately 70% of post-primary ITE in Ireland is at 

postgraduate (PME) level, and the remaining 30% is at undergraduate (concurrent) level.  As 

the fees and funding for undergraduate and graduate level ITE are significantly different, we 

will break the discussion up as such.   

3.2.4.1 Undergraduate ITE Fees and Funding 

ITE at undergraduate level is funded in the same manner as all other undergraduate 

programmes in the state. Free tuition for a first third-level degree has technically existed  in 

 
19 p.x – executive summary 
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Ireland since 1996, but recent years have seen the benefit of this eroded by progressively 

increasing student ‘fees’ and contributions.   

 

A 2015 report entitled National Student Fee and Support Systems in European Higher 

Education, published by the Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency 

(EACEA), the European Commissions’s education agency, sheds some light on the situation.  

They suggests that student fees in Ireland are the second highest in Europe, trailing only to the 

UK (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2015).  The report also highlights that 60% of 

undergraduate students pay fees, despite the state granting “free tuition”.  In the case of 

undergraduates, this most often means that students pay the ‘student contribution’ of €2750 

yearly, although if they do not meet the eligibility criteria for free tuition (approximately 40% 

do) that figure more than doubles.   

 

There is also a student grant scheme, currently administered by Student Universal Support 

Ireland (SUSI).  This means that at undergraduate level a student whose family meets the 

criteria of a ‘means test’ can have their student contribution covered, as well as receiving a 

‘maintenance grant’ towards covering their living expenses while enrolled in full-time studies.  

While on the surface this seems incredibly progressive, Keane (2013) also cautions us with 

the knowledge that many families in the non-manual class are in a borderline position in 

relation to this means test, so despite financial hardship their children may not always receive 

the maintenance grants that would enable them to progress to HE.   

 

3.2.4.2 Postgraduate ITE Fees and Funding 

In the case of postgraduate ITE, the average tuition for the PME programme are €6000/yearly, 

and the minimum €4000/yearly (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2015).  Because 

the postgraduate programme is now two years in length, this means that prospective 

postgraduate ITE students must be able to find a way to fund approximately €12000 in fees, 

in addition to supporting their living costs over that two-year period.  As Ireland has no 

national student loan programme, and the SUSI grants are unavailable at postgraduate level 

(except for a small number of special-rate postgraduate grants reinstated in Budget 2017), for 

most students finding these fees is a matter of saving, borrowing from relatives, and trying to 

access credit union and bank loans.   
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This significance of this has not been lost on the educational research community in Ireland. 

Ní Dhuinn, Prendergast, and Loxley (2018) recently presented findings from a study on the 

financial hardship of the two-year postgraduate PME, which arose out of Ní Dhuinn’s 

experiences counselling her own ITE students through the financial adversity and stress that 

they faced on the PME programme.  The study has found “evidence of attrition and adversity 

within cohorts attributable to increased and unmanageable costs” (ibid., p. 34).   Their 

findings suggest that students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds may not register for 

ITE programmes, or if they do, may not complete them because of financial hardship 

“brought about by the organisation of the programme over a longer timeframe and with 

additional and extended school placement requirements” (ibid., p. 34). 

 

In recent years, one positive development in funding for postgraduate ITE is that it is 

currently listed as one of the few eligible postgraduate study options available on the Back to 

Education Allowance Scheme administered by the Department of Employment Affairs and 

Social Protection.  This allows those individuals, aged 24 and older, who have been in receipt 

of a qualifying social welfare payment for a minimum of 9 months to enroll and to receive a 

welfare payment of €160/week throughout the duration of their studies.  Their fees will also 

be paid.   

 

Another positive development, that will be touched upon more extensively in section 3.3, is 

the introduction of the PATH Strand 1 funding, which provides for Centres of ITE to run 

projects to diversify teaching, some of which offer financial support as part of a package of 

supports for entrants from disadvantaged backgrounds (HEA, 2017b).   

3.3 Widening Participation in HE in Ireland; Policy and Research 

This section addresses the subject of widening participation in the wider HE context in 

Ireland.  We commence with a brief overview of the structure of HE in Ireland, and then 

examine widening participation from a socioeconomic background perspective, in terms of 

the data on participation of students from lower and higher socioeconomic groups and the 

policies that aim to equalize these participation rates.   

3.3.1 Brief Overview of HE structure  

Third level education in Ireland consists of both Further Education (FE) and Higher Education 

(HE) options.  Since 2003 the qualifications in both sectors have been mapped onto the 
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National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ).  From 2001 until November 2012 these 

qualifications were regulated by FETAC at the further education level and HETAC at the 

higher education level.  Since that time both have been regulated by one body, Quality and 

Qualifications Ireland (QQI).  Qualifications in FE are awarded at levels 1-6, with the highest 

qualification in the FE sector being a Higher Certificate.  Qualifications in HE are awarded at 

levels 7 (ordinary bachelor’s), 8 (honor’s bachelor’s or higher diploma), 9 (master’s degree or 

postgraduate diploma) and 10 (doctoral degree).   

 

The state-funded HE landscape in Ireland, at the time of writing, is made up of a network of 

Universities, Institutes of Technology (IoTs), Colleges of Education, the Royal College of 

Surgeons, the National College of Art and Design, and the Royal Irish Academy.  There are 

currently 7 Universities (NUIG, NUIM, UCC, UCD, Trinity, DCU and UL), 14 IoTs, and 7 

Colleges of Education (St. Patrick’s College Thurles, St. Patrick’s College Drumcondra, 

Marino College of Education, Froebel College of Education, Church of Ireland College, Mary 

Immaculate College, and St. Angela’s College Sligo).  There are also private HE providers, 

such as Hibernia College and St. Nicholas’s Montessori College.   

 

Access to HE institutions at undergraduate level is primarily through the Central Applications 

Office (CAO) system and based (in the majority of cases) exclusively upon the results a 

student receives on the Leaving Certificate examination, which they complete after the second 

year of the senior cycle of post-primary school, typically around age 17/18.  The Established 

Leaving Certificate is overseen by the State Examinations Commission, and examinations in 

each subject can be written at one of three levels; Higher, Ordinary, or Foundation.  Students 

can decide for each subject at which level (Higher, Ordinary, or Foundation) they wish to 

write the examination, and the maximum points available at each level vary significantly; the 

maximum points on each Higher examination are 100, whereas the maximum points available 

for a top score an examination at the Ordinary level are 56.   There is also the Leaving 

Certificate Applied, which is a “distinct, self-contained Leaving Certificate programme. It is 

designed for those students who do not wish to proceed directly to third level education or for 

those whose needs, aspirations and aptitudes are not adequately catered for by the other two 

Leaving Certificate programmes” (DES, 2002, p. 3). 

The great discrepancy in the maximum points available for leaving certificate examinations at 

the Ordinary and Higher levels will be of importance to this study, because, as will be seen in 

Chapter 4, students from LSEG backgrounds are much less likely to take higher level Leaving 
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Certificate exams, for a variety of reasons, which limits the maximum amount of points they 

can receive, and in turn limits their options for HE progression.     

 

3.3.2 Widening Participation in HE in Ireland: The Numbers 

The expansion of the HE system in Ireland into a ‘mass’ system really began in the 1980s 

(Finnegan and Merrill, 2017), and participation has increased incredibly in the past 40 years.  

In 1980 only 20% of 17-19 year olds progressed to HE, while for 2011 year the figure was 

52% (Higher Education Authority, 2015).  The most recent HEA figures (Higher Education 

Authority, 2017a) show that there were 43,569 new enrolments at undergraduate level in 

2016/17.  This increased participation, or ‘massification’, however, does not mean that 

equality of participation in terms of socioeconomic group or other demographic factors such 

as ethnicity and disability status, has been achieved (Keane, 2013).   

 

To get a clearer picture of equality of HE participation by socioeconomic group we can look 

to the Equal Access Data Collection Initiative.  This is a voluntary annual survey that 

commenced in 2007 and is jointly administered by the National Office for Equity of Access to 

Higher Education and the Statistics unit of the HEA (Higher Education Authority, 2017a).  

Prior to the commencement of the Equal Access Data Collection Initiative there had been a 

significant gap in collection data on student social class/socioeconomic status background, as 

the CAO ceased their own data collection on parental occupation in 1992 (Keane, 2013).   

 

The findings from the Equal Access Data report highlight the socioeconomic group based 

discrepancies in entry to HE in Ireland.  In 2017/18, only 21.4% of HE entrants were from the 

target LSEGs of non-manual, semi- and unskilled workers, and agricultural workers, while 

61.3% were from the non-target higher socioeconomic groups, and 17.2% fell into the 

ambiguous category of ‘all others gainfully occupied and unknown’ (HEA, 2018b, p. 23).   In 

terms of representative participation, only 27.1% of the eligible age cohort (18-20) from the 

non-manual and semi-skilled groups progressed to HE in 2016, while there was almost 

complete, if not complete (estimated 120.6%), participation of students from the higher 

professional group (Higher Education Authority, 2018a, p.59). 
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The discrepancy in third-level progression between those from lower and higher 

socioeconomic groups has been noted and problematized in the research literature and policy 

in Ireland for some time (HEA, 2015), and contributed to the establishment of the National 

Office for Equity of Access to Higher Education (hereafter the National Access Office), 

within the HEA, in August 2003 (HEA, 2004).  The National Access Office “oversees policy 

and practice in educational access and opportunity for learners who are under-represented in 

higher education – those with a disability, socioeconomically disadvantaged learners, those 

from the traveller community and ethnic minorities, and mature students” (ibid., p. 7).   

 

Since 2005, the National Access Office has published ‘National Access Plans’ (National 

Action Plan 2005-2007; National Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education 2008-2013; 

National Plan for Equity of Access to Higher Education 2015-2019).  The current version of 

this plan is referred to as The National Access Plan within the research community, and this 

convention will be used in the remainder of this dissertation. 

Figure 3.1 Estimated HE participation rate by socioeconomic group 2011 and 2016 

(Higher Education Authority, 2018a, p.59) 
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The National Access Plan sets quantitative and qualitative targets for demographic groups that 

are under-represented in higher education, relative to their prevalence in the population, as 

well as setting out an implementation strategy to achieve those targets. The overall goal or 

vision of the current Plan is “to ensure that the student body entering, participating in and 

completing higher education at all levels reflects the diversity and social mix of Ireland’s 

population” (HEA, 2015, p. 6).   

 

Relevant to the current study is that individuals from lower socioeconomic backgrounds have 

been one of the key target groups in the National Access Plans from their inception in 2005.  

The socioeconomic groups identified in the current Plan are the non-manual, semi-skilled 

manual, and unskilled manual groups.  Other target groups include first-time mature students, 

students with disabilities, part-time learners, those progressing from further education (FE) to 

HE, and Irish Travellers, the latter included for the first time in 2015.   

 

Notably absent as a target group are those from ethnic minorities as a target group, although 

they were given mention for the first time in the 2015-2018 National Access Plan (p.17) as a 

“subgroup” that exists “among and across the national target groups”,  and “experience 

difficulties participating in higher education and who require particular support”. Also 

mentioned as “subgroups” in this paragraph of the National Access Plan are lone parents and 

teen parents.  Table 3-2 shows the data on the National Access Plan baseline participation rate 

for the non-manual and semi/unskilled groups, the participation rate targets that were set in 

2015, and the updated figures published in a recent progress review20 (HEA, 2018a). 

  

 
 

Figure 3.2 National Access Plan 2015-2019 Baseline, Targets, and Progress Review Figures 

for lower socioeconomic groups (HEA, 2018a, p. 18) 

 

 
20 Note: the increase in the semi/unskilled group participation rate is due almost exclusively to an increase in the 

participation rate of the unskilled group, as figures for the participation rate of the semi-skilled group remain at 

27.1% - see Figure 3-2 
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Although progress has been made from the first National Access Plan in 2005, there are still 

areas of improvement needed and hidden “pockets of disadvantage” that need to be uncovered 

and addressed (Higher Education Authority, 2015).  There is also more to the Equal Access 

figures than meets the eye.  That is, while more students from lower and working-class 

backgrounds may be progressing to HE than previously, Keane (2013) reminds us that they 

do so in a “differentiated fashion” than their middle-class peers.  Specifically, higher 

proportions of middle class students progress to Universities, while higher proportions of 

those from lower and working-class families progress to IoTs and FE courses (McCoy, 2010, 

p.38) and “populate different sorts of programmes” (Keane, 2013).  Further evidence of this 

phenomenon was found by Finnegan and Merrill (2017) in both the Irish and UK context.   

 

This discrepancy in the type of programme being studied by those from different 

socioeconomic groups is particularly important in light of the current study and its focus on 

entry to postgraduate ITE programmes.  This is because, as was seen in Section 3.2, there is 

not only a high academic level of achievement at undergraduate level required for progression 

to postgraduate post-primary ITE, but also a requirement for specific types of course work 

that will translate into the basis for ‘teachable’ subjects, as regulated by the Teaching Council 

of Ireland.  That is, not every qualification – indeed not even every level 8 HE qualification – 

is sufficient as a pre-requisite for entry to postgraduate ITE and qualification as a teacher.   

 

3.3.3 Widening Participation Policies and Implementation in the Irish Context 

It has been noted that “Ireland is one of only a few countries in the European Higher 

Education Area that uses targeted measures to increase participation in higher education by 

under-represented groups” (Higher Education Authority, 2015, p.15).  Policies addressing 

widening participation (WP) of HE in Ireland have a history dating back to 1971, when the 

publication of the HEA Act first identified ‘equality of opportunity’ as a key priority.  Keane 

(2013), in her Report on Widening Participation in the Republic of Ireland, provides an 

excellent overview of the developments since 1971 to 2013.  For the purposes of this study, 

however, I will review only the recent and current policy that affect widening participation 

efforts in terms of socioeconomic status and social class.   

 

As previously noted, the current National Access Plan is at the forefront of widening 

participation policy in Ireland.  The National Access Plan, however, exists in a context of a 
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“range of anti-poverty and social inclusion policies in Ireland” (Higher Education Authority, 

2015, p.15), and a range of education and higher education policies including: 

 

- The National Action Plan for Social Inclusion 2007–2016 (Department of Social 

Protection) 

- The National Disability Strategy (Department of Justice and Equality) 

- The Action Plan for Jobs (Department of Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation) 

- Pathways to Work Strategy (Intreo / Department of Social Protection) 

- Report and recommendations for a Traveller Education Strategy (Department of 

Education and Skills) 

- Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) 

- Better Outcomes Brighter Futures: the national policy framework for children and 

young people 2014-2020 (Department of Children and youth Affairs) 

- Higher Education System Performance Framework (SPF) 2018-2020 (Department of 

Education and Skills)  

- National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030 (Department of Education and Skills) 

- Action Plan for Education 2018 (Department of Education and Skills) 

- First Five: A Whole of Government Strategy for Young Children and Families 

 

All of these policies are important to widening participation, as the current National Access 

Plan emphasizes the need to see widening participation in a life-span perspective.  This is 

emphasised in the first principle on which the plan is based, that “equity of access policies 

must span the entire education spectrum and take a ‘whole of education’ approach to social 

inclusion” (HEA, 2015, p. 16).  In this light, policies that aim to address disadvantage in 

primary and post-primary schools are part of widening participation policies, they are simply 

acting at earlier educational points that we now know are crucial to future HE progression 

(Smyth, 2018).   

 

Also important is the international policy context that informs Irish widening participation 

policy.  In this respect, the Europe 2020 objectives on social inclusion and poverty reduction, 
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and the Bologna process are influential (ibid.).  The OECD reports on Irish Education, and 

Irish Higher Education, are also of huge influence to Irish Education policy, as they have been 

from the first OECD report, Investment in Education, in 1965 (O'Sullivan, 1992; Hyland, 

2014).   

3.3.3.1 Developments and Implementation of Widening Participation Policy 

Ambitious targets have been set in the HE policy sphere; the current National Access Plan 

calls for a 7% increase in HE progression for the non-manual group, and a 9% increase in HE 

progression for the semi- and unskilled group, in the period from 2015 – 2019, and the recent 

progress review of the Plan “recommends an increase to the targets to reflect progress to date” 

(HEA, 2018a, p. 26).   I now turn briefly to examine the developments in how these policies 

and targets are being implemented on the ground; we consider data collection strategies, 

access programmes and routes, and programmes that target socioeconomic educational 

disadvantage at primary and post-primary level.   

 

All of the widening participation policies just mentioned are strengthened, informed, and 

made possible by data on the sociodemographic background of HE participants. As 

mentioned earlier, prior to 1992 this data was collected by the CAO.  There was then a 15 

year gap in data collection, before the 2007 commencement of the voluntary Equal Access 

Data Initiative (reported by the HEA).  The HEA has also developed a Student Record System 

that they claim will also provide high quality data on student engagement and graduate 

outcomes (HEA, 2018c).  Such data, combined with policy backing, drives the development 

of innovative programmes and entry routes to help meet the widening participation targets.  

Importantly, however, there is a lack of more nuanced data on widening participation in 

specific fields.  In the case of ITE, the DITE project is addressing this gap.   

 

Targeted access routes to HE are of particular significance to meeting the objectives of 

widening participation policy.  In the Irish Context non-traditional access routes to HE, 

designed to facilitate widening participation of those from underrepresented group, include: 

the Higher Education Access Route (HEAR) and Disability Access Route to Education 

(DARE), institution-based pre-entry access course routes, and FE to HE progression routes.  

These routes provide opportunities for those students who don’t meet ‘traditional’ entry 

requirements to enter HE.   
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HEAR was established in the 1990s (Keane, 2013), and offers access to HE programmes on a 

reduced-points basis for those from disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds.  DARE is a 

similar programme, but aimed at those students with disabilities, rather than economic 

disadvantage.  Institution-based access programmes provide a (typically) one-year course 

including “study and academic writing skills, ICT and educational guidance, as well as 

‘tasters’ of undergraduate subject areas” (Keane, 2017, p. 568) for those students from groups 

such as School Leavers and Mature students; progression to HE from these programmes is 

high, and students have demonstrated great success in their HE studies after completion of 

these access programmes (ibid.).  More recently, a policy push to establish clearer routes from 

FE to HE (HEA, 2015) will bring about more innovative solutions from institutional 

providers.   

 

Also important are developments at primary and post-primary that seek to address educational 

disadvantage and equalize the chances of students of LSEG backgrounds progressing to HE.  

The most important of these is DEIS (Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools).  Set up 

in 2006 (DES, 2005; Smyth, McCoy, and Kingston, 2015).  DEIS was created to bring 

together what at the time were many “stand-alone” (Smyth et. al., 2015, p.vi), programmes to 

target educational disadvantage and promoted as “one element of a continuum of 

interventions to address [educational] disadvantage” (DES, 2005, p.15).  It continues today to 

function as an umbrella programme under which many other equity-oriented programmes - 

such as the Home School Community Liaison Scheme and the School Completion 

Programme – exist.   

The supports provided through DEIS include “include  reduced  class  sizes  and  additional  

capitation grants and other financial supports” (ibid., p. 21).  In 2015 Smyth et. al. reported 

that DEIS was providing “additional funding, access to  literacy  and  numeracy  programmes,  

and  assistance  with  school  planning  to  657 primary and 193 post-primary schools”, all of 

which would have had to meet the criteria of serving disproportionately large number of 

students from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds.   

Research on the impact of DEIS points to modest improvements in attendance rates and 

retention rates in the most disadvantaged urban schools,  and  to improved literacy  and  

numeracy  levels  in   DEIS   primary   schools,   but also highlight that the gap in 

achievement between DEIS and non-DEIS schools has not reduced (Smyth et al., 2015).  

Smyth et al. (ibid.) also highlight, however, that “that   a   significant   proportion   of   
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disadvantaged   students  attend  non-DEIS  schools”, and that these students are missing out 

on the supports targeted at school-level to DEIS schools.     

3.4 Diversity in ITE: Policy and Research 

Internationally and in Ireland, there is a growing research body that is both documenting the 

extent of the diversity gap in ITE in teaching, and exploring the benefits of the diversification 

of the teaching force.  In response to this, there have also been several significant policy 

responses and developments that have aimed to attract a more diverse population into ITE and 

teaching.  We will first discuss international policy, and then focus in on Irish research 

developments and policy.   

3.4.1 International Policy -  Widening Participation in ITE 

Internationally, attention to diversity in teaching grew out of the research base that was 

established in the United States, as discussed in Chapter 2.  On a European level, the topic 

was first brought to the table with the 2005 OECD publication Teachers Matter (OECD, 

2005).  At this point, several individual countries, such as Finland, Norway, and Scotland 

(Hartshorn, 2005) had already commenced national research programmes into the question of 

diversity in the teaching force.  From Teachers Matter, came a more focused OECD online 

consultation and the publication of a chapter Attracting and Retaining Diverse Teachers 

(OECD, 2010, Chapter 6), in their 2010 book Educating Teachers for Diversity: Meeting the 

Challenge (OECD, 2010). This chapter emphasized the high drop-out rate of minority 

students from programmes of ITE, and attempted to provide insight into the supports that 

diverse teachers may need post ITE recruitment.   

 

Most recently, the European Commission has published their Study on Diversity within the 

Teaching Profession with Particular Focus on Migrant and/or Minority Background 

(Donlevy, Meierkord, and Rajania, 2016).  Notably, this study recommends that “the 

European Commission should encourage Member States to include relevant policies and 

initiatives on teacher diversity in their national education strategies” (ibid., p. 13) and that 

“the European Commission should provide targeted funding to support the development and 

implementation of policies and measures to increase teacher diversity, and to encourage the 

evaluation of the initiatives implemented” (ibid., p. 13).  Such statements, and the tone of the 

report in whole, emphasizes that the objective of successfully diversifying the teaching force 
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in European countries is of high priority and is seen as crucial to the parallel objectives of 

fostering social cohesion in member states.    

 

On a broader level, the “overall context for European level activities on policies to address 

teacher diversity is provided by the Education and Training 2020 (ET 2020) strategic 

framework” (ibid., p. 32).  This framework provides for collaboration on policy, through 

Working Groups composed of individual member states, and heavily emphasizes the need to 

address the issues of diversity in teaching and learning for social integration (ibid.).  It is 

hopeful that future Working Groups on Teacher Diversity will emerge under the ET 2020 

framework or under its successors.   

3.4.2 Irish Research and Policy Developments – Widening Participation in ITE 

In the Irish policy context, attention to the issue of diversity in the teaching workforce came 

first in statements from the Department of Education and Science (now Department of 

Education and Skills), when in their Report of the Advisory Group on Post-Primary Teacher 

Education they recommended that changes be made to “accommodate a greater diversity of 

entrants” to ITE (DES, 2002, p. 16). This was followed by statements from the Teaching 

Council that they must “consider how to attract people who are under-represented in the 

profession, e.g., men, people from areas designated as disadvantaged and members of the new 

Irish community” (Teaching Council, 2008, p. 10) and “explore ways of facilitating entry to 

the profession by under- represented groups” (Teaching Council, 2011, p. 12).   

 

Although these initial policy statements may be considered small in the overall context of the 

policies in which they were published, they spurred on significant research in the field.  Most 

notably on the research front, significant progress has been made in the last decade from the 

Diversity in Initial Teacher Education (DITE Ireland) project being run at the National 

University of Ireland (of which this dissertation is a sub-project).  This longitudinal, mixed-

methods study commenced in 2011, and has gathered demographic and qualitative data from 

over 10,000 applicants and entrants to ITE programmes across Ireland.  The project has 

published multiple articles in national and international peer-reviewed journals (Keane and 

Heinz, 2015; Keane and Heinz, 2016; Keane, Heinz and Foley, 2017; Heinz, Keane and 

Davison, 2017; Heinz, Davison and Keane, 2018; Keane, Heinz and Eaton, 2018; Heinz and 

Keane, 2018).  The DITE project has highlighted not only the under-representation in ITE of 

those from lower socioeconomic groups, sexual minorities, men, students with disabilities, 
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and ethnic minorities, but has also started to excavate the reasons behind this under-

representation.   

 

The DITE project, along with work commissioned by the Teaching Council and completed by 

the Education and Social Research Institute (ESRI, 2016), has undoubtedly contributed to the 

very recent funding and programming developments that Ireland has seen in 2017 and 2018.  

Evidence of this is that the DES established the Working Group on Teacher Diversity in 2016, 

and members of the DITE team were an integral part of this working group.  This Working 

Group initiated the call for the PATH Strand 1 funding, discussed next.   

3.4.3 Irish Funding and Project Developments 

Perhaps the biggest recent development has been the announcement on April 17, 2017 by the 

Minister for Education Skills, Richard Bruton TD, of €2.4 million of funding for initiatives 

for widen access to ITE programmes.  This funding is provided under the Programme for 

Access to Higher Education (PATH) Strand 1: Equity of Access to Initial Teacher Education, 

and it holds great potential for gains to be made in diversifying the teaching force in Ireland.   

 

The PATH Strand 1 programme is “a competitive fund, managed by the HEA on behalf of the 

Department of Education and Skills” (HEA, 2017).  As such, funds are allocated to both 

bursaries for individuals from target group (disadvantaged) backgrounds and to institutional 

supports to help these individuals successfully complete their programmes.  Centres of ITE 

were asked to submit proposals for how they would utilize the PATH Strand 1 funding for 

supporting students from target groups into ITE, and the first such of these programmes 

commenced in late 2017.    

 

One such programme, the Access to Post-Primary Teaching Programme (APT), is being run 

at the National University of Ireland, Galway and St. Angela’s College, Sligo.  The NUIG 

project, run by Drs. Keane and Heinz, provides mentoring and support to ITE students from 

target group backgrounds, and financial support in the form of free tuition for the second year 

of the programme.  The APT programme involves a research component, and the results of 

the research will contribute to understanding of the experiences of LSEG and other diverse 

students in ITE (Keane, Heinz, and Lynch, 2018).   
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In addition, another major development in the Irish context was seen in 2017, with the 

securing of funding for a Migrant Teacher Programme, being run at Marino Institute of 

Education by Dr. Rory McDaid and Dr Emer Nowlan.  This two year programme is funded by 

the Department of Justice and Equality and “will provide  a  bridging  programme to enable 

Immigrant  Internationally  Educated Teachers  (IIETs)  located  in  Ireland  to  enter  the  

public sector  primary  and  post-primary teaching  workforce” (Marino Institute of Education, 

2017).  This exciting development aligns with recommendation from the EU Commission for 

increasing mobility of teachers from diverse backgrounds (Donlevy etal., 2016), and has real 

potential to bring a cohort of teachers from diverse backgrounds and with significant diverse 

experience to Irish classrooms.   

3.5 Conclusion 

In this chapter we have examined the Initial Teacher Education landscape, from both a 

historical and current perspective.  It is noted that since 2011 ITE provision in Ireland has 

been in a period of reform, and that reform continues, including the on-going amalgamation 

of the 6 centres of education.  Perhaps the most significant reform, in the context of this study, 

was the lengthening of the one year postgraduate post-primary ITE programmes to two year 

Professional Master of Education (PME) programmes in 2014.   

 

We then examined the higher education participation rates of students from lower and higher 

socioeconomic groups, and saw that the lower socioeconomic groups are under-represented; 

in particular the non-manual skilled, semi-skilled manual, and un-skilled manual groups.  The 

National Access Office and their National Access Plans with target groups including the 

under-represented manual and non-manual groups were outlined, including their specific HE 

participation targets for the lower socioeconomic groups. 

 

Turning to ITE-specific widening participation policy, we reviewed the significant 

international and national publications, and saw that the emphasis on diversifying teaching is 

at the forefront of policy both from the EU Commission (internationally) and from the 

Department of Education (nationally); nationally, this is nowhere more evident than in the 

exciting announcement of the substantial PATH Strand 1funding and the associated 

institution-based ITE Access projects that have been generated by these funds.   
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We progress now onto a more nuanced discussion of the influence of socioeconomic 

background across the educational lifespan, aiming to examine research that explores the 

differences in educational trajectories and experiences of those from HSEG and LSEG 

backgrounds.   
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4 LITERATURE REVIEW: THE 

INFLUENCE OF 

SOCIOECONOMIC 

BACKGROUND ACROSS THE 

EDUCATIONAL LIFESPAN 

4.1 Introduction 

A discussion of widening participation is not complete without aiming to understand the 

factors behind the trends, based on the findings of previous research.  That is, why are the 

HSEG over-represented in HE and ITE, and why are the LSEG under-represented?  This 

chapter aims to examine a) the reasons for the under-representation of LSEG in HE, focusing 

on issues at school level but also on individuals’ aspirations and decisions regarding HE, b) 

the experiences of lower (compared to higher) SEG students in HE, and c) the experiences of 

working (compared to middle) class21 ITE students and teachers.   

 

Section 4.2, therefore, will commence by exploring the research on social class achievement 

disparities in primary and post-primary education in Ireland.  Various analyses of the data 

 
21 Both the terms LSEG/HSEG and working class/middle class are used in this chapter, somewhat 

interchangeably, according to the terminology used in the literature reviewed.  It is acknowledged that when 

SEG terminology is used, what is being discussed in the broader sense in concept of social class, and not simply 

the economic positioning on of the actors.   
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from the Growing Up In Ireland22 longitudinal survey and the School Leaver’s Survey23 paint 

the picture that educational disadvantage starts young, is persistent, and achievement 

differences in primary and post-primary school can be absolutely limiting in terms of the 

‘equal options’ theoretically on offer at third level.   

 

In section 4.2.2 we will examine academic streaming practices and course availability in 

disadvantaged post-primary schools, and see that despite research that shows that academic 

streaming is to no one’s advantage, it is still prevalent in schools – and most prevalent in 

schools that cater for LSEG students.  We will see that LSEG students are disproportionately 

negatively affected by academic streaming, and that the effect of streaming has real 

consequences on the educational trajectories of these students.   

 

We then turn in sections 4.2.3 and 4.2.4 to the murkier and harder to define factors of teacher 

expectations, teacher-student relationships, and “school social climate” (Smyth, 2018).  

Research shows that LSEG students have experiences at school that are distinctly different in 

nature to those of HSEG students, in ways that alter their relationship to education and their 

considerations of progressing to HE.  Section 4.2.5 looks at the research on the relationship 

between socioeconomic group and HE aspirations and decisions, and 4.2.6 considers some of 

the theoretical concepts of Bourdieu in relation to SEG experiences in education. 

 

Having considered the research on socioeconomic based differences in experience at primary 

and post-primary school, section 4.3 then turns to experiences in HE.  I first consider the 

literature on the effect of SEG on student experiences, attainment and retention in HE, 

looking at both the statistics and the issues of challenging deficit assumptions and victim-

blaming.  Section 4.3.2 then considers the issues of pragmatics, finance and working part-time 

in HE, as they relate to the experience on LSEG and HSEG students.  Finally, and 

importantly, section 4.3.3 then turns the research on identity and socio-cultural issues as 

experienced by LSEG students in HE.  It will be seen that as a group, the ways in which 

LSEG students report interacting with and experiencing HE differ from those of their HSEG 

peers.   

 
22 Growing Up in Ireland is the national longitudinal study of children and young people in Ireland.  The study is 

nationally representative with over 20,000 cohort members. It is funded by the Government of Ireland through 

the Department of Children and Youth Affairs 

23 The School Leavers Survey is a long-running study, conducted by the Economic and Social Research Institute 

(ESRI) and funded by the Department of Education (now the Department of Education and Skills), which 

examines young peoples' experiences while at school and their experiences of the transition from second-level 

education to labour force participation, further education, or economic inactivity. 
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Section 4.4 turns to the literature on socioeconomic background and progression to and 

through ITE; as this is a relatively small body of literature, to enhance this discussion we also 

consider some of the literature on the experiences of ITE students from other diverse 

backgrounds, such as Black Minority Ethnic students.   

 

What we will see is that the shaping of possibilities of who can and can not become a teacher 

in Ireland (and perhaps who wants to or doesn’t want to become a teacher in Ireland) takes 

place, in many ways, across the educational lifespan; educational aspirations, attitudes and 

ambitions are often set in primary and post-primary school, setting higher education and 

career trajectories years before the actual transition and progression to University level. Those 

from LSEG groups are at an educational disadvantage from the earliest years, and the degree 

of disadvantage grows, not lessens, as schooling progresses (Smyth, 2018).   

4.2 Reasons for the Under-representation of LSEG in HE: Schooling Experiences and 

Aspirations 

Prior to 1967, “the great majority of those who attended post-primary school came from the 

socially advantaged sectors of Irish society” (Harford, 2018, p. 3).  In fact, in 1965, 15-19 

year olds from higher professional backgrounds were 4.7 times more likely to be in full-time 

education than those from semi- and unskilled manual backgrounds (Smyth, 2018, p. 117).  

At this time, the biggest factor in determining socioeconomic differences in post-primary and 

higher education populations in Ireland was that post-primary schools charged fees that most 

working and lower-class families could not afford (Raftery and Hout, 1993).   

 

Raftery and Hout (ibid.) also note that prior to 1960 two additional factors affected the 

demographics of those attending post-primary school; the first was that the sparse geographic 

distribution of post-primary schools meant that many students could not attend unless they 

were boarders at the school (as many as one-third of post-primary students prior to 1960 were 

boarders).  The ability to board was obviously impacted by a family’s socioeconomic means.  

The second additional factor was the consideration of lost wages as a student progressed in 

their schooling, which again was disproportionately influential for families of more modest 

financial standing.  Due to these factors, there were very few LSEG students in post-primary 

schools, and therefore very few LSEG students qualified for entry to institutes of higher 

education, including those programmes leading to a career in teaching.   
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Much of this changed, however, with the momentous introduction of free post-primary 

education in Ireland in 1967.  All students were now entitled to a free post-primary education, 

and the post-primary system grew rapidly.  Overall post-primary school completion rates were 

60% by the 1980s, 81% by 2002, 91% in 2013 (Higher Education Authority, 2015) and 

91.2% in 201624 (DES, 2017c).  Harford (2018) and Smyth (2018) caution us, however, to 

remember that the rapid educational expansion since 1967 has not necessarily “led to any 

meaningful reductions in social class inequalities” (Harford, 2018, p. 5).  Rather, the 

educational inequities are more obscured by the premise of “equal opportunities” (Lynch, 

2018, p.4) and the fact that every student, in theory, has access to the same education, but the 

inequities remain.  This will be explored further in section 4.2.1, when we examine the 

differences in school completion, and in Leaving Certificate Examination attainment, by SEG.   

 

Teasing apart the socioeconomic inequities in a supposedly equal and meritocratic system, 

however, also requires an understanding of what educational disadvantage is.  Indeed, there 

have been calls for a more “adequate, shared, and coherent understanding of educational 

disadvantage of children” (Downes and Gilligan, 2007, p. 144).  Kelleghan (2001, p. 3), 

writing in the Irish context, offers one proposal; defining educational disadvantage  

…in terms of i) discontinuities between the competencies and dispositions which 

children bring to school and the competencies and dispositions valued in schools, and 

ii) factors, conceptualized in terms of three forms of 'capital' (economic, cultural, 

social), which influence development of the competencies and dispositions 

 

The Education Research Centre, the centre entrusted with the evaluation of the DEIS25 

programme in Ireland, also offers their definition: “disadvantage  is  defined  in  terms  of  

both  learning  outcomes  and  social  and  economic  factors…i.e.) educational disadvantage 

exists when poor educational outcomes are related to student background factors” (Weir and 

Kavanagh, 2018, p. 1). 

 

That is, even though LSEG and HSEG students are entering the same system, to which they 

are both legally entitled, the system is set up to receive those from the HSEG groups more 

favorably; the “cultural backpacks” of the HSEG students, as Peggy McIntosh (1989) reminds 

 
24 Note the 2016 figures refer to the 2010 post-primary entry cohort, some of whom wrote Leaving Certificate 

examinations in 2015, and some of whom wrote examinations in 2016, depending on whether or not they 

participated in the optional ‘transition year’ that takes place after the Junior Certificate exams in Ireland. 

25 DEIS is an acronym for Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools, and a school must serve a significant 

number of LSEG pupils to be categorized a DEIS school 
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us, are full of qualities that are highly valued in schools and which set them up for positive 

experiences.  The experiences and qualities of the LSEG students, however, are often 

mismatched with the qualities valued in schools, creating an opposite experience to that of the 

HSEG students (Reay, 2017).  As Lodge and Lynch (2004) write, “schools and other 

educational institutions are recognised arbiters of what constitutes the culturally valuable, not 

only in terms of what is formally taught, but also in terms of the manner in which it is taught, 

to whom, when and where” (2004, p. 4). 

4.2.1 School Completion and Achievement by Socioeconomic Group 

If we dig into the increasing over-all Irish post-primary school completion numbers, which on 

the surface look positive, and examine them by socioeconomic group, we begin to see the 

inequalities that still exist.  Keane reminds us, for example, that of the 9% of students still not 

completing post-primary in 2013, a “high proportion of early-school leavers come from semi-

skilled and unskilled manual backgrounds” (2013, p. 9), and members of the Travelling 

community are particularly vulnerable to early-school leaving, with over 80% not completing 

the Leaving Certificate examination (ibid., p. 10).  

 

Likewise, Smyth (2018) provides us with an analysis of the Annual School Leaver’s Survey 

Data from 1980-2007.  While nearly full post-primary participation and completion rates had 

been reached by the higher professional group by the 1980s, the story was not the same for all 

SEGs. In the period from 1980 to 2007, the unskilled group increased post-primary 

completion from 30% to 69%, the semi-skilled group increased from 52% to 76%, the skilled 

manual group increased by 43% to 78%, and the non-manual group increased from 65% to 

83% (Smyth, 2018).   

 

The most recent figures released by the DES indicate that socioeconomic group differences in 

academic attainment and school completion in Ireland persist.  The manner in which the DES 

presents data on SEG and school completion is not on an individual level, but rather school 

level; that is, presenting the completion rates of those students in schools serving high 

numbers of LSEG pupils (called DEIS schools), versus the completion rates of students in 

schools not serving high numbers of LSEG pupils (non-DEIS schools).  For the 2010 post-

primary entry cohort (which would have graduated in 2015 or 2016, depending on transition 



Chapter 4: Literature Review: The Influence of Socioeconomic Background Across the Educational Lifespan 

 62 

year26 attendance or non-attendance), while the overall Leaving Certificate retention rate for 

all students was 91.2%, the Leaving Certificate retention rate for DEIS schools was only 

84.4%, and for non-DEIS schools it was 92.9% (DES, 2017c).    

 

Positively, Weir and Kavanagh (2018) highlight that DEIS schools are improving their 

retention rates at a faster pace than non-DEIS schools, giving hope that the achievement gap 

may in some (but not all) ways be closing.  The gap in Leaving Certificate retention, and the 

pace of improvement for DEIS vs. non-DEIS schools is shown below in the table reproduced 

from their 2018 publication.   

 

 

This optimism must be balanced, however, against careful consideration of the SEG 

attainment differences within those who complete the Leaving Certificate Examination27 

(LCE).  Specifically, there are SEG differences in both the level of LCE taken (Higher, 

Ordinary, Foundation) and in the grades received on those examinations.  For example, by the 

 
26 Transition year is an optional year of post-primary school in Ireland that takes place between the Junior Cyle 

(the first three years of post-primary) and the Senior Cycle (the last two years of post-primary) 

27 The LCE is the terminal examination of post-primary education in Ireland.  The results of this examination are 

used to calculate eligibility for various programmes at FE and HE level.   

Figure 4.1 Average Percentage Retention to Leaving Certificate for the 1995 to 2011 

Cohorts in all Schools, DEIS Schools and non-DEIS Schools (Weir and Kavanagh, 2018, 

p. 17) 
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time of the LCE, 58% of students from the higher professional group attain four or more 

honours grades, while only 16% of students from the three LSEG target groups do (Smyth 

and McCoy, 2009).  Likewise, the most recent evaluation of the DEIS programme published 

attainment results at Junior Certificate28 Examination (but not at Leaving Certificate 

Examination) level.  The achievement measure used by Weir and Kavanagh in their analysis 

of Junior Certificate Examination (JCE) results is the Overall Performance Scale (OPS)29, and 

they found that in the years 2014, 2015, and 2016, OPS scores for DEIS schools were still 

significantly lower than for non-DEIS schools, as shown in Figure 4-2 below.   

 

 

  

Although overall academic achievement in DEIS schools still lags, one positive finding is that 

the uptake of the more challenging Higher level subject examination papers at Junior 

Certificate level has increased in DEIS schools in the period from 2006-2016 (ibid.).  This is 

important because it likely represents a shift in teacher expectations and school climate, as 

 
28 The Junior Certificate is a set of examinations written after the first three years of post-primary school.   

29 “The OPS score is based on a student’s performance in the seven subjects in which he or she performed best. 

The maximum possible  OPS  score  is  84  (which  is  achieved  by  a  student  who  is  awarded  seven  “A”  

grades  on  Higher Level papers), while the lowest possible OPS score is 0 (where a student does not achieve at 

least a grade “F” on any of his/her best seven papers)” (Weir and Kavanagh, 2018, p. 6).   

Figure 4.2 Average Overall Performance Scale score in the Junior Certificate 

Examination from 2002 to 2016 in all schools, DEIS schools and non-DEIS schools (Weir 

and Kavanagh, 2018, p.8) 
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will be discussed in sections 4.2.3 and 4.2.4., respectively.  Figure 4-3, also reproduced from 

Weir and Kavanagh (2018), shows the decrease in the number of DEIS pupils writing the 

English JCE at Foundation level, and the increase in DEIS students writing the English JCE at 

Ordinary and Higher level, and Figure 4-4 shows the corresponding figures for the JCE in 

Mathematics.  The significant differences by DEIS/non-DEIS school status can also be seen 

in these Figures.   

 

 

Figure 4.3 Percentages of students in DEIS and non-DEIS schools sitting Foundation, 

Ordinary and Higher Level JCE English papers in 2007 and 2016 (Weir and Kavanagh, 

2018, p.11) 

Figure 4.4 Percentages of students in DEIS and non-DEIS schools sitting Foundation, 

Ordinary and Higher Level JCE mathematics papers in 2007 and 2016 (Weir and 

Kavanagh, 2018, p.11) 
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These increased uptake figures for Ordinary and Higher Leaving Certificate examinations, 

however, must be read with caution, as Lynch and O’Riordan (1998) remind us that equality 

of access to different levels of education, and equality of participation in different levels of 

education (i.e. Writing Higher Leaving Certificate Examinations) are weaker measures of 

equality than those that look at the actual equality of attainment within and at the culmination 

of these levels of education (Lynch and O’Riordan, 1998, p.449).   

 

Importantly, Lynch and O’Riordan also remind us of the importance of the “private 

educational market” (ibid., p. 471) on the grades that students from LSEG and HSEG 

backgrounds can achieve on the Leaving Certificate Examination; that is, in the Irish context, 

it is common practice among HSEG families to purchase ‘grinds’, which are intensive 

examination preparation classes prior to the the Leaving Certificate Examinations. Grinds are 

prohibitively expensive for the great majority of LSEG families, and thus are “one of the 

principal mechanisms through which middle-class families maintain their relative educational 

advantage” (ibid., p. 471).  As Lynch and Crean write, in the Irish context, “private, out-of-

school financial investment is advantaging children in high-income households in terms of 

educational attainment” (2018, p. 5).   

 

SEG differences in academic achievement and retention in Ireland are also mirrored in other 

contexts, especially in the UK, where “the social class gap for educational achievement is one 

of the most significant in the developed world” (Perry and Francis, 2010, p. 2).  This, coupled 

with the statistical studies that show that “social class is the strongest predictor of educational 

attainment in Britain” highlight that the UK, too, struggles with the relationship between 

social class and educational disadvantage.  For example, Reay (2017b) reminds us that in the 

UK, those students “on free school meals and receiving pupil premium30 [are] 27% less likely 

to achieve five or more GCSEs31 at grades A*- C, including English and Maths” (2017b, p. 

1).  Figure 4-5, from Bourne’s (2015) dissertation on educational attainment and social class 

shows the stark disparities in GCSE attainment for students from lower and higher social class 

groups: 

 

 
30 Receiving schools meals and receiving a pupil premium are used as proxy indicators for socioeconomic 

disadvantage in the UK context. 

31 GCSE stands for General Certificate of Secondary Education. GCSE examinations are taken by most pupils at 

the end of compulsory school education (year 11) in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/measuring-disadvantaged-pupils-attainment-gaps-over-time
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/measuring-disadvantaged-pupils-attainment-gaps-over-time
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In addition to these social class differences in achievement on the GCSEs, social class 

differences have been documented in terms of the number of students progressing to A-

levels32 in the UK context.  Bourne’s (2015) analysis found “proportions of pupils from 

disadvantaged homes choosing to take up A-level study at substantially lower rates than their 

peers” (Bourne, 2015, p. 259).   

 

Importantly, however, there are other educational contexts in which more equity in 

educational attainment has been shown; that is, that the effect of socioeconomic group is less 

deterministic of educational outcomes.  Analyses of the 2015 PISA data tell us that these 

contexts include “Canada, Denmark, Estonia, Hong Kong (China) and Macao (China)” 

(OECD, 2016, p. 202). And of great importance, the OECD emphasizes that increasing equity 

in education does not come at the cost of excellence in education; that is, it is the highest 

performing countries in educational attainment overall that score best on measures of equity 

in educational attainment as well (ibid., p. 208).  As the OECD states “the education systems 

that have been able to secure strong and equitable learning outcomes show others what is 

possible to achieve” (ibid. p. 208).   

 

Back in the Irish context, the educational differences that lead to the ultimate differences in 

Leaving Certificate examination achievement and retention start young; by the age of nine 

“clear differences are evident in reading and mathematics performance between social class 

groups and by parental education level” (Smyth, 2018, p. 118).  Weir and Kavanagh (2018) 

echo these findings, stating that although the reading and mathematics “achievements of 

 
32 Advanced level courses, known as A-levels, are non-compulsory subject-based qualifications that can lead to 

University entry, further study, training, or work.  They are assessed by examination.  

Figure 4.5 Mean GCSE Attainment by Social Class (Bourne, 2015, p. 190) 
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students in urban DEIS primary schools have improved on each of four rounds of testing 

between 2007 and 2016….their achievements are still well below the national norm” (2018, p. 

3).  Recently, McCoy and Bryne brought attention to the Think Tank for Action on Social 

Change (TASC) figures that found that “at 13, a 1% increase in household income predicts a 

6.5% increase in verbal scores, a 5.2% increase in numerical scores, and a 5.8% increase in 

the total Drumcondra33 test scores” (TASC, 2016, in McCoy and Byrne, 2018, p. 8).  

 

These early achievement differences are most often intensified, not reduced, as a student’s 

education progresses, often due to practices embedded within the system itself.  In the Irish 

HE context, where Leaving Certificate grades, and most often nothing else, determine if and 

what a student can study at HE level, academic inequalities and educational disadvantage at 

primary and post-primary level have a significant impact on the life outcomes of these 

students.  As Smyth says “educational inequality reinforces social inequality in adult life” 

(2018, p. 120).   

 

We turn now to the reasons and practices for this academic achievement gap between the 

social classes.  Although the factors are complex and many, we take our lead from Smyth 

(2018) and focus on three key areas: ability grouping practices, teacher expectations, and 

school climate. 

4.2.2 Ability Grouping and Socioeconomic Group 

The allocation of students to class groups is a task that nearly every post-primary school is 

challenged with.  How schools respond to this task varies, but in the Irish context academic 

ability group practices are a common feature (Smyth, 2018).  Likewise, in the UK, rather than 

becoming less common, streaming or ‘setting’ practices34 are on the rise (Reay, 2017).    

 

The rationale for ability grouping practices vary, but seem to centre around either allowing the 

‘higher’ students an environment in which they can progress quickly and reach their full 

potential or allowing the ‘lower’ students a less challenging environment where they will not 

be left behind (Reay, 2017).  Ironically, this rationale has been proven faulty; in the schools 

that have abandoned ability grouping practices - choosing mixed-ability grouping instead - 

research shows that academic outcomes for all students (both those who would have been 

 
33 The Drumcondra Primary Reading Test and the Drumcondra Primary Mathematics Test are standardized tests 

that are administered to students in second, fourth, and sixth class in primary school annually.   

34 Streaming and setting are two common terms used to identify types of ability grouping in the UK context 
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streamed higher and those who would have been streamed lower) are improved (Smyth, 

2018).  In schools that continue to use ability-grouping practices, researchers have criticized 

them as “processes which further embed the inequalities they experience” (Keane, Heinz, and 

Lynch, 2018, p. 6).   

 

Despite this research, ability grouping practices persist in Irish post-primary schools, and in 

fact have become even more prevalent in schools serving disadvantaged, LSEG populations 

than in schools serving HSEG populations.  Smyth tells us that DEIS post-primary schools are 

twice as likely as similarly sized non-DEIS schools to use ability grouping practices (Smyth, 

2016).  In addition, even within LSEG schools, students from LSEG backgrounds are under-

represented in the higher level classes and over-represented in the lower-level classes (Smyth, 

2018).  This is consistent with research from the United States (Ansalone, 2003) that shows 

that less economically advantaged children are more often placed in lower ‘tracks’, in 

comparison to their more economically advantage peers. This fact is startling, given what we 

know about the effect of the use of these ability groups; Keane tells us that “if ability 

grouping is used, students are brought into a highly differentiated system at an early stage 

which makes HE progression unlikely or very difficult” (2013, p. 10).   Anaslone (2003), 

likewise, goes as far as to say that streaming practices are a key factor in perpetuating the 

cycle of poverty.   

 

The impact of ability grouping practices for those grouped to the lower classes 

(disproportionately LSEG students) has also been linked to negative social and emotional 

experiences of post-primary education (McCoy and Bryne, 2011).  McCoy and Bryne found 

that socioeconomically disadvantaged participants in their study often felt “forced to choose 

lower subjects” (ibid., p. 150), and that this was a significant experience in a “process of 

gradual disengagement from education…and a desire to ‘get away’ from education” (ibid., p. 

150).  Lynch and Baker, likewise, have criticized ability grouping practices as part of the 

“habitus” (2005, p. 7) of schools that “contribute to class-based inequalities” (ibid.) in 

education and perpetuate the class-based inequalities in society at large.  In addition, a 

research team at King’s College London (Tereschenko, Francis, Archer, Hodgin, Mazenod, 

Taylor, Pepper, and Travers, 2018) interviewed students grouped in lower and higher classes 

and found that when we listen to the student voice, many of those affected by ability grouping 

(both those in lower and higher streams) would prefer mixed-ability groups, valuing them for 

the ideals of fairness and equity that they represent.   
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Internationally, ability-grouping is also prevalent.  In Sweden, research has shown that 43% 

of post-primary schools use ability-grouping practices (Ramberg, 2016).  In the UK, which 

has a long history of the government recommendations for ability grouping, traceable back to 

1930 (Hallam, Ireson, Lister, Chaudhury, and Davies, 2003), ability grouping is even more 

prevalent. Interestingly, Hallam et al. trace the history of UK ability grouping, noting that 

(following governmental recommendations) it became prominent in the 40s and 50s, but that 

policy makers turned against ability grouping in the 1960s, and it was all but abolished by the 

early 1990s.  In 1997, however, the UK government returned to recommend ‘setting’ 

practices as a strategy to raise standards; ability-grouping practices now often start as early 

reception (equivalent to Junior Infants in the Irish context), and their “implementation 

increases as pupils progress through school” (ibid., p. 69).  Shockingly, Hallam et al. found 

that in 2003 “fifty-six per cent of reception35 classes were taught in within class ability 

groups, rising to 71% and 72% in years 1 and 2, respectively” (ibid., p. 73).  By fifth class, 

they found that 38% of classes were ‘setted’, meaning that a significant minority of UK 

children have actually been been ability-grouped into physically separate classes by the age of 

about 11; “in year 6 only 4% of pupils were taught in mixed ability groups” (ibid.).   

 

The extent of the negative impact of ability grouping is seen in two key effects; the first is the 

emotional and motivational effect it has on students that are placed in ‘lower’ classes.  

Students are not blind to the implied messages of a hierarchical system that places them below 

their peers in such a stark and exclusionary manner.  Reay has captured heart-breaking 

narratives of young people relegated to the lower streams and what she terms their “damaged 

learner identities” (2017, p. 63). Likewise, in work done by Smyth (2017, p. 9), she found that 

students in the lower streams often referred to themselves with derogatory terms such as “we 

are kind of the thick class”, and this had a knock-on effect for their motivation to put effort 

into their studies.  In fact, in Smyth’s Post-Primary Longitudinal Study a majority (60%) of 

those students placed in lower stream classes did not complete post-primary school, in 

contrast to a small minority of those in middle and higher streamed classes (Smyth, 2018, p. 

122).   

 

 
35 ‘Reception’ classes are the first years of primary school in the UK, equivalent to Junior and Senior Infants in 

Ireland, and Kindergarten in the North American context 
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The second impact of ability grouping in the Irish context is in access to the curriculum.  

Because the maximum number of points on the Higher level Leaving Certificate 

Examinations is substantially higher than the maximum number of points on the Ordinary and 

Foundation level Leaving Certificate Examinations36, students who do not write these Higher 

level examinations have a greatly limited number of HE opportunities available to them.  As 

established, it is predominately students from LSEG backgrounds writing Ordinary and 

Foundation examinations, and this is largely due to the fact that they have been ability 

grouped into lower level classes early in their post-primary schooling; preparing for the 

Higher examination in these classes is not realistic in most cases.  Smyth’s longitudinal study, 

for example, found great differences in the level of examinations taken by those in lower and 

higher streamed classes; those in higher streams took an average of 5.9 higher level 

examinations, while those in lower streams took an average of 0.2 higher level examinations.  

With such a competitive HE entry system in Ireland, and the limiting effects on HE 

progression of taking only Ordinary and Foundation level examinations, the negative 

repercussions of ability grouping for those in lower classes cannot be underestimated.   

 

Also relevant to the discussion of ability grouping is the topic of the Leaving Certificate 

Applied (LCA); this is an alternative Leaving Certificate programme, described as a 

 …distinct, self-contained Leaving Certificate programme. It is designed for those 

students who do not wish to proceed directly to third level education or for those 

whose needs, aspirations and aptitudes are not adequately catered for by the other two 

Leaving Certificate programmes (DES, 2002b, p. 3).   

 

It is, essentially, a vocational “track” (Banks, Byrne, McCoy, and Smyth, 2014, p. 367) of 

post-primary education in Ireland, and problematically, the LCA programme does not offer 

any direct routes into HE.  The LCA programme is taken up by a small cohort each year; in 

2013, only 5% of students took the LCA (ibid.). Importantly, the socioeconomic groups 

represented in those who take the LCA are predominantly from working class backgrounds.  

In addition, “marked  differences  are  evident  in  the  social  profile  of  LCA  participants;  

almost 20 per cent of those from non-employed or semi/unskilled manual households take 

LCA compared with fewer than 2 per cent of professional or farming groups” (Banks, Byrne, 

McCoy, and Smyth, 2010, p. 30).  Importantly, those students who take the LCA are more 

likely to have been placed in lower ability groups in the first three years of post-primary 

school (ibid.), and in some schools “assignment appears to be based on earlier ability 

 

36 The maximum points on a higher Leaving Certificate examination is 100; the maximum 

points on an Ordinary Leaving Certificate examination is 56.  



Chapter 4: Literature Review: The Influence of Socioeconomic Background Across the Educational Lifespan 

 71 

grouping, with the lowest stream class automatically becoming the LCA group” (Banks, 

Byrne, McCoy, and Smyth, 2014, p. 369).  Of concern is that the work by Banks et al. also 

highlighted that at least some students tracked into the LCA do so under the false assumption 

that they can still gain entry to HE with the qualification (ibid.) 

4.2.3 Teacher Expectations and Socioeconomic Group 

The impact of teacher expectations on student achievement has also been studied extensively 

in the literature (Good, 1981; Alvidrez and Weinstein, 1999; Rubie‐Davies, Hattie and 

Hamilton, 2006; Rubie-Davies et al., 2015; Peterson et al., 2016).  Numerous studies have 

investigated the impact of positive teacher expectations for student success and found that 

they have a measurable positive impact on the academic achievement of those students.  

Interest in teacher expectations can be traced to the landmark Pygmalion in the Classroom 

publication by Rosenthal and Jacobs (Rosenthal and Jacobson, 1968a).  This study, and 

subsequent publications by Rosenthal and Jacobs (1968b), challenged that prevailing notion 

that educational shortcomings of children from disadvantaged groups were innate to those 

children; rather, Rosenthal and Jacobs (1968b, p. 9) shone the light on the educational system 

and the actions of the teachers themselves in constructing the educational failures of 

disadvantaged children: 

 

…The reason usually given for the poor performance of the disadvantaged child is 

simply that the child is a member of a disadvantaged group. There may well be 

another reason. It is that the child does poorly in school because that is what is 

expected of him. In other words, his shortcomings may originate not in his different 

ethnic, cultural and economic background but in his teachers' response to that 

background. 

 

Their proposal was in essence that of the self-fulfilling prophecy; that one person’s 

expectations of another’s performance could actually somehow come to be manifested.  

Whether expectations were transmitted explicitly or implicitly through small, often silent, 

subtle cues, research has consistently shown evidence for this effect, especially in classroom 

environments (Rist, 1970; Jamieson, Lydon, Stewart, and Zanna, 1987; Trouilloud, Sarrazin, 

Martinek, and Guillet, 2002).  As early as 1970, for example, Rist examined the behavior of 

kindergarten, first class, and second class teachers towards students of working and higher 

social class backgrounds, and found that not only did teachers put students in ability groups 

based on social class, they also interacted with working class children in a differential manner 

to the higher social class children; that is, those subjectively expected to succeed by the 

teacher were given “the majority of the teaching time, reward directed behavior, and attention 
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from the teacher” (Rist, 1970, p. 268).  Poignantly, Rist wrote that “there occurs within the 

classroom a social process, whereby, out of a large group of children and a teacher unknown 

to one another prior to the beginning of the school year, there emerge patterns of behavior, 

expectations of performance, and a mutually accepted stratification system delineating those 

doing well from those doing poorly” (ibid., p. 267).   

 

Fifty years on from Pygmalion in the classroom, however, are teachers and students really 

still victim to the cycle of negative expectations and negative outcomes – to negative self-

fulfilling prophecies?  Have all teachers not been taught the lessons of Pygmalion and decided 

to believe in all their students equally?  Unfortunately, research shows that is not the case, and 

that teacher expectations do still influence the academic outcomes of students – sometimes for 

the better, but disproportionately for those from LSEG and minority backgrounds, for the 

worse (Sleeter, 2008).  Importantly, Cherng (2016b) found that it is the minority group (e.g. 

LSEG) students in a classroom who are most often under-estimated by teacher relative to their 

actual ability, and that these “underestimates are related to minority youth developing lower 

expectations for their own academic success “ (Cherng, 2016, p. 408).  

 

In the Irish context, Boland and Keane (2014) remind us that the most negative teacher 

expectations are present in relation to students from a Traveller background (the great 

majority of who belong to LSEGs).  Negative expectations are not confined to those from 

Traveller backgrounds, however.  Smyth (2018) suggests that schools have an “institutional 

habitus”37 (p. 127) that encompasses teacher and school expectations for students, including 

the school take-up of higher level subjects and the guidance given to students on progression 

to HE.  She found that in disadvantaged schools these expectations are conveyed in “the ways 

in which social class is embedded in day-to-day school processes, such as the way that going 

or not going to HE assumes a taken-for-granted quality” (ibid. p. 127).  Indeed, LSEG 

students in her work expressed being actively discouraged from pursuing HE, and rather 

steered towards FE or lower level post-leaving cert courses, even when they explicitly 

expressed their HE intentions (ibid.).   

   

Recent Irish research with LSEG parents of early school leavers also confirms that 

perceptions of negative expectations of LSEG students are alive and well. Doyle and Keane 

 
37 Liz Thomas (2002) suggested similar “institutional habitus” (ibid., p.423) also exists in HE institutions, and 

this will be discussed in section 4.3.   
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(2018) found that many parents recall how their children were ignored and neglected in 

school, given menial tasks such as coloring and placed “down the back” (p. 8) , because 

teachers had low expectations for their children and did not have the resources to deliver the 

education that was required by the child.   

 

Importantly, research by Diamond, Randolph, and Spillane (2004) has shown that this 

institutional or organizational habitus of low expectations can be “mediated if school leaders 

engage in practices designed to increase teachers’ sense of responsibility for student learning” 

(ibid., p. 75).  In addition, as mentioned in Chapter 2, the increased expectations of minority 

background teachers for minority background (and all) students has been documented (i.e. 

Santoro, 2007; Gerhenshon, Holt, and Papageorge, 2016; Cherng, 2017; also see Chapter 2 

for more), and is often included in the rationale for increasing teacher diversity.  Research on 

how to mediate low expectations, and in particular teacher underestimates of actual student 

ability, are key to academic outcomes for all students; if these low expectations are not 

mediated, or corrected, the impact on students’ outcomes is significant.  In Alvidrez and 

Wienstiens’ (1999) study, for example, they controlled for SEG and found that when teachers 

underestimated a student’s intelligence (compared to their actual IQ scores) there was a 

significant impact on academic outcomes 14 years later.   As Cherng writes, “academic 

expectations and achievement are more than measures of academic outcomes, but reflect 

facets of hope in [minority student’s] futures” (2017, p. 170). 

4.2.4 School Climate, Teacher-Student Relationships, and Socioeconomic Group 

A third factor that has been identified as differentially defining the experiences of LSEG and 

HSEG students in Irish schools, and internationally, is what Smyth (2018) terms ‘School 

Social Climate’.  In order to investigate this, she gathered data from her post-primary 

students, longitudinally, on two factors: positive interactions with teachers and negative 

interactions with teacher.  Interestingly, she found that although there was no significant SEG 

difference in the number of positive interactions, students from LSEG backgrounds reported a 

higher, and increasing, degree of negative interactions with teachers, such as the delivering of 

criticisms and sanctions.  In addition, in disadvantaged schools the practice of suspending 

students was common place; between 1/5 and ¼ of students in these schools were suspended 

each year over their post-primary school experience.  Importantly, these negative interactions 

have a measurable impact – students with increased negative teacher interactions “performed 

lower on the Junior Cert exam, and lower on the Leaving Cert exam, and were significantly 
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less likely to progress to HE, even when JC examination scores were controlled for” (ibid., p. 

133). 

Lynch and O’Riordan (1998, p. 460) also looked at the issue of social class and school 

climate.  In their interviews with teachers, they found that  

…the teachers believed that class-specific cultural values permeated different schools, 

thereby influencing educational outcomes. A number regarded schools in low-income 

working-class areas as having a cultural climate which was not conducive to 

educational success. (Interestingly, they saw the students as the creators of that 

cultural climate rather than the teachers.) By contrast, the experiences of middle-class 

children were seen as compatible with the ethos of schools.  

 

That is, to talk of school social climate is to talk of the complex dynamics that are set off by 

negative teacher expectations and by a devaluing of the working class culture by the middle 

class schools.  It is not just the negative views that teachers have of working class students, 

but also the reaction that students have to their experience of these perceptions, and their 

consequent behaviors, and the teacher’s consequent reactions, that create ingrained patterns of 

relating in a school.   

 

Ingram (2009) proposes that the increases in the number negative interactions that LSEG 

students have with teachers, such as those seen by Smyth, may be due to the fact that “the 

[LSEG students] who have experienced ‘failure’ often internalise a culture of resistance to 

schooling as a means of maintaining their local identity” (p. 422).  That is, when experiencing 

failure (such as being streamed to a lower class) in school, the LSEG students act to protect 

their working class identities by rejecting and fighting against the standards of the school 

which has already, in so many ways, told them they don’t measure up.  Diane Reay (2001) 

would argue that such a reaction is understandable when LSEG students realize that what they 

have and who they are is not valued in the education system; that “education is not about the 

valorisation of working classness but its erasure” (p. 334).   

 

Of relevance here is also Rosenfeld’s in-depth case-study of a slum school in Harlem (1971), 

Shut Those Thick Lips; A Story of Slum School Failure.  In it he documents the pervasive 

climate of negative relating between teacher and student, the failed attempts at authoritarian 

control that the white, middle-class teachers feared they needed to exercise over the black, 

working-class students, and how his own efforts to change the climate in his classroom by 

focusing on positive relationships brought seemingly miraculous results.  Also highly relevant 
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is Willis’ (1977) work Why Working Class Kids Get Working Class Jobs, following white 

working class boys in their final months of schooling and into the workforce.  Willis found 

that the working class boys “either rejected the overt aims of schooling and the legitimacy of 

the teachers to guide them or were deeply ambiguous about what they thought the school was 

trying to do…mainly it was about ‘trying to push [them] out’” (1977, p. 1).  Of huge 

importance is his finding that “the most crucial feature of the [LSEG] boys and their culture 

was an entrenched and personalized opposition to the school and its agents” (ibid., p. 1).  That 

is, upon encountering a school climate that devalued their working class culture, the working 

class students embraced a position of opposition to the oppressor, and this opposition became 

a defining feature of how they saw themselves and their peers.   

 

Adding to the complexity here is that working class students who do well in education and 

commit their energies to academic success in school can be viewed negatively by their 

working class peers who maintain their oppositional stance towards education (Willis, 1977; 

Reay, 2001).  That is, those LSEG students who are academically successful risk being 

rejected by their working class peer group, as they are seen as desiring to embody what is to a 

great many of the LSEG students the oppressor.  Reay found that for her working class 

participants crossing over into the middle class territory of academic success involved 

negotiating “a difficult balance between investing in a new improved identity and holding on 

to a cohesive self that retained an anchor in what had gone before” (2001, p. 37), and that 

rejection from the working-class peer group was a predominant concern.  That is, for many 

working class students, the value of being included in their working class social group will 

trump the value of academic and educational success; as Ingram (2011) points out, these 

negative cyclical relational dynamics contribute to the perpetuation of difficult teacher-

student relationships for many LSEG students.   

 

In the Irish context, Lynch has been a vocal advocate for the need to address the school 

climate and teacher-student relationships within schools, as they affect not only working 

class, but all minority students (Lynch and O’Riordan, 1998; Lynch and Lodge, 2004).  

Specifically, she highlights that “the (legitimate) concern with getting people into education 

has been paralleled with a limited focus on their experience of and achievements in 

education” (Lynch and Lodge, 2004, p. 3).  That is, she focuses attention on the fact that 

merely getting working class students into progressively higher levels of education is 

meaningless if the experience that they have in education is overwhelmingly one of negativity 
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and marginalization.   Lynch is also one of the few voices in the Irish context, and 

internationally, who writes on the importance of the affective domain in education, daring to 

introduce words such as “love, care, and solidarity” (ibid., p. 2) to her discussion of the 

elements of effective pedagogical relationships (Lynch and Lodge, 2004; Lynch and Crean, 

2018).  She ties the culture of schools to the (false) beliefs surrounding meritocracy in 

education, and writes that  

…the moral code implicit in meritocratic thinking, focusing on the prioritisation of the 

few at the expense of the many, over-rides and weakens other values in education: 

nurturing, trust, integrity, care and solidarity are subordinated to regulation, control 

and competition (2018, p. 12).   

 

That is, in a system of teachers and policy makers who are working within a system that 

views the goals of education in a narrow, classically academic sense, the actions of teachers 

are guided by implicit beliefs that what is important is academic success; those who ‘measure 

up’ are treated more favourably, those who ‘don’t’ are treated less favourably. 

4.2.5 HE ‘Aspirations’ and Decisions and SEG 

Decisions about whether or not to progress to HE, and what courses to pursue in HE, are not 

made in a vacuum.  Rather, student ‘aspirations’ and decisions are affected by multiple 

factors, including family aspirations and knowledge, attitudes of friends and social circles 

towards HE, guidance provided by schools, teacher HE aspirations for students, and the 

acquisition of sufficient knowledge not only on the options available, but on the technicalities 

of how to apply to and to fund HE.   

 

In the UK context, research has looked at how “processes of performance, choice, and 

selection … produce intake differences” at HE level, paying attention not only the the 

numbers of working class students progressing to HE, but the types of institutions they 

progress to, and the types of programmes that they progress to (Reay and Ball, 1997; Reay, 

Davies, David and Ball, 2001; Ball, Davies, David and Reay, 2002; Ball, Reay, and David, 

2002; Reay, David, and Ball, 2005).  Interestingly, this team found that social class had a 

more significant influence on the types of HE choices participants could make than did 

ethnicity (Ball et al., 2002).  

 

As Reay (1998) pointed out twenty years ago, HE choice are not simply choices about 

whether or not to pursue HE; for those who do choose HE they include choices about what 
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institution to attend, and what course of study to pursue.  It is also in the subtleties of these 

decisions that inequalities are found and perpetuated.  As Reay (1998, p. 519) wrote: 

…social injustices lie not just in continuing exclusions from higher education, but are 

also to be found in the unequal patterns of choice made by the growing ranks of both 

young and mature students who take degree courses. Rather than being engaged in the 

same process, higher education applicants can be seen to be engaged in highly 

differentiated, unequal processes.  

 

This is seen in the UK context in the fact that “most working-class students are found in the 

post-1992 [HE] institutions, where in many they consist of over 50% of the student 

population compared with below 15% in most of the Russell Group38 universities” (Finnegan 

and Merrill, 2017, p. 310).  Although some researchers have tried to highlight that the socio-

demographic discrepancies seen in the attendance at elite HE institutions is tied to academic 

attainment (Hemsley-Brown, 2014), Boliver has challenged these assertions and maintains 

that “applicants from less advantaged social backgrounds are less likely to be offered places  

at these universities than comparably qualified applicants from more advantaged social 

groups” (2015, p. 29).  In addition, Shiner and Noden also found that “candidates from less 

privileged family backgrounds remain less likely to target high-status institutions even when 

other variables [such as academic attainment, number of A-levels, type of school attended, 

and subject mix] are taken into account” (2015, p. 1170).   

 

Marginson (2016) highlights that this problem of “stratification within inclusive [HE] 

systems” (2016, p. 413) is a worldwide phenomenon, and that the “quality of mass higher 

education is often problematic” (ibid., p. 413).  In the Irish context, this imbalance is seen in a 

disproportionate percentage of LSEG students pursuing FE courses or courses at IoTs, instead 

of pursuing professional programmes or degrees at the research-based Universities, and in the 

fact that there are “marked differences in progression to postgraduate courses by social class” 

(Keane, 2017, p. 569).  Such constraints on HE choice are of key relevance to the current 

study, as appropriate undergraduate qualifications and subjects – not just any HE qualification 

- are needed for entry to postgraduate post-primary Initial Teacher Education courses in 

Ireland.   

 

Ball et al. (2002), in their work on HE choice and social class, found two distinct groups 

within their participants; ‘contingent choosers’ who were primarily LSEG, and ‘embedded 

choosers’, who were from higher SEG backgrounds.  They emphasize that for the (LSEG) 

 
38 Russel Group Universities are the most prestigious, or elite HE institutions in the UK 
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‘contingent choosers’ the decision to go to HE is interwoven with “planning a biography that 

involves a kind of  break with family and class” (ibid., p. 354); that is, going to HE is not a 

typical progression for their working class family members and peers, so to do so comes with 

the contingency that they must change their positionality in relation to loved ones.  For the 

HSEG ‘embedded choosers’, on the other hand, “university attendance is a well-established 

and expected route beyond school, part of  a ‘normal biography’” (ibid., p. 342).  Ball et al. 

highlight that the choices of the LSEG and HSEG students are not made equally, and 

emphasize that when considering the ‘choices’ that LSEG students make we must “retain the 

link between constraint and volition” (2002, p. 354).   

 

Likewise, Keane (2012) highlights how for students from LSEG backgrounds, entering HE is 

an active choice that goes against their “normal biography of directly entering the labour 

market” (ibid., p. 1).  In contrast, for students from HSEGs, entering HE is often a “non-

decision” (ibid., p. 2), and a progression or life-step that has always been assumed and is 

taken for granted.   

 

Understanding that LSEG and HSEG HE choices are not made equally then, what factors 

affect whether or not LSEG students make the choice to proceed to HE?  Work in the Irish 

context by McCoy et al. (2010) highlights five key factors that contribute to the lowered 

progression to HE for members of the lower manual group.  The first factor is that LSEG 

groups place lower value on HE, and this valuing “differently frames the educational choices 

that families can or will make” (p. xi).  Indeed, in Doyle and Keane’s (2018) recent work, 

they found that in one LSEG community “not going to school was also part of normal life in 

the area” (ibid., p. 10), and this is tied to a differential valuing of ‘what was important in life’ 

– namely, that making money in the present is often essential, and more valuable than an 

education that promises increased but delayed income.  This is again echoed in the 

experiences of Finnegan’s (2017) working class participants, who “left school at the earliest 

possible age because education was not viewed as important whereas the bringing in of 

another wage to the family was valued” (p. 316).   

 

The second factor that McCoy highlights as affecting the choice of whether to proceed to HE 

or not, and in what fashion, is attitudes towards schooling in general.  McCoy writes that 

“there was clear evidence that many [LSEG] participants were alienated and disaffected from 

school at an early age….[and] saw HE as an extension of school and for this reason it was 
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viewed as something to be avoided” (p. xi).  Reay also points out that “the lack of valuing and 

respect for the working classes in wider society translates into class condescension and scorn 

in the classrooms” (2017, p. 24), which understandably contributes to these feelings of 

disaffection with and disconnection from schooling in LSEG youth.   

 

Guidance from family and school is a third determining factor in HE choices.  Work from 

several scholars has found that not only is formal career guidance severely lacking at post-

primary level in Ireland (McCoy et al., 2010; Keane, Heinz, and Lynch, 2018), the 

experiences of LSEG students are often those of being discouraged from pursuing HE 

courses, rather than encouraged.  Finnegan (2017), for example, interviewed a working class 

student who felt “resentful” that “college had not got mentioned” (ibid., p. 317) because his 

teachers had made assumptions about his post-school trajectory, and in their eyes it did not 

include HE.  McCoy (2010) also found that in some schools career guidance was only 

directed at specific groups of students – the higher level classes – and that what guidance the 

LSEG students did receive was “narrowly focused or directed away from HE” (p. xii).  

Interestingly, in recent Irish research Keane, Heinz, and Lynch found that “in considering 

their school experiences, the participants were most vocal and critical…of the amount and/or 

nature of career guidance they had received in school” (2018, p. 80).  In the UK, Reay, David, 

and Ball (2005) likewise point out the importance of school guidance for LSEG students, 

noting their increased reliance on the school, as opposed to the family, as a site of 

information.   

 

Financial factors, of course, also play considerably into HE decisions for students from LSEG 

groups, who are by their very definition less financially secure than students from HSEG 

groups (McCoy et al., 2010).  Fears about the costs of HE, and about not being able to afford 

to survive on just grants alone, are very real factors in deciding whether to enter the workforce 

or continue one’s schooling (Ball et al., 2002).  The severity of the constraint of finances on 

HE decisions can not be underestimated; there are many documented cases (not unlike my 

own father’s – see section 1.3) where HE decisions pivot on financial amounts that are 

smaller than the price of lunch in many restaurants (Lynch and O’Riordan, 1998).   

 

In the UK, Hutchings has criticised how reductions in government funding and grants for 

LSEG students fly in the face of concurrent widening participation initiatives, and Hutchings 

reminds us that “the financial cost to the student of higher education is often…the greatest 
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barrier to increasing working class participation” (2004, p. 155).  As Reay et al. (2001, p. 861) 

write  

…material constraints of travel and finance often mean [working class students] are 

operating within very limited spaces of choice in which, for example, an extra few 

stops on the tube can place an institution beyond the boundaries of conceivable choice. 

 

Interestingly, recent research has also highlighted the differential role that distance from a 

student’s home house39 to the institute of HE has on LSEG vs. HSEG students (Cullinan et 

al., 2013).  Cullinan found that students from LSEG groups were much more likely to choose 

not to pursue HE the further away from the University, College, or IoT they lived; this 

distance effect was not present for those from HSEG groups, who could afford to rent student 

accommodation near the HE institute if needed.  A disproportionate number of LSEG students 

live at home while pursuing HE, however, even if that requires substantial commuting every 

day for the duration of their degree40 (ibid.).    

 

Woven into all of these factors around aspirations and choice, however, are also the concepts 

of class identity, and class-betrayal (Keane, 2011a; Finnegan and Merrill, 2017).  Researchers 

and theorists who apply these ideas to thinking about HE decisions and social class consider 

how deciding to pursue HE – a middle class institution - is, in many ways, inconsistent with 

the identity of working class or LSEG communities, families, and individuals41 (Reay, 2017).   

4.2.6 The Forms of Capital, Field, Habitus, and SEG 

The conceptual and theoretical work of Pierre Bourdieu around social class and education is 

also of great relevance to the current work.  In fact, so ingrained is Bourdieu in modern 

educational sociological analysis that many of these concepts have already received mention 

in this dissertation, woven in citations from the work of other authors.  Bourdieu’s work will 

be elaborated on in the Discussion of this dissertation, but here I present a brief overview of 

his key theoretical tools (economic capital, cultural capital, and social capital, habitus, field, 

and practice).  These concepts have been recognised by many scholars as important in 

understanding the relationship of working class students to education, HE, ITE, and the 

profession of teaching (Santoro, 2007).   

 

 
39 ‘home house’ is Irish popular terminology for the family home 

40 See section 4.3.2 for more on ‘commuter students’ 

41 As touched upon in section 4.2.4 in our discussion of student-teacher relationships and SEG 
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The first three concepts relevant to our discussion were presented by Bourdieu in his 1986 

publication The Forms of Capital. The three forms of capital are Economic, Social, and 

Cultural Capital are presented as explanatory concepts for the distinct manners in which the 

ruling social classes exercise their power over the lower social classes.  Bourdieu writes that 

capital is “accumulated labor” (ibid., p. 241) or “amounts to the same thing [as power]” (ibid. 

p. 241), and is “what makes the games of society – not least the economic game – something 

other than simple games of chance offering at every moment the possibility of a miracle” 

(ibid. p. 241).   

That is, according to Bourdieu, who developed his theory on the forms of capital after 

researching academic attainment differences in working and middle class children, every 

individual agent (person) has differing amounts of economic, cultural, and social capital, and 

these are largely a product of the position in society into which we are born. They prepare us 

differentially to be judged differentially by the schooling and economic worlds into which we 

grow, and are the significant components of the “accumulated history” (ibid. p. 241) which 

constitute the social world.  Working class individuals have lower amounts of all three forms 

of capital than middle and upper class individuals, and the higher social classes use this to 

their advantage to maintain their relative position in the hierarchical society.   

Importantly, Bourdieu also distinguishes between the three states in which the cultural 

form of capital can exist; embodied, objectified, and institutionalized (ibid. p. 242).   

Embodied capital is that which exists in “long-lasting dispositions of body and mind” 

(ibid. p. 47), such as in accent, body language, conventions of speech, dress, and habits of 

action and thought, and is inherited through both “hereditary transmission” and 

accumulated over time, “time that must be invested by the investor, like the acquisition of 

a muscular physique or a suntan” (ibid., p. 48).  Objectified capital is that which exists not 

in people, but in the form of cultural goods (ibid., p. 47), such as works of fine art or 

expensive cars.  Institutionalized capital – such as academic or professional qualifications 

- is a special form of objectified capital which is unique in that it transforms simple 

cultural capital which “is constantly required to prove itself” (ibid. p. 51) and through 

“performative magic” (ibid. p. 51) transforms it into a form of capital that provides a 

“conventional, constant, legally guaranteed value” (ibid. p. 50).   

Importantly, the forms of capital can also be transformed into other forms; economic 

capital, for example, can be transformed into institutionalized cultural capital (ibid.).  This 

can be done through paying fees to exclusive educational institutions, or through paying 
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for extra tuition (i.e. grinds) for family members to ensure academic success.  Transferring 

economic capital into other, less controllable forms, is a key strategy in maintaining class 

power (ibid).   

In relation to the current work, as Santoro (2007) notes, “Bourdieu’s metaphors of economic 

capital, cultural capital, [and] social capital…(1986) provide useful ways of thinking about 

the complexities of social class because they take into account how class is more than simply 

an ‘economic’ categorization” (ibid., p. 85).    

 

Bourdieu also writes about the inter-related concepts of ‘habitus’, ‘field’, and ‘practice’.  

Field refers to a structured social space, such as ‘law’, ‘schools’, ‘education’, ‘the family’, or 

‘football’.  As Bourdieu (1993, p. 30) writes 

 

… the structure of the field, i.e. the space of positions, is nothing other than the 

structure of the distribution of capital of specific properties which governs success in 

the field and the winning of the external or specific profits which are at stake in the 

field. 

 

That is, each field is unique mapped with its own set of power relations and (arbitrary) 

signifiers of power within that field.  How an individual succeeds or fails socially in that field 

depends on the match or mismatch between their habitus, the capital(s) they have, and the 

practice they enact.   

 

Habitus is another term for the embodied form of cultural capital (ibid. p. 243); it is “a set of 

dispositions, internal to the individual, that both reflects external social structures and shapes 

how the individual perceives the world and acts in it” (Power, 1999, p. 48).  It is formally 

defined by Bourdieu (1993, p. 5) as  

 

… the system of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed 

to function as structuring structure, that is, as principles which generate and organize 

practices and representations that can be objectively adapted to their outcomes without 

presupposes a conscious aiming at ends or an express mastery of the operations 

necessary in order to obtain them.   

 

On a more concise level, it is a “set of dispositions which generate practices and perceptions” 

(ibid., p. 5), and which in turn reproduce the social structures which gave rise to that habitus.  

Habitus is initially formed in childhood, an internalized, embodied form of the social 

structures and locations in which one develops, and is a “pre-conscious” (Power, p. 50) 
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influence on one’s behaviour, mannerisms, speech, and actions.  In relation to the current 

study and habitus, Maguire points us to the work of Hatton, which asks “whether the 

acquisition of cultural capital can totally change one’s habitus to the extent that the remnants 

of one’s working-class habitus are so insignificant that correspondence with the subjective 

identity of the professional/managerial class is totally secured” (Hatton, 1999, in Maguire, 

2005, p. 438).   

 

This question, however, leads us into the concept of ‘practice’; where habitus is a set of 

dispositions and likelihoods of being one way in the world, practice refers to the actual 

performance of action in the world.  Importantly, practice is derived from, but is more than 

habitus.  Rather than being determined by habitus, practice is the “outcome of a relationship 

between habitus, capital, and field” (Swartz, 1997, p. 141-142, in Power, 1999, p. 50).  That 

is, there is a complex interplay between one’s embodied history (habitus), one’s power 

(capital), and the given structured social space (field) in which an individual finds themselves.  

So in response to Hatton’s question in the previous paragraph, one might wonder if it is less 

an issue of changing a habitus, which is so persistent, and more of altering a practice”. 

We return to Bourdieu’s ideas in the discussion chapter, chapter 11. 

 

4.3 LSEG Student Experiences of HE 

Given the disproportionately negative and limiting experiences (both in terms of academic 

achievement and of relationships to education) of LSEG students, one must wonder what 

effect this has on LSEG student HE aspirations and experiences.  We know that fewer LSEG 

students progress to HE, but why is this the case?  Some students from LSEG backgrounds, of 

course, are limited in progression opportunities due to early school leaving or inadequate 

academic attainment on the Leaving Cert examination– but this is not the whole story, as even 

for these students there are Access routes available, as outlined in chapter 3.  This section, 

therefore, aims to address the more hidden factors affecting HE progression and experience 

for LSEG students.  First, section 4.3.1. will look at differences in HE retention and 

attainment will be examined, and aspects of the LSEG HE academic experience explored. 

Section 4.3.2 then considers the financial and pragmatics influences on the LSEG HE 

experience, followed in section 4.3.3 with an exploration of socio-cultural factors affecting 

LSEG HE experiences.   
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4.3.1 Attainment, Retention, and LSEG Academic Experiences in HE 

For those LSEG students who do make it to HE, research has demonstrated that the quality of 

their HE experience is distinct from that of their HSEG peers; this includes what their time in 

HE is like, and also whether they complete their studies (retention), and the level of academic 

attainment (performance) that they complete those studies with.  This is important because 

understanding what the HE experience is like for a group of students can help us identify 

programmes and supports that may be of value to them.   

 

On this topic, Dr. Ted Fleming wrapped up his keynote address at the 2015 Access 

Conference (Ireland) with a blunt and simple message – for LSEG students in higher 

education “retention remains a problem” (Fleming, 2015, p. 13).  Indeed, the most recent HE 

retention and progression figures found that there are significant differences in non-

progression rates by SEG (Liston, Pigott, Frawley, and Carroll, 2018).  Specifically,  

 

…the lowest level of non-progression is found among Farmers at 8%, followed by 

Higher Professionals at 9%. ...the highest level of non-progression is among the 

Unskilled and All others gainfully employed and Unknown groups, at 16%. (ibid., p. 

33). 

 

Figure 4-6, from Liston, Pigott, Frawley, and Carroll (2018), shows a breakdown of HE non-

progression rates by socioeconomic group for the 2014/15 to 2015/16 year.   

 

 

 

Figure 4.6 Non-Progression Rates of New Entrants to HE by SEG, 2014/15 to 2015/16 

(Liston et al., 2018, p. 34) 
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In addition, figures show that non-progression of new entrants is significantly higher in 

Institutes of Technology (IoTs - which are attended by many more LSEG students) as 

opposed to Colleges and Universities (which are dominated by HSEG student populations).  

Figure 4-7, also from Liston et. al., shows the non-progression rates by type of HE institution; 

of importance are the Level 8 figures at University, College, and IoT42: 

 

 

 

For those students who do progress past the first year in HE, however, the picture for 

attainment within HE slightly more optimistic.  Keane, for example, highlights multiple 

studies (e.g. Osborne, Leopold, and Ferrie, 1997) that show that “‘non-traditional’ [i.e. LSEG 

/ Access programme students] students perform at least as well as their ‘traditional’ 

counterparts” (2011, p. 707).  That is not to say, however, that no LSEG or non-traditional 

students encounter academic challenges in HE; scholars such as Klinger and Murray (2012) 

have highlighted challenges non-traditional students can face due to differences in language 

style and academic literacy.  Importantly, however, Klinger and Murray emphasize that these 

differences should not be framed as a deficit; rather, that attention must be paid to the 

“supports institutions need to provide if they are to ensure that students within ‘non-

traditional’ cohorts are not incorrectly labelled as ‘lacking academic quality’” (ibid., p. 27).  It 

is likely, then, that in the studies that have shown non-traditional (e.g. working class) students 

performing at least as well as traditional students, the curriculum of the Access programmes 

 
42 Institutes of Technology also offer Level 6 and 7 programmes, which are considered Further Education (FE), 

not Higher Education (HE) in the Irish context 

43 “There  were  32,010  new  entrants  at  level  8  across  all  sectors  in  2014/15.  64%  of  these  students  are  

in  the  university  sector  (n=20,626),  29%  in  the  institute of technology sector (n=9,134) and 7% in the 

college sector (n=2,250)” (Liston et al., 2018, p. 17) 

Figure 4.7 Non-Progression Rates by Sector and Qualification Level43, 2014/15 vs 

2013/14 (Liston et al., 2018, p. 17) 



Chapter 4: Literature Review: The Influence of Socioeconomic Background Across the Educational Lifespan 

 86 

they enter through and the student supports available are sufficiently addressing the 

differential needs of these students (Keane, 2011).   

 

In the US, research indicates that “the degree completion gap between the highest and lowest 

socioeconomic class students” is bigger than the degree completion gap between any two 

other demographic groups (Adelman, 2006, in Stieha, 2010, p. 239). In the UK, likewise, 

“mass higher education … is characterised by a higher level of non-completion of studies than 

was found in the previous, more elitist system” (Forbes, 2008, p. 26).  Forbes, building on the 

earlier work of Tinto (1975, 1982, 1993), however, challenges assumptions that this 

increasing non-progression of new entrants is due to a lowering of the academic abilities that 

non-traditional students bring to HE; rather, his model draws attention to feelings of 

unpreparedness, “not knowing what to expect… the values of the institution as reflected in its 

attitude to students, the quality of the teaching, the nature of the learning and assessment 

practices employed, academic and personal support for students and general friendliness and 

approachability of staff” (ibid., 2008, p. 29)  as key factors in determining progression vs. 

non-progression for non-traditional students. 

  

Despite the need to problematize retention of LSEG students, therefore – because any student 

not finishing a degree is a loss to all involved and invested in the process - the way in which 

we do so is of great importance.  In particular, we need to avoid the dominant deficit-based 

discourses that dominate fear-based messages about LSEG students eroding the academic 

standard of HE institutions.  Such “victim-blaming” (Devlin, 2013, p. 943) is unfortunately 

too common when it comes to examining LSEG experiences in HE; assuming LSEG students 

aren’t trying hard enough, or are innately less ‘able’, rather than seeking real understanding of 

the factors affecting their experience and performance.   

 

Research shows, in fact, that LSEG students are not failing to complete degrees because of a 

lack of intellectual ability to do so.   Research by Collier and Morgan (2008), for example, 

highlights the difference between a student’s actual capacity to succeed in HE and their 

demonstrated capacity to perform the role of student and present their actual capacity to their 

instructors for assessment.  They highlight how LSEG students may understand their role as 

students, but they haven’t yet mastered it, to a performative level, because of mismatch 

between the educational and cultural capital of their social class positionality and that of the 

institution.   
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Furthermore, Collier and Morgan’s (ibid.) ideas help explain the findings of Keane (2011), 

who found that in her work with LSEG and HSEG students there wasn’t necessarily any 

difference in academic attainment, and that the LSEG students felt more prepared for HE than 

the HSEG students.  Again, the reason is likely largely attributable to the fact that the LSEG 

students in her study had completed a one-year pre-university access year, focusing on 

teaching skills needed to succeed at third level.  That is, they had had a whole year to refine 

and master their ability to accurately demonstrate their capacity (Collier and Morgan, 2008) 

for learning at HE level.   

 

The message here is that the experience of LSEG and HSEG students in HE differs, and can 

lead to increases in non-progression for LSEG students, but that there also seem to be 

relatively effective ways of addressing the needs of LSEG students in HE that can see their 

performance demonstrated at a level least as good as that of their HSEG peers.  We turn now 

to research that examines two additional characteristics of the LSEG HE experience, as 

listening to the voices of LSEG students and understanding how it is they navigate HE can 

give insight into the supports they require.   

 

The first characteristic of the HE experience in which lower and HSEG students vary is in the  

strategies they use to succeed in HE.  This work, done by Keane (2009b; 2009a; 2011; 2012), 

highlights that both lower and HSEG students use strategies to achieve their main concern in 

HE, but that the nature of those strategies varies by group.  Keane identified five strategies, 

three of which we discuss.   

 

The first of these strategies is differential prioritising (Keane, 2009, p. 140).  This means that 

the LSEG students and HSEG students had different priorities in their approaches to HE – the 

lower group tended to focus on the academic and sideline the social, whereas the HSEG group 

reported giving a more equal importance to both the social and academic.  This is important in 

interpreting issues of campus engagement and extracurricular involvement differences 

between groups, and aligns with the work of Thomas in the UK (2018). 

 

A second strategy difference found was in ‘distancing’ behaviours of the two groups.  Both 

groups exhibited distancing themselves from the other, but for the LSEG students their social 

distancing was subservient, whereas for the HSEG students their distancing was status-

maintaining/raising in nature (seen as ‘social-peacocking’ (Keane, 2011b, p. 454).   This 
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difference in strategy aligns with the reported experiences of LSEG students not fitting in or 

belonging in HE, as discussed in section 4.3.3, but adds nuance to our understanding of the 

social grouping that tends to occur in HE along SEG lines.   

 

A third strategic difference between lower and higher groups found by Keane (2009) was in 

how students ‘figured out and enacted academic practice’, progressing through three stages of 

‘reguritating’, ‘experimental enacting’ and ‘stable enacting’.  Such progression from 

academic naivety to competence is aligned with Collier and Morgan’s (2008) discussion of 

the distinction between students understanding academic expectations and students 

performing a mastery of academic expectations.  In Collier and Morgan’s work the LSEG 

students were less likely to master academic practice due to a deficit in cultural capital, but 

Keane’s work shows how explicit teaching (in her case on a one-year access programme) can 

help compensate and enhance enactment of ‘being academic’ in LSEG students.  

 

An additional difference in LSEG and HSEG experience of HE, relevant to the current study, 

is found in the likelihood and nature of help and support-seeking behaviour between groups.  

Overall, LSEG students are less likely to seek out help, academically, for clarification, or for 

accommodations, than their HSEG peers (Reay, Crozier, and Clayton, 2010; Devlin, 2013; 

Longwell-Grice and Longwell-Grice, 2008; Gardner and Holley, 2011; Walpole, 2003).  The 

consequences of not looking for support when needed, or expecting professors to know when 

you need support and to seek you out, can be substantial for LSEG students; this lack of 

support-seeking can perpetuate feelings of isolation, lack of engagement, lack of entitlement, 

and being an academic outsider.   

 

The reasons proposed for this difference in help-seeking behaviour include the enhanced 

experience of “imposter syndrome” (Gardner and Holley, 2011, p. 80) in LSEG students, 

feelings of unworthiness from “hidden injuries of class” (Sennett and Cobb, 1977, in Fleming, 

2015, p. 11), “damaged learner identities” (Reay, 2010, p. 117), a lack of confidence, and 

cultural differences in the acceptability of seeking help (Devlin, 2013, p. 943). 

 

Authors who have highlighted this difference emphasise the need for academic staff and 

institutions to build awareness and change protocols in light of it.  How, for example, can 

procedures and practices be ingrained in HE to encourage and promote help and support 

seeking in those non-traditional students that are reluctant (Devlin, 2013)? 
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4.3.2 Pragmatics, Finance, and Working Part-time 

Other authors point out that there are also practical, pragmatic differences that divide the HE 

experience of lower and HSEG students.  Munro (2011), for example, discusses ‘student-

workers’, problematizing the reality that a vast majority of LSEG students need to work part-

time, or even full-time, while enrolled in HE.  Munro challenges what she observes as the 

hypocrisy of HE institutions sending LSEG students messages that they can achieve whatever 

they dream, while at the same time failing to acknowledge the reality that their students must 

work while studying, and therefore failing to change expectations accordingly.  The failure to 

acknowledge and respond to the validity of the positionality of LSEG students as ‘student-

workers’ rather than just ‘students’ can equate to students feeling that they are “unable to 

fulfil the expectations of staff who believe that students should be fully engaged scholars 

whose main responsibility it is to study” (ibid., p. 118).   

 

Reay (2015) also highlights the impact of living on campus, off campus, or at one’s home 

house during HE studies on the experience of LSEG students.  Her work, like that of Cullinan 

et al. (2013) in the Irish context, highlights that working class or LSEG students are 

significantly more likely to live at home (in the home house) while studying at HE than 

HSEG students.  Living at home changes the experience of HE for these students, making it 

harder to “engage [with] both the academic and extracurricular life of the campus” (Stieha, 

2009, p. 239).  This difference in ability to engage, due to proximity, availability, and 

emotional/identity issues, in turn feeds back into how LSEG students perceive themselves as 

belonging or not belonging on campus, especially when faced with a “dominant discourse” 

(ibid., p. 239) that students should or must be highly involved on campus in order to 

maximize their success and experience.   

 

 In addition, Thomas tells us that these commuter students “have less good outcomes than 

other, non-commuter students” (2018, p. 1144), when considering HE completion and 

retention, HE attainment, employability, and graduate progression (ibid.).  Thomas explores 

the possible connections between these less good outcomes and the level of HE engagement 

that commuter students find it is possible to build, in the academic, enhancement and social 

sphere, given the time and energy that is spent commuting.  She found that these commuter 

students prioritize the academic and have low levels of engagement in enhancement and 

social activities, a trade-off that “suggests students lack a more complex understanding of the 
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more implicit aspects of HE success and progression into the graduate labour market” (ibid. p. 

1147). 

 

A third pragmatic difference in the experiences of LSEG and HSEG students in HE is the 

salience of financial concerns and struggles.  In the research done on LSEG students, financial 

concerns are frequently one of the main concerns.  Atwood (2010), for example, highlighted 

that financial concerns and the need to continue paid employment were the primary reason for 

LSEG students choosing to study at HE part-time as opposed to full-time.  Stieha (2010) and 

Hesketh (1999) also highlight the fact that many working class families are highly adverse to 

taking out loans or getting into debt, due to past negative financial experiences; such familial 

pressure not to take out a loan while studying contributes to the phenomena of LSEG students 

working part-time and living at home (ibid.), while their more financially confident HSEG 

peers opt for borrowing money from family or institutions to allow them to study without 

competing concerns.   

 

Thomas (2018) points to the role of the HE institution in critically assessing the changes they 

may be able to make in order to better meet the practical needs of non-traditional and 

commuter students.  Scheduling of both academic and non-academic activities on campus, for 

example, can have a disproportionately large impact on the experience of a HE student who is 

working part-time or commuting, compared to one who is not; Thomas (ibid.) suggests that 

institutions should be mindful of this growing need.  Likewise, having spaces on campus to 

leave one’s belongings could allow commuter students to engage more fully in campus 

activities.  Importantly, however, Thomas (ibid., p. 1150) reminds us that  

…comparable engagement by commuter students [a great many of whom are LSEG] 

in all spheres, however, requires [these students] to be recognised as legitimate and 

equal members of the HE community. This must be reflected in, for example, staff 

attitudes and institutional spaces, and requires wider cultural change in many HE 

providers 

4.3.3 Socio-cultural Experiences, Identity, and SEG 

Another significant theme to emerge in the research of the experiences of LSEG and HSEG 

students in HE is the contrast in feelings of belonging, or ‘fitting in’ (Read, Archer and 

Leathwood, 2003; Aries and Seider, 2005; Aries and Seider, 2007).  Although conceptualized 

in various ways, numerous scholars highlight that LSEG students in HE report feeling that 

they aren’t the ‘type of person’ who should be studying at HE level (Lynch and O’Riordan, 
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1998; Bufton, 2003; Orbe, 2004; Keane, 2009; Keane, 2011a).  Bufton, for example, 

emphasizes that this is a “multi-faceted sense that ‘university is not for the likes of us’ - 

encompassing issues of identity, sociality, and spatio-temporal dislocation” (Bufton, 2003, p. 

207).   

 

Lynch and O’Riordan highlight that these feelings of “being an outsider” (1998, p. 462) start 

early in primary or secondary school, but can be amplified in the HE context, as many LSEG 

students who do progress to HE leave behind many or most of their peers who follow other 

non-HE routes after post-primary education.  Some of their LSEG participants who went to 

HE expressed feeling alienated, excluded, and ostracized from social activities with their old 

peer groups (ibid. p. 463).   Lynch and O’Riordan also draw the connection between this 

feeling of ‘not fitting in’ and LSEG student experiences of “not settling” (ibid., p. 462) in HE.  

Keane (2009), likewise, found that the HE experience of LSEG students is a complex 

emotional and social landscape.  Her concept of ‘distancing to self-protect’44, highlights the 

feelings of social fear that LSEG participants can experience, and she notes that “this self-

segregating behaviour…is essentially a self-protective buffering strategy in the face of an 

external threat” (2009, p. 70).   

 

Diane Reay (2010) conceptualizes this contrast in working class/middle class experience in 

HE experience as “fitting in” or “standing out”; the working class students in her research felt 

like outsiders in the middle class HE environment.  In later work she expanded this to look at 

the working class experience in different type of HE institutions (primarily LSEG institutions 

vs. primarily HSEG institutions), and found that the contrast and the interplay between the 

institutional habitus and the student’s habitus was more complex than this, involving factors 

such as whether student’s lived at home or on campus, were engaged in paid employment 

while studying, the level of intellectual challenge, and the level of support in an institution.  

Finnegan’s work echoes Reay’s findings, with one of his LSEG participants recalling that for 

him HE "had an aura, it was something that wasn’t for the likes of me, and of course you 

never assumed you were bright enough" (Finnegan, 2017, p. 317).   

 

Gardner and Holly conceptualise this phenomena as working class HE students feeling like 

they are “living in two worlds: the world of their upbringing and the world of academia” 

(2011, p. 84).  Working class participants in their research reported feeling like they didn’t 

 
44 Also see section 4.3.1. for more of Keane’s conceptual work on the LSEG/HSEG experience of HE 
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fully belong to either group, and that they existed in a “murky space between their 

backgrounds and their aspirations” (ibid., p. 84).  Archer and Leathwood refer to these murky 

spaces identified by Gardner and Holly as “fractured spaces within HE…where people like us 

can participate without damaging or changing valued working class identities” (Archer and 

Leathwood, 2003, p. 178).   

 

Bufton (2003) highlights the impact that such feelings of not belonging can have on an 

individual.  She cites Weil’s (1989, p. 112, in Bufton, 2003, p. 208)) work on the concept of 

‘disjunction’, which is a  

 

…sense of  fragmentation that emerges when core aspects of personal and social 

identity are threatened in the educational environment, producing “feelings of 

alienation, anger, frustration and confusion,” threatening  self-worth and creating  

disappointment and dislocation. 

 

That is, a sense of ‘not fitting in’ or feelings of inferiority in the HE context have 

consequences on both the emotional and psychological landscape of LSEG HE students; in 

turn, these feelings and thoughts, and the consequent effects on the way LSEG students 

navigate and strategize HE (Keane, 2009), can impact on a student’s future academic and 

career prospects (Thomas, 2018).  

 

We proceed now to a focus on the ITE and early teaching career experiences of working class 

students.   

4.4 ITE, Teaching, and SEG 

There is very little written in the literature on the experiences of LSEG and working class 

students pursuing ITE and teaching.  What research there is, however, indicates that LSEG 

students who do successfully enter ITE and teaching have experiences that are significantly 

coloured by adversity; Burn’s (2003) participant, a working-class teacher in the UK context, 

for example, reported on “battling her way through the system”, and Maguire writes of both 

the “inclusion[ary] and exclusionary positions” (1999, p. 15) that her working class trainee 

teachers inhabited in ITE.   

This section will discuss the small body of literature that has been done on the LSEG/working 

class experience of ITE and teaching, anchoring the discussion around two themes that have 

emerged strongly; inclusion and exclusion dilemmas (Maguire, 1999; Burn, 2003; Maguire, 

2005;) and class awareness, consciousness, and identity (Maguire, 2001b).  This section then 
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concludes with a brief look at the research on the experiences of other minority groups in ITE 

and teaching.   

Of note, the dearth of literature in the area of SEG and ITE is evidence of the timeliness and 

importance of the current study.  At a time when government attention and funding supports 

are being directed towards widening participation of students from LSEG backgrounds in ITE 

and teaching, it is imperative that the body of literature on their experiences, strengths, and 

needs of these students is expanded.   

4.4.1 Inclusion and Exclusion Dilemmas in ITE and Teaching 

Positions of inclusion and exclusion are experienced strongly for working class ITE students 

and teachers (Maguire, 1999; Keane, Heinz, and Lynch, 2018).  Working class narratives of 

ITE and early teaching careers centre strongly on memories of incidents of feeling included in 

peer groups and their professional spaces, or excluded and made to feel like one does not 

belong.  Faced with the prevalence of feelings of exclusion among working-class ITE students 

and teachers, however, we must also heed Maguire’s (1999, p. 15) assertions on the complex 

interplay between inclusion and exclusion: 

…there has sometimes been a tendency to see forms of inclusion/exclusion as 

totalizing and immutable. Indeed they are frequently expressed as opposing binaries. 

However, … social lives are more complex; people inhabit and experience both 

inclusion and exclusionary positions.  

 

Maguire details the story of Karen (ibid.), a working class woman in ITE, giving life to these 

complex dynamics of inclusion and exclusion; despite feeling respected and included as a 

teacher in the eyes of her working class pupils on her placement school, Maguire (ibid., p. 18) 

writes that  

…it soon became clear to Karen as she started to teach on a regular basis in the school, 

that she was unwelcome. It was also clear that the school had an image to maintain 

and that the right clothes, the right voice and even the right body were all part of this 

identity. The school wanted to give direct signals to parents and school students that 

its culture and ethos were unambiguously middle class. 

 

From not being invited out to dinner with other staff and students, to being accused of stealing 

a teacher’s pens, to being excluded when it came time to hire new teachers for her placement 

school, the stereo-typing and discrimination faced by Karen because of her socioeconomic 

positionality was decidedly adverse.   
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Interestingly, the identity narrative of the working class teacher in Kirk’s (2007) work has 

more elements of inclusion than exclusion, but the situation was unique; his participant was a 

working-class teacher who had become the head of school and had been able to develop a 

“nucleus” (ibid., p. 9) of working-class teaching colleagues: 

…I’ve been lucky that some of my best friends in teaching have been working class, 

and I’ve also been lucky here, you know, B’s got no airs and graces, we’ve got M, we 

do have a working class team here  

 

Given what we know of the demographics of teaching, however, the situation of Kirk’s 

participant is an outlier.  In most schools, working class ITE students and teachers are a 

minority, and in these cases, experiences of exclusion (be they interwoven with experiences of 

inclusion) are more likely.   

 

Interestingly, Maguire (1999, p. 14) connects some elements of this exclusionary behaviour 

experienced by working class ITE students and teachers to the marketization of education in 

the UK; that is, to the increased pressure on schools to select the ‘right type’ of teachers to 

remain competitive.   

…in these marketized times, the quality of teachers, their credentials as well as other 

aspects of their cultural capital (their embodied appearance and voice) all confer 

increased status and prestige on individual institutions. 

 

Moreover, this pressure of the education marketplace extends to ITE, as Maguire writes that 

“teacher education as a process plays a powerful part in filtering in and out these more 

desirable/less desirable teachers as, to a degree, it has always done” (ibid., p. 14).    

Some of this ‘filtering’ of the ‘right’ type of teachers is done at the admissions stage, and the 

admissions criteria chosen can appear meritocratic while actually functioning to 

disproportionately select for middle class students45.  Maguire also highlights, however, that 

although working class students may make it into ITE and the profession, there are still forms 

of “internal exclusion” (ibid., p. 22) that they face in ITE and their teaching careers; these 

include giving working class student teachers and teachers the lower streams to teach, in order 

to match a certain ‘type’ of teacher with a certain ‘type of student’46 (ibid.). 

While some forms of exclusion are seemingly more unintentional, rooted in system 

constraints such as admissions criteria or dress codes, other forms of exclusion experienced 

 
45 See section 3.2.3 for more on admissions criteria for ITE 

46 See also discussion on ‘pigeon-holing’ of ethnic minority teachers section 4.4.4 
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by some working-class ITE students can be perceived by the students as bullying (Maguire, 

2001a).  Maguire speaks to the intricacies involved in dissecting bullying behavior from non-

bullying behavior, and the contributing factors of work-place stress and a standards-obsessed 

education system in contributing to potential incidents of adult-adult bullying in the ITE 

placement and the HE institution during ITE.  She also notes that her participants spoke 

openly about not reporting what they perceived as bullying, due to concerns that it would 

affect their outcomes in their ITE programme.  Her conclusion, however, is that the area of 

bullying in ITE merits further attention and research, as her work shows that a sizeable 

portion of trainee teachers perceive being bullied.   

4.4.2 Class Awareness, Class Consciousness, and Identity in ITE and Teaching 

A second significant theme in the literature on social class and ITE/teaching relates to class 

awareness, class consciousness, and identity (Maguire, 2001b; Maguire 2005a; Maguire 

2005b; Kirk, 2007).  That is, in the research on working class ITE students and teachers, 

issues of how the positionality of their social class related to their experiences in ITE and the 

workplace, and how to understand oneself as a teacher given one’s working class background, 

were prominent.    

 

Although the level of class awareness and consciousness varies from individual to individual, 

it appears that  

…[class-related] emotions and material experiences exert a powerful pull on the ways 

in which [working-class] teachers see their work….[and] teachers’ classed identities 

have a complexity and depth to them which transcends their occupational label 

(Maguire, 2001b, p. 323) 

  

Maguire also puts forward Harris’ interesting statement in relation to social class (Harris, 

1982, p. 39, in Maguire, 2001b, p. 317), which adds texture to understanding why working 

class ITE students and teachers encounter such complexity in relation to their classed 

positions and identities: 

…all people can, however, be identified not necessarily in terms of which of the two 

major classes they belong to but in terms of which particular class’s interests they 

predominantly serve 

 

In the case of becoming a teacher, working class students find themselves suddenly in the 

position of serving the interests of the middle and upper classes that control both the 

education system and individual schools.  Importantly, Keane, Heinz, and Lynch (2018, p. 74) 

also note that it is the discontinuities experienced by working class students that can feel so 
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unsettling.  That is, working class ITE students, when positioned in middle-class ITE 

environments and teaching roles 

… experience significant discontinuities in joining the middle-class teaching 

profession and in their experiences in schools (as student teachers or teachers), 

particularly in relation to markers of working-class identity including dress and accent, 

and related feelings of inferiority and a lack of confidence. 

Likewise, Burn wrote of the ‘‘trauma of attempting to keep a [working class] cultural identity 

in a [education] system that still views working-class accent as a signifier of shame” (2001, p. 

86, in Kirk, 2007, p. 3). 

Kirk (2007) has also explored the issue of how social class relates to teacher identity, as part 

of a larger-scale ESRC47 funded project on identity in the professions.  His work “probes how 

a teacher’s working-class background informs and helps define the emergence and 

consolidation of a teacher identity – a particular ‘teacherly self’” (ibid., p. 2).  Kirk notes that 

traditional narratives of upward social mobility of the working class individual to the middle 

classes are overly simplistic, evoking “a kind of linearity [as] the dominant image… and this 

profoundly distorts the lived experience of class transition” (ibid. p. 3).  His emphasis here is 

on the concept of a social class transition from working class upbringing to middle class 

profession, and he highlights the importance of “structures of feeling” (ibid. p. 5) in 

understanding these transition narratives.   

 

Related to class awareness and consciousness is also the small body of literature on student 

motivations for pursuing ITE/a teaching career, which point to differences in motivation 

between LSEG and HSEG students.  Keane et al. (2017), for example, found that in the Irish 

context that ITE applicants from LSEG backgrounds “rated the opportunity to engage in a 

socially worthwhile task [in teaching] higher than those from higher social class 

backgrounds” (ibid., p. 22).   That is, they expressed what Keane terms ‘altruistic 

motivations’ for pursuing teaching (ibid.).  Moreover, in Keane, Heinz and Lynch’s (2018) 

subsequent work, they directly link working class participants’ negative experiences of 

schooling to their increased expression of altruistic motivations to teach.  There is some  

evidence, however, that perhaps this attribution of motivation could be highly context-

dependant, as recent research from Turkey found no difference in type of motivation or 

attitudes towards teaching by SEG (Güneyli and Aslan, 2009).   

 
47 Economic and Social Research Council (UK) 
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4.4.3 ITE Experiences of Other Under-represented Groups 

As the body of work on the experiences of LSEG teachers in ITE and teaching is so limited, a 

short discussion of the literature on the experiences of other minority groups is also of use48.   

In the Australian context, Santoro (2007) has explored the experiences of Indigenous and 

minority ethnic teachers.  Importantly, Santoro’s work is also about social class; she 

“consider[s] ethnicity and social class as inextricably intertwined and understood through, and 

in relation to each other” (2007, p. 85).  In premising her work Santoro builds on the work of 

Trotman and Kerr (2001, in Santoro, 2007, p. 83) and her own research to  

…suggest that the teachers’ knowledge of ‘self’ in regards to ethnicity and/or 

Indigeneity and social class enables them to empathize with students of difference, to 

contextualize their students’ responses to schooling through understanding their out-

of-school lives from perspectives not available to teachers from the dominant cultural 

majority (Santoro, 2007, p. 81)   

 

That is, Santoro suggests that minority group teachers bring to ITE and to their teaching 

careers a distinct skill-set, or at least a self-reflective and empathetic head-start, grounded in 

their own experience of marginality, that predisposes them to be teachers who can deeply 

understand and more effectively respond to diverse student needs.  Importantly, this argument 

is not an ethnic-matching one; Santoro’s participants did not share the same minority 

background as the students they taught, but rather shared an experience of being ‘othered’.  

That is, it is  

…‘self-perceived marginality’, whether embedded in gender, class, ethnicity or 

various combinations of these, seem[s] to contribute to more sociologically insightful 

reflection (Trotman & Kerr, 2001, p. 165, in Santoro, 2007, p. 83).  

 

Santoro’s work gives voice to the strong social justice commitments and unique strengths of 

minority teachers; her participants also reflect on feeling “different” (2007, p. 90) to other 

teachers, in terms of positionality, but also in terms of their self-perceived enhanced 

understanding of their minority students learning needs.  Positively, the potential benefits of 

this type of ‘difference’ are emphasised, but the feelings of difference also come at a cost to 

the minority background teachers themselves.  Santoro’s earlier work, and that of others, 

shines a light on the marginalization experienced by minority background teachers (Santoro, 

2001; Basit and McNamara, 2004; Reid and Santoro, 2006) as – unfortunately - “the different 

cultural understandings and expectations of learning and teaching that they bring to their work 

are not always valued by students, colleagues and parents” (Santoro, 2007, p. 92).  In 

 
48 Note: there is also discussion of some literature on diverse student experiences in Chapter 2 
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addition, feelings of ‘difference’ can also lead to feelings of social isolation and “detachment 

from peers” (Wilkins and Lall, 2011, p. 375).   

Also important in the experiences of minority ethnic teachers are concerns about being 

“pigeonholed” (Wilkins and Lall, p. 380), or being placed in a “reductive position” (ibid., p. 

381) of being a ‘minority teacher’, rather than just a teacher; that is, a ‘professional ethnic’ 

rather than a ‘professional teacher’ (ibid.; Santoro, 2013a).  Santoro (2013a) suggests that this 

narrow perspective on the strengths of minority teachers, or the burdening of minority 

teachers with the exclusive responsibility for meeting the needs of the diverse students, “may 

contribute to their relatively poor career progression and retention in the profession” (2013a, 

p. 10).   

Racism in ITE has also been highlighted as a challenge for minority ethnic ITE students in the 

UK context (Basit, McNamara, Roberts, Carrington, Maguire, and Woodrow, 2007).  Basit et 

al. (ibid.), for example, found that among minority ethnic ITE students who withdrew from 

their programmes, his participants recalled instances of “covert and overt racism, and 

unwitting and deliberate racism” (p. 287).  Wilkins and Lall (2011) also found that their BME 

participants experienced both direct and indirect racism in ITE, with the experiences of direct 

racism being primarily on teaching practice placement.   

Importantly, the analysis of the BME experiences in Wilkins’ and Lall’s work demonstrated a 

“clear acknowledgement of the subtleties and complexities of racism that make the reporting 

of racism particularly difficult in professional arenas” (2011, p. 376).  That recognizing and 

naming racism is complex for ITE students is supported by the work of Basit et al. (2007).  

That is, although minority ethnic ITE students were aware of the racism operating in the 

situations in which they found themselves, they were reluctant to identify it to those in power 

due to potential negative repercussion.   

Research has also found that minority ITE students can be critical of the curriculum of their 

ITE programmes, either in its insensitivity to the needs of the diverse student body, or in what 

is perceived as a hypocritical contradiction between what is taught in ITE about diversity and 

how diverse students are treated within ITE.  Wilkins and Lall (2011, p. 379), for example, 

found that some minority background students felt  

… that coverage [of diversity in the ITE curriculum] was often superficial, and a 

number were uncomfortable about the apparent contradiction between the claimed 

ethos in which diversity is seen in a positive light, and the actual content of sessions 
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which were felt to give too much attention to problematic aspects of working in 

ethnically diverse classrooms. 

 

All of the above experiences are likely to contribute to the high levels of minority ethnic 

student attrition from TIE and the teaching profession (Wilson, Aiyegbayo, and Stephenson, 

2007; Basit, Roberts, McNamara, Carrington, Maguire, and Woodrow, 2006; Bennett, 2010; 

Kohili, 2016; Lander and Zaheerali, 2016).  Designing ITE programmes that recognize the 

likelihood of these experiences and build in procedures and train staff to properly support 

these students is essential to the future inclusion of these minority background students in the 

profession of teaching.   

Conclusion 

This review of the literature has explored the influence of socioeconomic background across 

the educational lifespan.  We explored lower levels of school completion and attainment 

among LSEG students, and considered some of the factors that colour the LSEG schooling 

experience, such as ability grouping, lower teacher expectations, and a negative school 

climate and negative teacher-student relationship cycles.  It was seen that these negative 

experiences and attainment differences affect HE aspirations, and considered how HE 

‘choice’ is constrained by SEG positionality.   

We then explored the experience of LSEG students in HE, again considering attainment and 

retention differences.  It was seen that although there are higher level of non-progression in 

HE for LSEG students, for those who stay a level of attainment ‘at least as good as’ their 

HSEG peers is possible, especially if they are provided with appropriate preparation for HE 

(such as an access course).  The constraints of finance, commuting, and other practical 

difficulties on the overall HE experience were also considered, and it was seen that scholars 

have suggested the importance of HE institutions being mindful of these constraints on the 

LSEG HE experience.  We also considered the emotional landscape of the LSEG HE 

experience, seeing that LSEG students frequently report feelings of ‘not fitting in’ and this 

can colour and shape how they navigate HE.   

The small body of literature on LSEG students in ITE and the teaching profession was then 

considered.  It was seen that although many LSEG students feel accepted by their students, 

especially if they are students from minority background groups, the process of ‘fitting in’ to 

the teaching body is not as simple, and LSEG teachers often feel marginalized.  Raising class 

awareness, consciousness, and understanding of one’s LSEG identity and positionality, in 
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relation to the middle-class profession of teaching, was explored and its importance 

emphasised.   

The following Chapter explores the Methodology and Philosophical Underpinnings of how 

the current study was approached.   
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5 METHODOLOGY AND 

PHILOSOPHICAL 

UNDERPINNINGS: A 

CONSTRUCTIVIST GROUNDED 

THEORY RESEARCH DESIGN 

5.1 Introduction 

What do I want to know? Why do I want to know it? And how can it be known?  These are 

the three fundamental questions in the initial design of any research, and the adequacy with 

which they are answered often determines the degree of future success of a research  project. 

Importantly, a methodology cannot be decided upon until ontological and epistemological 

issues are addressed.  As Cohen, Manion, and Morrison (2011, p. 24) put it, “methodology 

follows from the purposes and questions in the research, rather than vice versa”.  It is not that 

ontology and epistemology dictate or even restrict the methodologies available in all cases, 

but rather that until you define what you believe it is possible to know, it is very hard to 

choose the right way of trying to know it.   

In this chapter, therefore, I will tease out the philosophical beliefs underpinning various types 

of social science research.  I will begin with a short introduction to what I term the major 

philosophical dualiams/divides in social science research; 1) the ontological, 2) the 

epistemological, 3) that of human nature, and 4) the methodological.  This will be followed by 

a brief discussion of quantitative and qualitative methodologies, before focusing more 
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specifically on the particulars of the methodology employed in this dissertation – 

Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT).  Finally, I will locate both myself and this 

dissertation ontologically, epistemologically, axiologically, and methodologically.   

5.2 The Divisive Dualisms in Social Science Research Theory 

I find it most useful to begin a discussion of the philosophical underpinnings of research by 

talking about four dualisms, or spectra between dualities, that are important for all researchers 

to understand.  Cohen et al. (2011, p. 6) prefers to discuss these ideas as ‘four assumptions’ 

rather than ‘four spectra’; Guba and Lincoln (1994, p. 108) refer to them simply as three 

‘questions’ and ‘beliefs’ (Guba omits consideration of human nature).   My conclusion, 

however, after reading much of the methodology literature is that the concept of spectra is 

more appropriate than the common treatment of talking about polar opposites (i.e. objective 

vs. subjective reality), only to concede at the end of the discussion of each concept that, in 

fact, most researchers hold more moderate beliefs between the two poles.  I agree with Pring 

(2015, loc. 2338) that “dualisms can be deceptive”.   

In my modification of these common ideas, then, these four important research 

dualisms/spectra are 1) the ontological spectrum, 2) the epistemological spectrum, 3) the 

human nature spectrum and 4) the methodological spectrum.   

5.2.1 Ontological Spectrum 

Ontological debates are some of the oldest debates in human intellectual history; they deal 

with the nature of reality, and ask “what is real?”  The ontological spectrum stretches between 

the beliefs of extreme realism to those of pure nominalism.  Realists believe that there is one 

true reality that is external to us, independent of our perception, and that our perception of this 

reality has no influence on it (Maxwell, 2012).  Nominalists believe the opposite – not only 

that there are multiple subjective realities, but that those realities are in fact the product of 

individual consciousness (Cohen et al, 2011). 

In between the two extremes on this spectrum is where the majority of social scientists 

actually lie; an ontological place that admits that although not all concepts are part of 

objective reality, there is none the less something more than just purely relativistic abandon.  

As Pring (2015, loc 1962 and 1938) puts it “there are social facts”, and he believes that one 

can admit to and study these social facts without committing to an extreme realist position or 

rejecting the personal experience valued and emphasised by nominalists.  
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5.2.2 Epistemological Spectrum 

If the ontological spectrum is about the nature of reality, the epistemological spectrum is 

about how we can come to know that reality, or how knowledge of that reality can and should 

be gathered.   

On one end of this spectrum are positivist beliefs that knowledge is something that exists 

outside of ourselves, in the world, and the way to gather that knowledge is through careful 

observation and the use of reason (Cohen et al., 2011), or in other words, application of the 

scientific method.  It sees the pursuit of knowledge in the social sciences as similar to that in 

the natural or ‘hard’ sciences, the aim of both being the ‘uncovering’ of pre-existing truths or 

laws about the world.    

On the other end of the spectrum is the extreme anti-positivist belief that all knowledge is 

affected by perception, by the lens through which it is viewed, and that only by talking to and 

understanding the knower’s viewpoint can we ever begin to gather knowledge of his situation. 

A researcher’s positionality on this spectrum is of great importance, because as Cohen et. al. 

(2011, p. 6) state, “how one aligns oneself in this [epistemological] debate profoundly affects 

how one will go about uncovering knowledge of social behaviour”. 

In the social sciences this means that positivists believe it is possible to uncover absolute 

truths and laws that govern social behaviour, while post-positivists believe that we can never 

come to know them, because all knowledge is unavoidably affected by the perceiver.  Anti-

positivists, therefore, emphasise that context-dependent and localised knowledge is a more 

appropriate aim of research.   

5.2.3 Human Nature Spectrum 

The human nature spectrum spans between pure determinism and the belief that humans have 

agency and free will.  A researcher’s beliefs on how much control humans have over their 

actions affects how research to understand such actions is designed.    

If one is a pure determinist, they believe that everything has a cause and they approach social 

science as a search for causal relationships.  Many other researchers in the social sciences, 

however, reject a reduction of the conceptualization of human behaviour to such mechanistic 

formulas.  They believe that what makes us human is free will, and that there is something in 

our consciousness that frees us from such mechanical reactions to our environment – 

something that has allowed us to evolve past being causally determined by events around us.   
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5.2.4 Methodological Spectrum 

Where a researcher falls on the previous three spectra contributes to determining which 

methodology will be appropriate for their work.  The dualism here is between the nomothetic 

methodologies, where the goal is to uncover general laws, and idiographic methodologies, 

where the goal is to understand the subjective reality of a person or group (Cohen et al., 

2011).  The contrast and the tension between these two has historically been great (Pring, 

2015, loc. 1948).  What must be understood is that these two opposing camps were, and are, 

defending two different, but not necessarily opposing, positions (Deising, 1996). 

 

Having outlined the various positions in ontology, epistemology, views of human nature and 

the broad approaches to methodology, I turn now to paradigm, and will outline where on the 

previous four spectra each of the paradigms discussed falls.   

5.3 What is Paradigm? 

The concept of paradigm “represents a worldview that defines for its holder the nature of the 

world, the individual’s place in it, and the range of possible relationships to that world and its 

parts” (Guba and Lincoln, 1994, p. 107).  It is an important concept for researchers to 

understand because, as Guba and Lincoln (ibid., p. 105) emphasize, “questions of method are 

second to questions of paradigm”.  In other words, no decision about how to collect and 

analyse data can be made until the researcher has defined for herself what she believes to be 

the nature of reality, and how it is we humans come to know it.   

5.3.1 Positivist Paradigm 

The Positivist Paradigm sits to the far extreme on all of the philosophical spectra.  It can also 

be known by other names, such as the normative paradigm (Cohen et al., 2011).  It is 

ontologically realist, believing there is an external social reality, and it believes human 

behaviour is determined (Guba, 1994, p. 110).  Epistemologically it is positivist, believing 

that with the scientific method we can uncover and know that reality.  Moreover, it believes 

that the researcher can and should have no influence on what he or she is studying; in fact, if 

the researcher was perceived to influence the researched, this would be considered a 

methodological flaw in this paradigm – a threat to the validity of the study.   

The most appropriate methodologies in this paradigm, therefore, are nomothetic.  They follow 

the scientific method, and are often (but not always) experimental.  These experimental 
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studies make hypotheses, and then set out to design studies that can either support or 

disconfirm those hypotheses.   

Critics of the positivist paradigm  in the social sciences, however, feel that something 

essential is lost in the process of the pursuit of an ‘objective’ science of human experience 

(Cohen et al., 2011; Diesing, 1996).   

5.3.2 Interpretive Paradigm 

The interpretive paradigm, in contrast, can be “characterized by its concern for the individual” 

(Cohen et al., 2011, p. 17), as opposed to a concern with general laws that govern human life; 

its methodologies are idiographic, rather than nomothetic.  Researchers in this paradigm reject 

positivist assumptions and are opposed to the suggestion that human behaviour can or should 

be treated objectively, because they see such treatment as impossible and/or dehumanizing 

(ibid. p. 14).   

Interpretivists believe that “what we do cannot be understood as observable behaviours alone.  

They are behaviours infused with intentions” (Pring, 2015, loc. 1995) and behaviours infused 

with meanings, meanings which are specific to the individual.  Cohen et al. (2011) highlight 

this same idea, and also draw attention to the fact that while researchers in the normative or 

positivist paradigm see the causes of behaviours as in the past (antecedents), the interpretive 

paradigm, with its focus on behaviour-with-meaning, is future-oriented.   

The interpretive paradigm, while conceptually held together by its position in contrast to the 

positivist paradigm, also contains diversity; it is often thought of as an over-arching paradigm, 

bringing together several schools of thought within it, such as phenomenology, 

constructivism, symbolic interactionism and ethnography (Cohen et. al., 2011).  An 

explanation of all of the sub-paradigms is outside of the scope of this chapter, but 

constructivism will be discussed in further detail as the current project is a Constructivist 

Grounded Theory study. 

5.3.2.1 Constructivism 

Constructivism is a school of thought concerned with how reality is constructed.  Its 

proponents share an ontologically nominalist belief that social reality does not exist externally 

to anyone, but rather only ever as an on-going construction between the individual and their 

environment.  As Guba notes, constructivism’s “break-away assumption is the move from 

ontological realism to ontological relativism” (Guba, 1994, p. 109).   
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For the current Constructivist Grounded Theory Study, what is important is the Constructivist 

recognition that all learning and all knowledge production (including the research process 

itself) is a construction of the social experience, and the past social experiences, ideas, 

prejudices, and priming that an individual brings to it.  As Charmaz writes, “the constructivist 

approach [in grounded theory] treats research as a construction but acknowledges that it 

occurs under specific conditions – of which we may not be aware and which may not be of 

our choosing” (2016, p. 13).  Constructivist positioning brings “relativity and subjectivity into 

epistemological discussion in grounded theory” (ibid., p. 14).  This must be kept in mind in a 

dual fashion in the analysis of the data; not only do the experiences and accounts of 

participants arise as a construction or product of the participant and their environment, but the 

listening to and interpretation of the accounts of the participants is affected by the researcher’s 

own past experiences and characteristics. 

5.4 Grounded Theory Methodology 

Methodologically, the current study is a Constructivist Grounded Theory study (Charmaz, 

2014).  Constructivist Grounded Theory is a branch of Grounded Theory and as such, it is 

important to discuss not only Grounded Theory in general, but also the unique features of this 

variant.   

In this section, I define grounded theory (hereafter GT), look briefly at its history, 

development, and the divergence of various schools of GT, before focusing on the defining 

features of Constructivist Grounded Theory (hereafter CGT) and explicitly positioning this 

study within the research theory context laid out.   

5.4.1 What is Grounded Theory? 

Grounded Theory (GT) is a predominantly qualitative methodology that is used across 

disciplines and across contexts, primarily to understand social phenomena.  Since its first 

publication and presentation to the research world in 1967, it has attracted huge interest and 

grown in its application exponentially.   

GT is a way of approaching research that differs significantly from other research 

methodologies in its aim.  Many methodologies seek to confirm or disconfirm existing 

theories or research hypotheses, or to build upon or modify existing theories and conceptual 

structures.  Many others work within theoretical structures, coding and collecting data 

according to pre-existing theory.  The goal of GT, in contrast, is the generation of new 
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concepts and a new explanatory theory that is closely linked to the observed or studied 

situation generated from the researched phenomenon (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).  In this way, 

the research products in GT are ‘grounded’ in the data.   

GT is an appropriate methodology, therefore, for researchers who want not just to support a 

pre-existing theory, or describe a phenomenon, but to use their research to discover new ways 

of understanding the world; ways of understanding that can be useful across a broad range of 

social functions.  It is a way of approaching data that has the potential to bring fresh insights 

to the analysis and conclusions, making the work potentially more powerful and influential 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 2008; Charmaz, 2014). 

GT is a powerful methodology because it provides the researcher with the structure and the 

tools to potentially create very new ways of looking at and understanding the social world 

(Strauss and Corbin, 1994; Glaser and Strauss, 1967).  As Glaser and Strauss wrote, “as he 

discovers new categories, the sociologist realises how few kinds of behaviour can be coped 

with by many of our concepts, and recognises the need to develop more concepts” (Glaser and 

Strauss, 1967, loc.651).  Herein lies the power of GT; its methods require the researcher to 

free themselves from pre-existing concepts49, explanations and labels, and look at the 

collected data and ask “What is happening here?”.  In their original writings, Glaser and 

Strauss saw this creation of new concepts and theory as the truest role of a sociologist, the 

work that “only a sociologist can do” (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, loc. 159).   

5.4.2 Clarifying the Goal: What is Theory? 

At the heart of understanding what GT is, and what it can do, is understanding what a theory 

is. This is because, as Charmaz writes, “to assess whether, how, why and when grounded 

theory studies offer actual theories first requires taking a step back and asking, what is 

theory?” (2014, p. 227).   

 

At the most basic level  “a theory states relationships between abstract concepts and may aim 

for either explanation or understanding” (Thornberg, Perhamus, and Charmaz, 2012, pp. 406-

407). There can be distinctions in the type and nature of a theory as well though; Charmaz, for 

example, frames an exploration of the various ways of viewing theory into ‘positivist theory’ 

and ‘interpretivist theory’ (2014, p. 228).  Positivist theories, she says, “aim to be elegant in 

 
49 Though the degree to which this is considered either desirable or feasible varies between the Classical and 

Constructivist schools (see section 5.6.7) 
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form and direct in their statement” (ibid., p. 229), but in their efforts to ‘model’ the social 

world can leave out important contextual and emotional subtleties.  Interpretivist theory, 

rather than ‘explaining reality’, focuses on processes and actions, asking and answering 

“What do people assume is real? How do they construct and act on their views of reality?” 

(ibid., p. 231).  She also cautions, however, that this distinction too is better seen as a 

continuum, and that each “budding grounded theorist” (ibid., p. 228) must find their own 

relationship and position in relation to what theory is and does. 

 

Personally, I align with the pragmatist sentiment that the true test of any theory is that it is 

useful in solving complex social problems (Griffin, Leadbetter, and Sparks, 2019).   Charmaz, 

likewise, would explicitly link her variation of the GT method51 to pragmatism and critical 

inquiry, stating that “pragmatism offers ways of thinking about critical qualitative inquiry; 

constructivist grounded theory offers ways of doing it” (Charmaz, 2016, p. 1). 

Another important dimension of the discussion of theory is the scope of the theory.  In GT 

literature this consideration of the scope of a theory is often broken down into substantive 

theories and formal theories (Charmaz, 2014).  Substantive theories are “developed for a 

substantive, or empirical, area of sociological inquiry, such as patient care, race relations, 

professional education, delinquency, or research organisations” (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, 

p.32).  Formal theories are “developed for a formal, or conceptual, area of sociological 

inquiry, such as stigma, deviant behaviour, formal organization, socialization, status 

congruency, authority and power, reward systems, or social mobility” (ibid.).  Formal theories 

also cross substantive areas, and are raised above and further removed from the area of 

inquiry than substantive theories (Charmaz, 2014).   

Glaser and Strauss tell us that while both substantive and formal theories are “middle-range” 

(ibid., p. 32) theories, it is important to distinguish which the researcher is aiming for, because 

the strategies vary for arriving at each one.  Any one study could potentially generate theory 

in a substantive area or a formal area, depending on the emphasis, theoretical sampling, data 

collected and analytical focus.  For example, they write that in their original 1960s GT study 

on death and dying, a theory could have been generated in the substantive area of ‘dying’ or 

in the formal area of ‘status passage’ (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).  What distinguishes the data 

collection and analysis is that for substantive theory the comparisons are between individuals 

or groups within the substantive area, whereas for formal theory, the comparisons are between 

 
51 Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT), as discussed in section 5.6.7 
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individuals or groups from different substantive areas, but within the same formal area 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967, pp. 52-54).   

For the current study, I am looking at the substantive area of Initial Teacher Education in 

Ireland, and comparing the experiences of various individuals with varying socioeconomic 

profiles within this group. Hence, the goal is a meaningful substantive theory.   

5.4.3 Criteria for Judging a Theory 

As in other methodologies, criteria for judging the quality of research are important in GT.  

Typical conceptions of reliability and validity, however, are not appropriate for all research 

methodologies; “different modes of research require different methods and criteria of 

evaluation” (Corbin and Strauss, 1990, p. 14).  Indeed, Glaser and Strauss go so far as to 

“raise doubts about the ‘canons of rigour’ (of quantitative research – such as reliability and 

validity) as proper criteria for judging the credibility of a theory based on flexible research” 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967, p. 224).   

In lieu of the ‘canons of rigour’ from the quantitative world, Glaser and Strauss discuss 

instead how the concept of rigour, broken down into credibility and applicability, should be 

used for judging the products of a grounded theory study.  These criteria for judging a theory 

have been summarized elsewhere as “that it fits the situation and that it works” (Cooney, 

2011, p. 18, emphasis mine).  Glaser and Strauss elaborate; they believe the “criteria of 

judgement” (1967, p. 224) of a grounded theory should based on two fundamental tenants.  

The first is the “actual strategies used for collecting, coding, analyzing, and presenting data 

when generating theory” (ibid.).  That is, that the grounded theory methods, such as coding, 

constant comparison, and member-checking (Charmaz, 2014, p. 209), if adhered to properly, 

have built-in checks to ensure that the theory will accurately reflect – or ‘fit’ - the data.  The 

theory is, therefore, credible, or believable.  The second criteria is “the way in which people 

read the theory” (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, p. 224). That is, if the theory has been developed 

rigorously and is credible then when those working or living in that substantive area read the 

theory it will ‘work’.  This ‘working’ or ‘applicability’ is broken down further into three 

elements: it will give the reader understanding (ibid. p. 239), it will allow them to see 

generalizations (ibid. p. 243), and give the reader a “controllable theoretical foothold” (ibid., 

p. 245) to enact change in that substantive area should they wish to.   

Strauss and Corbin (2008), in their discussion of the criteria for evaluating research, endorse 

Glaser and Strauss’s criteria (ibid., p. 301),  but also emphasize that “qualitative research is 
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both a scientific as well as a creative and artistic endeavor and that the quality of the final 

product will reflect both these aspects” (ibid. p. 298).  While Strauss and Corbin (ibid.) offer a 

fairly comprehensive overview of various author’s proposed criteria for evaluating qualitative 

research and/or grounded theory, they point out that many fall short – in their opinion – 

because they emphasize only the scientific or only the creative aspects of the product, not 

both.  The only author whose list of criteria Strauss and Corbin do endorse (ibid. p. 299) 

however (besides Glaser and Strauss’s), is Kathy Charmaz.   

Charmaz’s list of four criteria for evaluating theory (2014, pp. 337-338) include credibility, 

originality, resonance and usefulness.  What makes her criteria particularly useful is that she 

delineates each with a list of five questions a researcher can ask themselves in the research 

process to ensure the criteria are being upheld.  If asked, reflected on, and integrated into the 

research, these questions should lead to grounded theory research that can be judged 

favorably.  Interestingly, although Strauss and Corbin (2008) support Charmaz’s criteria, they 

do caution that their success depends on a high degree of researcher reflexivity both during 

and after the research process, and that “self-evaluation is tricky” (ibid., p. 300).   

5.4.4 History of Grounded Theory 

GT’s roots trace back to the mid-1960s, to a funded research project on the experience of 

dying that was being undertaken at the University of California, San Francisco (UCSF).  

Professor Anselm Strauss had been put at the helm of a new doctoral studies programme in 

Nursing at UCSF, and had secured funding for the project on dying to help this doctoral 

programme grow (Morse, Stern, Corbin, Bowers, Charmaz, and Clarke, 2016, p. 24).    

Strauss was a ‘Chicago School sociologist’, having completed his Master’s and Doctoral 

degrees at the University of Chicago, under the prominent pragmatist and symbolic 

interactionist Herbert Blumer, who himself had studied under George Herbert Mead.   

‘Chicago School Sociologists’ were defined by their belief that qualitative methods were best 

suited to studying the social world, and by their underlying allegiance to pragmatism and 

symbolic interactionism (ibid.).  Strauss also gathered other Chicago School sociologists 

around him at UCSF, by arranging to have them hired into the department.  For the project on 

dying, however, Strauss hired a younger researcher named Barney Glaser, who was not 

‘Chicago School’, but in fact had a rather different research background; Glaser had 

completed his PhD at Columbia University working with descriptive statistics (ibid.).  
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While not explicitly starting out to invent a new methodology, near the end of the project on 

dying the two men “realized they were using a different method than had been applied to data 

before” (ibid., p. 25).  Their new method was qualitative, but seemed to be “ordered, 

systematic, and marked by rigor” (ibid., p. 25).  They reflected upon this methodology, and 

published a book outlining the method in 1967, entitled The Discovery of Grounded Theory.  

Most scholars seem to agree that it was the marrying of Glaser’s background in descriptive 

statistics and Strauss’s Chicago school emphasis on action and process, along with a mutual 

interest in theory, that created the conditions for the birth of GT. 

At the time, in 1967, GT was revolutionary, because it did something that no other 

methodology was doing; it tried to bridge the gap between researchers who demanded ‘rigor’ 

in research and therefore favoured quantitative methods, and researchers who were more 

interested in the voice of the participants, and the complexities and subtleties of the social 

world, and therefore favoured qualitative methods (Morse, et al., 2016).  It also offered to 

“release energies” (Glaser & Strauss, 2009, p. viii) of sociologists from the burden of theory 

verification, giving back legitimacy to the creative endeavour of theory generation. 

It excited researchers who read their book, but it also excited an entire ‘second generation’ of 

grounded theorists who were studying in the doctor of Nursing and doctor of Sociology 

programs at UCSF underneath Strauss and Glaser (Morse et al., 2016); the method was 

effectively ‘hot-housed’ at UCSF in the late 1960s and early 1970s, and several of its first 

students took that initial GT methodology, adapted it to their own needs and ideologies, and 

took it on its various evolutionary paths over the last four decades.   

5.4.5 Basic Elements of Grounded Theory Methodology  

Section 5.6.6 will discuss the divergence of the various schools of GT, but before doing so a 

basic overview of the core principles and techniques of grounded theory is useful.  On a 

general level, the elements of a GT study include: 

5.4.5.1 Theoretical Goal:  

The goal of all grounded theory studies is the creation of an abstracted/conceptual theory that 

lends insight into social situations and processes.  A GT study that does not result in some 

form of conceptual and theoretical development is not a GT study (Charmaz, 2014). 
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5.4.5.2 Simultaneous Data Collection and Analysis:  

All forms of GT advocate collecting and analysing data in an iterative, concurrent fashion, 

allowing the ongoing analysis to shape further data collection strategies (Glaser and Strauss, 

1967; Strauss and Corbin, 2008; Charmaz, 2014).  Analysis begins early, and continues as 

data is collected, rather than commencing at the end of data collection as in many other 

methodologies. 

5.4.5.3 Constant Comparative method  

Throughout the simultaneous data collection and analysis, the researcher must engage in the 

constant comparative method; the comparison of evolving codes with codes, and codes 

compared with categories, and categories are compared with data – everything that can be 

compared is, in a search for the concepts and relationships that best ‘fit’ the data (Glaser and 

Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 2008; Charmaz, 2014).    

5.4.5.4 Coding 

Although coding strategies vary amongst the schools of GT, all GT studies involve coding the 

data to look for abstractions of social actions and processes that are operating in the data.  

Coding is done in stages, most often beginning with open-coding, done line-by-line, which 

serves to connect the researcher to the data and to generate many possibilities for what is 

being seen in the data.  After this open coding, more salient codes can be identified….those 

that apply to large amounts of data, or those that offer significant explanatory potential; these 

are then taken ‘back’ to the data in subsequent coding stages, where the researcher is looking 

to see if they ‘fit’.  As codes are conceptually elevated to categories and properties, coding 

becomes more theoretical, taking elements of the theory into the coding process (Glaser and 

Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 2008; Charmaz, 2014).  Importantly, open-coding is never 

completely abandoned in GT, always keeping the researcher open to seeing new possibilities 

in the data.   

5.4.5.5 Memoing 

Throughout the entire GT process, memoing is a key procedure (Charmaz, 2014, p. 162).  It 

involves the researcher writing down their internal dialouge, their conceptual musings, their 

ideas, and the connections and concepts they think they may see in the data.  These memos 

are often included in the final write-up of a theory, and also help the researcher to trace the 

development of the concepts and the theory.   
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5.4.5.6 Theoretical Sampling:  

A core strategy in grounded theory, defining it from other qualitative methods, is the concept 

of theoretical sampling, in which the data-gathering is driven by emerging analysis of earlier 

data.  Charmaz say that theoretical sampling “means seeking and collecting pertinent data to 

elaborate and refine categories in your emerging theory (2014, p. 192).  That is, a researcher 

may specifically sample participants to help provide data to understand an emerging code or 

category better, and to fill a gap within or between category/ies that are being developed in 

the data; this is contrasted against other sampling methods with may have alternative goals, 

such as sampling in order to be representative of a population or group. 

 

Despite these many similarities, however, there are distinct variations of GT that differ in not 

only in their ontology, but also in their emphasis on the importance of various strategies in the 

analytic process.  These will now be briefly discussed in section 5.6.6. 

5.4.6 Evolution of the Schools of Grounded Theory 

The first division in GT, after its initial 1967 publication, came when Glaser and Strauss 

parted company as co-authors.  Glaser, after teaching doctoral students and writing several 

more books on the dying study, despite never holding a lecturing position at UCSF (Morse et 

al., 2016, p. 26), went on to start his own publishing company.  The first publication of this 

company was Theoretical Sensitivity (1978), which aimed to describe his version of GT more 

clearly.  His publishing company has since then published numerous other books, and Glaser 

has devoted his life to the teaching and dissemination of his ‘Glaserian Grounded Theory’, or 

as he often terms it, ‘Classical Grounded Theory’.   

Glaserian or Classical GT is defined by its emphasis on researcher neutrality and the 

inevitable emergence of theory from the data if researcher bias is avoided and the constant 

comparative method is utilized properly.   The main steps in classical grounded theory include 

simultaneous data collection and analysis, coding of data and the inductive emergence of 

categories, the constant comparative method, theoretical sampling, and category saturation 

(Heath and Cowley, 2004).  What sets classical grounded theory apart from later schools is 

the emphasis on removing the perspective of both the researcher and the participants from the 

analysis, and uncovering objective processes that underlie the observed social phenomena 

(Charmaz, 2008).  In addition, Glaserian GT emphasizes the goal of “generalizability” of 

GTs, rather than “relativity” (ibid., p. 399)   
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This is, in effect, an epistemological stand point; that is, Glaser and his followers believe that 

there are objective social truths that can be uncovered with grounded theory, and that these 

exist outside of the perspective of the researcher and the participants, rather than being a 

product of the interactions involved in the research process.  He encourages researchers to 

remove themselves from the analytic process, and to allow the data to speak for themselves 

(Glaser, 1978).  In this way, Classical GT is quite positivist or objectivist in its 

epistemological view of the social world, in opposition to later schools of GT (Charmaz, 

2000).   

Criticisms of classical GT primarily revolve around the concepts of emergence and the 

primacy of induction as the only proper analytic method in the GT process, with those from 

more interprevist viewpoints claiming that Glaser’s denial of the inevitable influence of 

individual perspectives on social processes is negligent (Charmaz, 2000; 2008; Morse et al. 

2016).  That is, his insistence that concepts and theories will emerge from the data if an 

objective, neutral observer simply studies the data well enough (using induction) are strongly 

refuted by researchers of constructivist allegiance (Bryant and Charmaz, 2007; Charmaz, 

2014; Keane, 2015).  These scholars point out that there is no such thing as neutral data, 

especially not in the case of in-depth interviews, and criticize Glaser’s unwillingness to 

acknowledge that data, and the research process, are inevitably shaped by both context and 

the interactions of researcher and participant (Keane, 2015).  He has also received some 

criticism for his decision to self-publish all of his own work from 1978 onwards, thereby 

avoiding the essential step in academic integrity of peer review (Morse et al., 2016). 

While Glaser went on to self-publish, Strauss, on the other hand, stayed on at UCSF and 

began to write and publish with a student of the doctoral program named Juliet Corbin.  In 

1990 Strauss and Corbin published the first edition of Basics of Qualitative Research: 

Grounded theory procedures and techniques.  The publication of this book is often cited as an 

event that drove a wedge between Glaser and Strauss, as it is reported that Glaser felt that 

Strauss and Corbin had taken something of his intellectual property (Morse et al., 2016, p. 

27).  Glaser went as far as to ask a retraction of the Strauss and Corbin’s book (Charmaz, 

2008), and in reaction he published his own book of the telling title Emergence vs Forcing: 

Basics of Grounded Analysis (1992), which was a “scathing rejoinder” (Morse et al., 2016, p. 

27) of Strauss and Corbin (1990).    

Glaser’s criticisms aside, Strauss and Corbin’s version of GT has stood the test of time and 

proved useful to decades of researchers.  It has also been said that it is Strauss and Corbin’s 
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version of GT that brought the method to the masses, presenting it for the first time to a large 

number of researchers who hadn’t studied with either Glaser or Strauss (Charmaz, 2008).   

What distinguished Strauss and Corbin’s version of GT is a focus on developing actual 

analytic tools, questions, and techniques to be employed in the GT process (Heath and 

Cowley, 2004).  That is, Strauss and Corbin “did not simply offer guidelines; they prescribed 

procedures as a path to qualitative success” (Charmaz, 2008, p. 399); these procedures include 

axial coding and the conditional matrix (Keane, 2015).  Straussian GT is also known for its 

emphasis on deduction and verification (Heath and Cowley, 2004), in contrast to Glaser’s 

insistence on induction only.  Strauss and Corbin suggest, for example, “using experience and 

the literature to extend analysis and guide the examination of subsequent data” (ibid., p. 144), 

which could, indeed, be seen as a danger to a researcher seeking to create new theory, rather 

than use pre-existing concepts in a new way.   

Coding also takes a more prescriptive form in Strauss and Corbin’s work.  Where as in 

Classical GT, coding is defined as either substantive or theoretical, in Strauss and Corbin 

(1990) it is broken down into open, axial and selective coding.   

Criticism on Straussian GT has come not only from Glaser, but also from others who wonder 

if the intense questioning advocated by Strauss and Corbin (1990) will take the researcher too 

far away from the data, and threatens that the theory may become “created rather than 

creative” (Heath ad Cowley, 2004, p. 147).  Indeed, Heath and Cowley found that when they 

attempted to use the questioning techniques advocated by Strauss and Corbin in their own GT 

study, they felt that they “rather than opening up analysis, moved it down irrelevant paths 

which effectively closed off the research” (ibid., p. 148).  Criticism of the method from the 

Constructivist school of GT argues that Strauss and Corbin  “favour technical procedures over 

comparative methods, giving ‘grounded theory an objectivist cast’” (Charmaz, 2007, p. 401; 

in Keane, 2015, p. 417).  

The heat of the divide between Strauss and Corbin and other GT theorists was in the late 

1980s and early 1990s, and analysis of Strauss and Corbin’s subsequent publications has 

conceded that they have seemed to loose some of the rigidity that was present in their initial 

(1990) publication.  Indeed, Corbin (in Morse et al., 2016) even talks openly about how she 

has changed as a researcher, and that these changes are reflected in the most recent versions of 

her writing on GT, which has been published after the death of Strauss.  Interestingly, as we 

transition into our discussion of Constructivist GT, are Corbin’s (ibid., p. 38) words on her 

current beliefs:  
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…I agree with the constructionist viewpoint that concepts and theories are constructed 

(they don’t emerge) by researchers out of stories that are told by research participants 

who are trying to explain and make sense out of their experiences and/or lives, both to 

the researcher and themselves 

 

As a note, in addition to Glaserian GT, Straussian GT, and Corbin’s more recent take on the 

GT that she and Strauss worked with, other well-known variants of GT are Leonard 

Schatzman’s (1991) Dimensional Analysis, Adele Clarke’s (2005) Situational Analysis and, 

most prominently, Kathy Charmaz’s (2006) Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT)52.  I now 

turn to CGT, which is the methodology utilised in the current study.   

5.4.7 The ‘Constructivist’ of Constructivist Grounded Theory  

Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT) is Kathy Charmaz’s variant of GT.  Charmaz was one 

the original students of Glaser and Strauss, in the Doctor of Sociology programme, in the 

1970s.  She started her academic career at Sonoma State University in 1973, and has taught 

there ever since.  She has published two of her own Grounded Theories in the books The 

Social Realities of Death: Death in Contemporary America (1980) and Good Days, Bad 

Days: The Self in Chronic Illness and Time (1993).  She first published a methodological text 

on her method in 2006, in the book Constructing Grounded Theory, and released a second 

edition of the same in 2014.  She has also published multiple CGT papers in peer-reviewed 

journals and contributed chapters of CGT to methodological handbooks.   

What sets apart Charmaz’s version of GT from other versions of GT is its Constructivist 

allegiance.  Charmaz believes deeply not only in the constructivist nature of reality, but in the 

constructivist process of research and of theory generation (Charmaz, 2014; Charmaz, 

Thornberg, and Keane, 2017).  Where Glaser and Classical GT aim for objectivity and 

removing the researcher and any bias from the analytic process and/or the theoretical product, 

Charmaz insists on the opposite; the necessity of the researcher engaging in a reflection on 

their own “starting points” (2008, p.407) and “stand points” (ibid. p. 403), and those of their 

participants, and writing these contextual and positional considerations into the theory, rather 

than aiming to remove them.   

 
52 An examination of all of these methods is outside of the remit of this chapter, but an excellent resource for 

considering the contrasts and similarities in these methods is given in Morse et al. (2016), and will likely also be 

found in the upcoming publications by Bryant and Charmaz (2019) and Bryant (2019) 
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Charmaz writes that “we can view grounded theories as products of emergent processes that 

occur through interaction” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 320), and in her 2014 text she also offers six 

points (ibid., p. 320) that define her constructivist stance on GT: 

“1. The Grounded Theory research process is fluid, interactive and open-

ended. 

2. The research problem informs initial methodological choices for data 

collection 

3. Researchers are part of what they study, not separate from it 

4. Grounded Theory analysis shapes the conceptual content and direction 

of the study; the emerging analysis may lead to adopting multiple methods 

of data collection and to pursuing inquiry at several sites 

5. Successful levels of abstraction through comparative analysis constitute 

the core of grounded theory analysis 

6. Analytic directions arise from how researchers interact with and 

interpret their comparisons and emerging analyses rather than from 

external prescriptions”  

 

In these six points we can begin to glimpse the core of her method; it is distinctly 

constructivist, and in this is definitively apart from Glaser’s view.  But it is also “fluid and 

interactive” (ibid., p. 320), and in this loses some of the rigidity that Strauss and Corbin have 

been criticized for.  What she retains in common with the original version of GT is an 

insistence on the constant comparative method in analysis, and the view that multiple methods 

of data collection may be demanded by the progressing analysis.  What is distinct is that while 

Classical GT can be seen as “a quest for generalizations without regard to the conditions of 

their production….CGT emphasizes multiple realities, the researcher and research participants 

respective positions and subjectivities, and situated knowledge, and sees data as inherently 

partial and problematic” (Charmaz et al., 2017, p. 417) 

In building her own standpoint, Charmaz contrasts it against what she views as objectivist 

assumptions in the work of Glaser and Strauss (Charmaz, 2000).  She argues that the original 

GT versions attempted to maintain an aura of objectivity because they were trying to appease 

the concerns of methodological critics who demanded that social science be free from 

researcher bias and be “reliable and valid” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 179). She eloquently writes 

that the “cloak of objectivity enshrouding grounded theory of the past reduced the visibility of 

its interactive strength” (ibid.).  In contrast, Charmaz argues that CGT “loosens grounded 

theory from its objectivist foundations” (ibid., p. 180).   
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These ideas, drawing distinctions between objectivist and constructivist versions of GT -  first 

articulated in her 2000 chapter in the Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research (Charmaz, 

2000) - have become one of the major issues of contention in the scholarly work on GT 

methodology.  In fact, her 2000 chapter led to an extremely heated and critical response by 

Glaser (2002), in which he claimed that Charmaz misunderstood the whole point of GT, 

which was to lift the analysis of social situation to a level of abstraction that has – through 

constant comparison – removed any bias in the data if it was there through the method in 

which data was collected.  The debate, for those who are interested, can be followed by 

reading Charmaz (2000), Glaser (2002), and Bryant (2007).   

Although CGT may have encountered initial resistance from Glaser, however, in the 

academic community there is a growing awareness of the advantages and strengths of CGT in 

contrast to Classical or Straussian GT (Charmaz, Thornberg, and Keane, 2017).  Even Juliet 

Corbin, who has carried on the work that her and Anselm Strauss commenced in the early 

1990s, does  “not identify herself as a constructivist grounded theorist, [but] her 2008 and 

2015 books complement [constructivist grounded theory]” (Charmaz et al., 2017, p. 415).  In 

addition, as CGT continues to evolve and be refined, the strength of CGT for social-justice 

research has been articulated and demonstrated by many authors (Keane, 2015; Charmaz, 

2016; Charmaz et al., 2017).  Charmaz et al. (2017, p. 412) state that CGT is particularly 

useful in social justice research because it: 

1. Rejects claims of objectivity 

2. Locates researcher’s  generalizations 

3. Considers researcher’s and participants’ relative positions and standpoints 

4. Emphasizes reflexivity 

5. Adopts sensitizing concepts such as inequality, privilege, equity, and 

oppression 

6. Remains alert to variation and difference  

 

For research (such as the current study) that aims to give voice to marginalized populations 

and to investigate the actions and processes involved in maintaining inequalities, CGT is 

uniquely positioned; CGT “guides us to new forms and levels of analysis, as we also keep the 

stories we hear and the events we witness close to us” (Charmaz et al., 2017, p. 436).    

5.4.8 Defining Elements of Constructivist Grounded Theory  

At its most basic level, CGT, like other forms of GT, involves the simultaneous collection and 

analysis of data, and the generation of a theory from the data.  It involves collecting data 
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(often in in-depth, semi-structured interviews, but all other methods are possible with the 

correct application), coding of the data in a successively more analytic and interactive 

process, the development of provisional categories, theoretical sampling to address gaps in the 

emerging analysis, the delineation of aspects within these categories that become the 

‘properties’ of each category, writing ‘memos’ - which are both a site for the researcher to 

develop their ideas and a record of the analytical process - throughout the analysis, and the 

eventual generation of a research product - a ‘grounded theory’.   

The diagram in Figure 5.1 is from Charmaz’s (2014) book and helps to visualise the iterative 

progression of the GT process: 

 

 

 

From the diagram we can see the importance of the iterative process of data collection and 

analysis in the grounded theory process.  We can also see that although CGT varies 

significantly from other forms of GT in terms of epistemology, on a technical, procedural 

level CGT and other forms of GT have more in common than not.  For example, we can 

compare Charmaz's (2014) list of defining features for CGT, and Glaser and Strauss’ original 

list of defining features of GT, from 1967, as in table 5-2 on the following page:   

Figure 5.1 A Visual Representation of a Grounded Theory (from Charmaz, 2014, p. 18) 
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Charmaz’s List of Defining Features of CGT Glaser and Strauss’ original (1967; Glaser, 1978; 

Strauss, 1987) list 

1. Conduct Data collection and 

analysis simultaneously in an 

iterative process 

1. Simultaneous involvement in 

data collection and analysis  

2. Analyse actions and processes, 

rather than themes and structures 

2. Constructing analytic codes 

and categories from data, not 

from preconceived logically 

deduced hypotheses 

3. Use comparative methods  3. Using the constant 

comparative method, which 

involves making comparisons 

during each stage of the 

analysis  

4. Draw on Data in service of 

developing new conceptual 

categories 

4. Advancing theory 

development during each step 

of data collection and analysis  

5. Develop inductive, abstract 

analytic categories through 

systematic data analysis 

5. Memo-writing to elaborate 

categories, specify their 

properties, define 
relationships between 

categories, and identify gaps  

6. Emphasize theory construction 

rather than description or 

application of current theories 

6. Sampling aimed toward 

theory construction, not for 

population representativeness  

7. Engage in theoretical sampling 7. Conducting the literature 

review after developing an 

independent analysis.  

8. Search for variation in the studies 

categories or processes 

 

9. Pursue developing a category rather than 

covering a specific empirical topic 

 

 

Both lists emphasise that data are collected and analysed simultaneously, that codes should 

come from the data rather than pre-existing concepts, that constant comparison and inductive 

logic are essential, and that recruitment should involve theoretical sampling at a certain point 

in the work.   

Interestingly, although Charmaz includes ‘developing inductive categories’ in her list above, 

her views on the logic of GT depart from Glaser’s in her articulation of the view that GT 

requires not only induction, but also abduction (Charmaz et al., 2017).  Inductive reasoning – 

working from given facts towards a probable conclusion – is part of grounded theory in 

Table 5.1 Defining Features of Constructivist Grounded Theory vs Original Features of 

Grounded Theory 
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Charmaz’s view; she believes that “we grounded theorists begin with a systematic inductive 

approach to inquiry but do not stop with induction” (Charmaz, 2011, p. 360).  Rather, she 

proposes that when grounded theorists come across a “surprising finding” they must engage 

in abduction – a form of logic mixed in with inspiration (Reichertz, 2007), as the theorist 

searches for a concept that can explain what is seen in the data, and at times must make up a 

new concept to explain the novel findings in the work.    

Charmaz is not alone in this adoption of the concept of abduction (Richardson and Kramer, 

2006; Reichertz, 2007) in GT work, and the importance of acknowledging abduction, in 

contrast to a purely inductive process, is that the products of abductive reasoning are 

constructivist products of the interaction of the data and the researcher.  Charmaz’s quote 

illustrates nicely the process of abduction: “grounded theory involves taking comparisons 

from the data and reaching up to construct abstractions while simultaneously reaching down 

to tie those abstractions to data” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 181). 

The specifics of coding and analysis techniques in each variation of GT is also slightly 

different.  While Glaser has many techniques such as the “6 C’s” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 150) and 

theoretical coding (ibid., p. 149), and Strauss has even more prescriptive techniques such as 

axial coding (ibid., p. 147), Charmaz aims to “keep coding simple, direct, and spontaneous” 

(ibid. p. 113).  In her methodological texts (2006; 2014), Charmaz gives coding guidelines, 

but also emphasizes that these are suggestions, not a prescriptive recipe.  Of her guidelines 

she says they are “coding strategies for developing an analytic framework. Try them. See how 

they work for you” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 112). 

 

Despite this openness to individual researchers developing a coding method that works for 

them, Charmaz does state that CGT involves “at least main two stages” (ibid. p. 113).  These 

are 

 

a) Initial Coding: An initial phase involving naming each word, line, or segment of data 

b) Focused Coding: A focused, selective phase that uses the most significant or frequent 

codes to sort, synthesize, integrate, and organize large amounts of data 

 

In Initial coding “you mine data for early analytic ideas to pursue in further data collection 

and analysis” (ibid., p. 113).  The goal at this stage is to remain open to all possibilities for the 

data, and to stay very close to what is actually in the data.  To aid in the initial coding process, 

Charmaz strongly recommends the strategy of ‘coding with gerunds’.  Coding with gerunds 

means “attempt[ing] to code with words that reflect action” (ibid. p. 116).  The logic of this 

technique (ibid. p. 116) is that it: 
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… reduces tendencies to code for types of people… and reduces tendencies to make 

conceptual leaps and to adopt extant theories before we have done the necessary 

analytical work. 

 

In focused coding, the researcher takes the “most salient codes [from initial coding] and then 

puts them to the test with large batches of data” (ibid. p. 114).  That is, the researcher selects 

what they believe to be the most significant codes for describing what is going on in the data, 

and uses them to test the data going forward; sometimes the focused codes will also be taken 

back to data already coded as well (as I did in Round 5) but this is not necessary.   

 

The following analytic terms and processes are also of key importance to CGT, and were used 

throughout the current study: 

 

• Memoing: memoing, or memo-writing, is when you “stop and analyze your ideas 

about the codes in any – and every – way that occurs to you in the moment” ( ibid., p. 

162), by writing them down.   It is a crucial component of CGT because it encourages 

early and frequent analytic work with ideas and codes.   

 

• In Vivo Codes: In vivo codes are those that use participants’ own words of “special 

terms” to code the data.  Charmaz says that although they “serve as symbolic markers 

of participants’ speech and meanings” (ibid., p. 133) researchers must take care to 

treat them with equal scrutiny before integrating them into the GT. 

 

• Constant Comparative Methods: Constant comparative methods mean that analytic 

products (codes, properties, categories) and data are continually tested against one 

another to test for analytic significance.  This is a key process in “establishing analytic 

distinctions” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 132)  

 

Furthermore, as CGT evolves, so do understandings of the nuances and practicalities of what 

defines it as a distinct form of GT.  Keane (2015), for example, addressed concerns that 

although Charmaz had outlined her constructivist position strongly, “it was less clear what the 

constructivist grounded theorist might do” (Keane, 2015, p. 416).  That is, because Classical 

GT and CGT share so many of the same principles, has sometimes been unclear to researchers 

how to actually ensure their study is constructivist, beyond merely stating that it is.  Keane 

outlines three key ways in which that she resolved the dilemma of “how Charmaz’s principles 

might be translated into practice” (ibid., p. 416).  Her three processes or procedures are  
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1. conducting self-reflection throughout the research, culminating in the inclusion of a 

critical autobiographical reflection in the final presentation of the research, in order to 

‘lay [the researcher’s] cards on the table  

 

2. actively involving participants in various aspects of research, including during 

theoretical sampling and  

 

3. employing both conceptual abstraction and ‘thick’ analysis, incorporating 

contextual description, in the constitution and presentation of [her] grounded theory 

(ibid., p. 416) 

 

Keane’s procedures build upon Charmaz’s (2005) emphasis that the CGT researcher must be 

attentive to and focus on meaning, context, processes, actions, language, and silences of their 

participants.  They give us practical guidance on measures that can be taken to actually 

manifest the constructivist in CGT; interestingly, the incorporation of Keane’s processes into 

CGT also aids in “align[ing] [CGT] methodology with social-justice oriented research” (2015, 

p. 415), as they encourage not only enhanced reflexivity of the researcher, but a more 

participatory role of the participant in the research process.  

 

One other often discussed difference is that Glaser and Strauss include the emphasis that the 

literature review should be done after the analysis.  This is a contentious point that many 

claim is unrealistic in the current academic research climate of funding proposals (Dunne, 

2011).  Furthermore, the current constructivist position on the literature review in GT is that it 

is not only permissible but ethically responsible to familiarize oneself with the literature in a 

substantive area before commencing research (Charmaz et al., 2017).  Thornberg (2012) has 

called early and responsible engagement with the literature in a GT study a “informed 

grounded theory” approach.  Likewise, Charmaz et al. posit that perhaps a “critical grounded 

theory” (2017, p. 420) approach might also be an appropriate way to conceptualise this 

process of “consulting and interacting with diverse theories [from the literature] while 

conducting research to investigate the construction or reproduction of social inequality and 

injustice” (ibid., p. 420).   

5.5 Positioning this Study 

This study, therefore, sits in the Interpretivist Paradigm, or more specifically, in the 

Constructivist Paradigm.  What is of interest is the perceptions of the participants as they 

interact with their environments, past, present, and the imagined future - and how these 

perceptions affect the decisions they make about their studies and careers.   
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Ontologically, I as a researcher am largely nominalist - I believe that our social realities are 

products of our perception and interactions.  If you change your perceptions, if you change 

your interactions, you will change your reality.  This has felt evident to me time and time 

again in my own life experience.  As a researcher I strongly believe that our perceptions of the 

world are not only unique to ourselves, but dependant upon our interactions with other people, 

systems, and institutions.  We have the power in every moment of every day to affect our own 

reality, and the reality of others, and they ours.   

Epistemologically, this study is anti-positivist.  It does not aim to uncover universal laws that 

govern social reality.  Rather, it aims to create a theory that can help us understand the 

complex factors at play in a particular context, from a variety of perspectives - determining 

which individuals and groups end up in Initial Teacher Education and Teaching in Ireland, 

and which do not.  

Regarding Human Nature, I believe that human beings do have free will, but that we are often 

‘sleepwalking’ through life, and as such are much more deterministically controlled by our 

environment than we need to be.  The current study reflects this, because it tries to tease apart 

the narratives of ITE students to try to discover what influenced their decisions regarding 

teaching careers and the pursuit of and progression through ITE. 

Finally, methodologically this study is clearly idiographic; it aims to understand, from the 

perspective of ITE applicants and entrants, the factors that influence their decisions to pursue 

teaching.   

5.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has given an overview of the key philosophical ‘spectra’ in the research 

methodology literature; the ontological, the epistemological, that of human nature, and the 

methodological.  It also explored research paradigms, exploring in more depth the positivist 

paradigm and the interpretivist paradigm (including constructivism). 

 

The methodological approach of grounded theory (GT) was explored in depth, examining the 

goal of GT (to create a theory), the criteria for judging a GT study, and the history and 

evolution of the three major variations GT – Classical, Straussian, and Constructivist.  

Constructivist grounded theory (CGT) was explored in more depth, as it is the methodology 

employed in the present study.  The following chapter details exactly how the current CGT 

study was carried out.   
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6 METHODS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter outlines the stages undertaken in conducting the research.  There are six sections 

in this chapter. Section 6.2 examines the pilot study, and the decisions in the research 

direction that were made after the analysis of these pilot interviews.  Section 6.3 discusses 

participant recruitment, and includes a discussion of the data collection method: individual 

and group semi-structured interviews.  The bulk of the chapter then contains details of the 

simultaneous data collection and analysis, and the key analytical decision points in this 

process.  

Two full-page figures/tables are included at the beginning of this chapter for reference 

throughout.   

- Figure 6.1 on the following page gives an overview of the data collection and analysis 

process, with an emphasis on the progress of the provisional categories and some of 

the gaps to be filled theoretical sampling at each stage.  The details of each 

stage/round in Figure 6.1 are elaborated upon section 6.2 (pilot study) and section 6.6 

(all other rounds).   

- Table 6.2 on the third page of this chapter gives an overview of the demographic 

profiles of all participants.  This table corresponds with details on participants 

presented in section 6.3. 
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53 

 
53 TS is an abbreviation for theoretical sampling 

Pilot Study:   

6 interviews

• Purposive recruitment for representation of socio-demographic diversity

• **As in all Rounds 1-5, all interviews were transcribed in full and returned to participants for approval 

• **Coding in the Pilot and Round 1 was initial, line-by-line coding, by hand. Rounds 2-7 involved focused coding, with 
some line-by-line, using the NVivo software package for data management purposes only

• Outcomes: 1) Deciding to focus the study on social class 2) Multiple codes of interest, including "Wanting to be a 
teacher like that", "Always having wanted to be a teacher", "not having the money for ITE", "Being dissuaded from 
pursuing teaching", "being encouraged to pursue teaching" 

Round 1: TS

7  interviews w/ 
participatory 

feedback

• **Theoretical sampling commenced in Round 1, and was of key importance in Rounds 1- 5

• **The constant comparison method was of key importance in the analysis of rounds 1 - 6. 

• Theoretical sampling (TS) for: What does 'wanting to be a teacher like that' mean? Who has/hasn't always wanted to 
be a teacher? What experiences contribute to this? ; In what ways are participants dissuaded from or encouraged to 
pursue teaching? Who is? Why? 

• Outcomes:  Provisional categories: "Conceptualizing teaching as desireable"; "Being positively influenced to pursue 
teaching"; "Being dissuaded from pursuing teaching"; "Perseverance/Doing whatever it takes"

Round 2: TS

7 interviews w/ 
participatory 

feedback

• Theoretical sampling for: How do participants conceptualize teaching as desireable? In what ways are partcipants 
positively influenced to pursue teaching/dissuaded from teaching? How is perseverance experienced? Does everyone 
need to persevere? Who sees themselves as similar to teachers? different than teachers? how? why? 

• Outcomes: Provisional categories: "Conceptualizing teaching as desireable" ; "Conceptualizing teaching as possible" ; 
"Safe psychological difference between self-concept and professional self-concept"

Round 3: TS

5 interviews w/ 
participatory 

feedback

• Theoretical sampling for: What are the processes and actions that contribute to seeing teaching as desireable? and 
possible? What is the relationship between self image and the other categories?

• Outcomes: Provisional Categories: "Protecting their space" ; "Turning a Blind Eye" ;  "Money"

Round 4 

8 Interviews w/ 
participatory 

feedback

• Theoretical sampling for: What are experiences of financing ITE like?  How do participants experience 
inclusion/exclusion in ITE? How is support/lack of support experienced? Why does it seem the system is actively 
including some student and excluding others? Who is being denied access to teaching, and why? How do HSEG 
participants experience financing ITE?

• Outcomes: Provisional categories: "Wanting to make a difference"; "Revealing protected spaces"; "Criticizing system 
processes"

Round 5

6 interviews w/ 
partcipatory 

feedback

• Theoretical sampling for: What does "wanting to make a difference" mean? Who is let into protected spaces? How 
and Why? What are the key processes being criticized?

• Outcomes: CORE category (becoming) was developed. Several older categories were re-grouped conceptually and 
seen to be properties of the 3 Provisional sub-categories at this point: "Imagining: seeing a possible future in teaching"; 
"Investing: Gathering the keys to the kingdom"; "Identifying"

• This stage then involved a full re-coding of all transcripts using focused coding with the categories and 
properties listed as Outcomes for Round 5; this was a thorough exercise of the constant comparative method

Focus Groups

11 participants

• All participants were presented the full theory in written and verbal form, and participatory feedback sought

• Outcomes: After incorporation of participant feedback and final analysis, the grounded theory was finalized (see Chapter 7 - 10)

• Memoing On: participants response to the category of "Identifying" was weak/mixed; what is going on in their placement and early 
career expereinces if identifying is not a salient category?  (This sub-category was re-conceptualized for the final theory, while the other 
two sub-categories attained participant support and were retained in the final theory). 

Figure 6.1 Overview of the CGT Data Collection and Analysis Process, with a Focus on 

Theoretical Sampling (TS) 
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 Pseudonym SEG SEG Sub-

Group54 

HE Entry 

Route 

Gender Status at 

interview 

Family HE 

history 

Nationality ITE 

Rejections 
1 Chris HSEG 2.0 Typical 

profile 
Mature M Enrolled Both parents Irish 0 

2 Fiachra HSEG 2.0 Typical 

profile 

Mature M Enrolled First in 

family 

Irish 0 

3 Fionualla HSEG 2.0 Typical 

profile 

Traditional F Declined Both parents Irish 0 

4 Hannagh HSEG 2.0 Typical 

profile 

Traditional F Enrolled First in 

family  

Irish 0 

5 Holly HSEG 2.0 Typical 

profile 

Traditional F Enrolled One parent 

HE 

Irish 0 

6 Liz (im) HSEG 2.0 Typical 
profile 

Traditional F Enrolled Both parents Non-Irish 1 

7 Maeve 

(imm) 

HSEG 2.0 Typical 

profile 

Traditional F Enrolled First in 

family 

Non-Irish 0 

8 Nicole 

(imm) 

HSEG 2.0 Typical 

profile 

Traditional F Completed One parent 

HE 

Non-Irish 0 

9 Paul HSEG 2.0 Typical 

profile 

Traditional M Completed  Siblings HE Irish 0 

10 Ryan HSEG 2.0 Typical 

profile 

Traditional M Enrolled  One parent 

HE 

Irish 0 

11 Steven HSEG 2.0 Typical 
profile 

Traditional M Enrolled  Both parents Irish 0 

12 Aiden HSEG 2.1 grew up 

LSEG 

Mature M Enrolled  First in 

family 

Irish 0 

13 Amy (imm) HSEG 2.1 grew up 

LSEG 

Access F Enrolled  First in 

family 

Non-Irish 0 

14 Brendan LSEG 1.0 Typical 

profile 

Traditional M Declined First in 

family 

Irish 3 

15 Darren LSEG 1.0 Typical 

profile 

Traditional M Completed First in 

family 

Irish 1 

16 Deidre LSEG 1.0 Typical 
profile 

Traditional F Enrolled First in 
family 

Irish 3 

17 George LSEG 1.0 Typical 

profile 

Traditional M Enrolled First in 

family 

Irish 1 

18 Jillian LSEG 1.0 Typical 

profile 

Access F Enrolled First in 

family 

Irish 0 

19 Joanna LSEG 1.0 Typical 

profile 

Traditional F Enrolled Siblings HE Irish 0 

20 John LSEG  1.0 Typical 

profile 

Mature  M Dropped 

Out 

First in 

family 

Irish 0 

21 Mary LSEG 1.0 Typical 
profile 

Access F Enrolled  First in 
family 

Irish 0 

22 Roisin LSEG 1.0 Typical 

profile 

Traditional  F Enrolled First in 

family 

Irish 0 

23 Sarah (imm) LSEG 1.0 Typical 

profile 

Traditional  F Dropped 

Out 

Siblings HE Non-Irish 2 

24 Tom LSEG 1.0 Typical 

profile 

Access  M Dropped 

Out 

First in 

family  

Irish 0 

25 Sally LSEG 1.1 1.2 finan 

/educa 

Traditional F Enrolled First in 

family  

Irish 1 

26 Jason LSEG  1.1 finance Traditional M Enrolled First in 
family 

Irish 0 

27 Abbey LSEG 1.2 educa 
disad 

Traditional F Enrolled One parent 
HE 

Irish 0 

28 Gertrude 
(imm) 

LSEG 1.3 fam 
knowledge 

Mature F Declined First in 
family 

Non-Irish 0 

29 Margaret LSEG 1.3 fam 

knowledge 

Traditional F Enrolled Both parents Irish 0 

30 Anne LSEG 1.4 high 

connections  

Traditional  F Enrolled One parent 

HE 

Irish 1 

31 Ciaran LSEG 1.4 high 

connections  

Access  M Enrolled First in 

family 

Irish 1 

32 Louisa LSEG 1.4 high 

connections  

Traditional F Enrolled First in 

family 

Irish 1 

33 Michael 

(imm) 

LSEG 1.4 high 

connections  

Access M Dropped 

Out 

First in 

family 

Non-Irish 0 

34 Patrick LSEG 1.4 high 

connections  

Access M Enrolled First in 

family 

Irish 0 

 
54 Information on the SEG sub-groups is found in both section 1.5 and section 6.3.3 

Table 6.1 The Demographic Profile of all Participants 
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6.2 The Pilot Study  

The pilot study was conducted Autumn 2014, with six participants.  Recruitment for the pilot 

study was the same as for the larger study, and recruitment methods will be discussed in 

section 6.3.  At this point I purposively sampled for the greatest diversity in terms of socio-

demographic background, aiming to include individuals representing minority groups from 

the dimensions of ethnicity, socioeconomic status, nationality, sexuality, disability status, age 

and sex.  Attention was paid to trying to balance the representation of the various 

demographic groups.  The demographic profiles of the pilot study participants are provided in 

Table 6.1. 

 

 
SEG Ethnicity Sexuality Disability Gender 

Paul HSEG Irish Heterosexual  n/a M 

Darren LSEG Irish Heterosexual n/a M 

Nicole LSEG Non-Irish Heterosexual n/a F 

Brendan LSEG Irish Heterosexual n/a M 

Steven HSEG Irish Homosexual n/a M 

Gertrude LSEG Non-Irish Heterosexual n/a F 

 

 

The purpose of the pilot study was to help refine the initial interview schedule and to ascertain 

key themes that were important to the participants from the very outset of the study, in line 

with a constructivist methodological approach. 

 

An initial interview schedule55 was devised prior to the pilot study interviews, based on a 

literature review of the research relating to minority background ITE applicants and teachers.  

The goal of the initial interview schedule was to get a broad sense of the participants’ 

experiences as they related to education in general, career motivations, higher education (HE), 

and accessing Initial Teacher Education (ITE).   

 

All participants participated in a one-hour semi-structured interview, and the interviews were 

transcribed56 verbatim.  The transcripts were then sent to the participants so that they could 

 
55 See Appendix IV. 

56 Transcription was done by the primary investigator, and some transcription was contracted out to a 

professional transcription service.  The sub-contracted transcriber signed a confidentiality agreement 

Table 6.2 Pilot Study Participants’ Socio-demographic Profile 
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make any changes or refine any answers that they felt did not accurately portray what they 

had wanted to express.  All participants approved the initial version of the transcripts, and no 

changes were made, except for one participant who requested that mild profanity that he had 

used during the interviewed be removed.   

 

Transcribed interviews were then hand-coded, line-by-line, using Constructivist Grounded 

Theory (CGT) coding techniques57, including the use of gerunds to conceptually label 

processes and actions in the data (Charmaz, 2014).  Analysis began from the beginning of 

coding, in line with the iterative nature of Grounded Theory (GT) methodology (ibid.).  

 

The pilot study proved to be very important to me as a researcher, for several reasons.  The 

most significant of these was deciding to focus the study on the dimension of socioeconomic 

group / social class, and this will be discussed in section 6.2.1.  Additional benefits include 

that several questions were removed from the interview schedule, and additional 

probes/prompts were added to certain question items that yielded rich data from some of the 

pilot study participants.  In addition, the pilot study interviews made me aware of certain 

issues of which I had previously been unaware, and question items pertaining to these issues 

were added to the interview schedule to explore these issues with future participants.  This, in 

my experience, is one of the great beauties of the semi-structured interview, and of grounded 

theory; that you are able to discover things you did not know to look for, and you can adapt 

the study to explore them without returning to the drawing board.   

 

All pilot study data were included in the final analysis.  Three of the pilot study participants 

took part in a second interview later in the study, in Round 3, and two took part in a focus 

group in Round 6. 

6.2.1 Big Decisions - Deciding to Zone in on Social Class / Socioeconomic Group 

After the completion of the pilot study, a few things stood out.  The first was that it was going 

to be necessary to narrow the study down to looking closely at one dimension of diversity, as 

opposed to considering all dimensions (ethnicity, gender, social class, sexuality, disability 

status, religion) for both practical (logistical) and research significance reasons.   

 
57 See section 5.6.8 for a detailed description of these techniques 
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Logistically, for example, there were only a handful of minority ethnic applicants to ITE 

programmes in the whole of Ireland in the 2013 DITE data set, from which I was recruiting.  

On top of this, many of this already small group did not respond to the recruitment email for 

the pilot study.  It seemed unlikely that a critical mass of participants for a study on ethnic 

minority ITE applicants could be achieved using the research design I had set out.  The two 

ethnic minority students who did participate in the pilot study contributed very rich data, but 

they were also adult immigrants - not ethnic minorities who had grown up in Ireland. This is a 

potentially important area for research, but it would have taken my own work in a much 

different direction.  Likewise, there were also no disclosed disabilities among the pilot study 

group, and a relatively small number in the larger recruitment pool.  There was also already a 

research group in Ireland working on deaf/disability access to ITE58 (see Matthews, 2011).  

Reflecting upon these issues, I concluded that richer data and more meaningful conclusions 

could be achieved by focusing on socioeconomic group, by amassing a large enough pool of 

participants stratified along this one dimension.   

Focusing on socioeconomic group (SEG) was also important from a research significance 

perspective. As I have shown in chapter 4, there is a very significant dearth, both 

internationally and in Ireland, of research on the experiences of students from different SEG 

backgrounds in ITE and beyond. Further, as national widening participation policy includes a 

significant focus on socioeconomic group in HE generally, it was clear that this focus needed 

to be extended to research in the ITE context and thus that research on ITE applicants and 

entrants from different socioeconomic backgrounds would be timely.   

I wrestled for a time with this decision to focus on socioeconomic group due to my personal 

affinity for the concepts of intersectionality and positionality; the idea that we all have 

complex identities defined by our placement along multiple demographic axes, and that these 

identities can not be separated from one another.   

In resolving this conflict that I was perceiving between intersectionality and focusing on 

socioeconomic group, I came to the realization that artificially narrowing down our 

categorizations of complex individuals in order to conduct manageable research projects 

might sometimes be necessary.  Producing research on socioeconomic group does not need to 

ignore or negate the subtleties and differences in individual demographic profiles and 

experiences, but in order to make powerful statements we need more than case study; we need 

 
58 In fact, January 2019 saw the fruits of this research on disability and ITE, as a new Bachelor of Education 

(Irish Sign Language) programme was launched at DCU and is fully accessible to deaf and hard of hearing 

students 
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to have a critical mass of experiences from one ‘group’ of people. In the completion of this 

project, I now see that this was not only correct, but that the results (the theory) yielded by my 

‘narrowed’ study are - potentially - powerful enough to be used in alternative contexts, albeit 

with modification.  It has been a very important lesson for me as a researcher.  Importantly 

also, however, was my realization that using socioeconomic group as a starting point does not 

in any way preclude a complex intersectional analysis.  

6.3 Recruitment and Theoretical Sampling 

Participant recruitment in qualitative studies is different than in quantitative studies and can 

most often be described as purposive.  There are many suggestions for guidelines on how to 

ensure adequacy of this purposive qualitative recruitment, but most centre on functional 

principles, as opposed to representative principles found in quantitative research.  I personally 

found the advice of Morse (1991, p. 127) to be useful: 

…the qualitative [sampling/recruitment] principle of appropriateness requires 

purposeful sampling (i.e. selecting the informants best able to meet the informational 

needs of the study) and a “good” informant (i.e. one who is articulate, reflective, and 

willing to share with the interviewer  

 

Recruitment in CGT practice, however, is not merely purposive (although it will start out as 

purposive until sufficient analysis has given rise to an emerging theory).  It is, and in fact 

must be, theoretical (Charmaz, 2006, p. 6).  This means that as soon as codes, constructs, or 

categories, and relationships among them, start to emerge, the participants that are recruited 

should be done so in a manner “aimed towards theory construction”59 (ibid.).    

 

Recruitment for this project was from two main pools.  The first pool was the larger DITE 

survey (see section 1.2) database.  On the DITE survey, implemented in 2013, 2014, 2015, 

and 2016, participants had been asked to indicate if they would like to be contacted for an 

interview on topics related to diversity and ITE.  Those who positively responded on the 

survey were ‘volunteers’ for recruitment to my study.  There were four sub-pools of DITE 

volunteers; 2013 DITE volunteers were recruited in the first round (including those in the 

pilot study), 2014 DITE volunteers were recruited in the second round, 2015 DITE volunteers 

recruited in the third round, and 2016 DITE volunteers were recruited in a final round.  

 

 
59 Due to the importance of theoretical sampling, it will be more fully discussed in section 6.3.1 



Chapter 6: Methods 

 132 

All individuals in this DITE pool were sent a recruitment email to the email address they had 

voluntarily provided on the DITE survey.  This email outlined the purposes of the study, 

including information materials on the research for their review, and invited them to 

participate in a one-hour semi-structured interview in a location and at a time that was 

convenient for them.  They were asked to contact me by email or phone if they wished to 

participate. 

 

The second recruitment pool was the first year students in the Professional Master of 

Education (PME) programme at one of Ireland’s seven Universities.  Recruitment of these 

participants involved visiting at the end of one of their PME lectures and delivering a short 

description of the research and inviting participants to get in contact if they were willing to 

participate.  Many, but not all, of these students would have also completed the DITE survey.  

Participants from the PME pool were included in interview rounds 2 and 4.  Although 

recruiting from this pool in addition to just the DITE pool may have slightly skewed the 

representation of participants from the institution I recruited from, it increased the overall 

participant numbers as it added a personal element to the invitation to participate in research.  

In addition, the overall number of participants from this institution was just under 40% of the 

participants. 

 

In addition, although the DITE volunteer data from 2014 onwards included applicants to 

primary and undergraduate ITE, I restricted my recruitment to postgraduate, post-primary 

applicants. This was done, again, to be able to gather a large amount of in-depth data on one 

type of experience (applying to postgraduate, post-primary ITE) to be able to create a theory 

with maximum significance in one substantive area.  The entry requirements, associated costs, 

and ITE structure for primary and undergraduate post-primary ITE vary so significantly from 

postgraduate post-primary ITE, they were deemed to be, in essence, different substantive 

areas that would be best addressed in separate research.   

 

The inclusion criteria for recruitment (both purposive and theoretical), therefore, were that 

individuals must have applied (either successfully or unsuccessfully) to a postgraduate, post-

primary ITE programme in Ireland at least once. 

 

It was not necessary that study participants be currently studying in ITE programmes, but, in 

reality, these participants proved easiest to recruit.  It was much harder to recruit those who 
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had been rejected from ITE programmes and those who had been accepted but had declined 

their place in ITE programmes.  This is unfortunate, as the experiences of those participants in 

the study who did fall into these categories were very rich.  It is, however, understandable that 

recruitment was so low in these groups, as many of these individuals had moved on to other 

pursuits in their lives.   

 

Recruitment for the focus group that took place in Summer, 2018 was from the pool of 

individuals who had already taken part in a one-to-one interview during rounds 1-5.  All past 

participants were sent a recruitment email and asked to respond if interested.  Out of 34 total 

participants, 11 agreed to participate in the focus group. 

6.3.1 Theoretical Sampling 

Theoretical sampling (TS) is a technique first proposed in the 1967 writings of Glaser and 

Strauss (Coyne, 1997).  It is one of the core features of all variants of GT, and an essential 

element of any complete CGT study (Charmaz).  It is also, unfortunately, one of the most 

misunderstood and often omitted elements of studies that strive to be GT research but come 

up short.   

 

At the heart of TS is the concept of further data collection for the purpose of refining and 

developing the theory.  This can mean further data collection in order to obtain data that will 

fill theoretical gaps, that will substantiate the current categories, or that will provide data that 

will help the researcher follow up a particular code of interest.   Glaser (1978, p. 36) defines 

theoretical sampling as  

…the process of data collection for generating theory whereby the analyst jointly 

collects, codes, and analyses his data and decides which data to collect next and where 

to find them, in order to develop his theory as it emerges…the data collection is 

controlled by the emerging theory 

 

Charmaz (2014, p. 193) is more specific about the role of TS in relation to the developing 

analytic categories and properties, and defines theoretical sampling as  

 …seeking and collecting pertinent data to elaborate and refine categories in your 

emerging theory…the main purpose of theoretical sampling is to elaborate and refine 

the categories constituting your theory. You conduct theoretical sampling by sampling 

to develop the properties of your categories until no new properties emerge.  

 

Charmaz (ibid., p.192) also elaborates on what theoretical sampling might look like in 

practice: 
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…Twists and turns in your research journey may leave you with questions about 

directions to take, how quickly to proceed, and what you will have when you arrive.  

Theoretical sampling prompts you to retrace your steps or take a new path when you 

have some tentative categories or emerging, but incomplete, ideas.  By going back into 

the empirical world and collecting more data about the properties of your category, 

you can saturate its properties with data and write more memos, making them more 

analytic as you proceed.  Afterwards, you are ready to sort and integrate memos on 

your theoretical categories. 

 

 

At the beginning of a GT study, as there is no theory and no developing codes or categories, 

recruitment is, of course, necessarily purposive (Coyne, 1997).  As data is coded and 

categories and a theory begin to emerge, however, recruitment should cease to be purposive, 

and further data collection is informed by the emerging gaps in the analysis.     

 

In the case of the current study, recruitment for the pilot study was purposive.  Rounds 1-6, 

however, employed theoretical sampling.  Round 6 an open recruitment call to all past 

participants to partake in a full participatory action round of reviewing the analysis and giving 

feedback, but it was also theoretical sampling in that I still had conceptual gaps that I was 

looking to fill.  A sample of the conceptual gaps that I was aiming to fill with theoretical 

sampling in Round 1-6 can be seen in Figure 6.1 (page 132) and is also detailed in the 

description of each round in section 6.6.   

6.3.2 Participants 

In total, there were 34 participants.  Of these, 20 participated in one one-hour interview, 4 

participated in two one-hour interviews, 1 participated in two one-hour interviews and a focus 

group, and 9 participated in one one-hour interview and a focus group.  Their demographic 

characteristics are displayed in Table 6.1 on page 133, and elaborated upon in the two sections 

that follow.  Table 6.3, on the following page, presents a summary of the socio-demographic 

characteristics of each group, demonstrating that the HSEG and LSEG groups were relatively 

balanced for gender and immigration status.   
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 HSEG LSEG 

Number Overall 13 21 

Gender 6 males / 7 females 9 males / 12 females 

Enrollment Status Only 1 did not enrol in /finish ITE 6 did not enrol in / finish ITE 

HE Entry Route 3 mature students / 1 Access 

student 

2 mature students / 6 Access 

students 

Immigration status 4 adult immigrants to Ireland 3 adult immigrants to Ireland 

ITE rejections 1 experienced an ITE rejection 9 experienced ITE rejection 

 

6.3.3 Categorization of Participants 

As can be seen in Table 6.1 (page 133), all participants were categorized into one of two main 

SEG groups: lower (LSEG) or higher (HSEG) socioeconomic group.  They were categorized 

into these two main groups using three criteria: 

 

1. Their objective socioeconomic group categorizations.  This data was available 

from the original DITE survey data60   

2. Their self-reported social class, as recorded on the original DITE survey 

3. Data gathered on their parents’ occupation and their economic upbringing in the 

in-depth interview data 

 

Table 6.4 shows the grouping of the census SEG groups – the first criteria - into the LSEG 

and HSEG groups. 

 

LSEG HSEG 

E. Manual Skilled A. Employers and 

Managers 

F. Semi-Skilled B. Higher professionals 

G. Unskilled C. Lower Professionals 

J. Agricultural Workers 
 

  

D. Non-Manual * D. Non-Manual * 

H. Own Account Workers * H. Own Account Workers 

* 

I. Farmers * I. Farmers * 

Z. All Others Gainfully 

Employed and Unknown * 

Z. All Others Gainfully 

Employed and Unknown * 

 

 

60 Raw data from DITE participants were coded by Drs. Keane and Heinz based on codes and categorizations used in the national census 

(cf. Central Statistics Office (CSO) 
 

Table 6.3 Summary of Socio-demographic Characteristics by SEG 

Table 6.4 Assignment of Irish Census groups to LSEG and HSEG groups 
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As indicated by asterisk * in Table 6.4, for those participants in categories D, H, I and Z, 

further information was needed to categorize them into the LSEG or HSEG groups.  In the 

case of the non-manual group, two distinct groups have been identified (McCoy et al., 2010), 

the other non-manual and the intermediate non-manual groups.  Of the non-manual group 

McCoy (ibid., p. xi) writes: 

…the [non-manual] group is composed of two distinct sub-groups: the intermediate 

non-manual and other non-manual groups. The former comprised of a number of 

relatively high status positions such as Garda sergeants and government executive 

officials, while the latter group is dominated by lower level service workers. In further 

examining the pro le of these groups it becomes apparent that, across a range of 

educational and economic characteristics, occupants of the other non-manual group 

share many similarities with lower manual groups, while the intermediate non-manual 

group do not. 

 

Likewise, for farmers, there can be great variation in socioeconomic experience based on the 

land size of the farm.  In categories H. Own Account workers, and Z. All others gainfully 

employed and Unknown, there is also great variation.   

 

For this reason, for the individuals objectively coded as D., H., I., or Z. (n=8), additional 

criteria were considered in placing them in either the higher or lower socioeconomic group. 

These criteria, as listed above, were 2) Their self-reported social class, as recorded on the 

original DITE survey and 3) Data gathered on their parents’ occupation and their economic 

upbringing in the in-depth interview data. 

 

Using these three criteria, all participants were coded into either the LSEG or HSEG group. 

 

As mentioned earlier, there were sub-groups that emerged within the lower and higher groups 

as the data analysis proceeded.  Importantly, these sub-groups did not change the original 

categorization of any of the participants; rather, they explained variations in experience within 

the socioeconomic group that participants had originally been assigned to.   These sub-

groups61 are detailed below. 

 

6.3.4  “Lower Socioeconomic Group” Participants 

There were 21 participants in the lower socioeconomic (LSEG) group.  This includes nine 

men and 12 women.   

 
61 See section 1.5 for the initial discussion of the development of the SEG sub-groups 
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Number Description of sub-group 
Sub-group notation used in 

presentation of findings 

11 
Had a ‘typical’ lower socioeconomic group profile 

 
LSEG 1.0 

2 

 

Had higher financial standing 

-one due to a large court settlement 

-one due to highly-paid part-time work 

 

LSEG 1.1 

2 

Had lower educational disadvantage, due to always 

being “the best in the class” 

 

LSEG 1.2 

2 
Had increased family knowledge of HE/ITE 

 
LSEG 1.3 

5 
Had increased connections to educational professionals 

 
LSEG 1.4 

3 Were adult immigrants to Ireland LSEG  (imm) 

 

 

To recap, of these 21 LSEG participants, 15 were enrolled in or had completed ITE.  Two had 

declined their ITE places, both for financially related reasons.  Four had commenced ITE but 

had dropped out of ITE at the time of either their first or second interview.  Nine of the 21 

LSEG participants had received at least one previous rejection from ITE.   

6.3.5 “Higher socioeconomic Group” Participants 

There were 13 higher socioeconomic group (SEG) participants.  This includes six men and 

seven women. 

 

Number Description of sub-group 
Notation used in presentation of the 

findings 

11 
Had a ‘typical’ higher socioeconomic 

group profile 
HSEG 2.0 

2 

Had grown up in LSEG families, but 

as mature students were now classed 

as HSEG due to their spouse’s 

occupation 

HSEG 2.1 

4 
Non-Irish ethnicity 

 
HSEG (imm) 

 

 

Of these 13 HSEG participants, 12 were enrolled in or had completed ITE.  One declined her 

place as she had decided to pursue medical school instead.  Only one of the HSEG 

participants had experienced a rejection from ITE, and this was when he had earlier applied to 

primary ITE and did not have adequate Irish language skills.  

Table 6.5 The Sub-groups of the LSEG Group and Their Notation 

Table 6.6 The Sub-groups of the HSEG Group and Their Notation 
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6.4 Informed Consent 

Before commencing this study, ethical approval for the study, including the informed consent 

procedures and all participant forms, was obtained from the Research Ethics Committee at the 

National University of Ireland, Galway.   

 

All participants in this study were over 18, and thus parental consent was not required.   

 

Informed consent, write Cohen et. al. (2011, p. 77) is “a cornerstone of ethical behaviour, as it 

respects the right of individuals to exert control over their lives and take decisions for 

themselves”.  In the context of a social-justice orientated research, such as the current study, 

informed consent is of great importance to the integrity of the work, and rather than just being 

a once-off thing, “must be continually renegotiated” (ibid. p. 44).   

 

As such, careful consideration was given to designing thorough procedures for informed 

consent, taking guidance from Cohen at al. (2011), and considering the four criteria of 

“competence…voluntarism…full information…[and] comprehension” (ibid., p. 78).  The 

final ethical procedure design ensured that all participants were fully informed, both in 

writing and verbally, of the risks and benefits of the study, and the voluntary nature of the 

study was emphasised.  Participants were fully informed of what participation entailed, and 

that interviews would be audio-recorded and listened to by the researcher, the DITE principal 

investigators62, and/or a professional transcriber who had signed a confidentiality agreement.  

Participants were given an opportunity to ask any questions before interviews began, and 

were given the researcher’s contact information, as well as the contact information of my 

research supervisor, for any follow-up questions or concerns.  Consent was indicated by 

signing an informed consent form, an example of which can be found in Appendix III.   

 

In addition, however, there were built-in protocols in the ethical design of the study to ensure 

that participants remained willing to participate as the interview and/or study progressed 

(ibid).  Specifically, all participants were told they could stop the interview at any time, and if 

participants became upset (as they did on several occasions) they were explicitly asked if they 

would like to continue their interview or stop, and given great reassurance that there was no 

pressure to continue.  Additional measures included reminding all participants at the end of 

the interview that they could simply email to remove their data from the study, and sending 

 
62 Drs. Keane and Heinz 
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all participants a copy of their transcript for verification/editing, and which point they were 

also given the opportunity to withdraw their data if they wished.  These additional measures 

providing opportunities for participants to “withdraw once the research has begun” (ibid. 

p.78) are all part of ensuring the informed consent is truly informed, and continuing, ensuring 

the participants’ “right[s] to self-determination” (ibid., p. 78).   

6.5 Method 

Interviewing was the data collection method in this study.  Semi-structured interviews were 

conducted, and most interviews were of one hour in length, with the shortest being 42 minutes 

and the longest lasting 93 minutes.  Most interviews were face-to-face, but in five cases, due 

to distance, technology was used to facilitate these interviews, using the video-calling 

programme Skype.  All interviews, including those conducted over Skype, were audio 

recorded, and transcribed verbatim.   

 

To conduct the interviews, an initial interview schedule was created to guide the semi-

structured interviews, and was adapted as analysis and data collection progressed, in line with 

CGT methodology.  Interview schedules can be found in Appendix IV and V. 

 

Focus group interviews were also conducted.  Focus groups were used to enhance the 

participatory approach already integrated into the individual interviews; specifically, all 

participants were presented with a written version of the grounded theory, and asked to 

provide feedback on the analysis.  This participatory approach, according to Keane, “very 

much ‘fits’ constructivist principles” (2015, p. 423), and is especially important in those 

studies that aim to be social-justice oriented.   

 

Two focus groups were held in Summer 2018; the first was an in-person focus group with two 

participants.  During this focus group the over-arching evolving GT and key categories and 

properties were presented to the participants; the theory was presented to participants in both 

written form and verbally.  Participants were asked for feedback on the ‘meaningfulness’ or 

‘salience’ of the theory.  That is, participants were asked to consider if the theory captured 

their experience and/or provided any insight into the research topic.  Participants were also 

asked for updates on their current experiences related to ITE, and encouraged to ask questions 

about the data and analysis.  Theoretical gaps were also filled, as detailed in section 6.6.6.    
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Due to logistical difficulties of arranging a time and place that all of the participants interested 

in the focus group, a second, on-line focus group was also held in Summer 2018.  The online 

software ‘Focus Group It’ was used to facilitate this group, and theoretical sampling was used 

to address questions that had arisen in the data analysis and the first focus group, by posting 

these questions as prompts for online discussion.  Short instructional videos of the principal 

researcher were also posted on the forum to describe key aspects of the grounded theory on 

which feedback was being solicited; this was done in addition to sending participants a 

written version of the GT to ensure clarity of presentation of the concepts, and also to create a 

more personal feel to the online focus group.   

 

All posting in the online focus group was anonymous, but participants could see the responses 

of other participants and were encouraged to respond not only to the prompts but to the 

responses of the other members.  Feedback on the experience of participating in the online 

focus group was unanimously positive, and the use of the technique allowed data collection 

that would otherwise not have been possible.   

6.6 Data Collection and Analysis 

Table 6.7, on the following page, provides an overview of the data collection points with each 

participant.   
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Pilot 

Study 

Round 

1 

Round 

2 

Round 

3 

Round 

4 

Round 

5 

Focus Group 

1 

Online Focus 

Group 

Paul x 
       

Darren x 
       

Nicole x 
       

Sarah x 
  

x 
    

Steven x 
  

x 
    

Gertrude x 
  

x 
   

x 

Brendan 
 

x 
      

John 
 

x 
      

Tom 
 

x 
 

x 
  

x 
 

Sally 
 

x 
     

x 

Deirdre 
 

x 
     

x 

Aiden 
 

x 
      

Liz 
 

x 
 

x 
    

Fionualla 
  

x 
   

x 
 

Fiachra 
  

x 
    

x 

Mary 
  

x 
    

x 

Anne 
  

x 
     

Joanna 
  

x 
     

Ryan 
  

x 
     

Jillian 
  

x 
     

Chris 
    

x 
  

x 

Hannagh 
    

x 
  

x 

Holly 
    

x 
   

Maeve 
    

x 
   

Amy 
    

x 
   

George 
    

x 
   

Michael 
    

x 
   

Patrick 
    

x 
  

x 

Jason 
     

x 
  

Ciaran 
     

x 
  

Roisin 
     

x 
  

Abbey 
     

x 
 

    x 

Margaret 
     

x 
  

Louisa 
     

x 
  

 

6.6.1 Round One Interviews 

Seven participants took part in the first round of interviews between February and April, 

2015.  These interviews took place in either a private office at the National University of 

Ireland, Galway (NUIG), or a private office at Trinity College Dublin (TCD), depending on 

the location of the participants.  The interview protocol that had been approved by the 

Research Ethics Committee at NUIG was adhered to at all times. 

 

An adapted interview schedule, incorporating changes and insights from the analysis of pilot 

study data, was used to guide the semi-structured interviews.  It was emphasised to 

participants at the beginning of the interviews, however, that what I wanted to discuss were 

the experiences of greatest importance or salience to them, and that the interview schedule 

was simply a guide and not something we had to rigidly adhere to.   

 

Table 6.7 Summary of Data Collection Points with Each Participant 
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The interviews went very well, with participants speaking openly and insightfully about their 

childhood experiences in education, their thinking about HE and teaching, and their 

experiences applying to and in ITE.   

 

In GT data collection and analysis is concurrent, so after each interview was conducted it was 

transcribed, returned to the participant for approval or changes, and coded.  GT is also an 

iterative process, so when new codes of seeming importance or salience emerged earlier 

transcripts from the pilot study or earlier in Round 1 were often coded again in light of these. 

 

During Round 1, all 13 transcripts from the Pilot Study and Round 1 were coded by hand.  

Each transcript underwent immersion (an initial, first uninterrupted reading), and initial, line-

by-line coding63, using gerunds to code for actions and processes in the data64.  I also used 

memoing techniques throughout round 1 to advance to analysis.  When an interesting code 

was constructed I would write a memo on it and be conscious of potentially bringing it 

forward into the coding of future transcripts, if appropriate (while also remaining open to all 

other coding/analytic possibilities).  At the end of Round 1, the codes and memos were 

analysed to see which were most frequent and/or salient and/or significant.  During Round 

One, the significant codes that emerged and were memo-ed included: 

 

1. Perseverance 

2. Loving/hating School 

3. Being guided into teaching 

4. Being told you’d make a great teacher 

5. Having other career options 

6. Accessing teaching practice placements 

7. Needing more job security 

8. Being taken into the fold 

9. Seeing teachers differently than you had before 

10. Wanting to make a difference 

11. Just wanting to get something out of my B.A. 

12. Being bullied 

13. Finding teaching is not what you expected 

14. Knowing teachers personally outside of school 

15. Being told not to go into teaching 

16. Having positive teaching-related experiences 

17. Having/not having the points 

18. Having/not having the money 

19. Psychological distance between self / teachers / schools 

 
63 See appendix VII for an example of initial coding 

64 See section 5.6.8 for details on CGT coding and analysis techniques, such as initial coding and coding with 

gerunds. 
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20. Breaking down the wall of professional distance  

 

Using these codes and the memos I had written, as well as diagramming techniques, I sought 

analytic connections and links among the significant codes.  I asked myself questions such as: 

-  Did any of these codes fit together conceptually?  

- Were any sub-codes (or properties) of other codes, which then might be elevated to 

categories? 

 

Significant codes number 2, 10, and 11(above), for example, were conceptually grouped into 

the provisional category “conceptualizing teaching as desirable” (see Table 6.8). 

 

After the coding, memoing, and analysis in Round One, there were four provisional categories 

with the following properties: 

 

Categories Properties 

Conceptualising 

Teaching as Desirable 

Wanting to be 

an 

(empathetic) 

teacher who 

makes a 

difference 

Loving/Hating 

School 

“Just wanting 

to get 

something 

out of my 

B.A.” 

   

Being Positively 

Influenced to Pursue 

Teaching 

Being guided 

into teaching 

Being told 

you’d make a 

great teacher by 

friends/family 

Knowing 

teachers 

personally 

outside of 

school 

(including 

family) 

Having 

positive 

teaching-

related 

experiences 

  

Being Dissuaded From 

Pursuing Teaching 

Being told not 

to go into 

teaching 

Having other 

career 

opportunities 

Difficulty 

accessing 

observation 

in schools 

and/or 

placements 

Being bullied 

on placement 

Needing 

more job 

security 

than 

teaching 

offers 

Finding 

the reality 

of 

teaching 

is not 

what you 

expected 

Perseverance/Doing 

Whatever it Takes 

Having/not 

having the 

points 

Having/not 

having the 

money 

    

 

 

At this point I began to see some clear differences in experience as mediated by 

socioeconomic status, especially in the category of ‘perseverance/doing whatever it takes’.  I 

had many questions for theoretical sampling on the concept/code of perseverance, including: 

- What does perseverance mean? 

- Who has to persevere? Why and when? 

- Are all participants able to persevere when needed? Who can and can’t persevere? 

 

Table 6.8 Provisional Categories after Round 1 
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I was very interested that some participants had been encouraged into teaching, and others had 

been dissuaded from it, despite expressing an interest in it.  Some were actively told not to go 

into teaching, and others had been actively told to go into teaching.  I also theoretically 

sampled for this in the following Round, asking, for example: 

 

- What types of people are able to encourage/dissuade participants from pursuing 

teaching? In what ways is this experienced by participants?  

 

I also wanted to know if there was a connection between the provisional categories of a) being 

positively influenced to pursue teaching, b) being dissuaded from pursuing teaching, and c) 

conceptualizing teaching as desirable.  I theoretically sampled for this in Round 2 as well.   

 

In addition, ideas were emerging and I was writing memos relating to professional distance, 

and whether or not participants viewed themselves as similar to or different from what 

‘teachers are’.   

 

All coding up until this point had been by hand, which was an extremely useful strategy for 

immersing myself in the data.  With 13 transcripts and heading back out into the field to 

gather more data, however, data management was becoming burdensome.  For this reason at 

the end of round one I transported all transcripts into the NVIVO software package.  It is 

important to note that I used none of NVIVO’s data analytic functions throughout the course 

of this project; this is important because grounded theorist’s have expressed concern about the 

use of analytic software packages in the past, being wary of their potential to ‘lead’ the 

analysis if used incorrectly (Keane, 2009; Charmaz, 2014)  Rather, I manually coded within 

NVIVO, assigning NVIVO ‘nodes’ to codes that I constructed for the data.   

 

This was a key turning point in analysis, as the functionality of NVIVO allows one to pull up 

on one screen all text excerpts that have been coded to one particular node/code, so that you 

can see at one time all of the data coded with the same node/code and apply key grounded 

theory questions to the collectively coded data.  As Charmaz writes, “grounded theory coding 

requires us to stop and ask questions about the data we have gathered” (2014, p. 109).  Such 

questions included, as a small example, ‘What is going on here?’, ‘are these experiences the 

same or different for lower and higher SEG groups?’, ‘what are the key processes and actions 

here?’, ‘what does x [code] mean?’, ‘what is this code related to?’, and ‘what are the gaps in 

this category?’. 
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6.6.2 Round Two Interviews 

Round two interviews took place between September and November of 2015.  Interviews 

were in the same locations as round 1 interviews, and all procedures followed were the same 

as in round 1.  A total of seven additional participants participated in Round 2.   

 

Analysis of the data was again concurrent with the data collection, and this time included 

going back to old data when new codes of salience emerged, in a reflexive, iterative process.  

The steps of immersion, initial (line-by-line) coding, and memo-ing were used again, with the 

difference being that in this round I had more sophisticated focused codes from round 1 

categories and properties that were brought forward and used in focused coding.   

 

In addition to adding on to memos from round 1, key memos from this round of coding 

included: 

- Making financial sacrifices 

- Encountering impossible obstacles 

- Persevering/sustained efforts 

- Knowing how to access the system 

- Entering the fortress 

- Trying to formally enter the system 

- Back doors/front doors 

- Navigating entry 

- Wanting to be like them / identifying with teachers 

- Being ‘middle-class’ enough 

- Feeling shut out 

 

Categories and properties after Round 2 included: 

Categories Properties 

Conceptualising 

Teaching as 

Desirable 

Type of 

motivation - 

internal vs 

external 

History of 

motivation 

Permanence of 

motivation 

(perseverance) 

 

Conceptualising 

Teaching as Possible 

Having the 

money 

Meeting 

admissions 

criteria 

Knowing how to 

enter the system 

Perseverance/doing 

whatever it takes 

Safe Psychological 

Distance Between 

Self-concept and 

Professional concept 

Being 

positively 

influenced to 

pursue 

teaching 

Being 

dissuaded from 

pursuing 

teaching 

Contextual factors  
 

 

Table 6.9 Categories and Properties after Round 2 



Chapter 6: Methods 

 146 

It can be seen here that the concept/code of possibility was elevated here to the level of a 

category, and the old category from round 1 “perseverance” was seen as a property to 

“conceptualizing teaching as possible”.  This arose from theoretical sampling on the concept 

of perseverance, and questioning around who had to persevere and who did not; it turned out 

that for those whom teaching had always been a possibility (primarily HSEG), perseverance 

was not a prominent aspect of their experience.  For those participants who experienced 

moments of wondering if pursuing ITE and teaching was possible or not (for the reasons 

listed as other properties), however, perseverance was meaningful in their narratives.   

Other analytic reshuffling included the demotion of ‘being positively influenced to pursue 

teaching’ and ‘being dissuaded from pursuing teaching’ to properties of the new category 

‘safe psychological distance between self-concept and professional self-concept’.  The new 

category itself arose out of theoretical sampling on the memoed questions around professional 

distance and ‘what teachers are’. 

‘Conceptualizing teaching as desirable’ remained at the level of category, but the properties 

were constructed to reflect different aspects of the stories that participants told about their 

motivations for and journey to teaching. 

After discussion with my supervisor, it was seen that I was prematurely bringing in many 

concepts from my psychological background and using them as codes (i.e. Internal vs. 

external motivation & self-concept), when perhaps what was more important in the data was 

closer to or more grounded in the data itself.  Charmaz (2014) says this type of imposition of 

concepts from your past on the grounded theory is almost inevitable, but must be examined; 

in some cases the imported codes may earn their place in the analysis/theory, but at other 

times they will obscure a deeper and more ‘grounded’ analysis.  When this importing 

happens, Charmaz’s advice (ibid.) is to re-emphasize the use of gerunds in the analysis, so I 

returned to the data with a renewed emphasis on action and process. 

For example, rather than using ‘type of motivation’ as a code, I was encouraged to look at 

what was really being said and going on, such as “I want to find a career I am passionate 

about” (Paul); “wanting to make a difference” (several participants); “I feel I have a moral 

obligation to go into teaching” (Tom); “I want to help…teaching makes me feel like I am 

helping the world in some small way” (Gertrude); “I didn’t do it for the love of teaching or 

anything like that” (Darren).   

It was at this point in my research that I went on maternity leave for 6 months, and therefore 

had a break in analysis and data collection.  When I came back in the fall of 2016, however, I 
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re-focused my coding on staying much closer to the actual words in the data, trying to avoid 

excessive abstraction that was pre-mature.   

6.6.3 Round Three   

From September to December, 2016, I theoretically sampled some of the participants from the 

pilot study and Round 1-2, as there were some theoretical and conceptual gaps that I had not 

collected enough data on from some of them.  I was also mindful of maintaining a 

participatory approach (Keane, 2015), and as the theory continued to evolve and take shape I 

was eager to present them with some of the current categories and properties and gain their 

feedback.  The categories I took back to the participants for consideration and feedback were 

very similar to those described at the end of Round 2, but the main category headings had 

been slightly adjusted to be: 

1. Wanting to be a teacher: 

2. Seeing teaching as possible: 

3. Adopting the identity of ‘teacher’: 

Taking these categories (and some of their properties) back to the participants was a turning 

point in the analysis, and one that was followed by quite a turbulent period of coding, 

analysis, and re-conceptualization.  For clarity’s sake, I will include only the most significant 

details. 

The first thing that happened when I took this analysis to the participants was that their 

reaction was somewhat underwhelming.  It wasn’t that they did not like the ideas, or that they 

said they were wrong, but rather that there was no ‘aha!’ or spark of insight when they were 

presented.   Other grounded theorists take these underwhelming reactions to indicate that their 

categories haven’t “penetrated the core of the experience” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 209) and 

therefore must be re-worked.  This was also my interpretation of the participant responses at 

this stage.   

I coded the new transcripts from Round 3 using focused coding, by applying the coding from 

the categories and properties already in development (the codes that had received the very 

lukewarm reception from my interviewees), as well as using open/initial coding for new ideas 

– (we never fully abandon open/initial coding CGT).  I had before me, then, my list of 

categories and properties, and I also had a list of new unsorted codes.  I most likely also had 

an inkling that the categories I had been developing to that date were really not good enough; 
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they were not powerful enough, and were not able to offer meaningful insight into the 

experiences of the participants.   

With these old categories and properties, new codes, and my subconscious feelings about the 

(lack of) power of the old categories, I began a process of analysis on the codes themselves. 

This was a process of looking for significance, for fit with the data, for similarities, and for 

differences.  It was a process of asking which codes are continuing to be reflected in the data?  

Which codes were becoming less important than I initially thought they might be, and perhaps 

can be discarded?  Which codes could I merge into other codes, because they label the same 

experience?  Which codes have been applied too broadly, and should be broken down into 

more refined labels?  And with all of these steps, and in particular with the latter two - code 

merging and code refining - I found I really had to ask myself (again) “What is going on 

here?”.   

In this process, one new code stood out. 

This new code was ‘being made to wait’.  It was in relation to the Teaching Council taking 

years to recognise the first degrees of some of the participants before they could enter ITE in 

Ireland.  I asked myself, "What is happening here?", and I answered "They are being denied 

access...they are not allowed to access ITE for years while the Teaching Council drags its 

heels in assessing their qualifications".   

And then I realized that ‘being denied access’ seemed to be a very important code.   

It seemed to have power, and give insight.  I played with the code, examining and 

experimenting with its explanatory potential.   Where and when and to what are diverse 

applicants to ITE being denied access?  This analytical “playing” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 137) is a 

process that I engaged in with pen and paper - a free-thinking, brainstorming, creative 

process.  It involved diagramming and written memos. I include the images in Appendix VII 

of some of my worksheets from the process, to demonstrate what the process looks like for 

me.  Note that when I asked and answered “What are the ways to deny access to the teaching 

profession?” I was also drawing on, and usually re-naming/tweaking, many of the concepts 

and codes that had already been supported in the data - I was just re-fitting them in a new 

analytical light. 

After playing around and brainstorming the code/concept, it seemed to me that it was a very 

important idea, and I went home excited.  The next morning, I came back to the idea and it 
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did not seem as "inspired" as the day before.  How is denying access any different than the 

idea of ‘barrier?’, I wondered.   

But I knew I had been excited, so I asked what was interesting/different about the idea of 

"denying access" compared to the codes and concepts that had been developed from round 

one and round two of data collection and analysis.  I realized that the shift was that in round 

one and two I had focused only on "What the participants were doing/feeling/thinking”, rather 

than also looking at "what was being done to them", or what the SYSTEM was (or was not!) 

doing.  This is a subtle difference, but it changed everything for me.  I went from looking at 

and coding the research problem from only the lens of what was going on inside the 

participants’ heads and hearts, to also looking at and coding the problem from a systemic 

view.   

At the end of round three then, in addition to the categories that I had at the end of Round 2, I 

had developed the following as potentially meaningful categories and properties: 

Category Properties 

Protecting 

Their Space 

Looking after 

their own 

 

  

Bullying or active 

exclusion on teaching 

practice placement 

Protecting the 

comfort of the 

status quo 

Delaying and 

obscuring transfer 

of foreign 

credentials 

 

Turning a Blind 

Eye 

Looking for 

support and 

not finding it 

  

Wanting/needing 

system flexibility and 

not finding it 

Failing to 

provide adequate 

career and 

training 

guidance 

Going into an ill 

prepared 

environment / 

witnessing 

negative attitudes 

to diversity in the 

staffroom 

“There was a 

whole lot more 

going on than 

me learning 

how to teach” 

Money “If I had the 

money, 

nothing would 

stop me”  

Over supply of 

teachers and job 

market worries 

   

 

6.6.4 Round 4 - and a Theory Is Thrown Out 

In round 4 I was heavily theoretically sampling; I needed to know more about the new 

categories that had been constructed in round 3: what did ‘turning a blind eye’ and ‘protecting 

their space’ mean to my participants?  I wanted to know if ‘Money’ was substantial enough 

on its own (conceptually) to be a category, or was ‘money’ part of some other group of 

experience, as I had analytically grouped it in round 2 as a property of the category ‘seeing 

teaching as possible’.  I also wanted to recruit more LSEG men, who had proved more 

difficult to recruit than LSEG women, to ensure that their experiences were not significantly 

different on the codes of interest (they were not).   

Table 6.10 Categories and Properties after Round 3 
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This was also a key turning point in the analysis, as when I took the new codes to the HSEG 

participants, the reactions I received were not what I expected at all.  I remember, in 

particular, one HSEG male responding to the property “wanting system flexibility and not 

finding it” by delivering a speech on how perhaps the LSEG participants don’t have the 

grades that are needed and schools aren’t giving them teaching practice placements because 

they need to maintain certain academic standards.   

 

…I don't know, have you conducted research into the qualification and—I suppose the 

academic performance level of the teachers [who are struggling to find placements]? 

Because let's say a top Dublin school favors a certain kind of person. I'm just 

wondering, is there anything to prove that the top schools only take people who got an 

A in their Leaving Cert and got at least a 2/1 [? 01:08:04] with some sort of 

distinction? And therefore they get a letter from somebody that never went to that 

school, and got a third-class degree in a university that the school don't really know 

much about. You're trying to provide your kid, as at every school, with the best 

possible education. There's an element between your professional duty, in terms of 

getting the best people you can into that school, be it a trainee teacher or a permanent 

professional. And I suspect those pupils that have—or those students that have the 

greatest difficulty are perhaps those who don't have the strongest CV, or don't have the 

ability to sell themselves (Chris, HSEG 2.0). 

 

This was not what I wanted at all; a theory that served to draw and highlight divisions 

between groups would be counter-productive, even if it did reflect reality.  It was from this I 

realized a crucial error in my analysis; that I needed to focus on experiences that both the 

LSEG and HSEG participants shared, and that in the dimensions of the properties distinctions 

and difference on the mediating factor (socioeconomic group) would be expressed.   

 

This was definitely my biggest analytic hurdle, and after this point the theory began to emerge 

more cohesively.  Despite this revelation, however, it wasn’t until Round 5 that I really started 

to understand how to incorporate it into my analysis.  At the end of Round 4, therefore, the 

categories and codes that were being brought forward were: 

 

 

 

 

 

Categories Properties 

Table 6.11 Categories and Properties after Round 4 
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Wanting to 

Make a 

Difference 

Wanting to 

make a 

difference 

  

Experiencing 

“otherness” 

Being Inspired 

/ Wanting to be 

a “teacher like 

that” 

  

Revealing 

Protected 

Spaces 

Schools 

“looking after 

their own” 

  

Waiting for 

access 

Not being the 

right type of 

person 

  

Criticising 

system 

processes 

Being 

streamed down 

in school 

  

Criticising 

career 

guidance 

Identifying a 

lack of support 

for the 

complexity of 

being a teacher 

from a non-

traditional 

background 

Wanting to be 

seen 

Wondering if the 

investment will be 

worth it 

 

It can be seen here that one of the codes from the round 1 are still present in the analysis, such 

as ‘wanting to make a difference’ (now elevated to category).  In addition, many concepts 

touched upon in early rounds are present here in modified form, such as ‘criticizing career 

guidance’ as a more specific code relating to the previous codes of ‘being guided into 

teaching’ (round 1), ‘being positively influenced to pursue teaching’ (round 1), and ‘being 

dissuaded from pursuing teaching’ (round 1).   

 

I was also successfully concentrating more on action and process at this point, and took these 

actions and process-based categories and properties forward to round 5 to theoretically sample 

for more data in each property/category to be able to explore dimensional differences across 

the GT.   

6.6.5 Round 5  

Round 5 interviews involved a further 6 participants and took place between August 2017 and 

March 2018.  Again data collection and analysis were iterative, and at this point a large focus 

on was the participatory approach and asking participants to consider some of the categories 

and properties, and codes, that had been constructed.  

In the analysis at this point, the key focus was on searching for processes and actions that 

were common to both group of participants, and then analysing how the experiences of these 

processes and actions differed for members of the two groups.  It was through taking this 

analytical perspective and asking questions such as “what is going on that is similar for both 

groups” “what is different for these groups” that three categories that (more-or-less) survived 

into the final theory were developed.   

These categories were: 



Chapter 6: Methods 

 152 

- Imagining: seeing a possible future in teaching 

- Investing: gathering the keys to the kingdom 

- Identifying as a teacher 

More importantly, however, was the emergence of an over-arching core category of 

experience, which was ‘becoming’.   

These categories were different than earlier categories of analysis, because all participants 

had experiences that fit into them.  The nature of those experiences for each group, however, 

differed significantly.   

Importantly, when these codes and categories were developed, I went back and re-coded all 

40 interview transcripts to see if the new codes fit the experiences expressed by the 

participants.  I was satisfied they did, and when I shared the emerging theory with others, 

including those in the focus groups, there was significant consensus that it was insightful, 

powerful, and useful; all things a good CGT theory aims to be.   

The core category at the end of round 5, therefore, was ‘becoming’ a post-primary teacher in 

Ireland.  The sub-categories and their properties were as follows: 

Categories Properties 

Imagining: Seeing a 

Possible Future in 

Teaching 

Seeing 

teaching 

as a role 

you could 

fill 

Attributing 

value to the 

role 

Doing the 

maths: risk vs 

reward 

 

Investing: Gathering the 

Keys to the Kingdom 

Knowing 

the 

system 

Presenting 

oneself 

favourably in 

admissions 

Finding the 

money 

Finding a placement: 

drawing on social 

connections 

Identifying as a Teacher Sinking, 

swimming 

– or 

sailing in 

ITE 

Overcoming 

employment 

precarity 

  

 

There were still small conceptual changes to be made to the theory after the focus groups, 

especially in the last sub-category, but this analysis formed the basis of the final grounded 

theory.   

Table 6.12 Categories and Properties at the end of Round 5 
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6.6.6 Focus groups 

In the summer of 2018, the two focus groups were held; one face-to-face, and one online text-

based focus group.  Following the analysis, small adjustments were made. 

Most significantly, a focus on the concept of ‘Identifying’ in the final category was changed, 

in response to direct feedback from participants that the most salient thing for them at the time 

of interview was not identifying as a teacher, but rather whether or not they obtained work in 

a teaching capacity.  This shifted the analytic focus, and it was seen that social experiences of 

acceptance or rejection in ITE and the labour market were of greater salience to participants 

than experiences of ‘identifying’.  If they finished ITE, and if they got a job, they could breath 

and feel the satisfaction of culminating a journey; but ITE was more difficult for some than 

others, and many did not have a job.  The final category, thus, became ‘sinking, swimming, or 

sailing – in ITE and beyond’, with the properties of ‘juggling logistics’, ‘knowing ‘how’ to 

teach’, ‘being welcomed into the fold’, and ‘negotiating employment precarity’.    

6.7 Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined the processes involved in carrying out the current study, from pilot 

study to final analysis.  Examples of how theoretical sampling worked in practice have been 

given, and a (necessarily) abbreviated demonstration of how the codes and concepts evolved 

throughout the iterative process of data collection and analysis has been presented.   

 

In the following chapter, a conceptual overview of the Constructivist Grounded Theory 

(CGT) is presented, describing, on a conceptual level only, the core category and sub-

categories and properties65.  Importantly, in Classical Grounded Theory, a chapter similar to 

Chapter 7 is the only chapter required in the presentation of a grounded theory (GT); that is, it 

is the concepts and the inter-relations among that make up the theory, and the theory itself is 

the research product.  As Keane writes “Glaser (1978, 1998, 2003) emphasized context-free 

explanations and Strauss and Corbin (1998) highlighted abstraction and explaining” (Keane, 

2015, p. 425) in the constitution and presentation of a grounded theory.   

 

In CGT, however, rather than context-free abstraction, constructivist researchers emphasize 

that all data is contextually bound and all research is “contextually situated interpretation” 

 
65 A note on terminology: with the development of the core category ‘becoming’, what had previously been 

referred to as ‘categories’ now became ‘sub-categories; sub-categories of the core.  Properties remain termed as 

properties.  
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(ibid., p. 425).  As such, it is seen as good practice in CGT to include more detail, description, 

and more of the participant voice in presentation of the findings, as to omit these things would 

not be epistemologically consistent with constructivist beliefs.  As Keane writes “there is no 

reason why that which is conceptualized cannot also be rendered in a relatively ‘thick’ 

manner” (ibid., p. 426).   

 

As such, in addition to the conceptual overview chapter (Chapter 7), chapters eight – ten will 

present each sub-category of the GT in “more detail and in contextually appropriate fashion, 

including analytic description…including participants’ voices and stories” (ibid., p. 426).   
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7 CONCEPTUAL OVERVIEW OF 

THE CONSTRUCTIVIST 

GROUNDED THEORY 

 

7.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents a conceptual overview of the constructivist ground theory (CGT), 

including the core category, the sub-categories, and the properties of each sub-category, and 

the relationships between them.  This GT is in the substantive area of widening participation 

to Initial Teacher Education (ITE) in Ireland.   

 

The core category of the theory is the process of ‘becoming’ a post-primary teacher; it is not 

the idea of ‘becoming’ as it is used in everyday vernacular, however.  It is ‘becoming’ as a 

rich and nuanced process, ‘becoming’ with all of the subtleties, complexities and fragilities 

that are there when we slow down to consider what it actually is to ‘become’.  Three sub-

categories of ‘becoming’ have also been identified; ‘Imagining’, ‘Investing’, and ‘Sinking, 

Swimming, or Sailing in ITE and into the Profession”.  The sub-categories are often, but not 

necessarily, sequential processes, and at each stage there are differences in experience for the 

LSEG and HSEG participants.   

 

Key to the overall CGT is that the qualitative experience of going through the three sub-

processes involved in ‘becoming’ a teacher is highly mediated by socioeconomic group.  That 

is, the experiences of ‘becoming’ a teacher for those from HSEG backgrounds is incredibly 

different than the experience of ‘becoming’ a teacher for those from LSEG, even though both 
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groups go through the same stages of ‘Imagining’, ‘Investing’ and ‘Sinking, Swimming, or 

Sailing in ITE and into the Profession’.   

 

7.2 Core Categories and Sub-categories 

Finding a core category that adequately described the experiences of both groups of 

participants in this study took some time.  For many iterations of data collection and analysis 

the analytical focus was on the experiences of the LSEG group, as they were 1) more 

substantial in number from the beginning, perhaps as the study was of greater interest to them 

and their recruitment therefore easier and 2) their stories contained a greater number of salient 

experiences to code, due to the complex nature of their experiences.   

 

When I took these earlier analyses back to the participants and asked for their feedback (a 

critical step in Constructivist Grounded Theory), however, I had great difficulty in relating 

them to the HSEG students.  In fact, as mentioned in Chapter 6, some of the categories in 

these earlier analyses had the unintended (and undesirable) effect of bringing out negative or 

derogatory comments from HSEG participants about the LSEG data.  For example, when I 

took the category of ‘protecting their space’ back to Chris (HSEG, 2.0), and asked him to 

reflect on whether he had felt that those in ITE or schools were ‘protecting their space’, he 

began to discuss and rationalize why student teachers from diverse backgrounds may not have 

high enough academic standards for the profession.   

 

Part of the reason that initial analyses were weak, or lacking poignancy, was that they were 

still lacking a core category that tied everything - all of the data - together into a meaningful 

theory.  I needed a conceptual process that could unify the data from both groups while 

allowing for differences in how the process was experienced.  When I came to the concept of 

‘becoming’ I realized that this was a code that could meaningfully provide an over-arching 

structure for all of the other processes seen in the data; that is, it was a core process, a core 

category that described the overall experiences of both groups of participants, and under 

which the more refined codes or sub-categories meaningfully or logically held together.   

 

As an aside, the use of ‘becoming’ as the core category is also intentional in that I know it is a 

concept that is often thrown around lightly, used to gloss over all of the ‘fine print’ of the 

emotional, psychological and sociological journeys we all embark on when we embrace 
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change and identity shifts in our lives.  The truth is that there is nothing simple in the process 

of ‘becoming’, despite its casual common use.  The use of ‘becoming’ as the core category, 

therefore, is a quiet reminder that the subject matter that this grounded theory gives great time 

and attention to, is often invisible to, ignored by, or glossed over by policy makers, educators, 

and employers in the education system.   

 

The core category of the theory, therefore, is ‘becoming’ a post-primary teacher, and 

underneath this core category of ‘becoming’ are three sub-categories; 

 

1) Imagining: seeing a possible future in teaching 

2) Investing: gathering the keys to the kingdom 

3) Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing – in ITE and beyond 

 

 

 

These sub-categories are somewhat, but not rigidly, sequential aspects of the process of 

‘becoming’.  That is, the sub-categories elucidate for us the subtleties and intricacies of the 

core process.  According to the theory, when one says they are ‘becoming’ a post-primary 

teacher in Ireland, they are necessarily saying that they are going through these three 

processes of Imagining, Investing and Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing in ITE and beyond 

(though how they go through them leaves room for great diversity).   

 

Most importantly, as reflected in the feedback from the participatory approach utilized in this 

CGT study, this GT provides meaningful insight into the process of becoming a post-primary 

teacher for the participants that have gone through or are still going through the process.     

'Becoming' 

a Post-primary Teacher

Imagining: 

Seeing a Possible Future in 
Teaching

Investing: 

Gathering the Keys to the 
Kingdom

Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing 

- in ITE and Beyond

Figure 7.1 The Core-category and Three Sub-categories of the GT of ‘Becoming’ a Post-

primary Teacher 
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The three sub-categories will now be discussed. 

7.3 Sub-category 1 - Imagining: Seeing A Possible Teaching 

The sub-category of ‘Imagining: seeing a possible future in teaching’ is a concept that serves 

to describe the experiences of participants prior to applying to ITE; it has three properties - 

‘seeing teaching as a role you could fulfil’, ‘attributing value to the role’, and ‘doing the 

maths: risk vs. reward’.  Within the subtleties of this sub-category lie clues as to why there are 

so few students from LSEG backgrounds in ITE and teaching.  It is the first stage in 

‘becoming’ a post-primary teacher, and without this imagining of a possible future in 

teaching, I argue that an individual cannot enter ITE and/or teaching.  

 

 

 

The properties of this category conceptually pull together experiences related to career 

possibilities, career motivations, and the practical realities of day-to-day financial survival; all 

elements of whether or not an individual can ‘imagine’ themselves one day being a post-

primary teacher.  There were clear differences in the experiences of the LSEG and HSEG 

participants across these three properties, which will be detailed in Chapter 8.   

7.3.1 ‘Imagining’ Property 1: Seeing Teaching as a Role You Could Fulfil 

‘Seeing teaching as a role you could fulfil’ aims to capture the diversity of experiences 

reported by participants when reflecting on the point in time that they decided they wanted to 

pursue a career in teaching.   

 

Imagining: seeing a possible 
future in teaching

Seeing Teaching as a Role you 
Could Fulfil

Attributing Value to the Role
Doing the Maths: risk vs. 

reward

Figure 7.2 The sub-category of 'Imagining: seeing a possible future in teaching' and its 

properties 
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The experiences on this property fall into three dimensions; ‘I always knew I wanted to be a 

teacher’, ‘Having a pivotal experience’, and ‘I still don’t know if I want to be a teacher’.  Of 

those who had a ‘pivotal experience’ that made them realize that teaching was the educational 

and career path they wanted to follow, the two most salient pivotal experiences in the data 

included, 1) having an inspirational teacher that significantly changed one’s schooling 

experience and 2) gaining ‘teaching-like’ experience in an area such as volunteering, language 

teaching programmes, or music teaching. 

 

 

 

Those who ‘always knew they wanted to be a teacher’ were almost exclusively HSEG and 

enjoyed school immensely.  School was a happy, comfortable place where they excelled, and 

they had a feeling of wanting to go back to this comfortable environment.  Those few LSEG 

participants in this category also enjoyed school immensely, and were exclusively academic 

excellers (LSEG 1.2).   

 

The small group of those who ‘still don’t know if they want to be a teacher’ was 

demographically mixed, and were either those LSEG students who pursued ITE because their 

Bachelor’s degree offered limited work prospects, those HSEG students who had aspired to 

Seeing teaching as a role 
you could fulfil

"I always knew I wanted 
to be a teacher"

Having a pivotal 
experience

Having had an 
inspirational/ 

transformational teacher

Gaining 'teaching-like' 
experience

"I still don't know if I want 
to be a teacher"

Figure 7.3 The Possible Dimensions of the Property ‘Seeing Teaching as a Role you 

Could Fulfil’ 
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higher-status professional careers (i.e. medicine or law) and having not been successful were 

currently pursuing ITE, or those HSEG students who were doing the PME because it seemed 

like a safe and sensible back-up plan.  The great majority of the LSEG students I interviewed, 

however, had had a pivotal experience, either in post-primary education, in HE, or as an adult 

in the workforce, that made them realize that teaching was not only possible, but something 

they felt inspired to do. 

 

The distinctions in this property emerged early in the data collection and analysis.  What 

emerged later was the deeper understanding of how this property is so intricately entwined 

with the following property, ‘Attributing value to the role’. 

7.3.2 ‘Imagining’ Property 2: Attributing Value to the Role 

The property of ‘Attributing Value to the Role’ refers to participant responses regarding their 

motivations for imagining themselves as teachers.  

 

The data from this portion of the interviews was very surprising to me as a researcher.  I had 

expected a greater variety of responses, greater heterogeneity of motivations for entering 

teaching than what emerged.  I had also not anticipated such clear socioeconomic group 

differences in this property.   

 

The possible experiences in this property can be quite clearly divided into those who 

expressed “wanting to make a difference” (the majority) and those who were pursuing ITE 

simply to gain an employable qualification (a small but present minority).  Of great 

significance, however, were the SEG-based differences within those who ‘want to make a 

difference’.  
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It is worth noting that this category took some time to develop, and that theoretical sampling 

was key to its development.  That is, at the earlier stages of analysis I believed it was only the 

LSEG participants who expressed ‘wanting to make a difference’, because they, by and large, 

used this exact phrasing to describe their motivations for teaching.  HSEG students, on the 

other hand, dwelt upon their love for their subject and wanting to pass upon this love.  It was 

only through constant comparison, theoretical sampling and modification of the interview 

schedule to specifically ask about ‘wanting to make a difference’ and what that meant for 

participants, that I came to realize that both LSEG and HSEG participants identified with 

‘wanting to make a difference’ but what it meant to each group was very different.     

 

That is, the type of difference that participants want to make as teachers varies qualitatively 

depending on how SEG has impacted their own educational experience. Those from LSEG 

backgrounds overwhelming reported ‘wanting to make a difference for disadvantaged 

students’ - that is, they spoke of wanting to transform the educational experiences of 

marginalized children from negative ones into positive ones.  For middle class students who 

spoke of ‘wanting to make a difference’ this overwhelmingly meant that they want to be 

enthusiastic teachers who inspired children to love their subject, who teach in innovative and 

engaging ways, and who help students maximize academic results.   

 

Attributing Value to the 
Role

Wanting to make a 
difference

Wanting to help 
disadvantaged  students

Loving my subject and 
wanting to pass that on

Just wanting an 
employable 
qualification

Just wanting to 'get 
something' out of the 

B.A.

Doing ITE as a safe 
back-up plan

Figure 7.4 The Dimensions of the Property of ‘Attributing Value to the Role of 

Teaching’ 
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The SEG backgrounds of the small sub-group of participants who reported pursuing ITE 

because they simply ‘want an employable qualification’ was mixed.  The tone and quality of 

this sentiment varied according to SEG, however.  Those from LSEG backgrounds more often 

than not had a sense of despondency, having completed a BA and having found no 

employment opportunities.  They were in a way quite desperately trying to “get something” 

(Darren, LSEG 1.0) (in terms of employable credentials) from the substantial time and energy 

they had invested in their first degree.  Those from HSEG backgrounds, in contrast, reported 

that they wanted to do the PME now, just in case they ‘needed it’.  That is, although they had 

no great desire to teach, they felt it was sensible to do the PME while still in third level 

education, because they recognized it as a safe back-up plan for a secure, decent-paying job, 

in case their other (more ambitious) career plans did not work out.   

 

There was again one sub-group of the LSEG group whose experience differed from the rest of 

the LSEG group, and that was again the sub-group with lower educational disadvantage.  

These LSEG students, again from very disadvantaged homes but very bright academically, 

were more likely to identify with ‘loving a subject’ than ‘wanting to help people like me’. 

 

The manner in which participants did or did not want to make a difference as teachers colors 

and adds substance to their imagining of themselves as teachers.  Of great interest, and 

explored in Chapter 8, is the finding that those who did not cite ‘wanting to make a 

difference’ but rather ‘wanting an employable qualification’ were among some of the most 

likely to consider dropping out of ITE during the course of the study.   

7.3.3 ‘Imagining’ Property 3: Doing the Maths; Risk vs. Reward 

‘Doing the maths; risk vs. reward’ is the third property of ‘Imagining: seeing a possible future 

in teaching’.  ‘Doing the maths’ began to emerge as a property when the experiences of those 

participants who declined places on ITE or were considering dropping out of ITE were 

analyzed.  From these experiences it became clear that there was an interplay between the 

dimensions of what the participant viewed as the likelihood of gaining full-time employment 

in teaching (reward) and the amount of financial and career-based sacrifice that was required 

to pursue ITE (risk).   

 

Positioning on both of these dimensions was determined largely by participant’s SEG 

positionality, and their position within the SEG sub-groups.  On the dimension of risk, those 
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having entirely HSEG profiles were most likely to have a low risk perception, and those with 

LSEG profiles were most likely to report a higher perceived risk.  On the reward dimension, 

however, the LSEG group was slightly more likely to have a higher perceived likelihood of 

reward, while the HSEG group was (perhaps counter-intuitively) more likely to have a lower 

perceived likelihood of reward.   

 

 

 

 

 

The properties and dimensions of Sub-Category 1 (Imagining) will be discussed in depth in 

Chapter 8. 

 

7.4 Sub-Category 2 - Investing: Gathering the Keys to the Kingdom 

The second sub-category of ‘becoming’ a post-primary teacher is ‘Investing: Gathering the 

Keys to the Kingdom’.  This category conceptually groups the experiences that participants 

had in relation to gaining access to ITE.  As established in Chapter 3, ITE in Ireland is a 

highly competitive programme to gain entry to.  The experiences of my participants told that 

the practicalities of gaining access, however, were not solely academic.   

 

This sub-category of experience is named ‘Investing’ because it speaks to all of the resources 

- financial, social, and educational - that participants bring to the table when they seek to enter 

ITE.  It is sub-titled ‘gathering the keys to the kingdom’ because without agency in each of 

these spheres participants found themselves unable to study in a programme of ITE.  This 

sub-category has four properties: 

Doing the Maths: Risk 
vs. Reward

Perceived Risk

HIGH:

I will need to make 
large financial and/or 

career sacrifices to 
pursue ITE

LOW: 

The financial 
investment is 

managable and I have 
no other career plans

Perceived Reward

HIGH:

I am certain I will get 
a job

LOW: 

I am worried about the 
post-primary teaching 
job marker and/or pay

Figure 7.5 Possible Dimensions on the Property ‘Doing the Maths: Risk vs Reward’  
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1.) knowing the system 

2.) presenting oneself favorably at application to ITE 

3.) finding the money 

4.) drawing on social connections to find a teaching practice placement 

 

 

Again, on each of these properties, there are clear SEG divisions in the experiences of LSEG 

vs. HSEG participants.   

7.4.1 Investing Property 1: Knowing the System 

‘Knowing the system’ relates to participants’ understandings of the HE and ITE system.  A 

lack of knowledge as to how the HE and ITE system work and can be accessed was most 

often experienced by the LSEG participants, and in many cases this jeopardized or delayed 

their entry to ITE. Of particular importance here were: 

 

• understanding which undergraduate subjects will transfer into ‘teachable’ subjects at 

post-primary level 

• understanding which undergraduate results will be used for admission to ITE 

• the role of formal career guidance in post-primary schools 

• the role of inherited HE system knowledge from family/community 

 

There was a sub-group of the LSEG participants whose experience of ‘knowing the system’ 

differed from the rest of the LSEG group; those LSEG students with with increased ‘family 

Investing: Gathering 
the Keys to the 

Kingdom

Knowing the system
Presenting oneself 

favorably at 
application to ITE

Finding the money

Drawing on social 
connections (to find a 

teaching practice 
placement)

Figure 7.6 The Sub-category of 'Investing: Gathering the Keys to the Kingdom' and its 

Properties 



Chapter 7: Conceptual Overview of the Constructivist Grounded Theory 

 165 

and community knowledge of HE/ITE’ (LSEG 1.4).  Because the LSEG group on a whole 

were most likely to be the first in their families to be pursuing a third level professional 

qualification, they were often left to navigate the HE/ITE system on their own. In this sub-

group (LSEG 1.4), however, some LSEG participants had had a parent, sibling, cousin, or 

aunt who had been through HE and ITE and could offer guidance.  In addition, in one 

particular case, the presence of a good school career guidance counsellor in the social 

community of a participant played a pivotal role in the participant coming to ‘know the 

system’. 

 

 

 

7.4.2 Investing Property 2: Presenting Oneself Favorably at Application to ITE 

The majority of my participants were studying at ITE level during the course of this study.  

Many of them, however, had experienced several rejected applications to ITE prior to 

eventually gaining entry.  The class divisions here were particularly strong; only 1 out of 13 

of the HSEG participants had experienced a rejected ITE application, whereas 9 out of 21 of 

the LSEG participants had experienced one or more rejections from ITE. 

 

Some of those LSEG participants had received rejections from ITE programmes that had 

academic and work-experience only criteria (PAC institutions), and had ultimately gained 

entry to ITE by applying to ITE institutions that included an interview as part of their 

admission criteria.   

Figure 7.7 Dimensional Differences in 'Knowing the System' by SEG;  
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LSEG participants spoke strongly of their experiences and views in this area, overwhelmingly 

stating that they felt that an interview process or personal statement in ITE admissions criteria 

would allow them to be ‘seen’ as whole individuals in the application process.  The HSEG 

participants, as they had not experienced rejection from ITE, did not share this concern as 

strongly.  

 

The LSEG sub-group whose experience differed from the larger LSEG group on this property 

was again those with reduced ‘educational disadvantage’ (LSEG 1.2); for those LSEG 

participants with exceptionally high academic grades, this concern of ‘wanting to be seen in 

admissions’ was not as great in importance (although they still favored the inclusion of 

broader admissions criteria from a theoretical standpoint). 

 

 

7.4.3 Investing Property 3: Finding the Money 

As touched upon in Chapter 2, the cost of tuition for postgraduate post-primary ITE in Ireland 

is substantial (approx. €12,000 over two years).  Government grants prior to 2017 covered, at 

the most, €2000/year of these costs; a small amount of ‘special rate grants’ became available 

after this date for the most financially disadvantaged students.  Additional considerations 

include living expenses for a two-year period, and lost wages from the often near necessity of 

giving up employment in a programme that integrates full-time teaching practice at regular 

intervals over two years.   

 

Presenting oneself 
favourable at 

application to ITE

Experiencing at least 
one rejection from 

ITE

Wanting to be 'seen' in 
ITE admissions

Being successful in 
first ITE application

Figure 7.8 The Dimensions of the Property of ‘Presenting Oneself Favourably at 

Application to ITE’ 
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There were clear SEG differences in how students spoke about the financial impact of the 

PME.  HSEG participants, on the whole, did not speak about the costs of the PME as a 

barrier; they had found the money easily.  For most of them, the cost of tuition was borne by 

their families, or they had enough savings in the bank to pay for their own tuition without 

experiencing great hardship.  In no case did it threaten their successful completion of ITE. 

 

LSEG students, however, talked about finances at length, and with great emotion; they had 

struggled to find the money.  Some described how they could not pursue the PME despite 

being accepted on the programme because they did not have the money and could not access 

loans or grants.  Others described putting their studies on hold after the first year as they 

simply could not afford to continue, and others described living on €40 per week and working 

part-time during their PME studies.  Their immediate families, almost without exception, 

were not able to help them fund the PME, although most were keen to say that their families 

would have helped, but that they did not accept this assistance because they knew the negative 

impact it would have on them. 

 

 

 

 

7.4.4 Investing Property 4: Finding a Placement / Drawing on Social Connections  

In Ireland, the majority of postgraduate PME programmes require students to find a school to 

accept them on teaching practice placement, at least for year one of the two-year PME degree.  

This practice continues in most postgraduate post-primary institutions despite 

recommendations by the International Review Panel (Sahlberg, 2012) that the responsibility 

for sourcing and assigning teaching practice placements should rest with the ITE provider, in 

line with international best practice.   

Finding the Money

Finding the money 
Easily

Struggling to find the 
Money

Changing career 
plans

Experiencing 
adversity in ITE due 
to financial concerns

Figure 7.9: The Dimensions of the Property of 'Finding the Money' 
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The process of securing a placement was one of the most salient for my participants, and 

again highly mediated by SEG.  Those from LSEG backgrounds experienced extreme 

adversity in this process and were frustrated and upset by it; those from HSEG backgrounds 

had comparatively easy experiences, and seemed to be aware that they were ‘lucky’ to have 

had such ease.  Of note is that this contrast also extended into other experiences of trying to 

gain access to schools, including seeking volunteer experience in schools prior to applying to 

ITE and when searching for substitute position employment post-ITE.   

 

Important to understanding why this is experienced is that many schools ‘reserve’ their 

teaching practice placement slots for past pupils, or for people with personal connections to 

the school or teaching staff in the school; this is sometimes an ‘unspoken’ policy operating 

without being articulated, and in an overwhelmingly large percentage of cases a spoken 

policy, where school secretaries explicitly tell potential volunteers, student teachers, and even 

those seeking substitute work that “we reserve those places for past pupils of the school”.    

 

Throughout my analysis, I identified three reasons why this “past pupils policy” - sometimes 

unspoken, sometimes spoken - negatively disadvantages those from LSEG backgrounds: 

 

1. Several LSEG students ended up studying ITE in a city that is not close to their 

hometown/past post-primary school, because they did not get their first choice of ITE 

institution.  This, of course, can happen to HSEG students as well, but LSEG students are 

more likely to encounter this, due to the disparities in academic achievement of LSEG and 

HSEG students (as discussed in Chapter 4).  These differences in academic achievement 

resulted in LSEG students being less likely than HSEG students to get first round offers at 

their institution of choice.  Note that several LSEG students in my study ended up at ITE 

institutions in Dublin (even though Dublin was not their first choice) that had entry 

criteria that were not exclusively academically based, but also included interview.   

 

2. LSEG students are less likely than HSEG students to have personal and family 

connections in the school system, such as principals and established teachers, who may be 

in a position to assist with securing a placement.   
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3. In addition, some LSEG students, even when studying ITE in an institution close to their 

hometown, do not want to complete their teaching practice placement in their old school 

because of negative experiences and/or complexities in dealing with how other staff in the 

school engage with the students (to whom they still feel great affinity).   

 

The properties and dimensions of Sub-category 2: “Investing” will be explored in depth in 

Chapter 9. 

7.5 Sub-category 3 ‘Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing – in ITE and into the Profession 

‘Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing – in ITE and into the Profession’ is the final sub-category in 

the overarching process of ‘becoming’ a post-primary teacher.  It was derived from the 

experiences of participants during and post-ITE.  It conceptualizes the differences in how ITE 

is experienced by LSEG and HSEG participants, and explores the distinctions in the initial 

employment experiences of successful graduates from both groups after qualification.   

 

‘Sinking, swimming – or sailing (in ITE)’, was derived from an in vivo code that referred to 

participant experiences on teaching practice placement and in their early post-ITE phase; the 

nature of these experiences was that many participants felt that they were ‘thrown in at the 

deep end’ and expected to perform the role of ‘teacher’ with very little support or direct 

instruction.  (This element of the sub-category is retained and reflected in one of the 

properties ‘knowing ‘how’ to teach’).   

 

‘Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing’ evolved (from its in vivo roots) as a sub-category to 

conceptualize the extremely variable experiences of what ITE, and post-ITE, was ‘like’ for 

various participants.  For those (exclusively LSEG) participants whose experience can be 

conceptualized as ‘sinking’, ITE was a constant struggle and was at times perceived as an 

overwhelming challenge – contributing to their attrition from ITE.  For participants who 

experienced ITE and post-ITE with some challenges, but were ultimately successful, their 

experiences were conceptualized as ‘swimming’.  Interestingly both LSEG and HSEG 

participants experienced ‘swimming’, but there were SEG differences in how this experience 

was interpreted and resolved. It was perceived as primarily a positive and exciting challenge 

by the HSEG students, and the locus of responsibility for any adversities was placed by 

HSEG participants on their ITE programmes.  LSEG participants, however, were more likely 

to express feeling of distress over their challenges in ITE, less likely to fault their ITE 
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programmes for any adversities encountered, and more likely to see their challenges as a 

result of their own unique positioning and/or disposition.  The ‘sailers’, on the other hand, 

were a small, exclusively HSEG group of participants that seemed to ‘sail’ through ITE 

and/or into post-primary teaching jobs, with very little adversity at all.  

 

There are four properties that elaborate on how and why participants found themselves 

‘sinking’, ‘swimming’ or ‘sailing’ in ITE and into the profession; ‘juggling logistics’, 

‘knowing ‘how’ to teach’, ‘being welcomed into the fold’, and ‘over-coming employment 

precarity’.  

 

7.5.1 ‘Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing Property 1: Juggling Logistics  

The first property of this sub-category is ‘juggling logistics’.  It conceptualizes the differences 

in how participants spoke about their time in and experience of ITE.  Specifically, for some 

participants a significant aspect of their ITE experience was the emotional and physical stress 

and exhaustion that resulted from trying to balance commitments from outside of ITE (i.e. 

work and family) with ITE commitments (both academic and teaching practice placement).   

 

Participants fell into one of two dimensions on this property: either struggling to juggle 

logistics, or not.  Those who struggled to juggle logistics were primarily LSEG, and they 

spoke with great emotion of the difficulty of their experiences, and at times of the perception 

that ITE programme staff and teaching practice placement staff didn’t quite understand how 

difficult their ‘juggling’ challenges were.   

 

Sinking, Swimming -
or Sailing - in ITE and 

into the Profession

Juggling logistics
Knowing 'how' to 

teach
Being welcomed into 

the fold
Overcoming 

employment precarity

Figure 7.10 The Properties of the Sub-category of 'Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing - in 

ITE and into the Profession'  
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7.5.2 Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing Property 2: Knowing ‘How’ to Teach 

The second property of this sub-category is ‘knowing ‘how’ to teach’.  It conceptualizes the 

differences in experience of participants on their first teaching practice placement, in relation 

to how prepared they felt to assume the role of teacher.   

 

Interestingly, the dimension/experience of ‘not knowing how to teach’  applied in somewhat 

equivalent proportions to LSEG and HSEG participants, but the reasons that they gave for 

feeling this way differed.  Figure 7.11 outlines the dimensional possibilities for this property.   

 

 

 

 

 

Also of interest in relation to these dimensions was the locus of blame that various 

participants expressed in relation to their ‘not knowing ‘how’ to teach’.  Specifically, some 

participants (all HSEG and some LSEG) placed the locus of blame/responsibility on the ITE 

programmes, while others (all LSEG) placed the locus of blame/responsibility for ‘not 

knowing ‘how’ to teach’ on themselves.   

 

7.5.3  ‘Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing Property 3: Being Welcomed Into the Fold 

The third property in this sub-category is ‘being welcomed into the fold’.  ‘Being welcomed 

into the fold’ conceptualizes the subjective experiences of participants of either being 

accepted and integrated into the already established teaching staff body, or not.  When 

participants did not feel ‘welcomed into the fold’, there were two possible dimensions of 

Knowing 'How' to Teach

Not knowing 'how' to teach

Feeling unprepared to handle 
challenging behaviours

Feeling unprepared to teach 
students with special educational 

needs 

Knowing 'how' to teach

 

Figure 7.11 The Dimensions of 'Knowing 'How' to Teach' 



Chapter 7: Conceptual Overview of the Constructivist Grounded Theory 

 172 

experience: a) ‘experiencing professional protectionism’ or b) ‘struggling to self-identify with 

the profession’.  

 

 

 

Although the positive experience of ‘being welcomed into the fold’ was experienced by both 

HSEG and LSEG participants equivalently, SEG differences were seen on the more negative 

dimensions.  Specifically, LSEG participants were more likely to have experiences 

conceptualized as ‘experiencing professional protectionism’ and/or ‘struggling to self-identify 

with the profession’.   

7.5.4 ‘Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing Property 4: Overcoming Employment Precarity  

The fourth property of ‘Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing - in ITE and into the profession’ is 

‘overcoming employment precarity.  This property pulls together data gathered late in the 

study on the post-ITE experiences of a sub-set of participants that responded to an email 

query on their employment status.  It conceptualizes the process of finding a teaching job (or 

not) as a choice that is not made freely, but rather constrained by the relational and financial 

realities of the LSEG and HSEG groups. 

 

The property has just two dimensions: being employed in a teaching career, or being 

employed in another field.  It is of great interest due to the disproportionately high number of 

LSEG participants who, despite successfully completing ITE, had given up on teaching due to 

the limited employment prospects and low wages and had taken up full-time employment in 

another field or remained in the field they had been working in prior to ITE.   

 

 

 

 

Figure 7.12 The Dimensions of 'Being Welcomed into the Fold' and their Emotional 

Values (+/-) 
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7.6 Conceptual Diagram of the Grounded Theory 

 

 

7.7 Conclusion 

This chapter has provided a conceptual overview of the Grounded Theory.  It has described 

the main category, “becoming” a teacher, and the sub-categories “Imagining”, “Investing” 

and “Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing – into ITE and the Profession”, along with their 

properties.  It has been touched upon that there are stark SEG differences in experience in 

each of these categories and properties, and Chapters 8-10 will elaborate on these differences 

and provide evidence from the participant data to support the analysis.    

'Becoming' a post-primary teacher

Process is mediated by:

socioeconomic group (low vs. high)

Imagining:

Seeing a possible 
future in teaching

Seeing teaching as a 
role you could fulfil

Attributing value to 
the role

Doing the maths: risk 
vs reward

Investing:

Finding the keys to 
the kingdom

Knowing the system

Presenting oneself 
favorably in 
admissions

Finding the money

Finding a placement: 
drawing on social 

connections

Sinking, Swimming, or 
Sailing -

in ITE and into the 
Profession: 
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Knowing 'how' to 
teach

Being welcomed into 
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Overcoming 
employment precarity

 

Figure 7.13 A Conceptual Overview of the Core-category, Sub-categories, and 

Properties of the Grounded Theory of Becoming a Post-Primary Teacher in Ireland 
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8 IMAGINING - SEEING A 

POSSIBLE FUTURE IN 

TEACHING 

When we think about imagining a future for ourselves, researchers admit 

that “career development is not merely a cognitive or volitional exercise, but 

that there are potent (internal and external) barriers to choice, change and 

growth….[and] affective reactions influence rational thought processes” 

(Lent et al., 2002).   

8.1 Introduction 

As established in Chapter 7, the sub-category of ‘Imagining’ is seen a necessary first step in 

the process of ‘becoming’ a post-primary teacher.  We briefly touched upon some of the SEG 

differences in experiences of when and why and if my participants reported imagining 

themselves as teachers, and this chapter will elaborate on these differences and use quotes 

from the participant data to illustrate.   

8.2 ‘Imagining’ Property 1: Seeing Teaching as a Role you Could Fulfil 

This property aims to capture the diversity of experiences reported by participants when 

reflecting on the point in time that they decided they wanted to pursue a career in teaching.   

 

As outlined in chapter 7, the experiences on this property range from “I always knew I wanted 

to be a teacher” to “I still don’t know if I want to be a teacher”.  In between, there are those 

who had a “pivotal experience” that made them realize that this was the educational and 

career path they wanted to follow.  Key pivotal experiences included 1) having an 

inspirational teacher that significantly changed one’s schooling experience and 2) gaining 
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‘teaching-like’ experience in an area such as volunteering, language teaching programmes, or 

music teaching. 

 
 

 

What follows is a dimensional analysis of the SEG differences on this property  

8.2.1 Always Wanted to Be a Teacher 

Those who stated that they ‘always knew they wanted to be a teacher’ are predominantly 

HSEG (6 HSEG, 2 LSEG).  Interestingly, the two LSEG participants who always knew they 

wanted to teach are part of the low SEG subgroup of academic excellers (LSEG 1.2).  All of 

the 8 participants who ‘always wanted to be a teacher’ report that they had extremely positive 

experiences in school; School was a happy, comfortable place where they excelled, and they 

have a feeling of wanting to go back to this comfortable environment.  

 

…[Teaching] was actually the only career I ever wanted to do.  That’s it, just I've 

never wanted anything else...to teach Irish and history … I was the only one of my 

group of friends that wanted to go into teaching, the rest of them didn't like school. I 

liked school, I had really good teachers and they are pretty much the reason 

why...ahem...if I set my mind to something I will do it, there is no kind of changing 

me (Steven, HSEG 2.0) 

___ 

 

…I've always been fascinated with school and I was lucky enough to have a really 

positive school experience from a very young age. I think within my year — I would 

say within my class, really in primary school — I mean at this stage most of those 

students, they wouldn't have gone to college, a lot of them have young children and 

that. I was always focused on education and going further. And so from a young age I 

Seeing Teaching as a 
role you could fulfil

"I always knew I 
wanted to be a 

teacher"

Having a pivotal 
experience

Having had a 
transformational 

teacher

Gaining 'teaching-
like' experience

"I still don't know if 
I want to be a 

teacher"

Figure 8.1 Dimensions of the Property ‘Seeing teaching as a role you could fulfil’ 
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loved it; … and I guess at some stage I just thought, "I want to do this …  I mean 

speaking to some students in the PME course, they are kind of like, right well I've 

done my undergrad and I just thought, "What can I go into?" And teaching just popped 

into their head. But with me it was always working towards teaching (Sally, LSEG 

1.1, 1.2) 

___ 

 

…Primary school was, like, the best years ever.  Because, I suppose I just felt so… I 

was the one, like, "you're really smart, you're a genius" you know, "you can do 

anything in the world you want to", and so I was always very positively reinforced 

(Paul, HSEG 2.0) 

 

Many of these students also reported having relationships with teachers that extended outside 

of the classroom into extra-curricular activities, or, because they were academically strong, 

being called upon by their teachers to help teach other students in their own classes.  That is, 

is was not difficult for them to imagine being teachers because they were, in some ways, 

developing relationships with their teachers that had collegial undertones. 

…my Maths teacher, I would have got on very well with her; she would have like, 

called me at home to see how I was getting on with homework…I would have been 

very close to some teachers, and I would have worked on a few school projects, like a 

school magazine, uh, we would be working very closely, because I was the editor of 

the school magazine, and we worked very closely with some teachers and then like, 

there would be celebrations after, we would actually go for dinner with, like, three 

students and two teachers, you know, and you get to know the teachers very well then, 

so I always had a very positive relationship (Paul, HSEG 2.0) 

 

In addition, several of the female HSEG participants recalled ‘playing teacher’ as young 

children: 

…Ever since I was a child in primary school, like I would be playing, like you know 

pretending, my sister and I, we’d like pretend to each our teddies and I would teach 

her and she would teach me. And like it was kind of like a thing that I always kind of 

wanted to be a teacher (Maeve, HSEG 2.0 imm) 

___ 

 

…Well I always, like when I was really little I always pretended I was a teacher. So 

when I was doing make-believe play or something I was either a teacher or a librarian 

(laughing) so really thrilling games I had! I loved books and reading and I loved 

school. So that was kind of always in the back of my mind (Holly, HSEG 2.0) 

 

What stands out here as well is that the majority of the HSEG participants (5/6) who reported 

always wanting to be a teacher actually pursued other careers or academic pursuits first.  The 

majority of these other pursuits were towards careers that are more financially rewarding or 
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socially prestigious than teaching; Paul became an accountant before returning to teaching, 

Holly pursued entry to medical school, Chris pursued a financially rewarding career in 

business, and Hannagh “had a few other ideas of things [she] wanted to try beforehand 

[before teaching]”.   Only Steven (HSEG 2.0), Abbey (LSEG 1.2) and Sally (LSEG 1.2) had 

straight trajectories without detour from school to HE to ITE.  Although Paul, Holly, Chris, 

Maeve, and Hannagh knew that they wanted to teach from a young age, there were social and 

cultural influences around them that sent the message that they should aspire ‘higher’: 

…and at post-primary school I was really into Maths, Maths was my favourite subject, 

it was one of the things I was best at, and so I said to my teacher, "I'll be a Maths 

teacher", and my Maths teacher said "No, you won't. And she went home that night 

and she found this actuarial studies course, and work as an accounting 

[undecipherable], and she came and gave it to me the next day and said "This is a lot 

better paid, a lot less stress, you should do this".  So I looked into it, and looked at the 

points, and they were achievable for me, so I went for it, I got it, and I moved to [city] 

in 2007 to study Actuarial Science (Paul, HSEG 2.0) 

_____ 

 

…Devon: OK, oh, that's good. And you said that you'd always been interested in 

teaching. When do you think that idea first started to percolate? 

 

Chris: Primary school. Excellent teachers, particularly at the latter stage; my fifth and 

sixth class in particular were superb. And my initial thoughts were primary school 

teaching, but then I decided, "No, I'm going to give the big bad world a go, and then 

further down that I switched from being a hotel management student to a language 

student because it wouldn't go away. And to be honest, it bubbled away for 20 years 

inside me. But you see, I ended up in a very well-paid job, and being quite successful, 

and it took a long time for me to—I suppose—stomach what I really wanted, inside 

me, and say, “You know what, it's not all about money” (Chris, HSEG 2.0) 

8.2.2 Seeing the Possibility of Teaching After a Pivotal Experience 

In contrast to those who always knew they wanted to be a teacher, there is a group of 

participants who did not think teaching was a possibility until a pivotal experience occurred.  

The vast majority of the participants who had had a pivotal experience were from LSEG 

backgrounds (23 total; 17 LSEG and 6 HSEG), and the pivotal experiences occurred either in 

post-primary education, in HE, or as an adult in the workforce.  They were experiences that 

made the participants realize that teaching was not only possible, but something they were 

inspired to do.  Importantly, the participants remembered a point in time when they did not 

imagine teaching to be a possibility, and they identified an experience that unveiled the 

possibility to them.   

Mary’s experience, for example, sheds light on some of the reasons why young students from 

certain backgrounds may not have considered teaching or seen it as a possibility.  Mary 
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(LSEG 1.0) is a mature student who was told that she could not do the Leaving Cert when she 

was in school because she had been streamed into a lower class, even though she expressed a 

strong desire to attempt the examination.  In response to being limited by her teachers, she 

dropped out of school instead, and joined the workforce.  She reflects on career guidance and 

the messages sent to youth like herself in Ireland: 

 

…And I've been told, I suppose, all of my life, that it's not possible, you know. 

Actually, I heard somebody the other day, and I don't like mentioning it, but they said 

there are only certain things you can do. And the Americans have this attitude that, 

you know, like Obama, for example; you can be all that you can be, and more. And I 

really believe that! This man [a guidance counsellor in her placement school], oh, he 

drove me mad! He was going by the book, going, "No, you can't be—you have to 

apply for this, and you have to apply for that, and I thought, "Oh my god!" And I 

couldn't say anything, because it was in a large, large lecture room. And I just thought, 

"Oh my god, this still hasn't changed." This negative attitude is still here (Mary, LSEG 

1.0) 

 

In analyzing the pivotal experiences, two key types of pivotal experiences emerged; having a 

transformational teacher, and gaining teaching-like experience.  These findings on pivotal 

experience are potentially some of the most important in the study, as I believe they hold 

clues towards tangible actions that could be taken by policy makers and educators to increase 

the ability of marginalized groups to see teaching as a possible career. 

8.2.2.1 Pivotal Experience: Transformational Teacher 

The first quality of pivotal experience reported by participants is having a inspirational 

teacher who stands out as being unique in their schooling experience, and who either changed 

how they viewed the profession of teaching, how they viewed themselves, or both.  All of the 

participants  (12) who related these experiences were LSEG; it is not that HSEG participants 

did not report having incredible teachers, but it is rather that the nature of the inspiration for 

these 12 LSEG students was that it was the beginning of them seeing the possibility of 

teaching, and in many ways the beginning of them seeing that there is a place in the education 

system where they can feel good and valued.   

Before these experiences school was something that these students felt was ‘other’ to them, or 

as Roisin (LSEG 1.0) said, she was an ‘outsider’.  After encountering these teachers, however, 

the participants overwhelming reported being inspired to be a teacher to pass on the 

transformation that had been given to them (i.e. Tom LSEG 1.0).  That is, a teacher who takes 

students from feeling like outsiders and makes them feel like insiders.  In fact, for these 
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reasons, these teachers are more accurately conceptualized as ‘Transformational Teachers’, 

rather than inspirational teachers, having transformed what education is and means for these 

students.   

The language that was used by the LSEG participants to describe the qualities of these 

transformational teachers was remarkably consistent; these teachers were “empathetic” 

(Brendan, LSEG 1.0), and “someone you could talk to” (Patrick, LSEG 1.4).   

…And I think, obviously we [the transformational teacher and Deirdre] weren't 

friends, friends but you know — it was still a very professional relationship — but like 

you know, you weren't afraid to ask him about something, kind of being a mentor I 

suppose. A real life mentor — as well as a teacher of education (Deidre, LSEG 1.0) 

 

These transformational teachers are also contrasted against teachers who are distant, cold, and 

had made the participants feel like outsiders to the education system 

…[the transformational teacher would be] talking to students more like adults than 

actual children, kind of thing, and making them feel their opinion matters. Not these 

teachers who were power hungry or authoritarians who just stand there and demand 

that you listen to everything that they say (Ciaran, LSEG 1.4) 

 

The participants also reported feelings of not only closeness, but of being spotlighted by these 

teachers; they had been “pulled aside” (George LSEG 1.0) or “taken on by” (Gertrude, LSEG 

2.0) or “pushed towards [higher aspirations]” (Ciaran, LSEG 1.4).  These teachers saw 

something special in the student, or showed them that there were possibilities for them in 

education that they hadn’t considered 

…she was probably one of those teachers who, like I said, kind of pulled me aside and 

said, "Oh, you know, you could study English at college." And I didn't know any of 

this stuff. I didn't know anything about college, this world of college, tell me more—

you know (George LSEG 1.0) 

 

Interestingly, this language sits in contrast to that used by the HSEG participants to describe 

the teachers that inspired them.  For HSEG participants, the teachers who stood out in their 

memory were “excellent” (Chris, HSEG 2.0), “really great” (Holly, HSEG 2.0), and 

“innovative” (Hannagh, HSEG 2.0).  The HSEG participants, when asked to reflect on the 

teachers who stood out in their memory recalled teachers who were passionate about their 

subjects and enthusiastic, rather than ‘transformational’: 

…Devon: OK, you said you had good teachers; are there any that stand out in your 

mind?  
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Hannagh: Yeah, again, my biology—my Junior Cert science teacher and my biology 

teacher was brilliant, you know. Again, probably a good reason for why I wanted to 

study science straight away. So I have really good memories of my—and she's still 

there, she's still doing well. So I've really good memories of her, yeah. 

 

Devon: What do you think it was about her that stands out for you?  

 

Hannagh: Yeah, just how passionate she was about her subject, and she's always had 

so much energy and enthusiasm. And she had us outside looking at things. She made 

us make butter and yogurt and eat it. She had—just everything was brought to life, and 

there was just lots of innovative teaching, and it wasn't all book-work. She just had 

everyone laughing and engaged, and the classes were fun (Hannagh, HSEG 2.0) 

 

This contrasts significantly with how participants describe the teachers who stand out in their 

memory when they are ‘transformational teachers’.  Rather than pleasant memories and ‘fun’, 

the LSEG participants describe encountering these teachers as revelatory experiences, and the 

emotions associated with these experiences are those of awe, surprise, relief. 

…so basically I found these two teachers in school that took such an interest in me, 

when a lot of the teachers didn't because I had no interest in school and I got 

suspended a lot …  Now I was only really still a child, but then these teachers having 

such an interest in me. I was like, "Why are they interested in me, like, so much?" 

 

They have such a genuine concern for my wellbeing, my day to day wellbeing. And I 

started coming into school more because I felt these...I get more care from these 

couple of people here. And I responded more to them than anybody… [and around 

that point I started thinking that ] I’d like to teach because I see what some teachers 

have been doing for me and the way they've brought me from point A to point B in my 

thinking has developed over this time… And I want to be involved in that process 

(Tom, LSEG 1.0) 

 

Likewise, Gertrude recalls how her experience of education was very negative until she 

moved to post-primary school and met her transformational teacher: 

…Gertrude: Well, as I said, in my primary school, I don't want to say I was bullied, 

but I felt really inferior.  I felt really insecure and inferior.  I felt I was not 

important.  Every time there was a play only the children of the teachers were in the 

play...the daughters and the sons of the teacher, or the people with higher 

social...maybe more money.  Every time the students had a party they'd never invite 

me and my sister.  I always felt behind..I always felt...and even I have this...my 

handwriting was very bad in the beginning, and one of my teachers used to hit me in 

the back.  And I was what, 8?  9?  Ummm...and saying in front of the whole class 

"Look how horrible her handwriting is", and embarrassing me in front of the 

classroom.  And I guess that's kind of made me realize that that's not how I want 

anybody to feel.  There's no way...and I guess it's a reaction towards my own 

experience.  I'm sure it's not the WORST one!  But...Ya, I want to help.  It makes me 

feel that I'm helping in the world, in something small.   
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Devon: Ya.  And then you had a somewhat different experience in post-primary. 

 

Gertrude: Mmmhmm…Ya, definitely.  And I grew as a person in post-primary 

school.  I...I said "Hey!  I'm ok!  I'm not that bad...I can do that."  And I saw my 

Spanish literature teacher, who everyone hated because she was very strict, and I loved 

her.  And I know she really took me on....she brought me to see a play, a theatre play 

one day.  She really took me on (Gertrude, LSEG 1.0 imm) 

 

Interestingly, for most of these individuals there was also great devotion and allegiance to the 

teachers who changed their experience so drastically.  A common emotion was wanting to 

show these teachers that the participant was now on the path to becoming a teacher, to express 

gratitude and show these teachers that their work has had a positive impact: 

…I'd love to see her [the transformational teacher’s] reaction, just to be like...just tell 

her like she was sort of a motivator for me. That she made that impact on my future 

because I suppose I'd love that for myself in the future, that some student will come 

back to me and be like, Oh Miss I decided to be a teacher because you made such an 

impact on my education or whatever, it'd be nice (Joanna, LSEG 1.0) 

8.2.2.2 Pivotal Experience: Gaining “Teaching-like Experiences” 

For another group (7 LSEG and 4 HSEG) of participants, the pivotal experience that took 

them from a place of not seeing the possibility of becoming a teacher to seeing the possibility 

was different.  In this case, it is that participants gained ‘teaching-like’ experiences, enjoyed 

them, and having taken up and enjoyed these roles they extrapolated (with or without input 

from others) that a career as a post-primary teacher would also be a good career fit for them.  

Importantly, ‘teaching-like experiences’ are defined as roles in which they are guiding an 

individual or group through a curriculum of some sort (be it play, academic, sporting or 

cultural), but not as professionally registered teachers.   

 

The types of ‘teaching-like experiences’ that participants highlighted as being the pivotal 

moment for opening them to the possibility of pursuing post-primary teaching are detailed in 

Table 8.1:  
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Pivotal Experience Participant Social Class 

TOEFL66 Teaching 
Michael LSEG 1.4 

Fiachra HSEG 2.0 

Volunteering on a anti-bullying 

program 
Margaret LSEG 1.3 

Modern Language in Primary 

Schools Initiative (MLPSI;1998-

2012) 

Gertrude LSEG 1.0 (immigrant) 

Sarah LSEG 1.0 (immigrant) 

Amy HSEG 2.1 (immigrant) 

Nicole HSEG 2.0 (immigrant) 

Private music teaching Jason LSEG 

Kayak instructor and tutoring 

friends in HE 
Roisin LSEG 1.0 

Tutoring friends in HE and 

substitute teaching in pp 
Louisa LSEG 1.4 

Parenting and volunteering at 

community story time 
AIDEN HSEG 2.1 

 

 

What jumps out immediately here is that four of the participants that were adult immigrants to 

Ireland were employed on the Modern Language in Primary Schools Initiative, which ran in 

Ireland from 1998-2012 (DES, Final Report on the Modern Languages in Primary Schools 

Initiative, 1998 – 2012).  Also of interest is that the two participants that grew up as low SEG 

but now, decades later, are high SEG (Amy HSEG 2.1, Aiden HSEG 2.1) are included in this 

grouping. 

 

All of these roles, which have no or minimal entry criteria, provided a low-stakes opportunity 

for these participants to experience teaching-like roles, to exercise teaching skills and talents, 

and to receive positive feedback from those around them to continue to use and develop those 

talents.  Nicole, who taught on the MLPSI programme, provides a simple statement that sums 

up what was expressed in more words by other participants: 

 

…Devon: When did you first know you wanted to be a teacher? 

    Nicole: When I started teaching (Nicole, HSEG 2.0 - immigrant) 

 

 
66 TOEFL Teaching certification is a common certification for young people from English Speaking countries 

who want to go overseas and teach English as a foreign language classes 

Table 8.1 Types of pivotal ‘teaching-like’ experiences 



Chapter 8: Imagining - Seeing a Possible Future in Teaching 

 184 

Quotes from Aiden and Sarah show how teaching was at one stage not a possibility, and after 

being put in teaching-like situations and receiving positive feedback it became a possibility: 

…But so far as teaching in post-primary school: it was just never there in those days. 

It was just never an opportunity…But no, I'd say that rearing — being at home with 

my four children over that 15 year period, everybody would say to me, "Oh, you'd 

make a great teacher".  So I always had a great relationship with children, if you want 

to call it that. I used to run story time for the toddlers and I have a really good 

rapport — I'm sure that's the word — with children from all aspects (Aiden, HSEG 

2.1) 

___ 

 

…I didn’t think I would see myself ever as a teacher.  Suddenly then, when I found 

myself I don’t know what to do, I don’t know what to do and I saw this [MLPSI 

Initiative] and I said ‘Ok I’ll try that’ because I feel confident enough because it’s my 

mother tongue so I know it inside out, you know, I know [first language].  It’s only 

because they gave me the material and resources as well that I feel confident (Sarah, 

LSEG 1.0 Immigrant) 

 

Two of the HSEG participants who had “always wanted to teach” (Paul HSEG 2.0 and Holly 

HSEG 2.0) also highlighted how teaching-like experiences (leading Girl Guides and 

volunteering in homework clubs) had cemented or re-invigorated their conviction to teach, but 

these were distinct from the LSEG experience in that they did not take the participants from a 

place of not seeing possibility to seeing possibility.  Hannagh (LSEG 1.0), in contrast, could 

pinpoint how her experiences helping friends understand material in post-primary school and 

her experience as a kayak coach both brought her to see that teaching was a possibility: 

 

…Devon: Do you think you wanted to be a teacher at that point in time [when filling 

in course choices for University]?  

 

Hannagh: No. No, it was in college when I realized—it was the very beginning of 

college, when I started kayaking, I think. I guess I didn't realize—well, when I was in 

my Leaving Cert and I was showing, like, "All right guys, the chemistry—it's actually 

not that bad, because this, this and this." And then they're like, "Oh, I don't 

understand." And it's like, "No, you do!" I really enjoyed that, though, because then 

they're like, "Oh, yeah!" I'm like, "See? We can get it. It's just—" It was really—I 

guess it was the kayaking that made me realize that I'm going to—identifying 

somebody's struggle and just being patient enough and persistent, and just—this suits 

me. I know—you know that feeling? I don't know how to explain it, but that feeling 

you get where, "Yeah, that sits right with me. This is comfortable." I guess that's the 

best way I can explain it (Hannagh, LSEG 1.0) 

 

Of note is that in focus group 1 (in which all participants were LSEG), there was consensus 

among the participants that increasing in-class and inter-class teaching-like experiences for 

students while they are in post-primary school or at undergraduate level would be an easy and 
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practical way to potentially expose more students to the possibility of a future in post-primary 

teaching.   

8.2.3 Still Not Knowing if you Want to Teach 

The small group of those who ‘still don’t know if they want to be teachers’ was 

demographically mixed (2 LSEG, 2HSEG), and were either those LSEG students who 

pursued ITE because their Bachelors’ degree offered no work prospects, those HSEG students 

who had aspired to higher professional careers (i.e. medicine or law) and having not been 

successful were currently pursuing ITE, or those HSEG students who were doing the PME 

because it seems like a safe and sensible back-up plan.   

 

The two HSEG participants here indicated that they know, and have always known, that 

teaching is a possibility, but that there were other, more prestigious and potentially financially 

rewarding careers they still felt inclined to pursue.  Fionualla (HSEG 2.0), for example, 

declined her place in ITE after hearing numerous accounts of qualified Irish post-primary 

teachers who are unemployed; she was also pursuing the more prestigious and financially 

rewarding career of medicine.   

 

…And I feel like I can always go back teaching whereas there is stuff now that you 

know you can only do in your early 20s or... it's a good backup plan but it's just no 

longer my primary plan (Fionualla, HSEG 2.0) 

 

Ryan (HSEG 2.0), similarly, although pursuing the PME was doing it just as a “filler year”  

 

…I still haven't we'll say  fully decided that I'm going to be a career teacher in the 

future….I was always going  to apply for the PME...anyway it's just to see if I get 

a... well just because I had kind of focused in on the subjects  I was kind of attracted to 

the idea of teaching and maybe teaching abroad as well.  So I kind of decided to use 

that year as a filler year -  I was always going to apply for teaching in that year 

regardless what was happening or what kind of career prospects were coming up 

(Ryan, HSEG 2.0) 

 

Of the LSEG participants who still did not know if they wanted to teach, despite knowing it is 

a possibility, John (LSEG 1.0) felt pushed into pursuing teaching by family and his girlfriend, 

who knew he had a bachelor’s degree and were eager for him to gain a career.  Darren (LSEG 

1.0) found himself unemployed after an undergraduate degree and did the 1-year PDE (in the 

last available year of the 1-year programme) just to try to get a career of some type, although 

he was careful to emphasize that he was not at all committed to teaching: 
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…Like, the whole time [after undergrad] I was looking for jobs, you know - or not 

jobs - but something like a career...something I could progress in.  And, did the 

Master's...still looking.  I was working the whole time, part time, in a shop.  But I 

couldn't get out of it.  There was nothing that - you know - saying "looking for an 

English or history Graduate", or anything like that...so then I still couldn't get a job, or 

a career-type job, so I applied for the Dip; the PDE, and I got it…. Again...I kind of 

feel like a fraud, because I'm not doing it for the correct reasons.  I'd like to say I am, 

but I kind of just 'fell into it’ (Darren, LSEG 1.0) 

8.3 ‘Imagining’ Property 2: Attributing Value to the Role 

The second property in ‘Imagining: Seeing a possible future in teaching’ is ‘Attributing Value 

to the Role’.  It refers to participant responses regarding their motivations for pursuing 

teaching/imagining themselves as teachers.  The ways in which participants attributed value to 

the role of being a teacher affected how they imagined becoming a teacher would give them 

career and personal satisfaction.   

 

There are three possible dimensions on this property; the first two are subsets of ‘wanting to 

make a difference’: ‘wanting to make a difference for disadvantaged students’ and ‘loving a 

subject and wanting to excel in its teaching’.  The third dimension is ‘just wanting an 

employable qualification’.   

 

 

 

As briefly touched upon in Chapter 7, the most striking finding here is the contrast in the 

manner in which the LSEG and HSEG participants speak about ‘wanting to make a 

difference’.  As seen in Table 8.2, the vast majority of LSEG students reported ‘wanting to 

make a difference for disadvantaged students’, while the majority of HSEG students 

expressed ‘loving a subject and wanting to excel in its teaching’. 

 

Attributing Value 
to the Role

Wanting to Make a 
Difference...

...for 
disadvantaged 

students

...by excelling in 
the teaching of 
one's subject

Just Wanting an 
Employable 
Qualification

Figure 8.2 The Dimensions of the Property of 'Attributing Value to the Role' 
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 Wanting to Make a Difference 

Just wanting 

an 

employable 

qualification 

 

Wanting to 

make a 

difference for 

disadvantaged 

students 

Loving a 

subject and 

wanting to 

excel in its 

teaching 

 

HSEG 3 7 3 

LSEG 16 2 3 

 

Furthermore, for the majority of LSEG participants who ‘want to make a difference for 

disadvantaged students’, they connect this desire to their own experience in education.  

Specifically, most of the participants who had a transformational teacher now carry the 

aspiration to be a transformational teacher themselves into their career ambitions.   

 

Likewise, the primarily HSEG participants who ‘always wanted to be a teacher’ and had 

‘great’ and ‘passionate’ teachers now carry that inspiration forward into their ambitions; to be 

passionate, excellent teachers who excel in their subject.   

 

Interestingly, some, but not all, of those in the dimension of ‘just wanting an employable 

qualification’ are those same participants who ‘still don’t know if they want to teach’.  Table 

8.3 maps out these general relationships between Imagining Property 1 and Imagining 

Property 2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 8.2 Socioeconomic Dimensional Differences in ‘Attributing Value to the Role’ 
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Each dimension of Imaging: Property 2 - ‘Attributing Value to the role’ will now be explored 

in depth. 

8.3.1 Wanting to Make a Difference for Disadvantaged Students 

‘Wanting to make a difference for disadvantaged students’ means that participants spoke of 

experiences of disadvantage, oppression, shame, and inequality that they had experiences or 

witnessed, and said their main reason for pursuing a teaching career was because they saw 

teaching as a location where one could ameliorate hurt and suffering of this kind in the lives 

of their future students. 

 

…And I know—thinking I could never do it, knowing that I could, and that anybody 

can—I guess when I can pass that onto people, when they see their potential. Because 

it's—I wouldn't say life-changing, but it really impacts you, when you realize 

something like that, something you never thought you could do, and then you can, just 

because you needed somebody to show you. That's the best I can put it; that would be 

my biggest motivator, is that moment (Roisin, LSEG 1.0)  

 

The participants who spoke of ‘wanting to make a difference for disadvantaged students’ were 

overwhelming from LSEG backgrounds (16 LSEG; 3 HSEG).  There is, however, yet another 

dimension here that further refines class differences - that is, the types of disadvantaged 

Property One 
Dimension:

Property Two 
Dimension:

Always wanted to 
be a teacher

(primarily HSEG)

Want to make a 
difference by 

excelling in their 
subject

Pivotal Experience 
(including 

transformational 
teacher)

(primarily LSEG)

Want to make a 
difference for 
disadvantaged 

students

"Still don't know if 
I want to teach"

(mixed SEG)
Just want an 
employable 
qualification

Table 8.3 General Relationship Between Positioning on Imagining Property 1 and 

Imagining Property 2 
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students that the participants wanted to help.  For the LSEG participants, and for one HSEG 

participant who grew up LSEG (Amy, HSEG 2.1 Immigrant), these were predominantly 

‘students like me’ – students from similar backgrounds to their own; having experienced the 

transition from a position of struggling to a position of educational and motivational 

empowerment, these participants recognised that they could act as agents to bring about 

similar transitions for students that are in similar situations.   

 

…Yeah, but even for a lot of the kids seeing me around...like I live in a housing estate 

in [city] and no teachers live there. And these kids see me like walking around, they've 

seen me play football like…they’d see me all the time and it's like...they realise that no 

teachers live in that area. They've seen me in school and they've seen me at home. And 

it's just like imagine how much influence that physical presence could have for them 

like…Imagine it could just take one person to break that cycle and a lot of them kids 

respond to that like. The power I could have in the classroom with a lot of them kids 

could be huge. So whether I'm dealing with shit from the other teachers or not is 

irrelevant considering what I could do. And that's what I try and remind myself 

(Tom, LSEG 1.0) 

 

In order to make a difference for ‘students like them’, the LSEG participants spoke of making 

an “impact” (Darren, LSEG 1.0) by having good relationships with students and pushing them 

to progress and improve their situation in life, be it through academics or in other spheres.  

They wanted to be “someone students can come to to talk about their future” (Joanna, LSEG 

1.0) and they wanted to give students “some of that confidence and hope, and that belief, that 

anything is possible” (Mary, LSEG 1.0).   

 

…someone needs to be there to help them along, to sort of hold their hand and bring 

them through and tell them what like, options are there for them. That it’s not that it's 

not just because...just because you're from a poor background or like a working class 

family doesn't mean that you shouldn't go to college.  Just because no one else in your 

family went to college doesn't mean you should do that too, you know. Like I want to 

kind of show that to people, to help them understand that there is such a future out 

there for everybody, it's not just limited (Joanna, LSEG 1.0) 

 

There was a definite valuing apparent in the narratives of the LSEG participants about what 

was ‘really important’ or what ‘real’ education was vs. what they felt the educational system 

traditionally values as important (academics only).   

 

…I think teaching is a good thing to do.  And I think if you're motivation to do it is 

because it's a cushy number - it's not…but if you're doing it because you want to make 

some sort of difference, and you want to help one person in the class realize that 

they're not an idiot...that once they finish school, education doesn't end then - that they 

continue to learn, they can continue to do courses...if you get that message through to 
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someone, then that's a good thing.  So if you go into teaching with that in mind, I think 

that's a value (Darren, LSEG 1.0) 

 

Connecting again  back to the first property of the category Imagining, tying this desire to 

make a difference back to their own experiences of transformational teachers was often 

explicit, and conscious: 

…I think you have more of an impact; that was the big thing for me; And because I 

had that impact from my teachers, that's was the thing for me — me having that 

impact on someone else, you know, on my own students…Yes definitely, it was never 

about anything else really, just the — being an inspiration for someone, I think that 

was the main thing for me (Deirdre, LSEG 1.0) 

 

The reasons for wanting to make a difference in this way are sometimes emotional and 

personal, and sometimes on a broader societal level; some participants report that the prospect 

of working in this way brings them personal satisfaction. 

…and then I realized that it does—it makes me happy. When I see somebody 

struggling and I kind of suss them out, "You're not stupid, you just have a different 

way of understanding it (Roisin, LSEG 1.0) 

 

Other participants, however, report the opposite; that working in this way for this kind of 

‘difference’ felt objectively right, and they saw the importance of it, but it was also very 

difficult.  In the case of Tom, for example, whose educational trajectory was undeniably saved 

by two Transformational Teachers, he spoke of feeling ‘morally obliged’ (Tom, LSEG 1.0) to 

become a teacher himself and to follow in the footsteps of those who helped him.  He was 

acutely aware of the power of his LSEG presence as a teacher in a LSEG school, and 

struggled between knowing that he could make an incredible impact as a teacher and also 

knowing that there were perhaps less emotionally demanding careers in which he could fight 

for the same goals away from the frontlines.  This conflict was apparent in his statement: 

 

…I don't owe it to anybody to go into teaching even if I feel a moral obligation to do 

so because them teachers were there for me when I needed it. That's basically what's 

been driving me. But I still have to do what's best for me in the long term (Tom, LSEG 

1.0) 

 

There was also a tension here for many of the LSEG participants between wanting to disclose 

themselves as LSEG to their LSEG students, but feeling pressure to maintain a HSEG 

presentation in the role of teacher.  Deirdre (LSEG 1.0) worried, for example, about losing 
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authority over her class if she disclosed her lower socioeconomic background to them; in the 

end, however, she did share this information and found it to be a powerful pedagogical tool. 

 

…That would be very important to me too, to let them [the students] know that we're 

not [so different to them]...because there's one teacher in my DEIS school now and 

she's from quite a disadvantaged area herself and I do see her with the kids.  Like the 

way she talks to them and has the fun with them; really talks at their level, and I'm 

like, "I want to be like you when I finish and when I get experience. I want to be like 

you because you are so real"…That's the kind of teacher I want to be… It would be 

great to tell a student who maybe isn't as well off as....you know and wants to be a 

teacher and tell them you know it’s okay.  

 

I told my second years actually. Brought them in and showed them an essay that I did 

when I was in second year, and they were like looking and they were looking at the 

writing. I've never seen them so quiet.  And they were like, "So Miss, were you like 

really good in school?" And I'm like, “Well I'm not going to lie like, I was very good, 

but I wasn't always good….I got in trouble, I've been in the principal's office before… 

just because I'm a teacher doesn't mean that I was goody goody in school and X, Y and 

Z. That was really important for them.  

 

One lad, who is very troubled in the class and who I have such a soft spot for said to 

me, "So Miss, you're telling me that like, you can turn your life around if you get your 

act together?" And I go, "Exactly; up until Junior Cert I was very bold, very 

boisterous, always getting into trouble. But when I got into fourth year and I knew my 

Leaving Cert was starting, I copped on a bit". And  he was like, "So you're telling me 

like you know, if we're getting in trouble a lot now that we can become — if we get 

our act together — we can still come out with a good Leaving Cert?" I was like, 

"100%" (Deirdre, LSEG 1.0) 

 

For the HSEG participants who wanted to ‘make a difference for disadvantaged students’, 

however, there was a greater psychological distance between themselves as young students 

and those they aimed to help.  They were politically and morally motivated, more than they 

were personally motivated.  In the case of Paul (HSEG, 2.0), rather than having experienced 

educational struggles himself, he had gathered significant experiences of helping others 

through family and work experiences, and having derived great satisfaction from this process, 

desired to continue in this role.    

 

…I suppose, working with people, and trying to make a difference.  Because a lot of 

the volunteer work I would have done, working here at [current place of employment], 

working with things like [another charity project] as well, they were going to 

disadvantaged areas and giving them a chance to do their homework in a safe 

environment; giving them an opportunity to learn rugby for the first time. Stuff they'd 

never get otherwise.  And seeing the impact of that on kids, like …the positive effect 

you can have on kids just by doing something very simple, so it's just kind of like 

making that positive change.  And I just always go back to that, when I was in that 

placement [for Accounting]; I was looking around at other people, and I was thinking 
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"those guys are so smart, but what are they really contributing to...what effect do they 

have on anyone's life? Was it that positive, or was it that negative?" …So I just think 

that, smart people, or bright people, they can do a lot more with their intelligence if 

they choose, and I don't want to be one of the people who didn't do it (Paul, HSEG 

2.0) 

 

In the case of Fiachra (HSEG 2.0), who had travelled extensively and was very academically 

and politically inclined, his motivations were to help prevent the societal divisions that he had 

seen in other countries from manifesting in Irish society.  He spoke of wanting to be on the 

“frontline” of Ireland’s challenge to successfully integrate immigrants and refugees, and of 

“[having] this great idea of coming home and solving the problem” (Fiachra, HSEG 2.0).   

8.3.2 Loving a Subject and Wanting to Excel in its Teaching 

Some participants did not speak of wanting to make a difference for disadvantaged students.  

Rather, they spoke of loving a subject and wanting to excel in its teaching.  These students 

were predominantly HSEG (7 HSEG, 2 LSEG).  For these students, excelling in the pedagogy 

of their subject is a way to make a difference; their own education was a positive and 

predominantly happy experience, but finding a subject they were passionate about, and was 

taught by a passionate teacher, made their education even better.   

 

…I think [what stands out as good teaching for me is the] ability to focus pupils on the 

challenge of the class. Ability to explain in numerous ways, if required; ability to 

identify those pupils in the class—when they had done the main teaching bit and set a 

task—ability to identify which kids they needed to go to first, and how to explain the 

bit that they probably knew those kids were struggling with anyway.  But I can see, 

equally, how it will take several years, really, to refine my art, so that it works both for 

me and my pupils. And there's no question, those teachers were both excellent at what 

they did. They had a natural talent for explaining and keeping the focus on what was 

there to be learned. And obviously, discipline and mental energy that they pumped 

around the class and to keep kids focused was extraordinary (Chris, HSEG 2.0) 

___ 

 

…I suppose I really like biology so I think if you are enthusiastic about a subject 

-  this might be a bit like idealistic - you kind of pass on that enthusiasm to other 

people and that you know biology is a subject...it's so vital for understanding how the 

world around you works and it's just like key for understanding. You know there's the 

Leaving Cert syllabus and the Junior Cert science syllabus, it's the sort of stuff that I 

think people should just know, like nutrition and you know how your body works, 

everything like.  It’s just kind of a basic knowledge that people should have and I'd 

like to be able to help them gain that knowledge (Fionualla, HSEG 2.0) 

 

For these HSEG and LSEG 1.2 (academic excellers) students, finding an area of excellence in 

a subject was not a transformational release from educational struggle, but rather an 
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experience of finding a passion.  Wanting to pass on this love and teach their subjects in 

inspiring ways was the way in which they envisioned they could make a difference through 

teaching.  They too identified ‘good’ teachers, and wanting to be ‘good’ teachers, but the 

connection was more explicitly to the subject than to a transformative experience: 

 

…Steven: [Teaching] it was actually the only career I ever wanted to do….That's it, 

just I've never wanted anything else...to teach Irish and history. Teaching back in my 

old school...I was the only one of my group of friends that wanted to go into teaching, 

the rest of them didn't like school. I liked school, I had really good teachers and they 

are pretty much the reason why (Steven, HSEG 2.0) 

____ 

 

…I've always been fascinated with school and I was lucky enough to have a really 

positive school experience from a very young age. I think within my year — I would 

say within my class, really in primary school — I mean at this stage most of those 

students, they wouldn't have gone to college, a lot of them have young children and 

that. I was always focussed on education and going further. And so from a young age I 

loved it; my teachers — I had a great relationship with them — they influenced me 

and as I went on, you know I could see the good teachers. You know the ones that I 

could have a relationship with in post-primary school and I guess at some stage I just 

thought, "I want to do this" (Sally, LSEG 1.1, 1.2) 

 ____ 

 

…I think [that teacher has a big impact] because he was different to the other teachers, 

he came in, like the first day we had him he came in with a big box of Lego and he 

threw the Lego on the table and we were like what is he doing. And he said ok so this 

is your history essays right now, this Lego. And we were like what? And it was all 

different colours…so say yellow was like the best points that you could make in an 

essay. And then like green was like ok points but could be better and then red was 

really bad, like don’t include it in the essay. So he basically said that’s your essays 

right now, like some really good points, some really bad points and they were like all a 

mix of colours. And then what he said was that if you want to do well what we’re 

going to do is every week I want you to submit an essay to me, I’ll give you the title 

on a Monday and I want it by the Friday. And I’ll give you the essay and I’m going to 

get coloured markers…and I’m going to highlight all the good points, use the colour 

coding from the Lego…. And he always made everything like a story. Like he would 

sit us down and teach us about the cold war but then he would like bring in this like, 

you know like story of when he was in Russia and like make you really like, and he 

made it like a whole big experience, as if you were in the cold war as well, do you 

know, he was brilliant (Maeve, HSEG 2.0) 

8.3.3 Just Wanting an Employable Qualification 

Six of the participants did not speak about ‘wanting to make a difference’ of any kind (3 

HSEG, 3LSEG).  Rather, for them, the attribution of value to the role of teaching had more to 

do with the fact that it was a profession that offers a potentially stable career.  The value of 
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this stable career varied according to SEG; for the two HSEG 2.0 students in this group, a 

stable career was a safe back-up plan, just in case other things didn’t work out, or a stepping 

stone to other ambitions. 

 

…I'm not even sure if I want to be a teacher full time either like. Like I could have 

other interests as well, I'm pretty interested in research as well so maybe teaching 

could be used as kind of a stepping stone to kind of do my own form of research kind 

of going forward as well (Ryan, HSEG 2.0) 

 

For the LSEG and HSEG 2.1 (grew up LSEG, now HSEG) participant, however, there was a 

sense that a postgraduate teaching degree would turn what they had found to be rather 

unemployable arts degrees into a marketable profession.   

 

…So the avenue was go back to IT, which was never going to happen, or do 

something with the degree I had, which is where the PME came in (Aiden, HSEG 2.1) 

 

A highly interesting finding here is that four of the participants who ‘just wanted an 

employable qualification’ did not end up completing ITE; Michael (LSEG, 1.4), John (LSEG, 

1.0) and Sarah (LSEG, 1.0) dropped out of ITE during the course of this study, and Fionualla 

(HSEG, 2.0) declined her place in ITE.  This is a potentially valuable finding in terms of the 

insights that it might offer to the debate on admissions and selection criteria for ITE; perhaps 

selecting for the types of ‘attributions of value to the role’ or motivations for pursuing ITE (if 

they could be accurately determined) could play a role in ensuring that those most likely to 

complete ITE and enter the profession are successful in ITE admissions.   

8.4 ‘Imagining’ Property 3: Doing the Maths; Risk vs. Reward 

The third property in ‘Imagining: seeing a possible future in teaching’ is ‘Doing the maths; 

risk vs. reward’.  ‘Doing the maths’ means that participants engaged in deliberations over 

whether a teaching qualification would be an economically feasible and economically sound 

possibility.  This element of the theory was not unexpected, as close to the heart of any 

examination of SEG difference and education and/or widening participation are financial 

considerations.  HSEG individuals and families, by the very fact that they are HSEG, 

typically have more financial means and more robust financial security networks than LSEG 

individuals and families.  In the analysis of the data, what became apparent is that when 

imagining whether or not one could become a teacher there was an equation being calculated 
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– sometimes explicitly or consciously, and sometimes less so; an equation of risk vs. reward, 

that is conceptualized as “Doing the maths”.   

 

The dimensions of this property lie on a matrix of risk vs. reward.  Where a participant is 

located on the matrix of employment expectations (reward) and financial/career risk (risk) is 

related to (although not deterministic of) the likelihood that they can imagine themselves in 

the role of teacher one day, and to whether or not they pursue ITE.   

 

  Financial and Career Risk (risk) 
  High Low 

Employment 

Expectations 

(Reward) 

High 
Less likely to pursue teaching unless 

strongly motivated to make a difference 
Likely to pursue teaching 

Low Less likely to pursue teaching 
May pursue teaching, but as a 

back-up plan or stepping stone 

 

 

The following sections will explore the SEG differences in the dimensions of employment 

expectations (reward) and financial/career risk (risk) that make up the matrix. 

8.4.1 Employment Expectations (Reward) 

Employment expectations are a fascinating dimension of the findings.  Their class divisions 

are not as clear as some other dimensions, and in many ways are counterintuitive to 

preconceived notions about ‘who gets the jobs’ in schools in Ireland.   

8.4.1.1 Low Employment Expectations 

Overall participant data was split fairly evenly between low and high job expectations.  

Interestingly, over half of those with low employment expectations were HSEG participants.  

This ran contrary to my intuition as a researcher; I expected most HSEG students to have high 

job expectations because of their higher level of family and community connections to 

educational professionals.   

 

In the data, however, these HSEG participants spoke of having many friends who have 

graduated from ITE in recent years and are under-employed; that is, their connections to the 

educational community have actually given them insight into firsthand accounts of struggling 

Table 8.4 The Matrix of Dimensions Risk vs. Reward Perceptions 
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newly qualified teachers.  In addition, the opinion that HSEG participants have of the earning 

potential of teaching is quite negative, in relation to the other professional options that they 

see those around them pursuing: 

 

…And then also I think the earning potential is a big factor. Like I mean friends that I 

have now,  like their earning potential would be so much more than mine that like it'd 

be... you'd constantly be having to explain yourself like why teaching? And people 

would time does be like, Oh is it for the holidays?  Because as far as the general public 

are concerned there is no other viable reason why a normal person would go into 

teaching than for the three months off in the summer (Fionualla, HSEG 2.0) 

 

Only one of the HSEG teachers with low job expectations, however, declined her place in 

ITE; the rest were enrolled in ITE and still pursuing teaching despite low employment or 

earning expectations (pursuing ITE also had low financial and career risk positioning for 

them).  For many of them, such as Ryan (HSEG, 2.0) teaching overseas was an option that 

came up much more frequently than it did for the LSEG participants, and as mentioned 

previously many saw an ITE qualification simply as a stepping stone to other careers: 

 

…In five years, like I said...well in two years...it's going to take me two years anyways 

to complete the rest of this course... year and a half.... so I would like to travel abroad.   

I feel like the likes of Dubai is a fairly attractive option for kind of newly qualified 

teachers particularly now that this is actually a master's qualification, I feel like they 

will be looking to take on a fairly substantial number of teachers from the likes of 

Ireland now.  So I feel like I might go to Dubai maybe for one or two years see how 

that goes maybe come back then and hopefully I'll have made a decision on what I 

want to do,  see how it goes in terms of if I've decided if I want to kind of maybe move 

into a kind of a more research kind of role or if I want to maybe to pursue an avenue 

with the kind of masters  I did previously or if I want to be a journalist or if I want to... 

(Ryan, HSEG 2.0) 

 

Of the LSEG participants with low employment expectations, on the other hand, three 

dropped out of or postponed ITE (Tom, LSEG 1.0; Sarah LSEG 1.0 Imm; Michael LSEG 

1.4), and one (Brendan LSEG 1.0) declined his place on ITE because he was offered a full-

time job elsewhere.   

 

…I still have would aspiration to go teaching.  I suppose, kind of a lot of the, from 

what I’ve heard over the last few years over teachers’ salaries being so low starting 

out, do you know, and quite hard to get on the ladder as such teaching, maybe more 

difficult than what it was ten or fifteen years ago, that’s why I did kind of look into 

different potential roles, you know….and then I suppose the biggest fear was if I knew 

that I had security of a permanent teaching post when I finished the course, I’d readily 

have accepted it and readily have found the money to do it (Brendan, LSEG 1.0). 
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Although low employment expectations were evenly spread between the socioeconomic 

groups, proportionately, low employment expectations effect the LSEG differently than the 

HSEG; without strong employment prospects the LSEG are less able to take the risk and 

invest in ITE. 

8.4.1.2 High Employment Expectations 

Of those with high employment expectations, the majority were LSEG.  Those few HSEG 

participants with high employment expectations were all specialist STEM or Irish teachers, 

except for Aiden (HSEG 2.1) who had grown up LSEG and is now HSEG.   

 

The LSEG participants with high job expectations fall into two categories; again, those with 

STEM or specialist language (including mother-lounge foreign languages) teachable subjects, 

and those who adhered to the belief that if they were determined enough they would get a job 

through sheer will power.  Roisin fell into the latter group: 

 

…even with my micro-teaching last week, I felt quite confident. I know, like with 

everything else, if I put my head down I'll get a job. It's just how things have gone for 

me…I’m confident that I'll get a job. I know, when I'm in an interview— like—

because I have a passion for it (Roisin, LSEG 1.0) 

 

Abbey (LSEG, 1.2), also shed light on the possibility that some participants may have had 

high job expectations like hers, because they saw teaching employment prospects as better 

than the employment prospects they had with just a Bachelor’s degree; That is, unlike the 

HSEG students who felt they had several career options and could therefore afford to think 

critically about the reality of employment prospects for teachers in Ireland, some of the LSEG 

participants felt that teaching was one of the few limited options they had for actualizing a 

professional career out of their first degree; as such, they could not afford to consider whether 

the employment prospects for teachers were low, as that would have left them in a position 

with few prospects for upward social mobility. When I asked Abbey (LSEG 1.2) whether she 

had considered the likelihood of getting a teaching job in Ireland after qualifying, for 

example, she stated she hadn’t really thought about it: 

 …Honestly I don't think [I really thought about it], because I knew, with my 

undergrad degree, I wouldn't get any decent job career-wise, so for me it was always 

that I was going to have to do this, and I was always just going to have to pay the 

money, and in a few years' time I'd hopefully have it paid back, and I'd be on good 

money then for hopefully the rest of my life. So I honestly didn't—that didn't come 

into my mind, that. I just knew I'd have to do it, basically (Abbey, LSEG 1.2) 
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Similarly, George (LSEG, 2.0), in email communications after he had finished his ITE, 

reflected on how he hadn’t really considered the employment prospects or earning potential of 

teachers when he applied to ITE.  Working in an administration job, he had just assumed that 

teachers were a high status profession with secure employment prospects, and hadn’t really 

heard any stories from peers to counteract that presumption.   

8.4.2 Financial and Career Risk 

Another dimension in the data on which there were striking class differences is that of 

financial and career risk.  The experiences in this dimension focus on participant perceptions 

of how much financial and career risk is involved in pursuing ITE and teaching.  This has to 

do not only with the impact of the cost of ITE on the participant’s economic circumstances, 

but also the other available career options that participants see themselves giving up to pursue 

ITE, and the social class positioning of teaching.  

8.4.2.1 Financial Risk – Low and High  

Financial risk means the risk of burdening oneself with loan debt from funding ITE, but it 

also means giving up potentially more, or more immediate, financial reward in other careers.  

It is a subjective dimension of experience, and involves emotions, value judgements, and 

learnt perspectives on what ‘is and is not enough’.   

 

Low financial risk was the dominant position for the HSEG participants, because they did not 

need to take out loans to complete the PME.   

 

The HSEG participants with low financial risk did not have lucrative careers or career options 

in other fields.  The HSEG students who had high financial risk, however, were those who 

spoke about the low earning potential of teaching, and those who were leaving high-paying 

careers to enter teaching (Paul, HSEG 1.0; Chris, HSEG 2.0). 

 

 …but you see, I ended up in a very well-paid job, and being quite successful, and it 

took a long time for me to—I suppose—stomach what I really wanted, inside me, and 

say, "You know what, it's not all about money” (Chris, HSEG 2.0) 

___ 

 

…But then, around that time again.  I had experienced the Accounting, and I was like, 

"it's loads of money for a reason, because it's so boring.  And there's not much to it.  

Obviously, it's very complex at stages, but like, you know, you leave a problem for the 

evening, and it's the same problem on Monday morning.  Whereas if you're working 
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with people, if you leave a kid happy on a Friday evening, they come in with troubles 

on a Monday morning - it's constantly changing.  So it's more challenging, that's how I 

was viewing it. So then in started thinking back.  Like, money isn't the most important 

factor (Paul, HSEG 2.0) 

 

The LSEG students with low financial risk were those who fell into the category of LSEG 

1.1; they were working class but because of exceptional circumstances were currently 

financially quite well off.  In one case, the participant had received a large insurance 

settlement, and in another case the participant was able to make €50/hour teaching music 

lessons and gigging.  For them, there was no need to go into debt or to live through a period 

of poverty while pursuing the PME. 

 

The LSEG students with high financial risk, on the other hand, were not coded as high 

financial risk because they were giving up other, more lucrative careers like the HSEG 

participants.  Their risk positioning, rather, was due to the fact that taking out loans for ITE 

would have or did place them in a position of debt: 

 

 …[I can’t pursue ITE], because again - money, and because I need to work asap and 

start earning money.  As soon as possible (Gertrude, LSEG 1.0 imm) 

___ 

 

…yeah I obviously didn’t have a lot of money at the time, you know just thinking, 

‘should I put all this money into it? Would it be worth it?’ (Tom, LSEG 1.0) 

 

8.4.2.2 Career Risk 

Career risk refers to cutting off of other career options by pursuing teaching.  The majority of 

participants who spoke about career risk were HSEG, and the types of careers that participants 

were reluctant to cut themselves off from include medicine, accounting, and government 

research/policy jobs; the reasons expressed for this reluctance were not vocational, but rather 

those of occupational prestige, relative ‘ease’ to frontline teaching, and increased 

remuneration.  These participants had high career risk that played into their ability to imagine 

themselves in teaching careers.  Interestingly, many of these participants qualified their 

teaching ambitions with statements like “I don’t think I’ll be a career teacher” or were sure to 

express their ambitions for school leadership, educational policy and researcher positions, or 

further studies after they have put in a few years teaching.   

 

…and I think that was probably impacted by my friends because they were all doing 

law or medicine or dentistry, that kind of thing. So I kind of didn’t know whether I 
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wanted to go into law and I kind of didn’t know then I decided, obviously my teacher 

told me to do history as a degree and then do a postgrad. But also as part of that 

decision making process I thought well I can do history and then do a post grad in law 

if I need to (Maeve, HSEG 2.0 imm) 

 

Indeed, many of them were very aware of the how and why to progress to school leadership, 

as evidenced by Steven’s in-depth knowledge of the earning potential of a principal over a 

teacher: 

…Yeah, when you become a vice-principal, principal, you get an allowance based on 

the amount of staff you have in your school. So if you have, like 60 staff plus, you get 

like an extra...like if you have 61 plus staff you get another 42,469 allowance on top of 

whatever you're already earning so that could be on top of like 59,000 for being the 

principal (Steven, HSEG 1.0) 

 

 

For many those HSEG pursuing teaching, settling for ‘just’ a teaching career is not something 

they were willing to commit to without qualification of some sort of greater career ambitions 

at the point of interview.  This contrasted with the LSEG participants, who did not share this 

need to qualify wanting to be a teacher with also having other, more upwardly socially mobile 

aspirations.   

8.5 Conclusion 

‘Imagining: seeing the possibility of fulfilling the role of teacher’ is a complex category that 

intertwines the issues of career aspirations and possibilities, upward social mobility, career 

motivations and personal economic forecasting.  Differences between LSEG and HSEG 

participants have been shown, and these may offer insight into why those from LSEG 

backgrounds are less likely to apply to ITE than those from HSEG backgrounds (Keane and 

Heinz, 2015).  Importantly, the findings point to potential sights of action in post-primary 

school for increasing the number of low SEG students who Imagine they can or might want to 

become teachers in the future.  There are three key findings to be derived from the data on 

‘Imagining’, which are: 

 

1. The majority of LSEG participants did not imagine themselves being teachers until 

a pivotal experience occurred  

2. There are SEG differences in how value is attributed to the role of teaching  
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3. Uncertain job expectations (reward) effect students from both higher and LSEG, but 

have a greater influence on the LSEG students, who perceive greater risk when 

pursuing ITE. 

These key findings will be discussed in relation to established theory and literature in Chapter 

11.   

 

While this chapter has focused primarily on experiences prior to the decision to pursue/apply 

to ITE, Chapter 9 turns to experiences more proximal to the point of application; it will 

discuss the second sub-category of the GT of ‘becoming’ a post-primary teacher; Investing: 

Gathering the Keys to the Kingdom.   
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9 INVESTING - GATHERING THE 

KEYS TO THE KINGDOM 

9.1 Introduction 

Chapter 9 is about the sub-category ‘Investing: gathering the keys to the kingdom’.  If the 

previous category, Imagining, pertained largely to pre-ITE experiences, this category pertains 

to experiences at the moment of attempting to enter ITE.  This category of experience was 

developed from data that continually showed that there were numerous sequential challenges 

or barriers that participants encountered when gaining or attempting to gain access to Initial 

Teacher Education (ITE).  At times throughout the analysis these progressive steps were 

coded and conceptualized as ‘jumping through hoops’, ‘closing doors’, and ‘looking after 

their own’.   

 

What drew this data together conceptually, however, was the concept of ‘Investing’.  That is, 

when we invest we take what we already have and we put it into a venture in the hope that we 

will get something even more or better out of.  We can not, however, invest what we do not 

have, and the differences in social and educational experience and financial resources of 

LSEG and HSEG participants means that there are differences in what they have to invest.  

The concept of ‘Investing’ is not new to the field of Irish educational research (DES, 1965; 

Smyth and McCoy, 2009), but it is most commonly used to conceptualize government 

investment in a collective societal future.  In this study, it is used to conceptualize the 

individual investment of the participants in their own envisioned enhanced futures.   

 

The idea of the ‘keys to the kingdom’ fits conceptually because without all of these keys, 

participants cannot gain access to ITE and teaching; having most of them is not enough.  In 

the LSEG narratives (and some but fewer HSEG narratives), there was often a sense of 

participants going on almost a treasure hunt - gathering information about HE and ITE, trying 

and trying again to gain admission to ITE, trying to scrape together the funds for ITE, and 
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then - so importantly - trying to secure the elusive teaching practice placement without which 

one cannot complete ITE.   

 

All of the HSEG students were able to gather all of the ‘keys to the kingdom’; they were all 

able to come up with the initial investment to successfully enter ITE.  They also encountered 

relatively few problems in gathering these ‘keys’.  The LSEG participants, on the other hand, 

disproportionately experienced difficulty in gathering this initial investment, and in some 

cases were not able to gather all the ‘keys’. 

 

The four properties of ‘Investing’, or four ‘keys’, are: 

 

1.) understanding the system 

2.) being able to present oneself favorably in admissions 

3.) finding the money 

4.) drawing on social connections (to find a teaching practice placement) 

 

 

 

We will now elaborate on the SEG differences found in the dimensional analysis of each of 

these properties, and illustrate these concepts with words from the participants. 

9.2 ‘Investing’ Property 1: Understanding the System 

The experiences in this area relate to the requirements for and routes to entry to HE and to 

ITE, and to the requirements for teachable subjects when registering with the Teaching 

Investing: Gathering 
the Keys to the 

Kingdom

Understanding the 
system

Presenting oneself 
favorably in 
admissions

Finding the money

Drawing on social 
connections (to find a 

teaching practice 
placement)

Figure 9.1 The Sub-category of Investing: Gathering the Keys to the Kingdom and its 

Properties 
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Council.  The ‘system’ referred to is the educational system, including HE and ITE.  The 

dimensions of experience range from ‘understanding the system’, which allows one to 

maximize the ease and finesse with which they can enter HE and ITE, to ‘not understanding 

the system’.  Those who don’t understand the system can, and do, come to understand it, but 

this coming to know is often only partial, and very often only after problems are encountered.   

 

Those who understood the system best were aware of an entry route to HE that would allow 

them access, and are conscious of choosing undergraduate subjects that map onto Teaching 

Council requirements (and even onto labor market demands).  They were disproportionately 

HSEG participants.  Ryan, whose aunt is a teacher and guided him in his choices, 

demonstrates what knowing the system before it becomes problematic looks like: 

 

…But then when it came to second year, you obviously choose your two primary 

subjects that you're going to pick so I had a big interest in soc & pol but I decided that 

I was going to pick English and geography because if I did pursue teaching, that these 

were going to be subjects that I would be able to teach in post-primary school. Soc & 

pol not being a teachable subject so even though I did have a very big interest in soc & 

pol - it's something that even still interests me now to this day - but I kind of found a 

route into it anyway through geography, there's a good bit of overlap there as well, 

maybe not as specifically focused but there is a good kind of scope in the human 

geography to research the social aspects as well.  But I decided I was going to pick 

English and geography anyway to carry through to second year as my degree subjects 

and that was pretty much based on the fact that I was going to be...I was going to need 

two teaching subjects anyways (Ryan, HSEG 2.0) 

 

Those who did not understand the system were not be aware of access routes to HE that 

would benefit them, were not be aware that second year undergraduate grades were used for 

ITE entry if progressing directly from undergraduate to postgraduate ITE, and/or were often 

left without the undergraduate course requirements for two teachable subjects.  They were, 

overwhelmingly, LSEG participants.  Roisin, for example, was one of the students who was 

informed while she was in ITE that her undergraduate degree wasn’t sufficient for Teaching 

Council Registration, and she consequentially needed to take out an additional €1200 loan to 

cover two extra science modules: 

 

…Oh, to be honest, I don't even actually even know anything about it [registering your 

teachable subjects] in chemistry. I'm pretty sure I'm lacking ECTs there as well. So in 

the eyes—I'm still doing the methodologies, because I believe that….I know—I 

probably know the syllabus more than most teachers do. And just because I'm lacking 

a certain amount of ECTs in my undergrad, that totally effects me qualifying 

efficiently to be a certain type of teacher. And the biology and chemistry don't bother 

me so much, more so than the Junior Cert. I need to be Junior Cert. I need to be Junior 
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Cert—regular junior science teacher. And for physics it's with me there—I need ten 

physics, ten biology, ten chemistry. That's no problem, biology and chemistry, no 

problem. The physics, though... (Roisin, LSEG 1.0) 

 

When one knows the requirements, one can ensure they have the best chance of admission to 

programmes of choice, one can plan ahead appropriately and avoid delays in admission to 

ITE, one can choose the ITE programme that best fits their needs, and one can avoid costly 

requirements to complete additional modules for teachable subject requirements.  

 

In the data gathered for this study there was a clear socioeconomic divide in terms of 

understanding the HE system; the HSEG participants understand the system better, and 

earlier.  The LSEG participants reported encountering many more problems due to this lack of 

understanding until it was too late, and they reported that the information that they would 

have needed to progress through the education system more smoothly was not offered by that 

very system. 

 

In the data, there were 19 (14 LSEG; 5 HSEG) participants who reported encountering 

problems because of not understanding the system.  Moreover, of the five HSEG students 

who reported not understanding the system until it became problematic, three were adult 

immigrants to Ireland (HSEG imm) and one was a mature student who grew up LSEG (HSEG 

2.1), and whose undergraduate degree was done through distance learning; that is, there were 

demographic features that set them apart from the typical HSEG 2.0 participants.     

 

Of the 14 LSEG participants who reported adversities due to not understanding the system, 

seven reported not knowing about system supports at undergraduate HE level that would have 

either made HE possible for them (in the case of those who did not go to HE directly) or not 

knowing about the diversity of access routes and/or HE and ITE programme options 

available.   

 

Deirdre, for example, did not gain entry to undergraduate ITE and says that she missed the 

cut-off by ‘5 points’.  The HEAR programme, which allows entry to undergraduate 

programmes on reduced points for those from LSEG backgrounds similar to hers, would have 

most likely permitted her direct access to undergraduate ITE.  When asked if she knew about 

the HEAR programme, however, she reflected that her school career guidance counsellor had 
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mentioned it in passing, but had stated/assumed that it was not applicable to the majority of 

students in the (HSEG) school and had not offered more information.   

 

…[he] yes, kind of just regarded us all...because I suppose the school that I would 

have went to would have been quite middle class I think… But like that he was 

probably like, "You're all well capable — your parents are all well capable of...Kind 

of wrote us off with the same pen, if you know what I mean.   So I remember [hearing 

about HEAR], but heard very little about it and like that my parents wouldn't have 

either of them would not have very much of an education; and like that, they wouldn't 

really know. So it would have been up to me to say something — because I was the 

first it was all new to them (Deirdre, LSEG 1.0) 

 

Similarly, Darren reflects on how little he knew about the HE system when he left post-

primary school: 

…Like, I never knew about postgraduate diplomas, courses, or Master's courses.  I 

never knew about Hibernia or online courses...I never knew that if you were a mature 

student at 23 you could come back and do, by and large, a lot of different courses that 

you wouldn't [have been] able to do.  So I think, you know, if a student who has that 

ambition to go to college, but doesn't have the ability, you know, maybe financially or 

not...just to tell them that there are options, just to keep that in the back of your 

head.  Like, that was NEVER taught to anyone  (Darren, LSEG, 1.0) 

 

Perhaps most striking is the reflection of Kathleen (LSEG, 1.0), a mature student who could 

have entered HE directly but did not because she did not think her family could afford the 

books: 

…[My teacher] handed the envelop out and she went oh well now Kathleen you did 

very, very well, actually even with all your absenteeism. She didn’t put it like that I 

can tell you [she was very critical and cruel regarding the absenteeism]. She said you 

still did very, very well, you could actually go for a scholarship for the school, would 

you think about it. I just took the envelop and I was like mortified in front of all the 

class, the way she backhandedly totally, yeah you did well even being out so much, in 

front of the classroom. And would you go for a scholarship for the school, to go to 

college, you know. But the first thing that came into my mind was well that’s great, go 

for college but I didn’t know like what going to college meant. I knew like oh great go 

to college but who is going to pay for the books, who is going to pay for my copies? I 

didn’t know you could get grant aids for this, that or the other. I didn’t know what, 

you know. If you don’t know what going to college is, you don’t know that you might 

get subsidies for this or that or you know. If you’re not in the system you don’t know 

what, how to apply or anything about it you know (Kathleen, LSEG 1.0) 

 

This lack of understanding the system and knowing the options available results in students 

choosing courses of study without a clear idea of where they will lead, or with errors in 

understanding of where they will lead. 
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…in the last couple of years I've started to kind of, in hindsight, look back on my 

college experience and realise that while my dad really wanted me to go to college 

because that was a badge of, I suppose, respectability for him, he didn't have tools to 

steer me in the right direction (George, LSEG 1.0) 

 

Another seven LSEG students reported that a lack of understanding the system meant that 

they did not understand the requirements for teachable subjects.  Many of them reported 

finding out only once enrolled in ITE that they had the European Credit Transfer and 

Accumulation System (ECTS) credits for only one teachable subject, or discovering only 

while in ITE that having one teachable subject, or having very common teachable subjects 

could have a significant impact on their future employability.   

 

…It was shocking to me, though, [to be told during ITE that she didn’t have the 

requirements to teach Junior Cert Science] —not insensitive, they realised—but it was 

kind of—I just couldn't get over it. I'd always make sure that—fair enough, that's the 

Teaching Council's requirements. You should be told in your undergrad about that. 

Because like I said, in my undergrad, if I know that I want to be a teacher….anybody 

that actually knew about [the ECTS requirement] beforehand, their mom or their 

boyfriend are a teacher (Roisin, LSEG 1.0) 

___ 

 

…Yeah if I had known at the time when I was doing, I was actually saying this to my 

husband only a few days ago, when I was applying, when I was doing my degree, 

would I have chosen CSPE, soc and pol, I don’t know. You know would I have gone 

for different subject choices knowing that so many people were going for, I don’t 

know. Even though I love soc and pol, I absolutely love it, but as a subject choice for 

teaching - you know (Jillian, LSEG 1.0)  

 

The HSEG participants, in contrast, spoke openly about not only strategically choosing 

teachable subjects, but choosing teachable subjects with good job prospects.   

 

The two reasons for this disparity in system knowledge that emerged most prominently in the 

data are 1) family knowledge and history of HE and 2) a lack of career guidance counselling 

in post-primary schools.  The LSEG students, in reflecting on their HE choices, subject 

choices, and difficulties with ECTS for teachable subjects, overwhelming reflect on the 

interplay between these two factors.   

 

Regarding guidance counselling, all participants were asked explicitly if they had received 

career guidance counselling in post-primary school; the results were shocking.  Only 2/34 

participants overall did not report having “terrible”, “non-existent” or extremely “token” 

guidance counselling.  That is, there was near unanimity across the HSEG and LSEG 
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participants that guidance counselling in post-primary schools had not served to adequately 

inform them of HE and ITE access and pathways or to help them make informed and 

personalized HE choices.   

 

…yes, terrible guidance counsellor; lovely man but just terrible at what he did. No 

guidance, I was told to probably go to England that was my best chance with my 

grades, go to England and...Yes, just see if I can get something over there — I was 

never an A+ student, but I mean I'd be Bs and Cs most of the time. But then when I'd 

be applying for places in England, you know I'd be applying for...well...like good 

places...and [he’d say] you won't, you know, you need As for that place, you're not 

going to get that. [The guidance counsellor was ] real like: “no, no, no, don't reach for 

the stars because you're never going to get there type thing (Deirdre, LSEG 1.0) 

___ 

 

…I didn't think it was great, the guidance we had.  We had two teachers.  One fellow 

retired and another came in. And, I can remember for career guidance being given a 

newspaper and told to look at the courses and the points and think what ones you can 

do....and that's....like, I don't really remember being guided (Darren, LSEG 1.0) 

___ 

 

…I mean, I know a lot of people, and this is coming from post-primary school, like—

you're told to do liberal arts or an arts degree just simply to pass the time and kind of 

decide what you want to do. I know a lot of people that that has actually happened 

to…but I mean, people aren't really told [about teachable subject ECTS requirements]. 

They're not really told this before they go into college and they're not told at the start 

of college. And I do kind of think there's a lack of guidance there (Ciaran, LSEG 1.4) 

 

This unified social class experience with “terrible” guidance counselling, however, is 

contrasted against  the social class differences in family experience of HE.  17/21 LSEG 

participants were the first in their families to attend HE; only 3 had at least one parent who 

had been to HE, and an additional 2 had siblings who had been to HE before them.  Within 

the HSEG participants, only a minority (5/13) were the first in their families to HE.   

 

This family HE history disparity is important, because once we learn that students are not 

being adequately guided and informed on HE choices, routes and options in schools, we see 

that they are either trying to gather the information and make choices themselves, or their 

families and social networks are aiding them in their decisions.  HSEG students have much 

more support from families, friends and social connections who have been through HE and 

can pass on some understanding of the system: 

 

…the subjects I picked then in the end, I actually picked them then - say when you do 

Arts you have four subjects that you pick in the beginning - so like I was saying my 
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Auntie had a big influence on me due to her being a teacher as well so. She was kind 

of saying to me - maybe if you go down the route of Geography and Maths. They were 

the subjects that she had taken herself, so when I was picking my subjects for Arts 

originally, I kind of came in with the preconceived idea that I was going to pick 

obviously maths and geography (Ryan, HSEG 2.0) 

 

LSEG students, however, less frequently have this informed support base to rely upon: 

 

…If no one in your family has ever been [to HE] you don’t know anything at all. It 

sounds so silly now but you know if you know nothing about it, you don’t know 

anything (Jillian, LSEG 1.0) 

 

George, a HSEG 2.1 participant (who grew up in a LSEG environment), now in his 40s 

returning to ITE, went to visit his daughter’s guidance counsellor at her post-primary school 

to seek advice on ITE, and his story is also revealing: 

…because this is me I suppose kind of now trying to put to right something that didn't 

happen when I was much younger [finding a profession], that I'm kind of slowly 

trying to—OK, now let's make this into a career. So I said, OK, I'm going to talk [my 

daughter’s] careers guidance teacher…that was actually a very crucial meeting as it 

happened, because I said, "I'm looking at this college and that college, and I can't see 

how I can do this and how I can fit it in." She said, "Well why don't you go to x? They 

do a part-time [ITE] course." And I said, "No, it's full-time. I looked on the website." 

"No, it says it's full-time, but it's actually part-time. It's a Tuesday and a Wednesday 

evening, four to seven on the Tuesday, and it's four to half-seven on the Wednesday." 

I was like, "Brilliant, that's what I'll do." Why didn't I know that before? (George, 

LSEG 1.0) 

 

Additionally, the rare LSEG cases where positive and active career guidance was received 

make clear the trajectory-changing impact that such guidance in schools can have on whether 

or not LSEG students can attain the system knowledge needed to advance to and through HE 

and ITE, and the level of difficulty they encounter in this process: 

…the guidance counsellor was working with me all the time in terms of working on a 

strategy of like what you need to do and like make my applications to college…And 

she told me about the HEAR course...the access...This really struck a chord with me, 

like this was obviously designed to help people like me. If she wasn't my guidance 

counsellor, like I... the points for the Arts course was 355, I got 320 but I still got onto 

the course because of the HEAR course. If I hadn't known about that and I applied, I 

would have been on one of those courses in the IT (Tom, LSEG 1.0) 
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9.3 ‘Investing’ Property 2: Being Able to Present Oneself Favorably in ITE Admissions 

The next ‘key to the kingdom’ is ‘being able to present oneself favorably in ITE admissions’.  

Issues at play here involve socioeconomic group based disparities in educational attainment 

and the admissions criteria in various ITE programmes.   

 

As established in Chapter 3, the majority of postgraduate, post-primary ITE programmes have 

admissions criteria that are heavily weighted on high academic achievement, and include only 

a small amount of points higher degrees attained (level 9 or 10) and/or for work experience.  

Those programmes offering an interview as part of the admissions process are either small, 

specialized programmes or programmes based in Dublin, which is a financially difficult 

prospect for students living outside of Dublin.  In addition, as established in Chapter 4, there 

are socioeconomic based discrepancies in academic achievement, that go beyond individual 

ability, which mean that academic-only selection criteria are not really a level playing field 

when it comes to consider SEG and ITE admissions.   

 

In considering where participant experience lie on the property of ‘being able to present 

oneself favorably in admissions’, we can consider how many rejections from ITE programmes 

they have experienced.  In the current study, only 2/13 of the HSEG participants had received 

a rejection from an ITE programme of some sort at some point in time.  One of these (Liz, 

HSEG 2.0 Imm) was an adult immigrant to Ireland and was rejected because she did not fully 

understand the pre-2014 requirement to have the Teaching Council pre-approve your 

undergraduate degree.  The other (Paul, HSEG 2.0) was rejected from a postgraduate primary 

ITE programme because his Irish wasn’t strong enough. 

 

8/21 LSEG participants, however, had experienced one or more ITE rejections.  Two of these 

(Brendan; Deirdre) had experienced 3 ITE rejections before finally being admitted to ITE.   

 

 HSEG LSEG 

Received at least one previous 

rejection from an ITE 

programme 

2/13 8/21 

Received more than one 

rejection from an ITE 

programme/s 

0/13 2/21 

 

 

Table 9.1 Participants Who Had Received Rejections from ITE by SEG 
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Of the eight LSEG who experienced ITE rejections, three (Sally, LSEG 1.1 1.2; Anne, LSEG 

1.4; Ciaran, LSEG 1.4) had originally applied to undergraduate primary teaching on their 

CAO forms and had been rejected.  Two (Brendan and Deirdre) had originally applied to 

post-primary undergraduate programs and had been unsuccessful; Brendan and Deirdre were 

both also rejected once at post-primary postgraduate ITE level.   Three others (Sarah, LSEG 

1.0 imm, Darren and Louisa) received their first ITE rejection at post-primary postgraduate 

level, and two of these three had to complete a Master’s degree in another subject before 

finally gaining ITE admission.   

 

Both Brendan (LSEG 1.0) and Deirdre (LSEG 1.0), who had received three ITE rejections 

each, were eventually accepted into ITE programmes that have interviews as part of their 

admissions criteria - Brendan into Hibernia and Deirdre into Trinity.  Brendan, unfortunately, 

gave up on his teaching ambitions by the time his ITE acceptance was granted; he had been 

offered a full-time job in his undergraduate field and took it.  Deirdre  and Gertrude reflect 

poignantly on the highly points-based/academic admissions criteria of the CAO and PAC ITE 

systems and the lack of interviews or more holistic entry criteria: 

 

…but I feel like, if you met me, you'd know well I'm capable of being a teacher; but 

obviously I can't express that through a piece of paper where you won't even let me 

write a personal statement. So I mean, very unfair system, in my opinion. And I got a 

2:2, I didn't get a 2:1 so therefore I was wrote straight off the list. You know, fair 

enough I understand, academia is a major part of getting into a masters but I mean, I 

had a 2:2 and just because I have a 2:2 doesn't mean I'm a bad teacher… I know plenty 

of teachers who have 1:1s and can't stand in front of a class and do what I do every 

day. Or it's not even doing what I do every day, it's connecting with the kids (Deirdre, 

LSEG 1.0) 

____ 

 

…That you have good marks doesn't mean you're a good teacher.  That you have work 

experience doesn't mean you're a good teacher.  That you have a Master's doesn't mean 

your a good teacher either.  So...I can't give you a final answer.  I think interviews 

should be carried out.  From the beginning.  What you are asking me now [in the 

interview], you could very well ask in an interview: "what makes a good teacher? 

How would you approach this problem? What happens when there's bullying in the 

class?" you know?  So no, I think these three [PAC admissions] criteria mean 

nothing.  Mean nothing to me.  You know, I'm pretty sure that there's people that - 

teachers that are really bad academically speaking and they don't get good marks and 

they are not good at, maybe even writing - who knows? But then they go in front of a 

class, and they are able to PASS ON, and to TEACH, and to do what a teacher should 

do, no?  So maybe an interview process.  Not a very hard one, or a very strict one, but 

try to actually meet the person (Gertrude, LSEG 1.3) 
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In addition, an important dimension to the desire to have broader admissions criteria to 

postgraduate ITE at all of the relevant institutions was that LSEG participants often expressed 

their need to study close to the family home for financial reasons. As it stands now, only a 

few institutions in Dublin offer an interview as part of their admissions criteria to ITE 

programmes - and some of the LSEG students who would have rather lived at home (in 

counties in the west, south, or midlands of Ireland) are under significant financial stress 

because they gained admission to these programmes in Dublin but not to institutions closer to 

home that use the PAC criteria.   

…No, I only went for x [PME institution close to home house], because of the—I 

knew I was going to struggle with the expense of doing [the PME], and so even in and 

out to [PME institution further away] would have broke me. The fuel that would 

have—fuel or food. So I was pretty limited in where I could apply to (Michael, LSEG 

1.4) 

9.4 ‘Investing’ Property 3: Finding the Money 

The third ‘key to the kingdom’ is ‘finding the money’.  The roughly €12,000 euro tuition, 

spread over a two year period where full-time employment is all but an impossibility and even 

part-time employment is incredibly difficult, is no small sum.  The differences in how 

participants found the money to invest in ITE tuition, and the ease with which they found it, 

was clearly divided by socioeconomic group.  The following chart shows the various ways in 

which participants funded (or failed to fund) their postgraduate ITE programmes (numbers 

total more than 34 as some reported using more than one funding method – i.e. They received 

a fee contribution grant of €2000 and took out a credit union loan).   

 LSEG HSEG 

Working full-time prior to ITE in order to 

save 
7 3 

Family paying for ITE 1 7 

Had savings 1* (insurance settlement) 2 

Working part-time during ITE 11 1 

Took a loan for ITE 10 3 (all HSEG immigrants) 

Back to Education Allowance 1 0 

Partially funded by postgraduate fee-

contribution grants 
9 0 

 

 

 

 

Table 9.2 The Methods of Funding Postgraduate ITE, by SEG 
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 LSEG HSEG 

Did not enter ITE as could not 

find the money 
1 0 

Declined ITE to take a full-time 

job 
2 1 

Considered dropping out of ITE 

for financial reasons 
4 0 

Dropped out of ITE for financial 

reasons 
3 0 

 

From the table 9.3 we can see that finances contributed to six of the 21 LSEG participants 

removing themselves from the pursuit of a teaching career, despite the fact that they had all 

completed undergraduate degrees and gained admission to postgraduate post-primary ITE 

programmes.  While one HSEG participant declined ITE to take a full-time job, the financial 

cost of ITE was not her main motivation for this; rather, she intended to pursue training to 

become a medical doctor instead.  For those LSEG participants who did not find the money or 

who dropped out of ITE for financial reasons, the experience was highly salient.  

For Gertrude (LSEG 1.0), who could not find the money for ITE, despite having done her 

entire undergraduate degree with the goal of post-primary teaching in mind, the effect was 

devastating: 

…[Not finding the money for ITE] was heart-breaking. You know, even thinking 

about it now I'm crying. It was heart-breaking because I drove to Dublin, really early 

in the morning one day, to do the interview in Hibernia. Which went exceptionally 

well. I mean, the questions that they gave me, I could answer—do you know, I was—

it was the best interview I ever had in my life. It's like it was made for me, that 

interview, you know. And I knew they were going to get me, I really knew. You know 

yourself. So the idea for me was like, okay, if I did the interview and you put things in 

place, sure, money will come, you know, from somewhere money will come. And 

then, when I was given the place, I went to every bank in my town, every single one. 

And I explained my situation. And every single one of them told me no. And after the 

last bank I went to, I actually left crying, the bank. I was so embarrassed, you know, I 

couldn't—because you see, you have a dream, and you feel like, when you have a 

dream, things should happen to make it happen (Gertrude, LSEG, 1.3 imm) 

 

Gertrude has years of teaching experience on the MLPSI programme, and commendable 

teaching motivations.  After this interview she entered and completed a funded Masters 

programme rather than the PME, as the funding enabled her to.  She has now completed a 

PhD funded by the Irish Research Council.  This gives one pause, as she has now had five 

Table 9.3 The Impact of ‘Finding the Money’ on Participant Outcomes by SEG 
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years of government-scholarship funded postgraduate education, but none of it towards her 

vocation/career of choice.   

Tom (LSEG, 1.0) found the money for first year ITE, but then had to take a year off in the 

middle of the two year programme; finances played a very large role in this decision.  This 

excerpt is from an interview just prior to him finishing the first year of the PME.  He did 

return after his year of working full-time and saving money.   

…I've contemplated like not doing my second year. I've contemplated like...I was so 

frustrated that my whole plan [was to do the pre-2013 1 year PDE]. 12 weeks semester 

1, 12 weeks semester 2, bam I'm done. Then when I was told it was gone to two years 

it was like, my fees are going from €6,000 here to €10,000. I don't get any help with 

fees anymore or maintenance grants …going up to two years completely...completely 

killed me like. I still owe a lot of my fees for this year. Like I'm getting very little 

work in my part time job at home, there's no work there. Financially things are very, 

very tough like...so I don't know how I am going to get through the second year (Tom, 

LSEG 1.0) 

 

This LSEG attrition is unfortunate, especially when we consider that these are the LSEG 

students who had actually arrived at the point of admission to ITE; many do not make it so 

far.  It is also weighty given what we know about the passionate reasons many of these LSEG 

have for pursuing teaching careers. 

The impact of funding ITE on LSEG participants, therefore, is significant.  This is not the 

whole story, however, as data on what the experience of funding ITE is like for participants 

who do manage to find the money draws further social class divides.  Here, this property is 

divided into the dimensions of ‘finding the money easily’ vs. ‘struggling to find the money’. 

 

Finding the Money

Finding the Money Easily
Struggling to Find the 

Money

Figure 9.2 The Dimensions of the Property of 'Finding the Money' 
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9.4.1 Finding the Money Easily vs. Struggling to Find the Money 

For those who did find the money, there was a distinction between those who found the 

money easily and those who struggled to find the money.  Those who described finding the 

money easily were predominately HSEG (10 HSEG; 2 LSEG).  Those who described 

struggling to find the money, however, were predominantly LSEG (2 HSEG; 15 LSEG).   

Finding the money easily means that participants described their experiences of finding the 

money in short, descriptive language without delving into associated emotions.  Finding the 

money was something that just happened, without exceptional effort, and it wasn’t a struggle.  

Parents are often a source of funding, as are savings from well paid part-time or full-time 

jobs. 

…so financially it’s been, yeah it’s been fine for me because of my parents but I 

couldn’t have done, I couldn't be going away, I couldn't be getting married, I don’t 

even think I'd be in college now if my parents weren’t paying for it (Holly, HSEG 2.0) 

___ 

 

…my dad is like, he just wants us to work, like he wants us to be, you know like 

earning and like providing for ourselves, that kind of stuff…for my PME my family 

paid for the first year and for my second year I got a credit union loan…I got my, my 

dad acted as guarantor on my loan and it was fine (Maeve, HSEG 2.0, Imm) 

___ 

 

…[I could save the money for the PME] because the job was quite well paid, and I 

was just a young lad in [city].  I mean, I had my car, but that was my major expense, 

so I saw no reason why I couldn't...or why I should have to tie myself to a loan (Paul, 

HSEG 2.0) 

___ 

 

…It was just kind of taken for granted that they [my parents] would fund my college 

education (Ryan, HSEG 2.0) 

___ 

 

…Well I mean like I'd be fairly like...my parents would be fairly well off so I was kind 

of like privileged in like that I always kind of knew that...all of us went to like third 

level, there was no kind... of you know reliance on grants or if you needed a...we knew 

we were going to go on (Steven, HSEG 2.0) 

 

Sally (LSEG, 1.0), one of the LSEG participants who found the money easily, did so because 

of a large insurance settlement in her name when she was younger.  Interestingly, however, 

she reflects that if it hadn’t been for that settlement, she doesn’t think she would be in ITE.  

…I wouldn't be here [in ITE] if it wasn't for that financial [settlement] — It would be 

too much pressure on my parents and I don't know if I would have...I mean I would 

have worked for myself. I do know some people who are working for themselves, 
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maybe taking a year or two before they enter the PME so that they are not putting that 

pressure on their parents. I just wouldn't have...You know, I know it is what I want to 

do but God forbid, if something happened and I couldn't continue, it would be just too 

much guilt...you know, it's a lot of money. So [my situation] is, it is a unique situation. 

But I would be confident in saying that I wouldn't be here [in ITE] this year for sure 

I'd be working full time if I [didn’t have the settlement] (Sally, LSEG 1.1, 1.2) 

  

Finding the money for the majority of the HSEG participants, therefore, was a relatively easy 

process.  The experiences of the majority of LSEG participants, however, stand in sharp 

contrast to the ‘matter-of-fact’ funding experiences of the HSEG.  The HSEG accounts tell 

mostly of family support and ‘saving up’ for tuition; the LSEG participants rarely had family 

financial resources or savings to draw upon, or the ability to save large amounts of money for 

tuition if they were working full-time, due to the nature of the jobs that they were working in 

(largely minimum wage service industry jobs).  Finding the money became, for many, a leap 

of faith and a determined piecing together of grants, loans and part-time work.  The emotional 

content of their accounts is also telling, hinting at the stress such financial preoccupations 

place on these students. 

…It was daunting thinking about quitting my job and entering a two year course and 

having nothing.  Like literally going in blind with...not knowing how you're going to 

manage to afford it (Joanna, LSEG 1.0) 

___ 

 

…that's kind of the main—[the Special Rate grant] needs to not fall through. I'm just 

taking each day as it comes. That's how—I mean, if I spend every day freaking out 

about it like I used to do, I'd never get any work done (Roisin, LSEG 1.0) 

___ 

 

…if I was to think of a two-year course.. and how am I going to fund it in year one, let 

alone year two, and where am I going to be placed, and how am I going to— [I just 

have to say] let's just break it down week on week. I'll deal with January to March 

when it comes. I'll just kind of do it bit by bit. That's the only way I can kind of get 

through it, because otherwise I'd go crazy (George, LSEG 2.0) 

 

Regarding financial support, a majority of the LSEG participants had received tuition and 

maintenance grants at undergraduate level, but only about half of them received the small 

€2000 fee-contribution grant at postgraduate level.  This other half did not receive the fee-

contribution grant because they had entered the workforce for a year or completed a Masters 

degree, which rendered them ineligible.  Two participants (Joanna, LSEG 1.0; Roisin, LSEG 

1.0) entered ITE in 2017 and were hoping to get a new type of postgraduate grant called a 

‘special rate grant’.  Joanna’s (LSEG 1.0) experience offers some insight into the ‘catch 22’ of 
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postgraduate grants; in most cases the postgraduate grant funding is not enough for ITE, but if 

one goes working to try to save the €12000 tuition, then grant eligibility is reduced: 

…I'm currently appealing [the grant funding decision] because| they've given me a 

€2,000 Euro contribution towards fees which obviously isn't enough so I would have 

to take a loan out to get the rest of it paid. Which obviously, I don't want to do because 

I have a second year to go through and another round of fees to pay. So my main aim 

is to leave this course and not have a massive student loan over my head that's just 

going to like stress me out and push me to...I am appealing it because they're going on 

your 2014 income, which obviously I had a job for, full time. So I'm literally in the...I 

have until the end of the month to appeal it. And Mum's unemployed so we had a 

reckonable income last year that was like €400 over the cut off [of €23,000] so I'm 

appealing it because I'm unemployed now. I've sent them my P45 and like I have no 

savings, I have nothing. They don't give you any money in contribution but they 

would at least pay your fees (Joanna, LSEG 1.0) 

 

Expressed over and over again in the LSEG data was the sentiment that “ if I didn't have 

grants I wouldn't even be here” (eg. Joanna, LSEG 1.0), and participants had great gratitude 

for this funding support at undergraduate level.  There was also, however, a sentiment of 

frustration expressed by the LSEG participants that they were supported through 

undergraduate level, but now when they want to actualize that education into a professional 

qualification the support was largely taken away.   

Also of concern was the timing of grant decisions; Roisin (LSEG, 1.0) was also hoping that 

she might qualify for the new special rate postgraduate grant that was introduced for students 

starting postgraduate studies in Sept 2017.  The special rate grant would cover full tuition fees 

and provide a maintenance grant of either €2375 or €5915, depending on whether a student’s 

home is under or over 45km away from campus; a significant improvement for the most 

disadvantaged students who are eligible (reckonable income must be below €23,000/year).  

The decisions on these grants, however, would not be made until October, when students 

would have already had to enrol and begin ITE studies.   

…and when I went to that meeting, I was just like—they brought in this special-rate 

grant, and I was like, "Well I'm sure that we fall under it, considering..." But I won't 

find out until October. That would be unbelievable. I will cry with happiness if I get 

that. I will genuinely break down. I'll ring my mother, like, "Mom!" And it would just 

take a load off (Roisin, LSEG 1.0) 

 

Although some had the small postgraduate fee-contribution grant, for half of the LSEG 

participants (10) and 3 of the HSEG participants, taking out a loan was also part of funding 



Chapter 9: Investing - Gathering the Keys to the Kingdom 

 219 

their ITE.  Very interestingly, all three HSEG participants who took loans were all adult 

immigrants to Ireland, and two obtained these loans in their countries of origin, not in Ireland.   

Although the loans enabled these students to pursue ITE, the thoughts and emotions around 

taking out these loans was of importance; the participants on a whole were hesitant to take out 

loans, and it could be conjectured that the prospect of requiring a loan may prevent many 

LSEG students pursuing teaching ambitions, as was the case with Gertrude when she was first 

interviewed. 

…there is no way that I am going to go for a loan.  I am a single mother, with my 

[child], and there's no way I'm going to ask for loans to borrow €11,000 and pay....no, 

I don't want to get into that (Gertrude, LSEG 1.3 imm) 

 

Roisin’s (LSEG 1.0) experience sheds light on at least one potential reason for LSEG 

hesitance towards taking out loans, even if for the pursuit of postgraduate education; negative 

family experiences with loans and finances, leading to passed down caution: 

…I kind of completed my undergrad and knew I wanted to do teaching, but you're 

always—we always grew up with the sense that, "We can't afford it, we can't afford it, 

we can't afford it. It's not going to happen. I'm never going to do my master's, and 

that's it.”  My mom had me terrified of the banks and the loans and all that stuff. She 

just did…She was just like, "Oh, don't take out a loan. Don't take out a loan, because 

you're paying that back." Maybe it's her own—I assume it's from her own experiences, 

why she had me frightened about it. But I was like, "I need to figure this out, because 

even though I'd been working for two years, it's still not enough. And I need to do [the 

PME] this year” (Roisin, LSEG 1.0) 

 

In addition, a large number of participants were trying to work part-time throughout the 2 year 

PME (13 LSEG, 2 HSEG).  The strain of attempting to balance part-time work, the academic 

demands of the PME, and teaching practice was significant.  

…[working during the PME is] heavy. It's worse when I'm on placement, because I'm 

wrecked. I'm up at six every morning to get the lift at half seven to drive out there, and 

we split the petrol costs, and I don't get home until half six every evening. And then I 

have lesson plans and everything else to do, and weekly reflections, and I don't go to 

bed until eleven. I’m exhausted when it comes to Friday…[and then I work all 

weekend] (Margaret, LSEG 1.3) 

 

Interestingly, Deirdre (LSEG 1.0) felt that her need to work part-time was something she had 

to conceal from her students on teaching practice placement, as she felt it would have 

threatened the respect they had for her as a teacher: 
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…so I mean I work in school Monday to Friday, and I have assignments and 

everything due and yet still have to go home on a Saturday and Sunday and I work in a 

deli, so I mean — So I work full time there Saturday to Sunday and back up again and 

into school. So it's like I always say to the teachers in my school, I live a double life 

because if my students knew what I did at the weekend, I don't think I'd have half as 

much respect as I do, you know.  But it's difficult, I mean I'm going to have to give up 

my job next year because I just can't do both, you know my education suffers as 

account of working — having to work so hard and make the — you know make 

money (Deirdre, LSEG 1.0) 

 

For George (LSEG, 1.0), a LSEG father of teenagers, quitting his job was not an option to 

pursue the ITE.  After his daughter’s guidance counsellor pointed him towards a unique part-

time ITE programme in Dublin, he recalls phoning them and learning that the structure of the 

programme was such that he might be able to keep his full-time job and still complete the 

PME: 

…rang up the guy who's in charge of the course, asked him some questions. I said, 

"OK, how's your teacher placement done?" He said, "Well, we don't have a block of 

seven weeks. The way we do it, it's a continuous placement, four hours a week over 

the entire year of the course." I thought, "Excellent!" Even when I think of it now, it's 

kind of like a rush, because I was like, "Hallelujah, I can do this!" And "OK, what are 

the fees like?" He said, "OK, well I think it's around eight or nine grand, but it's three 

grand in year one and five grand in year two, but you can kind of part-pay some of 

those, straddle it between Christmas and New Year." And I'm thinking, "OK," looking 

at my savings now and what I have, this is just about doable. And so I started to really 

properly investigate this (George, LSEG 1.0) 

 

Narratives of other LSEG participants also shed light on factors that maybe be limiting the 

possibility of LSEG entry to the profession.  Although Roisin wanted to pursue ITE at 

undergraduate level, she was not able to because she could not afford to live in her own 

accommodation and there wasn’t an undergraduate ITE program in or close to her hometown: 

…so when I filled out my CAO form—this is pretty important—my mother told me it 

can only be x, because it's near [a friend she could have lived with], or x, because 

there's family [that she could have lived with]. The only [undergraduate] teaching 

programmes — [were too far away]. That was not an option for me. This is actually 

important, because we couldn't afford it. And I was like, "But Mom, I'm getting the 

grant." It's still not enough. You don't realize—it helps—don't get me wrong, it helps, 

actually, but it's not enough. Things could happen, and all this stuff (Roisin, LSEG 

1.0) 
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9.5 ‘Investing’ Property 4: Drawing on Social Connections (To Find a Teaching 

Placement) 

The final ‘key to the kingdom’ of being able to make the investment in ITE is finding a 

teaching practice placement.  As mentioned in Chapter 3, the majority of postgraduate post-

primary ITE programs in Ireland require students to find their own school in which to do 

teaching practice, at least for the first year.  This is a contentious issue that the International 

Review Panel on ITE (Sahlberg et al., 2012, p. 22) advised against: 

…The Review Panel was surprised that, on the whole, the responsibility for finding 

placements for students on teaching practice rested with the students themselves. 

Based on their experience, the Panel is of the view that placements should be allocated 

by the ITE provider, either in the university teacher training schools or other schools, 

on the basis of partnerships between the provider and schools. In other systems, 

students typically experience teaching practice in at least two different types of 

schools, for example, in more and less prosperous areas, and are discouraged from 

placements in schools where they were pupils/students themselves  

 

The class divide on this property can be illustrated by looking dimensions of experiencing 

more than ten rejections or fewer than ten rejections when seeking a teaching practice 

placement. 

 

 

 

The participants who experienced ten or more rejections from schools when seeking a 

teaching practice placement were primarily from the LSEG group (3 HSEG, 9 LSEG).  Of the 

3 HSEG students experiencing more than ten rejections, two were adult immigrants to Ireland, 

and one was a returning emigrant.  Words used to describe the experience of finding a 

placement include “terrible” (Fiachra, HSEG 2.0), “hell….the worst thing I’ve ever had to do” 

(Maeve, 2.0 Imm), “desperate” (Roisin, LSEG 1.0), and “exclusionary” (Tom, LSEG 1.0).  

Drawing on Social 
Connections (to find a 

teaching practice 
placement)

Experiencing fewer than 
ten rejections

Experiencing more than 
ten rejections

Figure 9.3 The Dimensions of the Property 'Drawing on Social Connections (To Find a 

Teaching Placement)' 
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Although these are grouped as those who have experienced ten or more rejections, it is 

important to note that the rejections sometimes reached the 100s: 

…[trying to find a placement] was terrible because my school amalgamated, my 

principal left, I had no personal connection and everywhere I went on the entire list of 

schools was dominated by, “I'm sorry past pupils first”. And suddenly I realised, 

imagine if I was black, imagine if I was new Irish, imagine if I had just arrived and 

there is no principal on my side, I can't get into education and feeling that as you know 

a homegrown Irish person.  I had one yes, I had two hundred and eighty applications, 

and I had 80 or 90 “no sorry we've got somebody already”. Now there's a problem 

because of— I applied to every school on the list that [the ITE institute] gave, which I 

think I remember was 280, maybe it wasn't - maybe it was 180,  maybe... it was a lot 

(Fiachra, HSEG 2.0 - returning emigrant) 

____ 

 

…I would say 90% of the time [I received no response from schools], other times they 

would say …we don’t need anybody in your subject. And some of them sent me really 

nice [replies]…but that was I would say about 2 schools out of say 200 I applied to.   

There’s a list, my friend goes to UCD, and UCD give a list of all schools in the Dublin 

area. And I contacted every single school on that list…  The majority of them did not 

reply. So like it was ridiculous. But part of it is that it’s not even the schools fault, it’s 

the system that’s in place. They’re getting this huge volume of applicants. You know 

it’s difficult for them. So I don’t see it as a school problem, I think it’s the 

government’s problem, they shouldn’t have set this out without proper planning 

(Maeve, HSEG 2.0 imm) 

 

Anger and frustration were the predominant emotions expressed in relation to the adversity 

encountered in trying to find a teaching practice placement: 

…I’m actually really angry with the system, I just think like the teaching council seem 

to do everything to like deter teachers, like people to do teaching. Because they set out 

this 2 year program but don’t like initiate proper enrolment to teaching placement 

(Maeve, HSEG 2.0 imm) 

___ 

 

…[I felt] angry because it did not need to be this way.  I think the difficult part should 

have been getting into the course; the placements should have been part and parcel of 

that (Fiachra, HSEG 2.0) 

 

Lurking behind a significant amount of the adversity in finding a placement, however, was the 

issue of nepotism, whether stated explicitly or exercised quietly behind the scenes.  When it 

was stated explicitly, the nepotism wore the hat of the “past pupils policy”, a policy that ten of 

34 participants said they had encountered explicitly (they were told “we have a past pupil’s 

only policy” by the school secretary).   
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…I'm looking for my placement for next year and the school that I really had my eye 

on; it's a fantastic school, it's only five minutes from my home but it is in a different 

county so I don't really have any ties with the school. And I called last week and said, 

"Oh look, I'm entering my second year, these are all my merits and achievements". 

And, "Oh no, we reserve those places for past pupils". So it's not that their full, it's just 

that they're hand picking who they take into the school so… I'd love to contribute to 

the school and I'm just not given the chance just because I didn't go there as a pupil 

(Sally, LSEG 1.1, 1.2) 

 

When operating behind the scenes, but not explicitly stated, policies like the ‘past pupils 

policy’ could be manifesting as unanswered applications or unjustified rejections.  Consider, 

for example, Jillian (LSEG, 1.0), who had had to defer ITE after already commencing it, 

because she could not find a placement; Jillian’s deferral is not an isolated occurrence and 

many other participants said they knew of someone it had happened to recently.  In her case, 

however, it was her age rather than systemic nepotism that was blamed: 

…you had to find your own school that you can practice teaching in. But 

unfortunately I couldn’t find one, I tried and I tried and I tried…So I went back to the 

director and I said to her that unfortunately I can’t get one and they tried and they tried 

and they couldn’t get one. So they said well maybe it’s not for you and think about it 

and come back to them.  So they said you’ll have to take a leave and postpone it till 

the next year….[and] then [the ITE department staff] sat down with me and said “well 

maybe it’s not for you”. Someone even suggested that my age might be against me. 

That maybe teaching mightn’t be for me, maybe it’s for young people…maybe it’s a 

young person’s game…So I was very disheartened (Jillian, LSEG, 1.0) 

 

The details of these experiences of trying to find placements shed light on the impact they 

have on students.  Both Darren (LSEG 1.0) and Sarah (LSEG 1.0 Imm) reported explicitly 

questioning the likelihood of them ever getting a paid teaching position if it had been so 

difficult to get a teaching practice placement: 

…if you can’t even get in for free [to do teaching placement]…how are you going to 

get in [to schools] if they have to pay you? (Darren, LSEG 1.0) 

___ 

…it was stressful…why will they not take me to do free teaching? (Sarah, SEG 1.0 

Imm)  

 

Abbey’s (LSEG 1.2) experience links this property to the first property of “understanding the 

system”, as she reflected pondering how other students had known to seek their teaching 

practice placements so much earlier than she had… 
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…I experienced 2-3 months of just looking and no success…flat-out rejection…and I 

was thinking, how do people know already to – schools were like, “No, we’re full up, 

sorry, sorry”, and I was thinking how do people know already to – schools had said 

they were full from literally months beforehand…it’s a nightmare (Abbey, LSEG 1.2) 

   

Interestingly, when asked for their input on the past pupils policy, the HSEG students, most of 

whom completed teaching practice in their old schools, were very quick to assert that they had 

earned their placements through being qualified and having interviews, instead of through 

nepotism or the functioning of this policy in their favor: 

…It's very difficult to comment [on the past pupil policy], because I went in, I had a 

proper interview [in his old post-primary school] (Chris, HSEG 2.0) 

 

Experiences of HSEG participants in finding teaching practice placements, overall, were 

again spoken of matter-of-factly, although some did admit they knew they were ‘lucky’.  

Although grouped as experiencing fewer than ten rejections, the vast majority of the HSEG 

participants experienced no rejections at all when seeking their placements: 

…[Finding my teaching practice placement in my old post-primary school] - That was 

fine, you know. I had had a good time at the school, despite the fact that I was very 

young, and all the rest of it, but I'd had a fundamental, sound education, and generally 

speaking, good memories. So I was—there was no hesitation in my, I suppose, going 

to them and asking the question, and they didn't hesitate to accept me and say, "Yeah, 

no problem, we'd love to have you for the year." And so it was extremely easy (Chris, 

HSEG 2.0) 

 ___ 

 

…[Finding my teaching practice placement] was really quite straightforward, I 

suppose. Went back to my school—well my mother—I've younger sisters who were in 

the school after me, and the principal I had had changed, but my mother knew the 

current principal from my younger sister. So one day, just at an event, my mom just 

introduced me to the current principal and I got talking to her, and she said, "Oh send 

me your CV and come in, and we'll call you for an interview. We do prioritize 

previous students." So that was it. That was the only school I applied to. I sent the CV 

and I got called for an interview and I got the placement. I was lucky; I was really 

lucky (Hannagh, HSEG 2.0) 

 ___ 

 

…[Finding my placement in my old post-primary school was], yeah, really easy. I 

dropped down to the school probably like March or April of last year and I was 

expecting to have to do up my C V and write a letter to the principal, well it was the 

deputy principal I met who was becoming principal this year because the principal 

retired. So he was my old history teacher, he remembered me and like I asked him like 

and he said yes. I talked to him and said can I do my teaching practice here next year 

he was like oh yeah no question at all, no problem. I was like do you want me to like 

do anything or apply, he was like no, it’s fine. What else do you want to talk about, 

that’s a given he said. So I was really luckily (Holly, HSEG 2.0) 
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One HSEG participant, however, shed significant light on the dynamics operating behind the 

scenes of placement allocations, which challenged the HSEG assertions that it was ‘luck’ 

rather than intentional decision making within the schools that allowed them to secure a 

placement so easily.  Steven (HSEG, 2.0) had actually secured a full-time teaching position at 

his placement school and found himself in the position of screening incoming PME teaching 

practice applications. 

…the teacher who runs [the teaching practice placements], was there with them. He 

gave me all their CVs to look through. And so we looked through them.  We had 

something like sixty applications.  So like, first-years kind of got preference, as in 

first-year past pupils got preference. And that was fine. And the first year and second 

year don't really overlap anyway, so the second-years is what you really have to think 

about, because they're there for longer. So they rejected, they did reject some of them. 

Some of them were just too late; they had made up their decisions. And it went 

subject-wise…So they literally just tried to take, if possible, maximum two per 

subject. And [the permanent teachers in the school] got to vote; they got to say which 

was their favorite—and they weighted it that way, timetable-wise (Steven, HSEG 2.0) 

9.6 Conclusion 

The category of Investing – gathering the ‘keys to the kingdom’ – is about the pulling 

together of multiple sites of power in order to be able to invest one’s time, money, and 

educational and social credentials into the pursuit of a teaching qualification, and there are 

very clear SEG divides in experience.  The most significant message is that all of the HSEG 

participants were able to gather the keys and enter ITE if they chose to, while 6 of the LSEG 

participants were not.  In addition, the quality of the experience of ‘gathering the keys’ was 

much more difficult and adverse for the LSEG students than for the HSEG students, who 

often described very little – if any – difficulty.  Although this is a small study, the significant 

differences in experiences of the LSEG and HSEG participants also sheds light on the stark 

contrast in experience.   

 

There are four key findings from the analysis of this sub-category: 

 

1. Career guidance in schools was inadequate for all participants, and the influence of 

this inadequate guidance was much greater on LSEG participants. 

 

2. Academic-heavy admissions criteria to ITE had a greater effect on LSEG participants 

than HSEG participants 
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3. The financial burden of postgraduate post-primary ITE was experienced much more 

saliently by LSEG participants than by HSEG participants 

 

4. The requirement on ITE students to source their own teaching practice placement 

affected LSEG participants more negatively than it did HSEG participants 

 

 

Issues at play here involve Bourdieu’s concepts of social, cultural and educational capital 

(Bourdieu, 2011), and will be elaborated upon in the discussion in Chapter 11, where these 

four key findings will be discussed in relation to established theory and literature.     

 

The following chapter, 10, details the third sub-category of the GT, ‘Sinking, Swimming, or 

Sailing – in ITE and into the Profession’, and conceptualizes experiences both in ITE and 

post-ITE.   
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10 SINKING, SWIMMING, OR 

SAILING – IN ITE AND INTO 

THE PROFESSION 

10.1 Introduction  

‘Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing – in ITE and into the Profession’ is the third and final sub-

category in the theory.  It brings together experiences in ITE and in the early post-ITE phase, 

and speaks to the reality that gaining access to ITE is not the end of the differences in 

experience that are mediated by SEG.  Rather, there are prominent differences in the way that 

the LSEG and HSEG students experience their time in ITE, and in their employment-related 

activities after ITE. 

 

This sub-category has four properties.  The first is ‘juggling logistics’, which conceptualizes 

experiences of adversity in attempting to meet the requirements of ITE while also having 

commitments outside of ITE.  The second property is ‘knowing how to teach’, which 

conceptualizes the experiences that participants had on their first classroom teaching practice 

placement.  The third property, which bridges experiences in ITE and into the labour market, 

is ‘being welcomed into the fold’, and it conceptualizes subjective experiences of becoming 

socially accepted and integrated into the teaching staff body (or not).   

 

The fourth property is ‘overcoming employment insecurity’.  This property emerged late in 

the analysis, after the focus groups, because it was only then that participants had finished ITE 

(for those who did successfully complete ITE) and were out in the job market.  It speaks to the 

very interesting post-ITE employment realities of the two groups; briefly, that the LSEG 

group participants were much more likely to have taken up non-teaching employment paths 

post-ITE.  Together, these four properties and the dimensional positionality of participant 
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experiences on each one contribute to whether a participant’s experience is conceptualized as 

‘sinking’, ‘swimming’, or ‘sailing’ in ITE and into the profession.   

 

 

 

10.2 Background to the sub-category 

The sub-category of ‘sinking, swimming, or sailing’ was derived directly from an in vivo 

(verbatim) code from participant data (Michael, LSEG 1.4, Chris HSEG 2.0, Liz HSEG 2.0 

Imm, Nicole, HSEG 2.1 Imm).  It was impossible to ignore that four participants over the 

course of the study independently used the phrase ‘sink or swim’ to describe how they felt in 

ITE and/or on their first teaching practice placement experiences; ITE is an extremely busy 

and emotionally heightened time for students, and teaching practice placement requires doing 

something (teaching a class) that for many is a first, and requires a leap of confidence, 

preparation and faith.   

 

…If you go in [to teaching practice placement], as we did, with no explanation 

whatsoever of what we should be doing on any practical level, and left to sink or 

swim, that's a mistake. And just because it's always been done that way doesn't mean 

it's the right way to do it at all. You're sticking with the presumption that teachers are 

born, by doing it that way (Michael, LSEG 1.4) 

____ 

 

…Some of the professors were more supportive than other ones, but in general I felt a 

bit, you know, they didn’t really support you so much.  I mean….You had to manage 

by yourself, swim or sink, it was just like that (Nicole, HSEG Imm) 

 

 

Upon thorough analysis, however, it became evident that the experiences of participants could 

not adequately be described only by conceptualizing them as sinking or swimming…there 

were ‘swimmers’ (those who, through efforts great or small kept their heads above water), 

and there were ‘sinkers’ (those who dropped out of ITE), but there were also those who 

Sinking, 
Swimming, or 

Sailing in ITE and 
into the Profession

Juggling logistics
Knowing 'how' to 

teach
Being welcomed 

into the fold

Overcoming 
employment 

precarity

Figure 10.1: The Properties of Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing in ITE and into the 

Profession 
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seemed to sail through ITE and their placements.  The ‘sinking’ group consisted of 3 LSEG 

participants who, due to extreme adversity encountered in ITE, abandoned ITE after 1 year 

and did not return.  The ‘swimming’ group, lastly, was composed of 18; 4 HSEG participants 

and 14 LSEG participants.  The ‘swimmers’ used generally positive language but did 

highlight significant challenges in their experiences in ITE, teaching practice placement, 

and/or job search.  The ‘sailing’ group included 7 HSEG participants and 1 LSEG participant 

who, in their descriptions of their experiences used extremely positive language and described 

very little (or no) adversity.   

 

 Sinking Swimming Sailing 

HSEG  

Holly HSEG 2.0 

Liz HSEG 2.0 Imm 

Maeve HSEG 2.0 

Nicole HSEG 2.0 Imm 

Amy 2.1 Imm 

Chris HSEG 2.0 

Fiachra HSEG 2.0 

Hannagh HSEG 2.0 

Paul HSEG 2.0 

Ryan HSEG 2.0 

Steven HSEG 2.0 

AIDEN HSEG 2.1 

LSEG 

John LSEG 1.0 

Sarah LSEG 1.0 Imm 

Michael LSEG 1.0 

Darren LSEG 1.0 

Deidre LSEG 1.0 

George LSEG 1.0 

Jillian LSEG 1.0 

Joanna LSEG 1.0 

Mary LSEG 1.0 

Roisin LSEG 1.0 

Tom LSEG 1.0 

Sally LSEG 1.1 1.2 

Abbey LSEG 1.2 

Margaret LSEG 1.3 

Anne LSEG 1.4 

Ciaran LSEG 1.4 

Louisa LSEG 1.4 

Patrick LSEG 1.4 

Jason LSEG 1.1 

 

The demographic composition of the three groupings is of interest; all of those in the 

‘sinking’ group (those who dropped out of ITE) were LSEG.  Furthermore, all but one of the 

‘sailing’ group were HSEG; it was also striking that seven of eight of the ‘sailing’ group were 

male, and seven of eight of the ‘sailing’ group were placed in their own former post-primary 

school for their first teaching practice placement.  In contrast, none of the ‘sinking’ group, and 

only three of 20 of the ‘swimming’ group were placed in their own post-primary school for 

their first teaching practice placement.  This contrast in the location of first teaching practice 

placement location (the participant’s own former post-primary school or not) and the 

interaction with participant positionality as ‘sinking’, ‘swimming’, or ‘sailing’ is shown in 

Table 10.2.  Knowing what we do from section 7.4.4 about the three reasons that the LSEG 

Table 10.1 Grouping of Participants as Sinking, Swimming or Sailing – in ITE and into 

the Profession 
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students are less likely to end up in their former post-primary school for teaching practice 

placement adds further weight and dimension to this consideration.   

 

 

Initial teaching practice 

in own post-primary 

school? 

Sinking Swimming Sailing 

Yes 0 3 6 

No 3 17 2 

 

 

To illustrate the extremes of the groupings, consider the words of John (LSEG 1.0) 

(‘sinking’), and Hannagh (HSEG, 2.0) (‘sailing’).   

 

‘Sailing’ – Hannagh, HSEG 2.0 

 

Hannagh is a 23 year old woman from a HSEG background, and went back to her former 

post-primary school for her initial teaching practice placement.  When asked how it was going 

for her she reported: 

 

…So I'm back [on placement] with some teachers that I know, who taught me… 

they've been very easy to work with, and they've obviously offered me additional 

work, in terms of supervised study and correcting exam papers [which would be paid]. 

They've offered me a lot of different experiences and a lot of different responsibilities, 

which has been great. And like the teachers—so my mentor teachers have been very 

easy to work with. We've had no major disagreements on anything. They've been 

available to talk to and answer questions, and if I've any particular problems with 

particular students, I suppose I always felt like I could talk to teachers about that. I 

could talk to the principal and the vice-principal. They were helpful; all the staff are 

helpful when I have assignments to do that maybe required interviews or 

questionnaires and things like that. There was nothing that they didn't do, really, for 

me, that I needed them too, do you know what I mean? And they were lending books 

and they were lending resources, and really it was all very friendly and there was 

nobody I couldn't talk to, I don't think (Hannagh, HSEG 2.0) 

 

‘Sinking’ – John, LSEG 1.0 

 

John, in contrast, is a 25 year old man from a LSEG background who had himself gone to a 

disadvantaged post-primary school (although he was not there for his teaching practice 

placement), and who struggled so greatly on placement that he dropped out of ITE after his 

first year.  When asked to reflect on his placement he related: 

 

Table 10.2 Relationship between Sinking, Swimming or Sailing and Location of 

Teaching Practice Placement 
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…[in response to a question about how his teaching practice placement went] …No, 

no, no you see it’s, ah… how do I say it now, I suppose I came across as so kind of 

insecure and lacking in confidence and I was, you know that type of way, like I was 

kind of floundering and I was just like so kind of…I was just like I was so kind of 

unsure of dealing with her [the cooperating teacher] like…it was kind of comical 

because she just really, you could see that she just really wanted to have the time off 

like and she didn’t want [to help me], you know that type of way?...She just, like I was 

asking her too many questions and I was kind of, and I was like I was really, like I was 

really floundering like.  I was so unsure of myself and just… everything seemed like a 

big deal…..it’s my fault really I would say because like other people, you know, you 

just have to try and, I wanted a bit more explicit instructions on what to do exactly.  

She [the cooperating teacher] just said ‘Oh just do exam papers’ or something like and 

I was a bit like ‘Yeah, no…’  Other people I suppose would just take it and run with it 

but I didn’t really have either the confidence or the wherewithal to do that like to stand 

up and do something. (John, LSEG 1.0) 

 

An illustration of the ‘swimming’ group is not given, as there was not a typical ‘swimming’ 

experience; rather, analysis revealed that there are dimensions to the four properties of this 

sub-category that tease out the SEG-mediated subtleties in experiences (see sections 10.1-

10.4).   

 

The three groupings (sinking, swimming and sailing) while useful analytically and to get an 

broad overview of the SEG differences, do not tell the whole story of this sub-category.  

Rather, analysis of the dimensions of experience on the four properties revealed greater 

insight into exactly what was going on that made the experiences of one student so distinct to 

those of another; into what contributed to the LSEG students being more likely to ‘sink’ or 

just ‘swim’, and to what contributed to so many of the HSEG students (and note – in 

particular the male and non-immigrant HSEG students) ‘sailing’ through their experience in 

ITE and into the profession.  

 

Figure 10.2 shows the four properties of ‘sinking, swimming, or sailing -in ITE and into the 

profession’ ; the double-headed arrows indicate and acknowledge the reciprocal effect that 

experience in property has on the experience in another property .   
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Interestingly, the difficulty of the academic work in ITE was not a concern for any of the 

participants in the study, LSEG or HSEG; this is reflected in the absence of this concern in the 

theory.  As ITE is a competitive postgraduate degree, perhaps it is unsurprising that all of the 

entrants in this study all felt academically prepared for the content.   There were, however, 

concerns from some participants about the amount of the work required, and these are 

reflected in the dimension of ‘juggling logistics’.  There were also some concerns about the 

relevance of the academic work to practice, and these are reflected in the dimension of 

‘knowing ‘how’ to teach’.   

 

The remainder of this chapter will discuss the specific findings on each property. These 

properties and their dimensions focus our attention on the varied experiences of participants in 

Initial Teacher Education (ITE), and draw attention to the need not only for more support 

within the system, but for more appropriate support within a system; that is, for supports that 

are designed not only for students only from traditional ITE student (white, Irish, Catholic, 

higher socioeconomic) backgrounds, but considering the needs of students from all 

backgrounds, including LSEG backgrounds.   

10.3 Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing:  Property 1-  Juggling Logistics 

‘Juggling logistics’ means that many (primarily LSEG) participants, when asked how ITE 

was going for them, were compelled to tell stories of how difficult and stressful it was to meet 

the requirements of ITE while also having commitments outside of ITE.  ‘Juggling logistics’ 

was derived from an in vivo code from George (LSEG 1.0), a father of three in his 40s who 

worked a mid-level administration job full-time during ITE: 

Knowing 'how' to 
teach

Overcoming 
employment 

precarity

Being welcomed 
into the fold

Juggling logistics

Figure 10.2 The (interrelated) Properties of ‘Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing - in ITE and 

into the Profession’ 
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…very small things, when you’re trying to juggle family and work [with ITE] – very 

small things make a huge difference (George, LSEG 1.0) 

 

Juggling logistics also means that when asked ‘how ITE was going so far’ students told 

stories of the struggle to balance part-time jobs, family commitments, teaching practice 

placement, and the ITE workload; travel time was also a significant factor, as many of these 

participants – for financial reasons - lived at home and commuted over an hour each way to 

University and/or their placements.  What differentiates the lived experience of those who for 

whom ‘juggling logistics’ was a salient experience from those for whom it wasn’t, was the 

psychological, emotional and physical stress associated with this juggling act; the participants 

were aware of the extreme nature of their balancing acts, and the impact that this ‘juggling 

logistics’ had on their health and over-all well-being.  As George (LSEG 1.0), our father of 

three, also reflected: 

 

…I am really pushing myself.  I shouldn’t not be able to do what I’m doing   

 

Almost all ‘jugglers’ spoke about the “stress” (Holly HSEG 2.0, Nicole HSEG 2.0 Imm, 

Deidre LSEG 1.0, Jillian LSEG 1.0, Sally LSEG 1.1 1.2, Margaret LSEG 1.3, Anne LSEG 

1.4, Ciaran LSEG 1.4), and “struggle” (Deidre LSEG 1.0) of balancing what Jillian (LSEG 

1.0) called “the practicalities” of life outside ITE with the demands of ITE.  Nicole (HSEG 

2.0 imm), one of the few HSEG participants who spoke of Juggling Logistics as a key 

concern told of her experiences crying and not sleeping during ITE.  She recalled: 

 

 …I’ve never seen anything like that [like ITE] in any degree…the level of pressure 

and stress that you go through during the teaching practice (Nicole, HSEG 2.0 imm) 

 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the LSEG students were much more likely than the HSEG students to 

have experiences of ‘juggling logistics’.  Of the 19 LSEG students enrolling in ITE, 15 spoke 

of the stress and demands that juggling logistics placed on them during ITE.  11 of 19 of these 

were working full or part-time jobs while enrolled in ITE.  This contrasts with only two of 12 

of the HSEG participants, both of whom were HSEG immigrants, who brought up juggling 

logistics as a salient part of their ITE experience; zero of 12 of the HSEG participants were 

working part-time while in ITE, although a few were paid for the extra classes they taught in 

their placement schools.   
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 HSEG LSEG 

Experiences coded as ‘Juggling 

Logistics’ 

2/12  

(both HSEG imm) 
15/19 

Working during ITE (outside of 

placement schools) 
0/12 11/19 

 

 

The nature of the working experiences of these LSEG participants merits further detail, as the 

participants themselves were eager to explicate exactly what it was they were dealing with 

logistically.  For George (LSEG 1.0) working during ITE meant keeping his full-time 

administration job; he was only able to pursue ITE at all because of a unique ITE programme 

that structured the teaching practice over the whole year, avoiding teaching practice ‘blocks’ 

where students are expected to be available Monday-Friday full-time.  Rather, he was able to 

teach a small number of hours each week throughout the year and still work 40 hours a week.   

 

For a surprising number of other students, ‘juggling logistics’ involved working at least 20 

hours a week during the ITE.  Ciaran (LSEG 1.0), for example, was teaching music from 

“from 8 o’clock to 6pm, Saturday and Sunday” during the ITE.  Margaret (LSEG 1.3) took  a 

loan to pay her fees, but was working Friday, Saturday and Sunday in a play centre during 

ITE repay that loan;  

 

…I’m exhausted when it comes to Friday.  And then I finish on Friday, and it’s take 

off one suit, out on another, and go to work.  I work in a children’s play centre, so it’s 

literally hyperactivity, buzz, sugar… for the whole weekend.  So I mean, I don’t really 

get time to switch off (Margaret, LSEG 1.3) 

 

Anne (LSEG 1.4) was working Sundays and 20 hours a week as a bus escort67 before and 

after school.  Anne, along with Margaret and Sally (LSEG 1.1 1.2), all detailed specifically 

that in order to meet the demands of ITE and of work they left the house at 6:30 am, and 

returned after 6:30pm, on a daily basis.  Nicole (HSEG 2.0 Imm) recalled “just no sleeping, 

sleeping three hours, going to work”. 

 

When analysing the socioeconomic differences on this dimension, it was also of great interest 

that both of the HSEG participants with experiences conceptualized as ‘juggling logistics’ 

(Nicole, HSEG 2.0 Imm, Maeve HSEG 2.0 Imm) were born and raised outside Ireland, and 

 
67 Someone who escorts primary or post-primary students with special educational needs on their bus journey to 

and from school, Monday to Friday 

Table 10.3 Number of HSEG and LSEG participants a) Coded as Juggling Logistics and 

b) Working during ITE  
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neither was doing their teaching practice placement in their former post-primary school.  In 

contrast to the LSEG students, who spoke at length about balancing work and family demands 

with ITE and placement demands, neither of these HSEG participants was working or had 

childcare commitments; rather, their reasons for feeling like they were ‘juggling logistics’ 

were down to the demands placed on them by the teaching practice placement and what they 

perceived to be the high volume of ITE academic assignments.  For Maeve – an international 

student – ‘juggling logistics’ was relevant because she felt taken advantage of by her 

placement school; the school had asked her to work more hours than required on placement, 

and told her it was necessary if she wanted a good reference.  This, and not part-time work to 

survive financially, led to her struggling to ‘juggle logistics’.  Nicole, an adult immigrant to 

Ireland, also felt incredibly stressed by the workload of the PME, but notably – unlike any of 

the LSEG participants – she complained to the programme directors and had deadlines 

adjusted.  She recalled looking around at her peers who were also stressed and struggling and 

wondering why they did not complain:  

 

…I mean, many other people were going through the same, and you know, crying, I 

mean people were….it’s very extreme, and nobody said anything and I couldn’t 

believe it, and I think it’s a cultural thing, that’s why I really didn’t close my mouth, I 

really said it [that the deadlines and demands were too high], you know? (Nicole, 

HSEG 2.0 Imm) 

 

The dimension of ‘juggling logistics’ gives insight into what my participants from various 

backgrounds dealt with during the two years that they were enrolled in ITE, and gives voice to 

the parts of students’ lives that are often invisible, and therefore often don’t really exist, in the 

minds of many lecturers, programme developers, and policy makers.  For example, when 

Deirdre (LSEG, 1.0) approached her ITE institution in Dublin and told them she wanted to do 

teaching practice placement in her home city in the West of Ireland because she was travelling 

there every weekend for work and did not have the money to rent a house in Dublin,  they 

were unsympathetic and did not make accommodations: 

 

…I just don't understand why we can't be placed at home. And I go — for financial 

reasons I was like — I don't have a lot of money, I struggle enough to pay my fees, 

like this is a total more cost that doesn't need to be….Because that was one thing; I 

was adamant I was doing my placement at home next year. I was like, "I don't have 

the money, my parents are struggling enough as it is. I just want to have it at home and 

[the ITE institution] are just going to have to understand".   

But no; I lost — there was no leeway on it whatsoever. I was just so...this is what I've 

been left with really but I mean, like why wouldn't it have been?...I don't understand 

why it was such an issue, like they need to understand that students are struggling 

(Deirdre, LSEG 1.0) 
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10.4 Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing:  Property 2- Knowing ‘How’ To Teach  

The second property of ‘Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing in ITE and into the Profession’ is 

‘knowing “how” to teach’.  This dimension is about feeling prepared to go into a classroom 

and teach, and was derived primarily from the records participants gave of their experience on 

their first teaching practice placement.  It is important to note that it is this first teaching 

practice placement that is so vital to the participants in this work; many participants 

acknowledged that one can quite quickly gain teaching skills in the classroom and that their 

second and subsequent teaching practice placements were much smoother than their first – but 

that was for those who had a minimum level of ‘knowing how’ going into the first teaching 

practice.   

 

For some of those participants (all LSEG) who felt very unprepared going into their first 

teaching practice placement, it was the start of a negative cycle of insecurity, criticism from 

support networks, and a quickly crumbling confidence.  In this cycle, the close interaction 

between this property and the following property ‘being welcomed into the fold’ was seen.  

That is, ‘knowing “how” to teach’, or even just feeling as if one did or did not, was a key 

factor in how participants were perceived by those teachers already established in schools, 

and the relationships they were or were not able to form. 

 

This property was derived, again, from an in vivo code from the interview with John (LSEG, 

1.0), one of the three LSEG participants who dropped out of ITE after the first year.  When 

asked to elaborate on his difficulties on teaching practice, John recalled: 

 

 …I didn’t really know how to go about it, you know.  That’s really it (John, LSEG 

1.0) 

 

This phrase stuck me as both honest and very sad; a young man who was hinging his future 

on investing in a professional preparation programme that had failed to prepare him for what 

he experienced on his teaching practice placement.  Interestingly, John did ask for help – he 

asked questions of his cooperating teacher, but was left with those questions brushed aside 

and the feeling that his cooperating teacher did not want him to ask questions or want to offer 

her assistance in his teaching journey.    

 

The opposite side to John’s experience of not knowing ‘how’ to teach is feeling very prepared 

to enter the classroom.  Consider this excerpt from Jillian’s interview:  
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…[on the first teaching practice placement I felt like] Oh a fish in water, totally….I 

felt like yeah I’ve arrived….Yeah totally...totally, just felt at home…I loved it (Jillian, 

LSEG 1.0) 

 

In terms of socioeconomic divisions, rather equal proportions of LSEG and HSEG 

participants had experiences where they felt they did not know ‘how’ to teach; the difference 

here, however, was in the primary concerns for the LSEG vs HSEG participants, and in their 

reaction to their experience.  Table 10.4 outlines the number of LSEG and HSEG whose 

experiences were conceptualized as ‘not knowing ‘how’ to teach’ and their primary concerns.   

 

 
# not ‘knowing ‘how’ to 

teach’ 
Primary concerns 

LSEG 6/19  

 

- Not feeling prepared to handle challenging behaviours 

- Not feeling able to ‘teach how they wanted to’ 

 

HSEG 3/12 

- Not feeling prepared for the diversity of special learning needs in 

classrooms 

- Clash in teaching styles between home country and Ireland 

 

 

 

Two of the three HSEG participants who felt unprepared felt they did not know how to teach 

to the diversity of special educational needs in the classroom, while the other felt unprepared 

to deal with the clash between her teaching style - which was developed in her home country - 

and the Irish teaching style.  Consider the reflections of Steven (HSEG 2.0) and Liz (HSEG 

2.0 Imm).   

 

…The organization of lectures [in ITE] though, I think, needs a complete overhaul. I 

just think like, on the Friday of our last teaching practice we got pdfs and everything 

about how to deal with dyslexia. We've had nine weeks of teaching and they now send 

us stuff on how to deal with dyslexia…Yet we've had workshops that mean nothing, 

nothing to you…. I mean they threw us into schools and you are dealing with someone 

with dyspraxia, ADHD…and I think it's wrong to let them let us go into a school and 

fail on your feet and you know, put a student on the spot that you don't know. On your 

first day you don't know these 30 faces looking in front of you…[I felt unprepared to 

deal with special needs and]…we weren't even taught how to lesson plan….we had 

like 20 mins, that was it. And they are giving out that we are not doing them right but 

so you know, you need to teach us how to do them (Steven, HSEG 2.0) 

_______ 

 

Table 10.4 Participants who Experienced 'Not Knowing ‘How’ to Teach’, and Their 

Primary Concerns, by SEG 
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…It's interesting because I was very supported by everybody except my cooperating 

teachers last year, because I was doing things the way I know how to do them, which 

is different from how they know how to do them, and both of them were very set and, 

"We're not even going to budge out of our ways," you know. So I got to a point where 

I stopped asking them for advice, because they were just upsetting me, and, you know, 

when they would offer it I would go, "Okay, okay," and just ignore it. 'Cause it wasn't 

working for me. So I had a rough time last year. Obviously the school system [in 

home country] is so different, and I could not have anticipated that (Liz, HSEG 2.0 

Imm) 

 

The LSEG participants, in contrast, primarily cited not knowing how to teach classes with 

challenging behaviour as their main concern.   

 

…I remember the first day—in the first week I was actually observing a music class 

and the kids were so bold for the actual teacher and I talked to her afterwards and I 

asked her, ‘what do I do if that happens to me’ and she basically laughed at me, like 

literally, but essentially, she was like well. I was like, do I go to the principal or—and 

she was like, ‘well there is no principal here…[and] to be honest, in this school if you 

go to the vice principal with a problem like this, they’re just like - well you can’t 

handle your class’. So, like from then on, I didn’t actually know how to deal with 

issues….I actually had so many problems with that class because I didn’t know what 

to do with them really (Deirdre, LSEG, in focus group) 

 

Contributing to contemplation of ‘not knowing ‘how’ to teach’ in classrooms with high levels 

of behavioural challenges, Ciaran (LSEG 1.4) draws a interesting contrast between what he 

sees as the ‘rural’ socioeconomic disadvantage that he grew up with and the ‘urban’ 

socioeconomic disadvantage that he witnessed in the DEIS school where he did his teaching 

practice placement: 

 

…From my own experience, obviously, rural disadvantage is, you see, due to the lack 

of interest of parents, or sorry—well, parents that aren't really that interested in 

education…however, you look at urban disadvantage and there's everything from drug 

problems, alcohol problems and so forth, and obviously a majority of the parents 

would be on social benefits or on the dole, or so forth. And the kids, from what I've 

seen in the urban disadvantaged areas up here, it's far more extreme than in rural 

disadvantaged areas, in regard to attitude of students, their behaviour, how aggressive 

they are, how basically—how they're not interested in education and so forth. They 

literally—the majority of students have little or no interest in going to third-level 

education….you see it everyday in the classroom. They just literally have no 

motivation or no interest in education — and anyone who teaches in a disadvantaged 

school will tell you, you're basically working for crowd control. You’re a bouncer on 

the door of the classroom. Your job is basically to keep them and stop them from, I 

suppose, killing one another in a classroom, more so than teaching them anything 

(Ciaran, LSEG 1.4) 

  

 

Michael likewise struggled to know how to handle challenging behaviours in the DEIS school 

where he did his first teaching practice placement, and talks of the pressure he experienced to 

try and keep the students in control: 
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…I didn't solve that previous problem, to be able to try and build a rapport with the 

kids that didn't involve everything revolving around threat and punishment. The 

policing thing…[I felt under pressure] from all over. It was like, if you don't keep 

them under control, it'll be chaos and anarchy, and you've got to come down on it 

straight away (Michael, LSEG 1.4) 

 

 

These experiences of not knowing ‘how’ to handle challenging behaviour are important, 

because several participants highlight the impact that this sense of not knowing ‘how’ had on 

their motivation and desire to continue pursuing teaching.  When Jillian (LSEG 1.0), who had 

been on teaching practice placement in a DEIS school in Dublin, was asked if there was any 

experience that made her question her choice to pursue teaching she replied: 

 

…I suppose the lack of respect from students, again maybe through no fault of their 

own, just what they're used to I guess, just sometimes it's just to do with personalities. 

…That was probably the worst part, was that they just didn't realise and they 

just...they couldn't understand why this was such a great activity or how this was 

going to benefit them…and it's hard to come in and keep up that energy and keep up 

that happiness and like that motivation to learn and to just get them interested…when 

you see them losing attention and just not caring, it is disheartening…and you get that 

sort of like why am I bothering? Why am I doing this when you don't care? (Jillian, 

WC 1.0) 

 

 

Analysing the differences in the causes cited for ‘not knowing ‘how’ to teach’, it became 

apparent that the types of schools that the majority of LSEG students carry out their first 

teaching practice in, in contrast to the HSEG students, had an impact.  The HSEG students 

were primarily in their former post-primary schools for the first placement, which were 

primarily schools serving HSEG populations.  The LSEG students, in contrast, were much 

less likely to be in their former schools, and were very often left to take placements wherever 

they could get them; these schools were, in the cases of many of my LSEG participants, 

schools serving more disadvantaged populations where increased levels of behavioural 

challenges are well documented.  Ciaran (LSEG, 1.4), one of the participants who dropped 

out of ITE, again reflected on ‘knowing ‘how to teach’ in these challenging schools, and the 

reality of the difficulties that ITE staff face when considering how to prepare ITE students for 

settings with intense behaviour challenges: 

 

…[I did not feel prepared], by no means….If you have never experienced a certain 

situation before—it's very hard on someone to be able to deal with something like that, 

because you're just not knowledgeable of it. I had never dealt with kids from Dublin 

and housing estates, who have no motivation or who are highly aggressive and so 

forth. This is the thing in teacher education, and this is a major issue because I don't 

know about any other universities that help with this, but you are taught to deal with—
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you're given methods and you're trained in such a way to be able to deal with children 

of standard school. You're not taught or given anything useful in battling in severely 

deprived schools. You're just not given the tools. Because I don't think anyone knows 

how to fully deal with it  (Ciaran, LSEG 1.4)  

 

The other major experience in ‘not knowing ‘how’ to teach’ for the LSEG participants was in 

not knowing how to manage the contrast between how participants recalled they had been 

taught to teach in ITE and the reality of what they found in schools.  Consider Sarah’s (LSEG 

1.0 imm) experience: 

 

…[Teaching placement was difficult because of] the mismatch... they say to me one 

thing, and they do a different thing. I mean that they [the ITE programme] says, well, 

we should care for all different type of learners and make sure they all get it, you 

know? Then want you to care for all different levels, and that's quite impossible when 

you have such a large number of person in the class…and then you don't have the 

materials. The textbooks aren't there….so you have to create your own material. And 

there is no... physically it's impossible. The space to do the group work and the no 

materials, and the time. So they tell you these lovely theory, but when you try to put 

into practice it's hard work, and when they don't help you to do it I say, I cannot do it. 

That's it, I give up (Sarah, LSEG 1.0 imm) 

 

This is also interesting when considered in contrast to Steven’s (HSEG 2.0) experience.  

Steven rejected what he was taught about ‘active learning’ strategies in ITE and instead 

classifies himself as an “old-school…strict” teacher.  Rather than the confusion experienced 

by Sarah, however, he was confident in rejecting what the ITE institution had taught him and 

in falling back on the teaching methods he had witnessed as a post-primary student and that 

were accepted on his placement back in that school.  Of note, he was hired in that school 

before the end of the PME: 

 

…And then the minute, literally the first day of post-primary school, that's what I 

wanted to be, a post-primary school teacher. And I've never changed since that. I liked 

it…and I think that shaped me to be an old-school type teacher. This whole active 

learning thing, it just doesn't...I don't really like it...because I am back in my old 

school now it's kind of just like I'm, you know, clicked right back in (Steven, HSEG 

2.0) 

 

Steven’s discussion of his relationship with his PME tutor while he was on teaching practice 

placement is also very interesting.  Of note is the tutor’s comment about the location of his 

placement (back in his old school), and his confidence in teaching the way he was 

comfortable, rather than trying to meet the ITE expectations: 

 

…Me and [the PME tutor] had the best relationship ever. She ended up being my 

supervisor in—or, my teaching practice teacher, in second year. And she used to laugh 
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at me…But we just had that kind of—like, she knew I kind of knew what I was doing, 

and that was kind of... Like I think she kind of liked my confidence...and [when she 

came to inspect his classes] I'd throw away the lesson plan, and away I'd go….And 

she'd say to me, "Well, if you weren't teaching in this school, if things weren't as 

easy," and you'd say to her, "But I am teaching this school, and I always hope to be 

teaching in this school. So that's where I'm going with this." She used to just laugh at 

me, but she knew I loved the course, and I did really well in the course, so I think she 

kind of had—she knew she didn't have anything to worry about, so she kind of just left 

me off to do my own kind of thing (Steven, HSEG 2.0) 

10.5 Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing:  Property 3 - Being Welcomed Into the Fold  

 ‘Being welcomed into the fold’ is the third property in the sub-category of ‘Sinking, 

Swimming, or Sailing - in ITE and into the Profession’.  It is a spectrum of experiences and 

feelings, with ‘being welcomed’ at the positive end, and both ‘experiencing professional 

protectionism’68 and ‘struggling to self-identify with the profession’ at the negative end.  This 

dimension has to do with the subjective experiences of whether or not a participant (as an ITE 

student and/or a newly qualified teacher) felt that they were being accepted into and 

integrated into the professional body of post-primary teachers, and with whether or not they 

felt this integration was easy and desirable.  Being ‘welcomed into the fold’ required 

positively negotiating relationships with the teachers that were already established within the 

profession, and in some cases negotiating the relationship with one’s own self-identity.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SEG differences in this property lie more strongly on the ‘professional protectionism’ and the 

‘struggling to self-identify with the profession’ end of the spectrum than on the ‘being 

welcomed into the fold’ end of the spectrum.  That is, a fairly equal number of LSEG and 

HSEG (12 LSEG, ten HSEG) participants had experiences that were conceptualized as ‘being 

 
68 Professional protectionism is an established concept from the discipline of human resources that has been 

applied to many other professions (Gainsbury, 2009; Christmas and Millward, 2011; Sevens, 2019). It gained its 

place in the final analysis and GT through its usefulness and resonance with participants during participatory 

consultation on the analysis 

Being 

Welcomed 

into the 

Fold (+) 

Experiencing Professional 

Protectionism (-) 

Struggling to Self-Identify 

with the Profession (-) 

Figure 10.3 The Dimensions of 'Being Welcomed Into the Fold' 
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welcomed into the fold’, which is a positive experience.  At the negative end, however, of the 

nine students who had negative experiences of professional protectionism, a SEG divide was 

seen (seven LSEG, two HSEG).  In addition, the two participants who struggled to self-

identify with the profession were both LSEG.  Table 10.5 outlines the SEG differences on the 

dimensions of this property. 

 

 
Being Welcomed into 

the Fold 

Experiencing 

Professional 

Protectionism 

Struggling to Self-

Identify with the 

Profession 

LSEG 12 7 2 

HSEG 10 2 0 

 

 

‘Being welcomed into the fold’ means that participants felt that established teachers were 

making an effort to integrate them, and were recognizing them as ‘newer but not less’; that is, 

new teachers, but teachers.  ‘Being welcomed into the fold’ positively promoted a cycle of 

successful identification with the profession of teaching.  These quotes from Holly (HSEG, 

2.0) and Maeve (HSEG, 2.0) perfectly describe their experiences of ‘being welcomed into the 

fold’: 

 

…there’s been no kind of “oh who are you, you are very young or you are new”.  

Everybody has been really good.  So this year I’ve just felt integrated and I think that 

shows in how the students perceive me.  How the rest of the staff perceive me and 

how the parents perceive me that I'm just another member of staff.  And the principal 

told me like last year before I even started in the school he was like I’ll introduce you 

as Ms. Moore, you are not a student teacher.  You are a member of the staff, like the 

students are not going to know any different, the parents aren’t going to know any 

different.  You just do your thing, so that really helped I think…For confidence apart 

from anything else.   Like fake it till you make it kind of thing (Holly, HSEG 2.0) 

 ___ 

 

…so [the teachers] kind of talk to me as if I know everything, which is really good 

because it’s really respectful. They treat me like a member of staff rather than a 

student (Maeve, HSEG 2.0 imm) 

 

Experiencing professional protectionism, one of the experiences on the opposite end of the 

spectrum, meant that participants felt that they were being ‘othered’ by established teachers; 

that is, made to feel like they were not a teacher in some way.  The ways in which this was 

accomplished were most often subtle and built into systems and school cultures; designated 

seating areas for student teachers in the staff room, restricted access to teaching resources 

Table 10.5 SEG differences on the dimensions of ‘Being Welcomed into the Fold’ 
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such as the photocopier, not inviting students to staff meetings, or excluding student teachers 

from after-school social get togethers.  At other times, participants reported being made to 

feel like they were not a teacher in less subtle, more damaging, and personal ways: they 

reported being criticized in front of their students, and/or encountering a refusal from their co-

operating teachers to answer questions or to share resources and knowledge. 

 

In terms of professional protectionism, Holly (HSEG, 2.0) describes how one teacher refused 

to ‘welcome her into the fold’ 

…There was a … teacher I was placed with from the beginning who didn’t, we didn’t 

click, she didn’t want to have a student. It was very obvious she didn’t engage very 

much.  I asked if I could see the scheme of work and she was like the book is my 

scheme of work, I don’t have a scheme of work.  I’ve nothing to show you.  So she 

didn’t really engage with me in any kind of meaningful way.  She didn’t really ask me 

how the classes were going, she didn’t really talk to me about what I was doing.  

When I tried to approach her she was always busy, you know she was pleasant and 

that but like I just knew she wasn’t interested….when I asked … if I could take [her] 

classes twice a week, if I could take the first year groups twice a week instead of just 

once a week the initial, [she] said no - that I was the student teacher and that’s not, she 

wouldn't have them enough and that like that wasn’t, it wasn’t going to work (Holly, 

HSEG 2.0) 

 

Interestingly, however, Holly, who was from a HSEG background, was able to navigate this 

professional protectionism with confidence and by playing by the societal rules and 

‘schmoozing’, which in turn resulted in the ‘tricky’ teacher eventually ‘welcoming her into 

the fold’: 

…but no, it was all positive and in the end… I gave [all the teachers] a card and a gift 

to thank them for all of their support and I wrote in the card the woman, the more 

tricky woman thank you for all of your support this year it was great to learn from you 

and you know all this schmooze kind of talk.  And she came over to give me a hug and 

she was like “you liar, I didn’t help you out at all this year, I can’t believe you wrote 

that in the card!” (Holly, HSEG 2.0) 

 

Holly contrasts her experience in her second placement school (also her former post-primary 

school), where she was undeniably ‘welcomed into the fold’, with her first placement: 

 

…[my new co-operating teacher will] ask me how my weekend was and that, so it’s 

been a totally different experience and I felt like I was part of the staff. I was invited to 

the staff day at the beginning of the year.  I was invited to the Christmas party, like 

anything that’s going on I'm included, there’s no question do I go, do I not go.  I'm 

involved, I come to the staff meetings every Wednesday morning, I'm a member of the 

staff like there’s no question about it.  I'm part of the staff and I feel so, it feels so 

much nicer to be that this time.  Any time there was like anything on in the school last 
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year you know morning staff meetings it was like oh you know you don’t have to go 

to that.  Like I know I don’t but I would like to be invited (Holly, HSEG 2.0) 

 

In contrast, when Sarah (LSEG, 1.0 imm), who was from a much more marginalized 

background than Holly, encountered adversity and professional protectionism from her 

cooperating teachers, she was at a loss to navigate it and it contributed to her dropping out of 

ITE: 

…[my contributing teachers were] not replying to my emails, not telling me what to 

do.  I would have been in the staffroom all day but they wouldn’t come to me and talk 

to me, it was mainly through emails.  I find that very strange.  I made up my timetable 

and I wrote down this, an email to the three teachers and I said ‘Can I take your part of 

this group?’ and this and this and none of them came to me.  They didn’t reply to my 

email either of them…Yeah this is my case I feel [I am] being bullied because it’s just 

so, but I’m not going to complain, I’m not going to make a, because it’s never, ever 

fixed, you can never fix that situation (Sarah, LSEG 1.0) 

 

Staffroom dynamics also had a significant impact on whether or not participants felt 

‘welcomed into the fold’ or not.  Steven (HSEG, 2.0), a HSEG student who was undeniably 

welcomed into the fold (he had a full-time job in his school before his ITE placement was 

finished) none the less reflects on the difficulties that teachers from diverse backgrounds 

might encounter in the staffroom 

…[minority background ITE students] wouldn't know where to go...the groups have 

their own cliques…It is not so much as they would you know be [discriminating] or 

anything but they don't want another person to come into their clique, that group has 

been that group already for ten, fifteen years and that's kind of...you know they sit 

there and that's... the newer teachers, the teachers that are on maternity leave, they sit 

with them…The pecking order is so blatantly obvious in a school. They're there, it's 

our school, you're back here (Steven, HSEG 2.0) 

 

Reflections on staffroom dynamics often focused on seating arrangements; where established 

and new teachers sat, who talked to who, and who was allowed access to resources like the 

photocopier.  Fionualla reminisced about how the words of one teacher in the photocopy 

room made her feel like an outsider to the teaching body: 

…I remember one day I came in and I had to print something off the computer and a 

teacher came in that didn’t really know me and I had to ask her—there was something 

wrong with the printer and I had to ask her how to connect it or whatever and she was 

like, ‘oh, yeah. You can do that there. Good girl.’ And I was just like, ‘I’m nearly your 

peer and you’re calling me good girl?’ and it was just—I actually thought to myself, 

does she think I’m a student? But I actually thought that and then I was thinking, she 
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has definitely seen me in here before. She knows I’m a PME…she was just being 

patronizing (Fionualla, HSEG 2.0) 

 

In addition, Liz recalled how a school system and staff room where student teachers were not 

intentionally welcomed and integrated made her feel marginalized: 

…It's a bigger school, I don't know the teachers that are not in my department. And 

there hasn't been, really, any effort, on their part, to try to get to know me. Or any of 

the PME students. And, you know, it's intimidating to go into the staffroom and sit 

down at a table of people and go, "Hi, can I sit with you guys? I don't know any of 

you, and..." So it's just been... that's been a little awkward (Roisin, LSEG 1.0) 

 

In contrast, Aiden (HSEG, 2.1), a male in his 40s, did feel welcomed into the fold, and 

attributed this to his age: 

…well, I am literally of the age group of most of the teachers there: I am mid-forties, 

they're mid-forties; I have children, they have children. I say, "Ah look...I won't be 

able to...da, da, da...because of the child…."  Perfect example…my youngest, five, 

was doing a school play type thing, so I spoke to my cooperating teacher, I explained 

and it was like, "Whoa, some things are more important. Go."  So there is that thing 

of...You know and I can see the mid-forty Irish male attitude towards the younger 

Dippers69, there is a generation gap — where that doesn't exist for me because I am 

not of that generation….But I think it's that kind of mature level of: you know what 

life's about … so [I feel I am] definitely taken into the fold of the white Irish male 

middle class teacher. Sorry! (Aiden, HSEG 2.1) 

 

Ryan’s (HSEG, 2.0) experience outlines how going back to your old school, if you had a 

positive experience there, can contribute to ‘being welcomed into the fold’.  Here we need to 

remember the HSEG/LSEG class differences in being able to/wanting to go back to one’s old 

school exist for multiple reasons, and that LSEG students were less likely to have placements 

in their old schools.   

…Ryan: I was pretty happy with [my placement].  I felt like I was able to... kind of 

integrate into the school fabric fairly well.  A lot of the teachers who would have 

taught me in school would still be there so they were pretty happy... do you know 

they're pretty happy to see you coming back.  I'm not long gone from the school only 

five years so… I still have brothers in the school at the moment so they kind of would 

kind of be still keeping up with your life somewhat... kind of in some shape or 

form….they were really happy to integrate me kind of into it and get me involved in 

activities as well, do you know training school teams, there was a musical happening 

at the time as well. Do you know, I was able to get involved in a good few things 

like; I felt like that really helped me as well like get to know some of the students as 

well. 

 

 
69 ‘Dippers’ is a colloquial term for ITE students, derived from the old 1-year post-graduate ITE programme 

which was a Higher Diploma in Education 
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Devon:  Would you say that you felt like welcomed into the group of the teachers? 

 

Ryan:   Oh yeah very much so (Ryan, HSEG 2.0) 

 

Interestingly, participant reflections on their pre-ITE experiences also included experiences of 

‘being welcomed into the fold’ or ‘professional protectionism’.  To illustrate, Amy, a HSEG 

adult immigrant to Ireland, clearly stated the impact that staff room dynamics had on whether 

she felt identified as a teacher or not when she was teaching on the MLPSI70 programme: 

…teachers are funny, though….They don't seem to like to speak about their job. I 

don't know. It seems to be a bit of a bit of a taboo subject. I don't know, maybe 

because they never really considered me as a teacher, being just an after-school-

teacher. The principal always wanted me to go to the staff room. And they're all very 

nice with me, but I never felt I could tackle sensitive subject (Amy, HSEG 2.1 Imm) 

 

In addition, Darren reflected on the dynamics while he was on an undergraduate school 

placement.   

…whereas when I was doing my undergraduate, the school I was in, the staff would 

barely  acknowledge you.  You would walk into the staff room, and you would feel 

like you're on your own (Darren, LSEG 1.0) 

 

Importantly, unlike Holly (HSEG, 2.0), who was able to call upon her own resilience and 

cultural understandings and skills to negotiate a difficult case of experiencing ‘professional 

protectionism’ and turn it into a successful resolution where she was, ultimately, ‘welcomed 

into the fold’, the LSEG participants in this study did not demonstrate these skills.  Rather, the 

impact of experiencing professional protectionism on the LSEG participants, (who were much 

more likely to experience it in the first place) was to shake their confidence.  Tom (LSEG, 

2.0), when asked to comment on these experiences tied them explicitly to social exclusionary 

practices, whether “conscious or subconscious”: 

 

…that's exactly what it is [professional protectionism], whether they realise that or 

not; whether that's conscious or subconscious, like. D'you know, they [established 

teachers in post-primary schools] don't want this high-flying fella that's... people that 

came from the very bottom of society's ladder, and are so determined to succeed in 

life, and are really passionate, and don't like fit in with their values of talking about 

Prosecco and going on brunch dates every second day. And don't kind of get in with 

the club. Sure, you know, there is a subconscious bias toward well, "They're not the 

type of people that we like working with, because they don't fit into our [inaudible]. 

One hundred percent. Whether it's conscious or subconscious, there's some people 

don't even realise that their biases are, like... no, it's that (Tom, LSEG 2.0) 

  

 
70 Modern Languages in Primary School Initiative 
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In contrast to ‘experiencing professional protectionism’, which is where participants 

essentially felt excluded from the teaching body by others, ‘struggling to self-identify with the 

profession’ was an experience wherein participants found themselves self-excluding from the 

teaching body.  This was not due, in the case of these participants, to an explicit desire to 

distance themselves, but rather as a reaction to the complex emotions they experienced on 

finding themselves finally starting to ‘become’ a teacher.  Tom (LSEG 1.0), for example, 

points out that, for him, it was not teaching confidence but rather emotional and identity-

related issues that caused him to feel unprepared to go into his teaching practice placement in 

his old school: 

 

…I didn't really require that much support in terms of how to teach, or how to open a 

textbook and plan a lesson. It was, I suppose, with the, the more psychological kind of 

stumbling blocks that I was going to face. That because the course was so big and 

there was a hundred and forty students, or whatever, it's very hard for the PME 

organizers to offer that level of support to a student from a diverse background, such 

as myself, before we'd go into school. You can kind of see it from their perspective as 

well. But yeah... definitely I found, when I went into the school, I didn't know how to 

manage, I didn't know how to deal with, I suppose, the whole going back into an old 

environment (Tom, LSEG 1.0) 

 

 

Likewise, a third LSEG participant, Darren (LSEG, 1.0), reflected on the connection between 

initial teaching motivations and feelings of ‘struggling to self-identify with the profession’: 

 

…but, when I was doing the teaching practice there were 3 other students with me, 

and ...they were all kind of enthusiastic about teaching, and that was what they wanted 

to do, and I was just like "I'm just here because I'm here..." you know? I'm not 

passionate about education or anything like that.  So times like that I felt like a bit of a 

fraud, you know?   Like, that, ........I didn't expect to be teaching straight away 

afterwards.  If something else came up that looked good, I'd do that.  You know?  So 

ya, I kind of felt like, "I shouldn't really be here".  But I didn't mind doing it much.  I 

knew I had to be there...get through the year, and then see what happens after that 

(Darren, LSEG 1.4) 

 

Mary, similarly, recollects the complex emotions being back in school brought up for her.  

For her, being back in the school environment brought up old memories of school that were 

associated with difficult negative emotions:  

 

…[Being back in a post-primary school and seeing LSEG children being negatively 

labelled] brought me back to my youth, and I thought, all the missed chances I had. I 

wouldn't be here today, I would maybe have been here ten years ago, if somebody had 

picked up and seen through what—but you know, it was just a different time, and I 

have to accept it and move on. That's the way it goes. Nothing more I can do about it, 

only prove myself (Mary, LSEG 1.0) 
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To conclude the findings on ‘struggling to self-identify with the profession’, Tom’s words 

gave great insight into the emotional dimensions of the experience of many LSEG ITE 

students, and the possibilities of support that may be needed for diverse ITE students that are 

different than those required by ‘traditional’ ITE students: 

 

…Like learning how to do lesson plans and all that kind of stuff doesn't take a lot of 

time. But learning how to deal with all those intricacies of all those dynamics, like — 

that's far more important, like. Especially for students from backgrounds such as mine, 

and people from Traveler backgrounds, or other… more marginalised backgrounds. … 

I think I'm a very resilient person, but yet, I still can't manage those dynamics 

well….Whereas obviously if somebody... if student teachers from Africa, let's say, and 

if student teachers from the [inaudible], like. They walk into a staffroom... it's obvious 

that they're from a different background than a lot of the teachers. How must they 

feel? They must struggle an awful lot more than me…and to retain teachers like those, 

something like that, some module like that, some sort of training like that is massively 

needed. Because if I'm at the verge of walking away from post-primary school 

teaching 'cause I can't deal with those dynamics, I'm most definitely certain that an 

awful lot more other students from backgrounds that we talked about are definitely in 

the same boat. A hundred percent (Tom, LSEG 1.0) 

 

 

Whether ‘juggling logistics’, ‘knowing ‘how’ to teach’ (or not), or ‘being welcomed into the 

fold’ (or not), the experiences through ITE were, overall, much easier for the HSEG group 

than the LSEG group.  Despite this, all but 3 of the LSEG participants who commenced ITE 

eventually graduated and registered as teachers.  The following property, ‘Negotiating 

Employment Precarity’, however, tells us that considerations of diversifying teaching don’t 

stop with ITE graduation.    

10.6 Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing:  Property 4 - Negotiating Employment Precarity 

Although in the initial interviews, some participants expressed that they felt that they had 

‘arrived’ as teachers when they were accepted into ITE or commenced their teaching practice 

placement, the reality is that in order to truly arrive at the point of being a post-primary 

teacher, one needs a job.  The fourth property of ‘sinking, swimming, or sailing – in ITE and 

into the profession’, therefore, is ‘overcoming employment precarity’, which refers to the 

experiences of participants post-qualification.   

 

‘Overcoming employment precarity’ means that participants handled being in the uncertain 

Irish post-primary teacher job market in different ways, and the ways they did this were 

related to their SEG. Primarily, those from LSEG backgrounds were in a more precarious 

financial situation post-ITE, having gone to more extreme measures to fund their training, and 
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were less likely to be able to survive and pay back loans or cover living costs on the small 

part-time contracts that most beginning post-primary teachers in Ireland are offered.  In 

response, many dealt with this precarity by finding work in another field that offered full-time 

work and in some cases better pay.   

 

As mentioned earlier, it was the interview with Darren (LSEG 1.0) that first alluded to this 

issue, when he spoke of his post-ITE job search difficulties and his regret about pursuing and 

completing ITE.  Darren’s story of “looking for scraps” stayed with me, but there were very 

few other stories like his because the rest of the participants were still in ITE during their 

initial interviews.  In the focus groups, however, which took place when a much greater 

number of the participants had graduated from ITE, the issue of employment realities came to 

the fore again.   

 

Many of the LSEG participants who had so passionately pursued teaching careers were – 

despite very successfully completing ITE – now working in their previous fields, studying in 

other fields, or working in other fields.  This prompted me to send an email to all of the 

participants asking for an update on their employment status, and on their experiences in the 

job-market post-ITE.  15 participants responded (10 LSEG and 5 HSEG); of these three were 

still completing the PME.  The results from the 12 respondents who had completed ITE and 

were in the labour market are shown in table 10.6. 

 

 LSEG HSEG 

Working in full-time in a non-

teaching field 
6 1 

Working part-time in teaching 1 2 

Working full-time in teaching 1 1 

 

Although the number of responses is just over a third of the total participants in the study, the 

finding that is most interesting is the large number of the LSEG participants working in a non-

teaching field.   

 

From analysing the email text that accompanied these figures, two main factors were involved 

in whether participants continued to pursue teaching work or not.  The first was the part-time 

nature of the work that newly trained post-primary teachers are often offered in Ireland.  Tom 

(LSEG, 1.0) for example, had multiple offers of part-time teaching work but the nature of the 

Table 10.6 The post-ITE employment status of those who responded to email query 
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work was insecure and he needed to know that he could pay his bills.  He put his desire to 

teach aside, and instead accepted a paid doctoral position at a research University.   

 

The second factor was the wage of post-primary teachers, as reflected in the situation of 

George (LSEG, 1.0).  George, although qualified as a teacher, continued to work in the low-

level administrative job he had held for 20 years because, ironically, it paid more than a full-

time teaching job.  With a family he simply “couldn’t afford to pay the mortgage” on a 

teaching salary.  When queried if he had considered this before entering and investing in ITE, 

he replied:  

 

…In the beginning, my motivation was to get into a job that gave me a sense of 

fulfilment; a career in which I could make a difference. It was really only afterwards 

(about a year into the course) when the novelty of teaching classes for free wore off 

slightly, that I began to look more closely at the money side of things (George, LSEG 

1.0) 

 

Aiden (HSEG, 2.1 [grew up LSEG]), - who had been a stay-at-home father but had hoped that 

a teaching career would allow his wife to take a career break - also completed ITE but then 

ventured out into a private educational business endeavour that he hoped would bring greater 

financial rewards to support his family of five.   

 

Of great interest as well was the relationship that the participants themselves drew between 

having a job and identifying as a teacher, or not. For those who had stopped teaching for the 

moment, they pointed out that integrating teaching into their identity was difficult.  George, 

for example, saw the only possibility of teaching in emigrating to Australia, where teaching 

pay is considerably higher: 

 

…Last year, I felt that I identified quite strongly as a teacher. By and large, my 

teaching experience was positive and came to know my students, some of whom I 

have taught since first year, quite well. I was left in a position of responsibility by 

school management who just left me to get on with things and I was able to implement 

some good projects and pieces of continuous assessment. 

At the moment, unfortunately, I feel as though my level of identification with teaching 

is hanging by a thread. I have no idea whether or not I will be able to secure a full time 

teaching job abroad in 2019-2020 and there is absolutely no prospect of me doing that 

here [in Ireland] (George, LSEG 1.0, in FG2). 

Tom, who did do a small amount of substitute teaching work before committing to his full-

time doctoral studies, also connected having a job and identifying as a teacher: 
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…because I’m not working and doing something else mainly with my time, I struggle 

to self-identify as a teacher even though I want to. But when I get paid, I’m like, yeah 

that’s my teaching pay packet (Tom, LSEG 1.0) 

10.7 Conclusion 

This chapter has detailed the third and final sub-category of the GT of ‘becoming’ a post-

primary teacher in Ireland, ‘Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing – in ITE and the Profession’.  This 

sub-category conceptualizes the extreme differences in subjective experience of what it is like 

to go through the ITE, teaching practice placement, and post-ITE job search experience.  The 

exploration of the four properties of this category, ‘juggling logistics’, ‘knowing ‘how’ to 

teach’, ‘being welcomed into the fold’, and ‘overcoming employment precarity’ highlighted 

the SEG differences in the dimensions of experience in each category.   

 

There are three key findings from this chapter: 

8. The logistical juggling engaged in by LSEG participants was significant and greatly 

affected their experience of ITE.    

 

9. The LSEG participants had diverse support and preparation needs 

 

10. LSEG ITE graduate professional attrition is occurring 

 

 

These findings will be discussed in relation to established theory and literature in the 

following chapter, Chapter 11.  Chapter 11 aims to explore and establish the contribution of 

this dissertation to the research literature on widening participation in ITE, especially as it 

relates to social class/SEG.   
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11 DISCUSSION 

11.1 Introduction 

Throughout the process of this Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT) study, the data on 

the experiences of applicants and entrants to ITE were analyzed for actions and processes 

of salience, and clear differences emerged on how those processes differed for LSEG and 

HSEG participants.  The over-arching contribution of the final CGT, and of the mapping 

of experiences onto that theory, is a clear understanding that the differences in experience 

of LSEG and HSEG students that affect their likelihood of successfully pursuing a 

teaching career occur across the educational lifespan.  In addition, there are more specific 

and targeted contributions of this work that are discussed throughout this chapter, in 

relation to the key findings; as there was very little previous research social class and 

Initial Teacher Education (ITE), these contributions add considerably to the substantive 

area.   

The CGT also offers a conceptual lens through which consideration can be given to the 

experience of students from diverse backgrounds in the consideration and pursuit of a 

career in teaching.  In a policy climate that is calling for the diversification of teaching, the 

CGT provides a framework and a vocabulary to consider where, how, and why various 

interventions may be implemented, and how experiences both earlier and later in the 

educational lifespan will affect the likelihood of success of any one effort.   

The broad sub-categories of Imagining, Investing, and Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing in 

ITE and into the Profession provide rougher, more general conceptual groupings for initial 

considerations; for example – if we are to consider increasing funding for ITE for those 

from LSEGs, will this result in a diversified ITE cohort and teaching profession?  The 

theory would argue that such a singular intervention would not be hugely successful, 

because the socioeconomic group (SEG) differences in Imagining and Sinking, Swimming 

or Sailing in ITE and into the Profession have not been addressed.  In similar fashion, a 

singular intervention in post-primary school career guidance counselling that aims to 

encourage working class students to pursue teaching may also fall short, as those students 
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will still encounter difficulties in the processes in Investing and Sinking, Swimming, or 

Sailing – in ITE and into the Profession.   

As mentioned in chapter two, some recent Irish policy has already emphasized the 

importance of an educational lifespan approach to widening participation.  For example, 

the first of eight fundamental principles for The National Access Plan 2015-2018 is that 

“equity of access policies must span the entire education spectrum and take a ‘whole of 

education’ approach to social inclusion” (HEA, 2015, p. 16).  Stated in the same section of 

the National Access Plan is the acknowledgement that “educational disadvantage and 

disengagement from education can occur at any stage in the education cycle…from pre-

school, through primary, post-primary and further education” (ibid., p. 16).    The CGT 

presented in this dissertation serves as strong support for both of these statements, and 

adds to our understanding of widening participation in ITE, because it goes beyond merely 

emphasizing a lifespan perspective to actually offering a conceptual framework on which 

to base considerations.   

In answer to our initial research question of “how do the experiences of LSEG and HSEG 

applicants and entrants to ITE compare”, we can now say that they differ in three distinct 

ways; LSEG students are less likely to imagine the possibility of becoming a teacher than 

HSEG students.  They are less likely to have the ‘keys to the kingdom’ required to gain 

access to and invest in ITE, and they are more likely to encounter difficulty in the 

processes involved in finally sinking, swimming, or sailing – in ITE and into the 

profession of post-primary teacher.  A failure to achieve a successful resolution to any one 

of the processes involved in these three sub-categories of the CGT makes it very unlikely 

that an individual will successfully enter and complete ITE and embark on a teaching 

career.   

An intelligent use of resources, therefore, would aim to address all three sub-categories if 

the goal is successful diversification.  Choosing to only act in one sub-category could 

potentially result in waste.   

Because I believe that this theory becomes useful firstly in the consideration of its broad 

sub-categories and later in the subtleties of these sub-categories (i.e. What aspect of 

Imagining is proving difficult?  Which “key” can the individual not gather to invest?) the 

discussion of the CGT in relation to established theory and the extended literature will 

also be structured primarily in relation to the theory’s categories.  Within each broad sub-
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category, the discussion will revolve around three or four key findings, discussing their 

connections to the established theoretical and empirical literature base.71 

11.2 Discussion of Imagining 

Pat Thomson (2013) writes about making research meaningful, and encourages 

researchers to ask themselves what they know at the end of their study that they did not 

know at the beginning of this work.  In the consideration of the category of Imagining, 

there are three key points that are most meaningful that have emerged as a result of the 

data collection and analysis in this work.  All three of these points are meaningful not only 

because they are novel findings in the research literature in this area, but because they 

offer clear implications for policy and practice in post-primary schools and in ITE: 

1. The majority of LSEG participants did not imagine themselves being teachers until 

a pivotal experience occurred  

2. There are SEG differences in how value is attributed to the role of teaching  

3. Uncertain job expectations (reward) affect students from both higher and LSEG, but 

have a greater influence on the LSEG students, who assume greater financial risk 

when pursuing ITE 

Our discussion of the sub-category of Imagining will be headed under these three key 

findings. 

11.2.1 Key Finding 1: Pivotal Experiences 

The first key finding in this study is that the majority of LSEG students did not imagine 

themselves being teachers until a pivotal experience occurred, where as many of the 

HSEG participants reported they had ‘always wanted to be a teacher’.   This is a novel 

contribution to the research literature, because although the homogeneity of the teaching 

profession has been established in Irish and international contexts for several decades, 

there has been no published research conceptualizing what it is that happens when a 

student from a diverse background shifts from a perspective of not imagining a future as a 

 
71 Note the the terms “working class” and “middle class” will be re-introduced to the dissertation at this 

point, and used interchangeably with LSEG / HSEG, as much of the established theory and literature favours 

‘class’ terminology as opposed to ‘SEG’ terminology. 
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teacher to a perspective of imagining a future as a teacher.  This is a crucial area of 

consideration, because if research does not explore this transition then we are implicitly 

working on the assumption that all teachers, from all backgrounds, were ‘born teachers’ or 

‘always wanted to teach’.  Understanding this transition, and the two types of pivotal 

experiences (having a transformational teacher or gaining ‘teaching-like’ experience) 

however, offers great potential for facilitating the opportunity for diverse students to 

imagine a teaching future, even if it is not one they all eventually pursue.    

To explore this finding in greater depth, we will: 

a) look first at the research on LSEG and working class relationships to education, 

exploring why it is that they did not share that same sense of ‘always having 

wanted to be a teacher’ that the HSEG participants did.   

b) Following that, we will explore the nature of the pivotal experiences that brought 

many of the LSEG participants to see the possibility of a future in teaching, and 

propose a psycho-sociological model for what occurs in those pivotal moments 

where becoming a teacher suddenly does become a possibility for these LSEG 

students.   

First, to understand why the LSEG participants did not see themselves as becoming 

teachers when they were growing up (apart from those who were academic excellers) we 

can explore the work of Diane Reay on the working class and education.  As Reay writes 

“working-class relationships to education have always been deeply problematic and 

emotionally charged, inscribing academic failure rather than success” (Reay, 2001, p. 

333).  She talks about the “injuries of class” (Reay, 2017, p. 82) that occur to young 

working class students throughout the educational experience; the damage that is done to 

their learner identities as they enter a system constructed by the middle class, that 

measures them against middle class values, and that then deems them lacking, substandard 

– all under a guise of neutrality and meritocracy (Bloodworth, 2016).  The experiences of 

children from working class backgrounds can be, in many ways, traumatic – a daily 

reminder of your subservient status in the pecking order of life, delivered through a façade 

of neutral ‘academic’ standards.   

This trauma, of course, is because “within the educational system all the authority remains 

vested in the middle classes. Not only do they run the system, the system itself is one 

which valorizes middle- rather than working-class cultural capital” (Reay, 2001, p. 334).  
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Indeed, as Bourdieu critiqued, the education system is “an instrument of reproduction 

capable of disguising its own function” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 55).  Its very function, 

according to Bourdieu, is to disempower those not born into dominant social groups.   

Although Bourdieu writes in the French context, and Reay in the UK context, the Irish 

context, both historically and presently is no different.  Indeed, McDaid (2016, p. 154) 

writes of the Irish “state concern for exercising regulatory authority over those to be 

imbued with the right to perform the highly moral act of reproduction of Irish society” – 

middle class Irish society.  Teaching in Ireland has - perhaps even more than in other 

contexts - been the site of explicit decisions about cultural transmission – and the culture 

to be transmitted has been that of both the higher socioeconomic group leaders that are in 

power and of the church (Sugrue, 2017).   

Further evidence that education in Ireland has been and is in the grips of the middle and 

upper classes is found in Ciaran Sugrue’s analysis that the views and actions of Donogh 

O’Malley, the Minister of Education responsible for granting free universal post-primary 

education to all children in Ireland in 1967, were extremely “far out” and even seen as 

“deviant” (Sugrue, 2017, loc. 3776) within the Department of Education at the time.  That 

is, O’Malley, who stood at least in some fashion for the rights of the LSEG group children 

to education, was seen as at odds with the prevailing values and priorities of the ministry.  

In addition, in recent years, Kirby argues “there is substantial social scientific evidence to 

show….growing [economic] social polarization” (Kirby, 2016, p. 5).  If “educational 

systems reflect the societies that they grow out of” (Reay, 2012, p. 592), there is no reason 

to believe the educational system in Ireland will shift to truly reflect the interests of all 

members of society any time soon.   

In addition, the experiences of LSEG children in education in Ireland have been 

documented as at many times traumatic; the education system in Ireland is extremely 

“conservative”, and within it children of the LSEG groups have consistently been signaled 

as inferior on every measurement of success, including reading, mathematics, sciences, 

Leaving Cert results, school completion, and HE progression (Smyth, 2017).  Smyth 

(ibid.) writes of the assumed labels that working class students have internalized from 

their time in the Irish education system; labels like ‘thick’, ‘dumb’, and ‘slow’.  In reality, 

an educational system that ranks students hierarchically by narrow academic standards is 

really only ‘fun’ or ‘beneficial’ for those at the top.   
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Dogged insistence on measuring all students by a standard attainable only by some – such 

as that seen in Irish post-primary education – is at the heart of Bourdieu’s concept of 

cultural reproduction in education; that is, the use of the education system to reproduce the 

inequalities in society, by deeming the children of the lower classes insufficient and the 

children of the middle and upper classes successful.  Bourdieu (2000, p.  76) observes that 

the education system  

…universally impose[s] the same demands [on all children] without any concern for 

universally distributing the means for satisfying them, thus helping to legitimate the 

inequality that one merely records and ratifies, while additionally exercising (first of 

all in the educational system) the symbolic violence associated with the effects of real 

inequality within formal equality. 

 

Education is not “about the valorization of working classness, but its erasure” (Reay, 

2017, p. 334) – and children are not naïve or immune to the intent behind this process of 

education to which they are submitted; no one wants to be erased, and to be encountered 

with such a threat is injurious.   

Is it little wonder then, that the LSEG participants in the current study did not speak of a 

love for school and for education in the same way that the HSEG participants did?  That it 

was only the female HSEG participants who recall ‘playing school’ when they were 

younger?  LSEG students are, as Reay writes, often in emotional and psychic “pain” from 

their mandatory schooling experience, and are quite often ready to leave education 

entirely, let alone become teachers and spend their professional lives in the setting that hey 

feel has done them so much harm.   

With this understanding, it is remarkable then that any of the LSEG students (save the 

academic excellers – LSEG 1.2 -  who managed to meet and exceed the middle class 

standards set by the primary and post-primary education system) were pursuing ITE.  And 

in this context, the theoretical finding that a pivotal experience was present for most LSEG 

participants who had applied to Initial Teacher Education is fascinating.  Some had a 

transformational teacher, while others gained “teaching-like” experience - but what is it 

that occurred in those pivotal experiences that took the individual from a point of not 

seeing the possibility of becoming a teacher to the point of seeing the possibility? 

Because I have a background in psychology, I would argue here that these experiences 

altered one of two things, or both.  They either changed how the participants viewed the 

profession of teaching, or they changed how the participants viewed themselves.  To set 

this in a theoretical framework, we can consider the literature from two domains; the first 
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is literature on self-concept and congruence and incongruence from humanist psychologist 

Carl Rogers.  The second is the body of work on professional self-concept, which has 

arisen in the field of  human resources.   

To be clear, I will set forth here a proposal to merge two pre-existing theories – a) Roger’s 

theory on self-concept, ideal self and congruence, and b) the theory of professional self 

concept – and use the product of this merging as a potential explanatory tool for the key 

finding on pivotal experiences and ‘seeing the possibility of fulfilling the role’. 

Rogers (1961) wrote extensively on the idea of self-concept, and claimed that it was 

composed of three elements; self-image (the view you have of yourself), self-esteem (how 

much value you place on yourself), and ideal self (what you wish you were really like).  

Self-image and ideal self, and the relationship between them, are important for our 

discussion.  That is, Rogers proposed the belief that when the self-image and the ideal self 

were very similar, the individual experienced a comfortable state of congruence; 

congruence is a healthy state of being and allows a person to successfully develop and 

complete the process of self-actualization (fulfilling our potential and achieving the 

highest state of ‘human-beingness’ that we can).   

When the self-image and the ideal self are dissimilar, however, there is a lack of 

congruence – a state of incongruence - and psychological discomfort and pain ensues 

(Ismail and Tekke, 2015; Rogers, 1961).  It is natural, and desirable, according to Rogers, 

for human beings to seek congruence between the actual self-image and the ideal self.  

Likewise, we seek to avoid incongruence by avoiding situations in which our ideal self is 

too far removed from our actual self – because incongruence is psychologically 

uncomfortable or painful, and we instinctually avoid pain.   

 

Similar ideas and concepts have made their way to the discussion of social 

class/socioeconomic status and education before, with Diane Reay discussing the need for 

members or the working class to have a “coherent sense of self” (Reay, 2001, p. 337) and 

the threat that entering “higher education poses… to both authenticity and a coherent 

sense of selfhood for these working-class mature students” (ibid.).  Indeed, in Meg 

Maguire’s work  on working class teachers (some of the very little work in this field that 

exists) she too gives consideration to “the ways in which who we were, who we are, who 

we might become and how we imagine ourselves, shift over time and become enfolded 
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and embedded in our social and material practices as well as in our emotional and psychic 

selves” (Maguire, 2003, p. 5).   

That is, according to one of the leaders in the field (Reay, 2017) we can not discuss the 

relationship of the LSEG participants to education, to HE, and to the prospect or 

possibility of teaching, without considering the emotional and the psychological landscape 

of the LSEG and HSEG students, because these are the mechanisms operating behind the 

HE and career decisions that students make, and the experiences they share.  Roger’s 

theory of self-concept, ideal self and congruence/incongruence adds to this discussion by 

offering a potential explanatory mechanism for why many students from diverse 

backgrounds do not, or can not, imagine themselves pursuing teaching; because it is 

incongruent, and therefore painful.     

To further build on this consideration, however, we move now to combine Roger’s theory of 

congruence/incongruence with the theory of ‘professional self-concept’.  Professional self-

concept, as defined by Arthur and Randle (2007), refers to a concept of oneself as a 

professional that is “established and developed as a consequence of … adopting the 

generalized perspective of other [professionals]” (Arthur and Randle, 2007, p. 61).  That is, 

professions, as entities, and the professionals within them, have self-concepts, and these in 

turn affect how others both within and without of the profession conceptualize what members 

of that profession are like.   

So when one imagines oneself as a teacher, or when one starts to become a teacher, or when 

one is a teacher, the ‘professional self-concept’ they have is a social construction of the 

collective whole of the professional body, the interactions within that body, and the 

interactions of that body with society.   

For a student in school, imagining oneself as a teacher would involve transposing the socially 

agreed upon “professional self-concept” of teacher onto their “ideal self”.  If the distance 

between an individual’s self-image and this ideal self (now composed of elements of the 

professional self-concept of ‘teachers’) is not congruent, it will create discomfort and the 

individual will seek an ideal self that is more in-line with their actual self-image.   

Importantly, the current socially agreed upon “professional self concept” of teachers is a 

creation of those who are currently in the profession (Arthur and Randle, 2007).  In the 

case of a profession populated mainly by a homogenous group of people, the ‘professional 

self-concept’ is likewise homogenous.  As teachers in Ireland are predominantly HSEG, 
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white, Irish, Catholic, female it is a predominantly HSEG, white, Irish, Catholic, female 

professional self-concept.  HSEG students’ actual self-images would be more congruent 

with integrating this professional self-concept into their ideal (imagined) selves.  Working 

class students’ actual self-images may be less congruent with this professional self-image 

as part of their ideal self. 

Returning to the idea of pivotal experiences, therefore, we can now consider them in terms 

of their impact on either how the student sees themselves (self-image) or on how they 

view the concept of ‘teacher/post-primary teacher’ (professional self-concept).  If a LSEG 

student has a transformational teacher, changes can occur in either the self-image of the 

child (“that teacher believes I am clever…maybe I am clever”), or in how the child views 

what teachers are like and what they do (“that teacher grew up in a poor neighborhood 

too….maybe some teachers come from different backgrounds” – a change in the 

professional self-concept).  Likewise, gaining teaching-like experience can similarly alter 

either self-image (“wow, I am good in this role…”) or professional self-concept (“teaching 

isn’t all about academics, it’s about relationships too!”).  I propose, therefore, that these 

changes or shifts in either a) the self-concept or b) the professional self-concept can result 

in a change in congruence/incongruence when the professional self-concept is overlaid 

with the ideal/imagined self.   

Perhaps then, something akin to this is what is underneath the role model arguments so 

frequently cited in the teacher diversity agenda literature and policy (Evans, 1992; Hess 

and Leal, 1997; Klopfenstein, 2005; Martino and Rezai-Rashti, 2012).  Are these role 

model arguments really overly simplistic and potentially harmful, as Hopson (2013b) 

claims, or are they simply articulated in a slightly erroneous manner?  That is, it is not that 

minority students need minority teachers as role models, but rather that if/when the 

professional self-concept of the teaching profession includes teachers from a diverse range 

of demographic backgrounds, it is easier to integrate that diverse professional self-concept 

into one’s ideal self and maintain an acceptable degree of congruence.  Such 

considerations, of course, go beyond any one demographic variable and can and should be 

extrapolated into non-demographic considerations as well.  It is about, as Bourdieu would 

claim, altering the subconsciously perceived “conditions of access” (1986, p. 53) to an 

exclusive group (the profession) – a diversifying or broadening of those conditions – and 

the resultant professional self-concept of that professional body, and thereby diversifying 
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the range of young students who can imagine themselves joining the profession of their 

role model.   

The implications of this finding are powerful; to diversify teaching, one must look at the 

individuals it wishes to attract to the profession, and at the profession itself; is there 

potential congruence to be had between the self-concepts of those individuals and the 

professional self-concept, or not?  Is the profession itself ready to change its socially 

agreed upon professional self-concept to include those from LSEG backgrounds, or do we 

ask only that working class individuals change themselves and their self-image to be in 

line with the status quo of the profession as it is?72   

Likewise, when considering recruitment efforts aimed at young LSEG students, we can 

ask if the targeted initiative is really going to do anything to change the individual’s self-

image, or their view of the professional self-concept of the teaching profession.  If not, 

perhaps a change in initiative would be more effective.   

11.2.2 Key Finding 2: Valuation of Teaching 

The next key finding from this study is that there were SEG based differences in how 

value was attributed by individuals to the role of teaching.  The HSEG students were more 

likely to express wanting to make a difference for students by being excellent pedagogues 

in their chosen discipline, and they valued getting to work in the subjects that they were 

passionate about.  The LSEG students, in contrast, tended to value the opportunity to make 

a difference in the lives of disadvantaged students, with whom they identified; that is, for 

these participants, making a difference was about reducing the degree to which 

marginalized students in their own classrooms would perceive themselves as educational 

outsiders.   

The contribution of this key finding to the literature is found in its conceptualization of the 

fact that there are different ways in which ITE applicants from diverse socioeconomic 

backgrounds envision themselves ‘making a difference’.  That is, most participants, HSEG 

and LSEG, ‘wanted to make a difference’, but this findings contributes to our 

 
72 The latter, unfortunately, is a possibility that must be critically considered, as Ortlipp and Nuttall (2011) found 

exactly that in their work with culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) pre-service teachers.  Specifically, 

Ortlipp and Nuttall concluded that “supervising teachers [of the CALD pre-service teachers] were at pains to 

produce and perpetuate a liberal humanist discourse within which all human beings are ‘the same’ or should be 

equal, even as they attempted to recognise CALD pre-service teachers’ learning styles and needs” (ibid., p.87).   
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understanding that this statement can not be taken to mean the same thing to all potential 

ITE students and teachers.   

To discuss this finding, I first present additional literature that has uncovered similar 

career motivations in diverse students.  To explore more fully what this sentiment is, 

however – that is, to more fully explore the nature of what these motivations are - I then 

tie it to the concepts of cultural reproduction (Bourdieu, 1986) and resistance theories of 

education (Giroux, 1983).  I argue that more than just wanting to “help” others like them 

(which is what the LSEG participants believe at this early stage in their career), there may 

actually be an instinctual drive of resistance to the reproduction of the dominant and 

subordinating class – an instinct which is powerful if nurtured.   

Although there are no findings on the motivations of LSEG students for entering teaching 

careers, much has been written of the “social justice” (Kohili, 2016, p.  110) orientations 

of BME student teachers in the American and UK context.  In addition, Cho (2016) writes 

of the deep humanistic motivations of her Internationally Educated Teacher (IET) 

participants, and argues that because of their (admittedly adverse) “lived experience” they 

“may enter into the profession [of teaching] at a different [more advanced] point on the 

continuum of understanding” (ibid., p. 52) of student’s needs and the importance of the 

pastoral in the pedagogical.   

A second contribution of this finding is that it reinforces recent research that working class 

students often express a distinct type of motivation (Keane, 2017) for pursuing their 

careers of choice, and demonstrates the applicability of such concepts specifically to the 

career of teaching.   Specifically, Keane (2017), in her research with Access students at 

Irish Universities, recently coined the term ‘altruistic motivations’ to refer to the sense 

amongst her LSEG participants of wanting to use their educational trajectories and careers 

to act in service roles that would allow them to help ‘people like them’.  Keane found that 

among the former access students in her study, 43-46% of those who progressed on to 

postgraduate education pursued programmes related to Education or Community 

Development.  Moreover, of the school-leaver access students (as opposed to the mature-

student access students) in her study there was “a very strong sense of being altruistically 

motivated” (ibid., p. 574) in choosing a postgraduate study and career pathway.  That is, 

they “directly tied their background and/or schooling experiences to their choice of 

postgraduate programme and future career path, in the sense of ‘wanting to give back’ or 

‘help others like me’” (ibid., p. 575).    
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Similarly, the use of the FIT-Choice Scale (Watt and Richardson, 2007) with post-

primary, postgraduate ITE applicants in the larger DITE project (Keane, Heinz and Foley, 

in press), found that “ITE entrants from lower social class groups rated the opportunity to 

engage in a socially worthwhile task higher than did those from higher social class 

groups”.  Keane (2017) points out the value of such motivations on a societal level, and 

references the work of Walker (2010, p. 494) on the concept of the ‘graduate citizen’, who 

can make ‘a positive difference in the everyday lives of the people with whom they come 

into contact’ (ibid., p. 487).   

What is this concept of “wanting to make a difference for students like me” / altruistic 

motivation (Keane, 2017) then?  Is it a response to a painful experience, a protective, 

nearly maternal/paternal reaction towards the members of one’s social group(s)?  I argue 

that what we are seeing in the ‘altruistic motivations’ of working class teachers is a form 

of educational reproduction in and of itself; it is not, however, the educational 

reproduction of the majority.  It is, rather, a 'splinter cell’ of educational reproduction - a 

reproduction of an educational sub-culture within the larger educational culture.  

That is, especially in those LSEG students who speak of having had transformational 

teachers that took them from a place of not seeing the possibility of teaching to a place of 

seeing the possibility, the types of teachers that they themselves aim to be is 

transformational.  They seek to reproduce not all of their educational experience (in fact 

they also often speak explicitly about the type of teacher they won’t be), but rather a sub-

portion of their educational experience.  That is, perhaps they have a hidden curriculum 

(Gordon, 1982; Jackson, 1968; Kentli, 2009) of their own that they have both experienced 

and seek to replicate.   

There is substantial support for the idea of a “splinter cell” of counter-cultural 

reproduction in the literature.  Most enlightening to this consideration is Giroux’s (1983) 

critical analysis of the many theories of reproduction and resistance in the sociology of 

education.  Giroux highlights the intricacies and variations of the reproduction theories of 

education (eg. Bowles and Gintis (1976), Althusser (1971), and Bourdieu and Passeron 

(1977)) and contrasts them against the resistance theories of education (i.e. Friere, 1972).   

Although Giroux acknowledges the contribution of reproduction theories in that their 

“politicization of school knowledge, culture and linguistic practices formulates a new 

discourse for examining ideologies embedded in formal schooling” (1983, p. 8), he also 

expresses his view that reproduction theories of education fall short where “the conceptual 
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possibility for resistance” (1983, p. 9) is absent and in the minimalization of the agency of 

the actors within such educational reproduction models.  He is concerned that too often 

educational reproduction theories convey “a reductionist instrumentalism regarding the 

meaning and role of schools,…[and] also a form of radical pessimism that offers little 

hope for social change and even less reason for developing alternative educational 

practices” (ibid. p. 6).  Indeed, one would wonder what the role of the LSEG teachers with 

“altruistic motivations” was in a system of reproduction which acts primarily to 

“legitimate capitalist rationality” (ibid. p. 1) and will always – by design - favor the 

children of those at the top of the socioeconomic hierarchy. 

Resistance theories of education, however, according to Giroux, offer an important 

theoretical slant on analyzing what schools are and what they do (ibid.).  At the heart of 

this difference is that reproduction theorists see schools as institutions whose “primary 

role is to reproduce the ideological and “manpower” requirements of the social relations of 

production” (Apple, 1982, p. 14, in Giroux, 1983, p. 11), while resistance theories, in 

contrast, recognize that schools also “embody contradictory tendencies and provide sites 

where ideological struggles within and among classes, races, and sexes can and do occur” 

(ibid.).   

Resistance theories, according to Giroux, address the failings of reproduction theories; 

namely, their contribution to the “structured silence regarding how teachers, students, and 

others live out their lives in school…[and]…how human agency accommodates, mediates 

and resists the logic of capital and its dominating social practices” (1983, p. 15).  They 

turn the lens from the macro view of what is going on (culture is being reproduced) to the 

micro view of what that looks and feels like (reproduction is not a process that the 

oppressed undergo happily, willingly and without a struggle).   

Resistance theories, therefore, may lend a more useful lens than reproduction theories on 

their own to analyzing the finding that LSEG participants value the role of teaching 

distinctly from HSEG participants.  Specifically, resistance theories offer the contribution 

of the “insight that the mechanisms of reproduction [in schools] are never complete and 

are always faced with partially realized elements of opposition” (ibid. p. 16).  If this is so, 

we can consider the differing motivations for pursuing teaching careers through this lens; 

the HSEG participants and LSEG participants, in valuing a position as a teacher 

differently, may really be stating their two opposing positionalities in the class-based 

battle within educational settings – one of reproduction and a continuing accumulation of 
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privilege and power for one’s group, and one of resistance against such reproduction, or a 

stating of a position of giving voice to the ideals of the dominated class through the 

manner in which one teaches and treats students of non-dominant backgrounds within the 

school.   

To continue this thinking, perhaps HSEG participants, who want to excel in the pedagogy 

of their chosen subject, are actually acting on a level which serves to reinforce the power 

of their socioeconomic group – the valuation of “primacy of mental” (ibid., p. 15) and 

intellectual types of knowledge and work over those types of knowledge and work more 

common to the lower social classes, such as the manual.   

And the LSEG participants, in their desire to “help students someone like me” are not just 

being caring and kind, they are, rather, expressing their intentions to seek a position of 

relative power (teacher) within the system of education and use it to propagate the seeds of 

resistance and counter-cultural that fell from their own transformational teachers onto 

them, exercising the agency that these teachers have shown them it is possible to yield 

even within the system of reproduction of the dominant.  These teachers are, I argue, the 

living proof of a “splinter cell” of resistance in Irish education, and as such should be 

nurtured in ITE and beyond if there is any truth at all in what we claim to be our 

allegiance to a future in which education treats students more equally than in the past.    

The challenge, however, is how these transformational, altruistic motivations play out in 

the careers of minority teachers; that is, what happens to the motivations and intentions of 

LSEG students once they reach the position of teacher within the class, within the school, 

within the system?  This is another topic which has been explored mainly through the 

experiences of BME teachers, and findings are perhaps unsurprising.  Unfortunately for 

these teachers, too often it seems that such aspirations can be hard to realize when they 

find themselves teaching in educational contexts that are, inevitably, still driven by 

middle-class, mostly white, educational agendas (Hopson, 2013a).  Such teachers crave 

the “community” (ibid.) of teachers from similar backgrounds, who can share and help 

them navigate their experiences, but many times do not find it.  Such findings, in fact, 

were the impetus for the Institute for Teachers of Color Committed to Social Justice 

(ITOC) programme (Cho, 2016), a summer school that aimed to bring together BME 

teachers with social justice orientations who felt isolated in their critical pedagogical 

orientations within their teaching contexts.   
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The research conducted by Meg Maguire on the experience of being a working class 

teacher also recognizes the desire of some to work with students they “see as like 

themselves” (Maguire, 2005, p. 431).  Maguire details how being a transformational 

teacher, or as the teacher ‘Karen’ in her study puts it a “guerilla of the curriculum” (ibid., 

p. 436), may be possible, but can also be very lonely and isolating, leading to feelings of 

exclusion from the rest of the teaching body – perhaps partly rooted in prejudice, and 

perhaps partly rooted in jealousy of the better relationships that ‘transformational teachers’ 

such as Karen build with their students.  Santoro, likewise, highlights the challenges of 

ethnically diverse teachers in their professional work; unlike their white colleagues, the 

ethnically diverse teachers are often “expected to perform their professional selves 

through their ethnic or racialized self” (2013, p. 14) and end up feeling “pigeon-holed” 

(ibid., p. 14).   

Furthermore, like Karen the ‘guerilla’ teacher, the altruistic motivations of the primarily 

LSEG students in the current study certainly seem to be in line with what Geijsel and 

Meijers (2005, p. 419) call an “alternative paradigm of learning in which the focus is no 

longer on teaching, but rather on the learning and development of students”.  Geijsel and 

Meijers argue that this alternative paradigm is required by a changing world, and that such 

a progressive education will require a fundamental change in the work of teachers, from 

primarily teaching to primarily coaching.  I, like Cho (2016), argue that the current study’s 

findings on the type of ‘difference’ that LSEG want to make in their work as teachers 

demonstrates the particular suitability of these individuals to the task.   

If schooling traditionally reproduces inequalities in the economy and society (Bourdieu, 

1974; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Lynch, 1989; Bourdieu, 1986), may this 

transformational type of pedagogue initiate a cycle of reproduction of re-equalizing, 

however fledgling?  Where and when are they able to actually practice their 

transformational pedagogies, what supports do they need, and what is the personal cost?  I 

believe we must ask questions of the value of such a ‘splinter cell of reproduction of an 

equalizing pedagogy’, and of how the value of such a process can be encouraged and 

protected 

Furthermore, if many of these LSEG (and likely other minority background) students are 

in the middle of a cycle of counter-cultural reproduction – the ideals of which are in line 

with the progressive equality-based rhetoric of ITE departments and educationalists – how 

do we support that process, rather than hindering it?  How do the ITE needs of students 
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located in a ‘counter-cultural reproduction in education’ or ‘resistance in education’ space 

differ from those located in spaces of classic educational reproduction?73 

The value of such students, in this light, extends massively beyond the tokenistic visual 

representative of the role-model argument, and becomes that of the embodiment of the 

change in education that governments, ITE departments, researchers and educationalists 

are promoting; these students are already more than halfway there on issues of equality, 

diversity, student-teacher relationships, and even curricular reform and educational value 

change; how do we both acknowledge who they are and what it is they want to do, and 

continue them on their path? 

I leave this section with the words of Keane (2017, p. 578) 

…The altruistic motivation of many access graduates in this study - directly tied to 

their circumstances of origin – is meritorious of further research, and the potential of 

this sort of motivational orientation in terms of positive impact at community and 

society levels ought to be recognised. It demonstrates the potential of HE Access and 

WP initiatives as a public, and not just private, good. 

 

11.2.3 Key Finding 3: Importance of Labour Market Concerns 

The third key finding of the study is that uncertain job expectations affect students from both 

HSEG and LSEG backgrounds, but have a greater influence on the LSEG students, who 

assume greater financial risk when pursuing ITE.  This finding emerges from the property of 

“Doing the Maths”, wherein participants found themselves engaging in a mental algebra of 

risk vs reward.  What was surprising and merits consideration here was the counter-intuitive 

finding that, on average the HSEG students had lower employment expectations, or were more 

hesitant to express optimism over teaching career prospects, than were the LSEG students.   

As no research has previously explored the contrast in employment expectations between 

HSEG and LSEG participants in relation to pursuing teaching a teaching career, this finding is 

also an important contribution to the literature in the field. 

 

This finding hit home with me as a researcher, perhaps because I had predicted the 

opposite; having been enculturated into the cultural narrative of Irish educational circles 

that ‘finding a job is all about who you know’ (as will be discussed in section 11.4.2 and 

 
73 These questions will be explored and addressed in more depth in section 11.2.10 
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11.4.4), I expected that being on the favorable side of nepotism would translate into 

increased employment expectations for the HSEG students.     

In contrast, the HSEG students were more hesitant about the likelihood of securing a job; 

they had friends and family working in education, or often not working in education 

(although trained as teachers) that gave them the inside track on the reality of employment 

prospects for teachers.  The LSEG students, on the other hand, expressed what might 

nearly seem to be a naïve confidence (in contrast to the educated caution) about their 

employment prospects.   

This is, in effect, another example of the privileged knowledge of the social and economic 

world that the HSEG students had and the LSEG students did not.  In a Bourdieusian 

analysis, we could say that the HSEG students were able to convert their social capital 

(relationships to teachers in their social networks) into cultural capital; through their 

advanced connections to those with high social capital, they had gained an advanced 

understanding of the value of a post-primary teaching qualification in relation to the job 

market and the current teaching economy (not that high).  The LSEG students, lacking this 

social capital, naively believed a post-primary teaching credential to be a ticket to a secure 

and ‘good’ job, if only they ‘work hard enough’ - not knowing the nuances of the teaching 

market that exists on the other side of qualification.  As Bourdieu says “academic 

investment has no meaning unless a minimum degree of reversibility of the conversion it 

implies is objectively guaranteed” (1968, p. 51), and the HSEG students seemed to be 

more aware that a post-primary teaching degree is no longer a ‘scarce’ (ibid.) qualification 

with a guaranteed “reversibility of the conversion” of capital back into immediate 

economic gains.   

The implication of this finding, I believe, is an ethical one.  Is it not a cruel and ironic 

stance to consider the fate of a LSEG student encouraged and supported into a path of 

training (i.e. ITE), investing so much of oneself and one’s resources, only to find on the 

other side that only part-time or temporary work awaits them?  The case of Darren (LSEG 

1.0), who was resentful of his lot in life - two degrees and “looking for scraps” – plays on 

my mind here.  In their discussion of widening participation and HE outcomes for diverse 

groups in Ireland, Fleming et al. note that attrition and employment outcomes have been 

“identified as social justice issues as it is perceived to be unfair if dreams are not realized 

and resources under-utilized” (2017, p. 17).   
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This cruelty becomes even more terrible when we consider how hard many of the LSEG 

students who obtain PME qualification will have worked to get to that point; reaching 

postgraduate level for a LSEG student is against the odds, as “children from the lower 

middle class (and a fortiori from the agricultural and industrial working class) can acquire 

only with great effort something which is given to the children of the cultivated classes” 

(Bourdieu, 1974, p. 39 in Giroux, 1983, p. 7).  To have worked so hard, for so long, and to 

have invested so much (subjectively and objectively) to find at the end that one has been 

wrong in assuming the pursued qualification will be a valued and “scarce” (ibid.) 

credential that will grant them access to a full-time, secure, and financially rewarding 

position, must be devastating.   

Indeed, other researchers in other contexts have expressed concerns about the employment 

prospects and trajectories of diverse ITE students and teachers.  In the Canadian context, 

Ryan writes of the “dismal” and “disastrous” (Ryan, 2009, p. 603) outcomes reported 

from the job searches of teachers of color. They were, effectively, “shut out” (ibid.) from 

the profession by exclusionary hiring practices.   

James Bloodworth’s argument in his 2016 book The Myth of Meritocracy, sheds light on 

what is happening for Ryan’s internationally educated teachers, and for the LSEG 

participants in the current study.  As Bloodworth writes, we now live in a world where 

“the professions are increasingly colonized by the middle classes in a world where a 

degree on its own is not enough” (2016, p. 69).  Rather, because there is “only so much 

room at the top [of the socioeconomic hierarchy]” (ibid., p. 60), competition for 

professional posts amongst the pool of the with appropriate qualifications remains high.  

Bloodworth highlights how such a situation of competition of professional posts shifts the 

context of how one ‘gets’ a job; specifically, he highlights 1) the changes that can occur to 

the early-career labour market, and 2) the increasing importance of social connections.  

The issue of connections will be discussed in section 11.4.2 and 11.4.4, but here we look 

into the landscape of the early labour market for teachers that the HSEG participants 

understood more clearly than the LSEG participants.   

When qualified professionals are scarce, those who do hold a credential are actively 

sought and recruited to positions – treated as valuable assets that a company needs.  When 

there are too many qualified graduates, however, employers are in no rush to commit to 

any one employee.  It is in the employer’s best interest to take a “wait and see” approach; 

if a new graduate will hang around on a part-time or unpaid contract, it increases the 
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likelihood of the employer making a good hiring decision when the time eventually comes 

to hire for a full-time post, because they will have more ‘data’ on the individual’s abilities.   

Bloodworth (ibid.) points to the profession of journalism as an example of a professional 

early-career labour market in which employers have their pick from a pool of more-than-

enough qualified graduates; an early-stage career market that is similarly precarious to that 

of post-primary teaching in Ireland.  In journalism, Bloodworth tells us, it has become 

customary for graduates to do unpaid internships for several months as an “entry rite” into 

the profession.  These unpaid internships are, Bloodworth highlights, “a career advantage 

unavailable to working-class kids for whom mere ‘exposure’ [to the profession through an 

unpaid internship] would never pay the bills” (ibis. p. 71).  There are very few ways to get 

a job without being able to finance one or several of these unpaid internships, however, as 

nearly 80% of journalists who started work between 2010 and 2013 had done an unpaid 

internship.   

Also related to this discussion are theories of social closure and credentialism, such as 

those offered by Weber (1968), Parkin (1974), and Collins (1979).  Social closure, 

according to Weber and Parkin (Parkin, 1974, p. 3), is  

…the process by which social collectivities seek to maximize rewards by restricting 

access to rewards and opportunities to a limited circle of eligible.  This entails singling 

out of certain identifiable social or physical attributes as the justificatory basis of 

exclusion….its purpose is always the closure of social and economic opportunities to 

outsiders. 

 

The criteria or rules used for social closure can be anything that privileges those in the 

powerful class and can be used for “the monopolization of specific, usually economic 

opportunities” (Weber, 1968, p. 342, in Parkin, 1974, p. 3).  Closure criteria can be 

collectivist, such as family membership, race, ethnicity, social class, or individualist, such as 

property or educational credentials (Murphy, 1984).  The ability to complete an unpaid 

internship, as in the case of journalism above, is undoubtedly a closure criteria on that 

profession.   

 

Importantly, social closure theories “should not be reduced to or equated with reproduction 

theory” (Murphy, 1984, p. 550), as the foci of social closure theories are both the class 

protection strategies and the reaction of “socially defined ineligible” (Parkin, 1974, p. 4) 

groups to these exclusionary tactics; that is, the collective resistance efforts of a dominated 

group are “regarded as the other half of the social closure equation” (ibid., p. 4).   
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Murphy also reflects that those in the powerful classes are adept at “adapt[ing] [them]selves 

to exclusionary rules set up for protective purposes”.  So when the ‘educated class’74 group’s 

exclusivity is threatened by outsiders75 (such as the previously less educated working class) 

suddenly obtaining the same educational credentials as insiders, the rules of exclusion or 

social closure are adapted to retain their relative advantage. 

 

In the context of the current study, the early-career job market in post-primary teaching does 

not require unpaid internships as in journalism, but it has become one in which schools keep 

teachers on small part-time hours contracts for years.  Although members of the working class 

may have obtained the same minimum educational credentials needed to register as post-

primary teachers with the Teaching Council (threatening the middle class social closure on the 

profession), the new, the additional criteria of being able to survive on part-time and insecure 

employment contracts for an indefinite period of time now also functions to maintain the 

social closure of the middle class on the profession.   

 

Interestingly, almost the only way to know about this early-career labour market in post-

primary teaching in Ireland would be through a network of social connections to 

individuals that have seen it on the ground.  In fact, the exact opposite is often promoted in 

the media, with journalists glossing over the precarious nature of early-career post-primary 

teaching work, and focusing instead on a “teacher shortage” (which only exists modern 

language and science subjects) that the Teacher’s Union of Ireland claims is caused by pay 

inequality (O’Brien, 2019).  Perhaps it is sexier to talk of Irish and Chemistry teachers 

storming out of the profession because they are angry at low wages than to talk about the 

hoards of qualified History and English teachers hanging around “looking for scraps”; 

alternatively, discussion of the (subject-specific) teacher shortage may dominate as part of 

strategic political leverage to argue for teacher pay increases (O’Brien, 2018b), even if this 

‘glossing over’ of the reality of new teaching graduates will disproportionately lead a 

number of students who can scarcely afford a PME degree into the profession on false 

hopes of a stable career and a ‘scarce’ qualification. 

 
74 The ‘education class’ is seen by Collins as a “surrogate ethnic group, setting up job requirements in its own 

favour and discriminating against those who do not use its vocabulary and do not refer to the same…ideals” 

(1975, p.87, in Muphy, 1984, p.550) 

75 “The exercise of power in an upward direction in order to bite into the advantages of higher groups” (Murphy, 

1984, p. 550), a process known in social closure theory as usurpation 
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I would put forward, therefore, that this finding highlights the necessity of accurate labor-

market analysis and predictions alongside the teacher diversity agenda – for ethical 

reasons.  If there is not enough “room at the top” in the profession – i.e. not enough full-

time teaching jobs – then recruiting lower socioeconomic students into the career may be 

good on a theoretical level, but is reckless on a personal level to those students involved in 

the grand design, unless due consideration and provision has been made to ensure a return 

on the investment (i.e. a job) of these LSEG students. 

Positively, the Teaching Council reports that this is an issue they have been taking 

seriously for the last several years.  They have published two reports; the Interim Report 

on Teacher Supply (2015) in June 2015 and Striking the Balance (2017b) in June 2017.  

More recently, in February 2018 they released the Teaching Council Statement on Teacher 

Supply (The Teaching Council, 2018b), and announced that the consultative process on 

Teacher Supply would be at the top of the agenda.  Indeed, in February 2018 they held the 

most recent consultative meeting in Athlone, addressing 

…key issues including pathways to full qualification as a teacher, recruitment, 

retention, pay equality, substitution, supply panels, the issues of casualisation and the 

hours culture, availability of reliable and up-to-date data in relation to teacher supply 

and demand,  incentives to retain the quality and quantity of teachers in our school 

workforce, and a comprehensive communications campaign to support the status of 

the teaching profession and also ensure that people make more informed choices when 

entering the profession (ibid., p.1). 

 

In the context of this period of consultation and taking Teacher Supply seriously, other 

potential avenues to explore include post-graduation job guarantees for a limited time, 

such as one or two years.  Although research on the effect of guaranteed employment 

opportunities for graduates is limited, Judith Gueron’s (1984) research on disadvantaged 

youth showed that take-up of guaranteed employment educational programs was very 

high, highlighting and “confirming disadvantaged youths’ interest in work” (ibid., p. 1).  

Indeed, two of the LSEG participants in this study who did not enroll in ITE – Brendan 

and Gertrude - mentioned explicitly that had they had guaranteed jobs they would have 

enrolled.  It was the uncertainty of the employment prospect, combined with their 

socioeconomic status, that made the risk too great.  This finding is also novel to the 

research literature on social class and widening participation in ITE and teaching, and a 

contribution of this study to this field.   
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11.2.4 Final Remarks on Imagining  

In summary of the discussion of the sub-category of Imagining, the scholarly literature on 

self-concept and professional identity, and the Jungian concept of congruence are of great 

importance in helping us understand the finding that there were SEG based differences in 

how, when, and why participants imagined a career a teaching.  These concepts offer 

further depth to the idea of ‘role modelling’ that is so commonly utilized in discussions of 

teacher diversity, offering a conceptual proposal for why the ‘pivotal experiences’ of the 

LSEG participants brought them from places of not seeing the possibility to a place of 

seeing the possibility.  As no research to date has looked at the nature of ‘what happens’ in 

this transition from not seeing possibility to seeing possibility in relation to pursuing a 

teaching career, this is a significant contribution to the work in this area.   

In addition, the current study offers support for the concept of altruistic motivation 

(Keane, 2017) in LSEG students pursuing professional careers, and refines support for this 

concept in relation to teaching specifically.  I further put forward the proposal that viewing 

this cycle of transformational teaching and altruistic motivation as a “splinter cell” or sub-

cultural form of educational reproduction is both interesting and potentially useful. In this 

regard, attention should be paid by ITE departments to the literature on resistance in 

education76;  as no literature has focused on the unique curricular needs of working class 

ITE students, this finding also offers a significant contribution to the field.  Lastly, the 

findings on “doing the maths” suggest the ethical necessity of accurate labor market 

considerations and dissemination of the reality of the early-career labor market for post-

primary teachers, alongside research and efforts towards diversification.   

11.3 Discussion of Investing 

The sub-category of Investing (with its properties of knowing the system, being able to 

present oneself favorably in admissions, finding the money, and drawing on social 

connections to find a teaching practice placement), undeniably lends itself to consideration 

in relation to Bourdieu’s forms of capital77 (Bourdieu, 1986).  The various ‘keys to the 

kingdom’ can, of course, be conceptualized as forms of cultural, economic and social 

capital that are required to gain entry to ITE.  The overall contribution of the sub-category 

 
76 The topic of resistance in education as a relevant component of ITE curriculum will be returned to in section 

11.4.2 

77 See section 4.5 for discussion of Bourdieu’s key concepts of cultural, economic, and social capital, and habitus 

and field 
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of ‘Investing’ to the literature in the field is that it conceptually pulls together all of the 

forms of resources/capital needed to enter ITE, unlike any other research on working class 

students and ITE has done before, and highlights that all four of the keys are needed for 

entry; any one not attained will keep a student out of ITE.  More specific contributions are 

highlighted under the discussion on each key finding. 

The four “keys to the kingdom” within the sub-category of ‘Investing’ can be mapped 

onto Bourdieu’s forms of capital78; “knowing the system” can be understood as embodied 

cultural capital, “presenting oneself favorably in admissions” can be understood as 

primarily institutionalized cultural capital (in the form of academic qualifications), 

“finding the money” can be seen as economic capital, and “drawing on social 

connections/finding a teaching practice placement” can be seen as both social capital and 

(when social capital is not sufficient in and of itself to secure a placement) embodied 

cultural capital.   

 

Importantly, the findings of this study do more than just point out the ‘de-capitalized’ 

LSEG agent/student and emphasize their lack of capital; in addition, the theory from this 

study turns to the system and highlights specific features of and processes in the 

educational and ITE system that, in their presence or absence, serve to make it much more 

 
78 See section 4.5 for an discussion of the forms of capital 

The Forms of 
Capital

Economic

**Finding the money**
Cultural

Embodied

**knowing the system** 
**Finding a Teaching 
Practice Placement** 

Objectified

Institutionalized

**Presenting oneself 
favourably in 
admissions**

Social 

**Finding a Teaching 
Practice Placement** 

Figure 11.1 Mapping of the "Keys of the Kingdom" on to Bourdieu's Forms and States 

of Capital 
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difficult (or sometimes impossible) for working class students to invest in an ITE 

qualification.  That is, the CGT highlights the elements of the system that keep the locks 

on the ‘door to teaching’ – as well as highlighting the experiences of the LSEG and HSEG 

group in finding the keys for those locks.   

By distilling the process of investing down in this way, and highlighting the SEG 

differences in experience, this sub-category suggests multiple sites of systemic change that 

would enhance the likelihood of the diversification of ITE cohorts and teaching.  If 

altering the professional self-concept of teaching (see section 11.2.1) is a much more 

elusive goal, changing the admissions rules or procedures for finding a teaching practice 

placement suggest clearer ways to intervene or act.   

Importantly, as we enter our discussion of “Investing: gathering the keys of the kingdom”, 

in some instances the system is doing something which is negatively disadvantaging 

working class potential ITE entrants, while in other instances, something the system is 

failing to do is negatively disadvantaging them.  In the case of ‘understanding the system’, 

for example, the system is failing to provide adequate career guidance to compensate for a 

lack of family and community HE and ITE knowledge.  In the case of ‘finding the 

money’, the system is failing to provide adequate postgraduate funding or access to 

funding options to ensure the possibility of finding the money is open to all.  In the case of 

‘being able to prevent oneself favorably in admissions’, on the other hand, the system is 

actively putting in place a set of criteria that are negatively disadvantaging LSEG 

applicants.  There are, therefore, both things that those in government and in ITE need to 

do, but also things they need to stop doing, if the likelihood of enhancing the 

representation of the LSEG in teaching is to be attained.   

In the category of Investing, there are four key findings (findings 4-7 of the overall study) 

around which the discussion will be structured.  They are: 

 

4. Career guidance in schools was inadequate for all participants, and the influence of 

this inadequate guidance was much greater on LSEG participants. 

 

5. Academic-heavy admissions criteria to ITE had a greater effect on LSEG participants 

than HSEG participants 

 

6. The financial burden of postgraduate post-primary ITE was experienced much more 

saliently by LSEG participants than by HSEG participants 

 

7. The requirement on ITE students to source their own teaching practice placement 

affected LSEG participants more negatively than it did HSEG participants 



Chapter 11: Discussion 

 277 

 

11.3.1 Key Finding 4: Career Guidance   

The first key finding in this category is that career guidance in schools was inadequate for all 

participants, but that the influence of this inadequate guidance was much greater on LSEG 

participants than HSEG participants.  This finding is really about ‘knowing’ and about what I 

conceptualize as the ‘societal responsibility to help know’.   

 

Knowing, after all, is a core issue in considerations of power (Foucault, 1972; Kogan, 2005). 

It is a core issue also in discussion of advantage, relative positionality, and tensions between 

individual security in capitalist societies and the common good.  Knowledge of how to access, 

how to work, and how to control the ‘systems’ in which power is located (including but not 

limited to education) is a tool of the higher social classes that is not shared equally (Bourdieu, 

1986) – not shared equally because of the understanding (or fear) that to do so is to reduce the 

relative advantage of oneself and one’s kin against the disadvantaged other (Bloodworth, 

2016).   

 

A lack of ‘knowing’ of how to access and to maximize the benefit one receives from public 

systems is not limited to education.  The work of Jenny Phillimore (2019), for example, looks 

at the experience of migrants in accessing welfare and health services.  Her data shows a 

severe paucity of understanding and knowledge of what services are available, how to access 

them, and the cultural norms/presentations of self required in order to maximize the benefit 

one receives as they travel through the system.  Instead, her analysis found that members of 

these refugee, migrant and LSEGs used ‘bricolage’ strategies to solve their welfare needs; 

they innovatively pulled together from a diverse network of resources to solve a problem, 

rather than entering the system in a straight forward fashion like someone with more 

advanced cultural knowledge.  Unfortunately, although these bricolaging strategies were often 

creative and resourceful, the process was also much more stressful and overall health and 

welfare outcomes were much poorer for the ‘bricolagers’ than for those who understood and 

knew how to use the system to their advantage.   

 

When we consider the SEG differences in knowledge of HE and ITE, we again find 

support again in the work of Keane (2017).  Specifically, Keane found that among Mature 

Access students “their narratives demonstrated a lack of understanding and/or of 

information about routes, requirements and supports, as well as a lack of planning, in 



Chapter 11: Discussion 

 278 

relation to accessing the teaching profession or specific roles or sectors within the 

profession, and many expressed regrets regarding missed opportunities” (ibid. p. 574).   

This finding is also backed by the writings of Liz Thomas (2007) in her discussion of 

embedding employability in the context of widening participation.  Thomas (ibid., p. 3) 

points out that  

…potential students need information about the graduate labour market prior to 

making entry decisions about higher education, in order to inform their institutional 

and course choices. Students from families with no history of participation in higher 

education often have a paucity of information about HE choices and employability. 

 

This lacking of knowing about HE and ITE among working class individuals is a key issue 

in widening participation initiatives; it is all too easy - as a researcher or policy maker who 

has the knowledge - to forget that others simply do not know.  Jillian (LSEG, 1.0), who 

returned to HE in her 40s, had not gone on to FE or HE after her Leaving Certificate 

examinations, despite having a grant, because she was worried about the cost of the books 

and simply did not know that there was a library from which she could have borrowed 

books; it was this fear of not affording books that kept her out of HE for over 20 years.  As 

she recalled “I walked up and down past this college every day of school, but I did not 

know what the college was, it’s another world”.    

The lack of adequate career guidance counselling in Irish post-primary schools, 

particularly in disadvantaged schools and for students in lower streams, has also been 

noted by McCoy et al. (2010) in their report on the underrepresentation of the non-manual 

group in HE.  As they report, career guidance in schools for students of the non-manual 

group “was variously absent, only focused on certain groups of students (such as the 

honours class), narrowly focused, or directed away from HE” (ibid., p. xi).  Keane, Heinz 

and Foley (2018, p. 77) also found, in recent research from their Access to Post-Primary 

Teaching (APT) project, that among the LSEG ITE students in their work 

…most emphasised that they had encountered a lack of academic and career guidance 

support in post-primary school. In some cases, participants were directly discouraged 

by career guidance teachers from pursuing a career in teaching. 

 

Furthermore, their LSEG participants, in discussing their overall school experiences, “were 

most vocal and critical…of the amount and/or nature of career guidance they had received in 

school” (ibid., p. 80).  Findings in the UK indicate the a lack of career guidance for working 

class students is an equally important problem in that context (Reay, David, and Ball, 2005).  
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As they remind us “we may have a mass system of higher education in the twenty-first 

century, but it is neither equal nor common for all” (ibid., p. vii).   

 

And perhaps the findings on the quality of career guidance in this study should not be 

completely surprising, given the “substantive erosion of the guidance counselling service” 

(Hearne and Galvin, 2015, p.229) in Ireland since Budget 2012; even before 2012, which 

took away the allocation for a guidance post in schools, “the allocation of guidance hours 

was one post (22 hours) for a student population of 500 – 799” (ibid., p. 229).  In one 

DEIS school on which Hearne (ibid.) based a case study, there were 760 students, a 

majority from disadvantaged, LSEG background, and the school allocation for guidance in 

2014 provided for only 12 hours weekly, with only three of those hours for one-to-one 

guidance.  The absolute impossibility of meeting the career guidance needs of 760 

disadvantaged students with this level of provision is blatant.  500 of the 600 guidance 

posts hours taken away in Budget 2012 were reinstated in Budget 2018 (DES, 2018a), but 

even these levels fall far short of the very real requirements of our students.   

What then, can be done in this situation, where a need for dissemination of crucial HE and 

ITE information has been identified, but the ability of schools to provide for these needs is 

so diminished?  A positive announcement was the initiation of a large-scale review of the 

school guidance counselling system announced by the Minister of Education, Richard 

Bruton, in January 2018 (Gallagher, 2018).  The work of Hearne (2015) also highlights the 

potential positive role of subject teachers in providing career education to students, but 

with two provisions; the first is that teachers need access to training in career guidance if 

they are to be effective in this role, and the second is that mandatory career education 

programmes can be more easily monitored for quality than ones with less formal structure 

(ibid.).   

On whom the responsibility falls to disseminate information on specific course 

requirements for HE and ITE programmes or professional entry is important, and should 

be thought through by ITE institutions and regulatory bodies.  Assuming that it is the 

responsibility of an over-taxed post-primary school guidance counselling system and 

relying on them to ensure potential ITE students are informed is most likely not a realistic 

nor viable solution.  Rather, Schools of Education offering ITE programmes, Teachers’ 

Unions, the Teaching Council, and other vested parties could share in the responsibility to 

ensure that access to information on teaching requirements and pathways is accessible to 
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students from all backgrounds.  There is inspiration, or at least food for thought, to be had 

in exploring the successes and challenges of the “grow-your-own teachers” initiatives 

popular in the United States, wherein ITE departments develop close links with diverse 

communities and recruit from their pool of post-primary students into ITE and teaching 

(Villegas and Davis, 2007), with explicit discussions around initial post-graduation work 

arrangements back in those same communities.   

11.3.2 Key Finding 5: ITE Admissions Criteria 

When we consider the property of ‘being able to present oneself favourably in admissions’, 

we remember the stark difference in the number of ITE rejections experienced by the LSEG 

participants (many) and the HSEG participants (one).  This suggests that ITE admissions 

criteria that consider only academic results and work experience had a greater exclusionary 

effect on LSEG participants than on HSEG participants.  We must also consider that several 

LSEG participants who did not gain entry to the largely academic-based PAC institutions did 

gain entry to ITE institutions that had an interview process as part of their admissions process.  

This points to the possibility that the PAC system may be inadvertently excluding some 

potentially excellent teachers from LSEG backgrounds, through a failure to provide them with 

a platform on which their merits can be adequately presented.   

 

Reay has written and spoken on this topic extensively, and highlights that “class inequalities 

in higher education have shifted from being primarily about exclusion from the system to 

exclusion within it” (2017c, p.1).  That is, while individuals from working class backgrounds 

are encouraged to attend HE, processes which silently exclude them from full and equitable 

participation, including progression to postgraduate and professional programmes, are kept in 

place.  Such academically-heavy admissions criteria, seen in this light, act against the 

mandate for increasing diversity in ITE.  In addition, such criteria, although based on the 

‘quality’ rationale, are ill-informed, as there is “no strong evidence supporting a positive 

relationship between teachers’ academic ability and their students’ achievement” (Heinz, 

2013, p. 95).   

 

Furthermore, changing admissions criteria can make real changes in the demographics of the 

student body admitted to ITE; Heinz (2013) directs us to the work of Smith and Pratt (1996), 

who ran a database of ITE applicants through a variety of different selection criteria, and 

found that “the equal weighing of academic attainment and personal qualities resulted in 
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acceptances of a large percentage (46 % of total student body) of candidates who would not 

have been admitted under an academic only selection policy” (Heinz, 2013, p. 96).  Likewise, 

Schmidt and Gagne (2015a, p. 303) found that when the admissions process at one ITE 

programme in Canada was changed, including the “integrating of questions in the applicant 

profile to gauge applicant’s openness to equity and diversity in the classroom”, there were 

demographic changes in the profile of the ITE entry cohort.  Neither Smith and Pratt nor 

Schmidt and Gagne’s work focused specifically on SEG; the findings from the current study, 

however, suggest that broadening ITE admissions criteria has at least the potential to bring 

about greater equity of access to teacher education in Ireland. 

 

Importantly, work on diversifying the teaching force in the Canadian context (Childs, Broad, 

Gallagher-Mackay, Sher, Escayg, and McGrath, 2011a) highlights that increasing equity in 

teacher education admissions encompasses two foci: equity in admissions—that is, equity of 

access for applicants to the program—and equity through admissions—that is, equity of 

educational opportunity and outcomes for the children in the schools where the teachers 

trained by the programmes will eventually teach.  Linking up admissions criteria to broader 

debates in education and to broader education policy is essential; what do we see as the role of 

education, and of the educator?  What individual characteristics are most likely to be present 

in someone who can enact that educational role?  And then, how do ITE programmes select 

for those characteristics?   

 

Ironically, these are questions that McDaid and Walsh (2016) reminds us were asked in 1933 

by the Irish National Teacher’s Organization (INTO), when arguing against the heavy 

weighting of the Irish language requirement in admission to ITE programmes for primary 

school teachers.  The INTO asked is “a knowledge of Irish the only qualification for a 

teacher?...are there no other qualifications that contribute to the making of a teacher?” (Irish 

School Weekly, 1933, p. 698, in McDaid and Walsh, 2016, p. 159).  In the current context of 

nearly exclusively academic admissions criteria to post-primary ITE, we might ask – and 

indeed the LSEG participants in this study would encourage us to ask - “is high academic 

attainment the only qualification for a teacher?...are there no other attributes that contribute to 

the making of a teacher?” 

 

Marilyn Cochran-Smith would say that these are issues of teacher quality, but she highlights 

that “there is often more than one question tangled up in debates about teaching quality” 
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(2003, p. 95).  Specifically, she highlights three of these questions: “Does quality of teaching 

make a difference in students’ learning and their lives? How do we define teaching quality? 

and How do we best recruit and prepare highly qualified teachers?” (ibid., p. 95).  These 

questions, it can be seen, can not be answered independently from one another; we can not 

say that teaching quality matters if we have not defined quality, and we can not and should 

not recruit for quality if we have not defined quality, or if it is seen not to matter.   

 

Although the plethora of ideas proposed to answer Cochran-Smith’s questions, or similar 

questions, is vast, it is not unreasonable to think that we can group them at least roughly into 

two camps; there are those that a) advocate that ‘quality’ teachers are “bright, well-educated 

and knowledgeable in their subject matter” (U.S. Department of Education, 2002, in 

Cochran-Smith, 2003, p. 95) and those that b) support the “educational values hypothesis” 

(Becker, Kennedy, and Hundersmarck, 2003) - that ‘quality’ teachers are those who hold a 

certain set of beliefs, attitudes, and values about teaching, education, and students.  Entry to 

the postgraduate, post-primary ITE in Ireland, currently heavily based on academically-

weighted admissions criteria, implicitly adheres to the former definitions and beliefs about 

quality.    

 

Not everyone shares that definition of quality in teaching, however. Metzger and Wu (2008) 

highlight, for example, that over 1200 school districts in the United States use a teacher 

recruitment tool that is based on the “educational values hypothesis”; that if you want the best 

teachers you need to select individuals on the basis of their beliefs, attitudes, and values, not 

on their grades.  The tool that they examined was the  Gallup Teacher Perceiver Interview 

(TPI), which helps schools select for teachers who display characteristics around twelve 

themes that have been proven in educational research to positively impact student success.  As 

some of these terms need explanation for clarity, I reproduce here Metzger and Wu’s 

summary of the attributes measured by the TPI: 

 

• Mission: The teacher’s goal is to make a significant contribution to student growth. 

• Empathy: The teacher responds to the individual student’s feelings and thoughts. 

• Rapport Drive: The teacher likes students and promotes warm, accepting 

relationships. 

• Individualized Perception: The teacher considers the interests and needs of each 

student. 

• Listening: The teacher listens to students’ feelings with responsiveness and 

acceptance. 
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• Investment: Teacher satisfaction comes from the learner’s response, not teacher 

performance. 

• Input Drive: The teacher searches for new ideas and experiences to share with 

students. 

• Activation: The teacher motivates students to think, respond, and feel in order to learn. 

• Innovation: The teacher is determined to implement creative new ideas and 

techniques. 

• Gestalt: The teacher tends toward perfectionism but works from individual to 

structure. 

• Objectivity: The teacher responds to the total situation rather than reacting 

impulsively. 

• Focus: The teacher has models and goals and selects activities in terms of these goals. 

(Metzger and Wu, 2008, p. 923) 

 

What Metzger and Wu (2008) found in their meta-analysis of research on the TPI, however, 

was that the outcomes best predicted by the TPI were not those that we would imagine the 

designers of the tool would hope for.  Rather than improving student ratings of teachers, or 

student academic gain scores, the only variables significantly predicted by the TPI were 

teacher attendance and administrator approval of teachers.  As they write, “this suggests that 

the affective orientations gauged by the TPI may have a greater bearing on teacher’s general 

work ethic than on their teaching ability” (ibid., p. 931).   

 

Teacher quality, it seems, is an elusive concept, and measuring predictive factors of teacher 

quality is likewise fraught with difficulty (Casey and Childs, 2011).  There are no easy 

answers here, and no absolutes, but after examining the positives and drawbacks of a varieties 

of admissions policies in Canada, Casey and Childs “challenge teacher education programs to 

critically examine their admission criteria” (2007, p. 1, emphasis mine).  That is, to ask “what 

beginning teachers need to know to be successful teachers” (ibid.) in the 21st century.  If 

education in the 21st century demands inclusive, inquiry-based classrooms that teach critical 

thinking skills, creativity and aim to foster intellectual independence (DES, 2016) are we 

using criteria that will select those best suited to this task?  A contribution of this dissertation 

is to provide evidence that current ITE admission criteria in Ireland may need reconsideration, 

as at a minimum they are selecting against LSEG students, despite their strong social-justice 

aligned motivations for pursuing the career.    

11.3.3 Key Finding 6: Sometimes It’s Just the Money 

The sixth key finding – unsurprisingly - is that the financial burden of postgraduate post-

primary ITE is experienced much more saliently by LSEG participants than by HSEG 
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participants.  In discussions with my supervisor throughout the analysis of this work, I 

remember vividly a day when she said “sometimes it’s just about the money”.  And it is.  For 

several of the LSEG participants – and in particular for Gertrude, the single mother who could 

not afford ITE but now holds a PhD degree that was funded by the Irish government – not 

becoming a teacher was something mostly decided by the prohibitive cost of training.   

 

Money, of course, is at the heart of many socioeconomic and social class issues.  It is the 

division in access to resources, created by differences in the amounts of disposable income, 

that plays a large part in dividing the types of experiences lived out by those children and 

adults in lower or HSEG settings.  This difference in lived experience is extended into ITE; 

data in the current study showed that access to adequate funding was a significant factor 

affecting not only the number of LSEG participants who could access ITE, but also the 

quality of the experience of ITE for the LSEG participants who had to work part-time to 

support themselves throughout ITE.  Likewise, Lynch and O’Riordan (1998) found finances 

were one of the major contributing factors to inequality in access to and participation in HE 

for LSEG students, and Keane found that “of the small number of mature access (LSEG) 

interviewees who did not progress to postgraduate level, financial reasons were most often 

cited, and the student funding and support cuts at national level were frequently noted” (2017, 

p. 574).   

 

The socioeconomic difference here, through a Bourdieusian lens, is in the ability of the LSEG 

vs HSEG participants to convert economic capital into cultural capital (in the institutionalized 

form of a postgraduate educational credential).  As Giroux writes “it is the economic 

dimension that often plays a crucial role in the decision of whether a working-class student 

can go to school full or part-time or in some cases can afford to go at all” (1983, p. 10), and 

that while it is important to talk about the differences in ideologies and disposition between 

the working class and middle classes, “domination also has a material aspect” (ibid., p. 10) 

that we would be foolish to deny, gloss over, or at times not hold centrally in discussions of 

educational equality.   

 

Unfortunately, recent work in progress by Dhuinn, Prendergast, and Loxley at Trinity College 

Dublin (2018) has found that the economic reality of the LSEG group in Irish society may 

have been overlooked in the transition to the two-year PME in 2014.  Their work highlights 

that the cost of the new two year postgraduate post-primary ITE programmes is having a very 
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significant, negative, and divisive effect on potential and enrolled LSEG ITE students.  

Specifically, they have found that “students who are of limited means with limited access to 

funding may not register on programmes or register and fail to complete because of financial 

hardship brought about by the organisation of the programme over a longer timeframe and 

with additional and extended school placement requirements” (ibid.).  This supports the 

findings of the DITE study, which showed a drop in the percentage of applicants to the PME 

from the lowest socioeconomic groups and a rise in percentage of those from the highest 

socioeconomic groups in the first year that the two-year PME was implemented (Keane and 

Heinz, 2015). 

 

The hope for social-justice oriented ITE educators in Ireland, of course, is that the 

government PATH 1 funding79 that has allowed for various initiatives to diversify ITE in 

Ireland will lessen this effect. The PATH funding, however, is a temporary measure, rather 

than one that we can count on to financially support LSEG students in ITE over the coming 

decades.  Permanent measures are needed.   

 

One possibility is an easily and equitably accessible student loan programme, but in Ireland 

this is highly contentious (O’Brien, 2017; Cassells, 2016), and the Minister of State for 

Higher Education has spoken out against it.  There is also evidence – from the current study 

as well as from Diane Reay (2017) - that the familial financial histories and psychological 

legacies of many of the LSEG students leave them wary of taking loans.  That said, when 

Gertrude (LSEG 1.0, imm) finally did decide to obtain a loan for ITE and was rejected from 

every bank and credit union, and left in tears to pursue a different life path, do we not wonder 

if there should have been somewhere that she could have turned to for funding to access the 

education she required for her chosen career?   

 

The Minister for Higher Education is adamant that LSEG students will not be burdened with 

“undue financial pressure” (O’Brien, 2017)), but is that not a lesser evil than the burden of a 

life pursuing a career other than your chosen one?  For an equal Ireland that includes a diverse 

professional class, decisions on funding not just undergraduate but professional and 

postgraduate education for those from all socioeconomic backgrounds will be a keystone 

issue.   

 
79 PATH 1 is the Programme for Access to Higher Education, Strand 1, Access to Teaching; an initiative funded 

by the Irish Government in April 2017, to provide funding to Centers of Teaching Excellence to conceptualize 

and run programmes to support students from LSEG backgrounds to enter ITE  
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11.3.4 Key Finding 7: Sourcing Teaching Practice Placements  

The seventh key finding is that the requirement on ITE students to source their own teaching 

practice placement affected LSEG students more negatively than it did HSEG participants.  

This finding is extremely important, because although it has been highlighted that the practice 

should be revised (Sahlberg, 2012) to come into line with international practice, the 

differential effect on those from lower or HSEG backgrounds has not been identified to date.  

A contribution of this study is to provide evidence to support the need for change in how 

teaching practice placements are allocated. 

 

Finding a placement is not a level playing field, and the barriers encountered by participants 

in this study were both explicit – in the openly stated ‘past-pupils policy’ – and implicit – in 

the ‘hundreds’ of unanswered cvs and rejections that participants reported.  Furthermore, 

advice given by ITE programmes to participants and to all ITE students on how to tackle this 

problem amount to what Reay would call “victim blaming” – that is, “displacing attention and 

blame from the policy and practices of the powerful in society to those who are relatively 

powerless” (Reay, 2012, p. 589).  Irish ITE programme websites, for example, tell potential 

incoming students that ‘you should start looking for placements early’ and ‘you should think 

about what will make you stand out’; the emphasis is on what the student must do to ensure 

their success, and no mention is given to the flaws in the system and the obstacles they will 

inevitably face if they do not have strong ‘insider’ connections to a school.  The extreme of 

this victim-blaming was seen in the experience of Mary (LSEG 1.0), the participant who – 

when she could not find a placement and was forced to defer for a year – was told by a staff 

member in the ITE department that “maybe teaching wasn’t for her”.  While the Teaching 

Council does clearly set out that students should be counselled regarding their suitability for a 

teaching career (2017, p. 21), the suggestion that the inability of a mature woman from a 

lower socioeconomic background to find a placement in the current system is indicative that 

she is not suitable for the profession does not align with the Teaching Council’s intent.    It is, 

rather, indicative of “systemic discrimination” (Schmidt, 2010, p. 235),  in ITE in Ireland that 

has also been noted in other contexts and should be examined critically for its “assumption 

that successful integration is solely the responsibility of [the individual]” (ibid., p. 235).   

 

Continuing to put the burden on ITE students to source their own placement, in the face of 

high level recommendations to change the practice (Sahlberg, 2012), equates to a denial of the 

social and cultural realities of how socioeconomic power is being concentrated in teaching by 
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allowing these practices to continue.  Indeed, this is exactly what Bourdieu spoke of; when 

society makes changes to try to level the playing field and distribute power more equally, 

those in power resort to more ‘hidden’ types of capital to shore up their advantage (Bourdieu, 

1986).  That is, some forms of capital – the more “direct, visible” forms are more easily 

regulated by those who strive for equality in society than other forms of capital – such as 

embodied cultural capital and social capital.  So in a climate where widening participation in 

HE and ITE is occurring – that is, a climate in which LSEGs are gaining access to the same or 

similar academic/institutionalized cultural capital as the higher socioeconomic groups – the 

higher professional groups are using tactics such as strict, unregulated exclusionary methods 

in accepting/rejecting students on teaching practice placements (they are using social and 

embodied cultural capital to screen out those from outsider social groups).  Keane (2009) 

developed a similar argument in her dissertation on working class and middle class students in 

HE; that as working class students were ‘catching up’ academically the middle class students 

were using distancing strategies in the social domain to protect their relative advantage.   

 

This aligns with Bourdieu’s recognition that the higher socioeconomic groups rely not just 

on formal educational qualifications to assess who is suitable for a position, and to secure 

good positions for their younger members, but rather draw heavily on social capital 

(Bourdieu, 1986); they use networks of family, close friends, and what Mark Granovetter 

calls “weak ties” (Granovetter, 1973, in Bloodworth, 2016, p. 74) – that is, acquaintances 

– to ensure that the limited number of spots in a given profession do not go to those 

climbing the social ladder, because that could bring with it the threat of downward social 

mobility for members of the dominant socioeconomic group.  As Bloodworth astutely 

writes, analysing why individual social mobility is seemingly so stunted in modern times, 

“a bright but poor child will rarely move up the ladder unless one of his peers higher up 

passes him on the way down” (2016, p. 60).  The middle class use connections and social 

capital to shore up their position, and “the best jobs inevitably go to those with the best 

connections” (ibid., p. 75). Or as Bourdieu writes, each member of the 

[social/economic/professional] group is thus instituted as a custodian of the limits of the 

group” (1986, p. 52).   

 

Of concern in relation to this finding about finding a teaching practice placement is that very 

little academic work, other than the International Review of ITE (Sahlberg, 2012) has touched 

upon this issue.  The media, however, has taken it up recently.  Carl O’Brien (2018a) reported 
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in the Irish Times in May 2018, for example, that even ITE students in STEM subjects, for 

which there is a purported critical shortage, are encountering extreme difficulty in sourcing 

teaching practice placements in Irish post-primary schools.  Some schools, over-burdened 

with requests, simply decide to either take no teaching practice placement students or to hold 

rigidly to a ‘past-pupils policy’, he reports.  Further, he rightly identifies a significant portion 

of this problem as cultural; that we require a “change of culture within schools, moving from 

seeing facilitating teacher trainees as an optional extra, to being part of core activity” (ibid.).   

 

Although the direct issue of sourcing placements is not discussed in the academic literature, 

the relational dynamics between post-primary schools and University Schools of Education in 

Ireland has been researched (Higgins, Heinz, McCauley, and Fleming, 2013).  What was 

highlighted by Higgins et al. was the traditional distance between those working in schools 

and those working in ITE departments, and the benefits of creating closer school-University 

partnerships.  The current work contributes evidence that changes are needed in the 

conceptualization of the locus of the burden of responsibility for teaching practice placement 

allocation. 

11.4 Discussion of Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing in ITE and Into the Profession  

The discussion of the sub-category of ‘Sinking, swimming, or sailing – into ITE and the 

profession’ involves issues of reconceptualizing the profile of who a ‘valid’ ITE student is 

and the needs they might have in successful ITE completion (including logistical challenges 

and support needs), the concepts of professional integration and protection, and the 

practicalities of finding employment as a teacher. It is here that earlier negotiations of 

congruence between self-image and imagined professional self-image were either verified in 

the experiences of participants, or threatened.  It is also here that Bourdieusian concepts 

continued to resonate with the data, lending insight into, for example, the property of 

‘overcoming employment precarity’. 

 

As the participants themselves grew and changed throughout ITE and their early careers, their 

own self image changed, and as they gathered experiences with ITE, in schools, and with 

members of the profession, their understanding of the professional self-image of ‘teachers’ 

and what it is to ‘be a teacher’ and to ‘do teaching’ and, importantly, to be ‘with teachers’ 

inevitably morphed.  No one emerges from ITE the same as when they entered it, and no one 

fully knows what it is like to teach and to be a teacher until one is doing it.  Importantly, as 
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acknowledged by the Irish Teaching Council, “it is the actual process of the [ITE] journey 

which will ultimately define student teachers’ experience of the programme and determine the 

teachers they become” (2017, p. 22).     

 

The findings in this sub-category build upon concerns that have been raised in other contexts 

on “whether more diverse teacher candidates admitted into programmes [of ITE] are being 

adequately supported” (Schmidt and Gagne, 2015a, p. 295).  In the category of Sinking, 

Swimming, or Sailing – in ITE and into the Profession, there were three key findings 

(findings 8-10 of the overall study) around which the discussion will be anchored.  They are: 

 

8. The ‘logistical juggling’ engaged in by LSEG participants was significant and greatly 

affected their experience of ITE.    

 

9. The LSEG participants had diverse support and preparation needs   

 

10. LSEG ITE graduate professional attrition is occurring 

 

 

The overall contribution of the sub-category of ‘Sinking, swimming, or sailing – in ITE and 

into the profession’, is to provide evidence that the SEG based differences in experience do 

not end with admission to ITE; rather, there are social class based differences both within and 

post-ITE.  More specific contributions to the literature will be highlighted as they are 

discussed under each key finding.   

11.4.1 Key Finding 8: Juggling Logistics 

In the construction of this CGT, a significant difference emerged in the experiences of the 

LSEG and HSEG participants in terms of their overall experience of ITE; specifically, the 

LSEG participants disproportionately spoke of their struggle to ‘juggle the logistics’ of life 

and ITE, while the HSEG participants did not.  Key finding eight, therefore, is that the 

logistical juggling engaged in by LSEG participants (especially in relation to part-time work 

during ITE) was significant and greatly affected their experience of ITE.  It is an important 

contribution to the literature as there is no research on the experience of working class 

students working part-time during ITE in the Irish context, or internationally.     

 

The effect that ‘logistical juggling’ had on the LSEG participants in the current study was 

significant; they used strong, emotive language to describe what they felt was an extreme 
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situation that they had found themselves in.  It was overwhelmingly reported to be “stressful”, 

and several participants noted that they were only managing to cope day-to-day.   

Although there is very little research on the experiences of students working during 

University studies, some more general research on HE experiences has touched upon the 

topic.  Robothaim (2008), for example did identify working part-time as one of the factors 

affecting HE student stress and anxiety.  In addition, Reay, in her analysis of the experience of 

HE for working class students, also found that her participants were “jostling competing 

demands that undermined their ability to adapt and integrate into higher education” (2017, p. 

25).  She also highlighted Stevenson and Clegg’s work that found that working class students 

could not fully integrate into and enjoy the HE experience, due to the financial need to live at 

home and work part-time (2011, in ibid.).  Reay points out that such juggling of care and 

work responsibilities while attempting to study leaves students 

“exhausted…distracted…and… often lacking the confidence and self-esteem to be able to 

construct themselves as successful learners” (2017, p. 125).  

 

In addition, one publication by Moreau and Leathwood80 (2006) in the UK context, did focus 

specifically on the experience of working part-time in HE.  They found that “the extent, 

meanings, and impact of paid work reflect social class differences, with the most negative 

impacts experienced by working‐class students” (2006, p. 25).  More specifically, they found 

that students felt they had little flexibility in negotiating their hours at work, that they had 

little support from the University, and that they felt fully responsible for managing their work 

and study demands.  In addition, they note that students developed strategies for “coping with 

and managing the conflicting demands” (ibid., p. 34), including, amongst others, reducing 

their social activities and reducing HE enrollment to part-time or taking a study break to earn.  

 

What other research there is on student-workers in HE focuses on more objective measures of 

the impact of working part-time, rather than the subjective experience of students (Moreau 

and Leathwood, 2006); as Triventi says, “most contributions in this field aim to assess 

whether working during higher education affects several indicators of student performance, 

such as risks of dropout, grade point average (GPA), or the time required to graduate” 

(Triventi, 2014, p.2).  Indeed, Triventi’s own recent work (ibid.) falls into this category, and 

he found that working during University studies has a negative effect on academic 

 
80 Interestingly, Moreau and Leathwood also used the term ‘juggling’ (2006, p. 33) in their analysis of the 

experiences of student-workers, a fact that I came across only well after the establishment of this property.   
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progression; this effect was proportional to the amount of part-time work, with low-intensity 

work having a much smaller negative effect than high-intensity part-time work.  Moreau and 

Leathwood (2006, p. 35) also found that  

 

…the higher number of hours students reported working during term-time…the lower 

their progression rate from year one to year two of their course, with students working 

nine hours or less almost twice as likely to progress straight forwardly at the end of 

their first year, compared to those working over 20 hours a week. 

 

Other researchers have suggested that there is a threshold number of hours of work (15-20) 

under which working in HE may actually be beneficial, but over which there are negative 

outcomes on student performance (Dundes and Marx, 2006; McKechnie, Hobbs, Simpson, 

Anderson, Howieson, and Semple, 2010; Moulin, Doray, LaPlante, and Street, 2013; all in 

Triventi, 2014).   In relation to the current study, most of the LSEG participants who were 

working during ITE reported working over a threshold of 15-20 hours per week.   

 

The reality of this ‘logistical juggling’ needs to be recognized and validated, and it would be 

advisable for ITE programmes to consider if their programme structures are fair and 

equitable, given this reality.  ITE programmes in other contexts have been designed with the 

work and family commitments of their students in mind (Schmidt, Young, and Mandzuk, 

2010), and as suggested by researchers in the field of educational economics, “colleges and 

universities can no longer assume that the majority of students will be able to give their full-

time attention to academic studies” (Riggert, Boyle, Petrosko, Ash, and Rude-Parkins, 2006, 

in Triventi, 2014, p. 1).  The implication is that Universities can not continue striving to 

widen participation in HE and ITE, and at the same time continue to hold outdated 

expectations and provide outdated support.  What must be discussed, rather, is the 

legitimation of who a valid student is or is not, and what types of demands it is or is not 

acceptable to put on such students.  Especially in relation to programmes of professional 

preparation (such as ITE) not offering preparation routes that are compatible with working 

part-time may be considered exclusionary or discriminatory to LSEG students; in fact, I argue 

it could be accurately labelled a professional protectionism technique.   

Closely related to this issue is research on the topic of institutional and academic responses to 

widening participation; that is, the research that looks at how institutions do (or do not) adapt 

to diversifying student bodies.  There are two main responses identified in the literature in 

terms of HE institutional responses; the first is to emphasize equitable ‘access’ to HE, and to 
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expect the student to adapt to the already established culture and norms of the institution81.  

Unfortunately, this has been a predominant response in many colleges and Universities.  As 

Keane wrote in 2009, “both in Ireland and internationally, the actualisation of current 

[widening participation] policy is such that the predominant focus remains on access, with the 

post-entry stage neglected” (Thomas and Quinn, 2007; Archer and Hutchings, 2000; in 

Keane, 2009, p. 32).  A preferable, and “a more ‘transformative’ (Jones and Thomas, 2005) 

conceptualisation” (ibid. p. 33) of widening participation shifts the focus away from the 

diverse student’s ‘deficits’ to examine, rather, the structures and processes within HE, and 

their limitations in meeting the needs of all students.  That is, more transformative 

conceptualizations look to reconceptualize who legitimate HE students are, what they need, 

and how the institutions (including curriculum and assessment) can change to best meet these 

needs.  

Unfortunately, institutional change is never easy; changing from the former (‘equal access’) 

view of widening participation, which puts the onus for change on the student, to the latter 

view, which shifts at least some of the responsibility for change to the institution, has been 

found to be difficult.  Greenbank (2007, p. 209), for example, found that  

…a culture of widening participation is often not embedded throughout institutions. 

Therefore, widening participation policy formulated at the senior management level is 

likely to be reinterpreted, revised—and in many cases even undermined or ignored—

as it migrates down the organisational hierarchy. 

 

Greenbank suggests that HE institutions need to focus on “generating widening participation 

policy at the micro-level” (ibid., p. 209) in order for policies to be implemented more 

effectively on the ground.  McDonald and Stratta (2001) similarly focus on the need to shift 

from top-down to micro-level policy generation, as in their work they found that among HE 

tutors “the emphasis was on helping [non-traditional] students to adjust to the existing 

undergraduate provision rather than engaging in a radical rethink on possible approaches 

appropriate to a more diverse population” (2001, p. 249).   

In the Irish context, however, there is support from the Higher Education Authority82 (HEA 

2004; 2008; 2015) for such a transformative shift in widening participation, including changes 

in curriculum, assessment, and supports to meet the needs of diverse learners.  In addition, 

Keane notes that “a shift from deficit to more transformative approaches does not happen 

 
81 These are also seen as ‘deficit’ conceptions of widening participation (Keane, 2009) 

82 In the National Access Plans 
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overnight, but takes place in stages” (Keane, 2009, p. 77).  She provides an overview of these 

stages (2009, p. 78), noting that even in the final stages, post-transformation, “the provision of 

academic support may still be required [for students of diverse backgrounds], but it is 

understood that that alone is an inadequate response” (ibid. p. 78).  Similarly, Leach (2013) 

provides an overview of institutional adaptations to widening participation in Australia, the 

UK, and New Zealand83.   

Interestingly, however, even if institutions are willing to shift on a pedagogical (curricular and 

assessment) level, shifting to truly understand the necessity of part-time work for LSEG 

students may be yet another hurdle.  At least in the UK context, political and academic 

discourses around part-time work and HE students tends to pivot on “the assumption…that 

students work to pay for ‘extras’ and ‘lifestyles’ [such as alcohol and socializing], and that 

work during the holidays and possibly a few hours in term-time should therefore be 

sufficient” (Moreau and Leathwood, 2006, p. 26).  In contrast to these ‘lifestyle assumptions’, 

Moreau and Leathwood found that, in their study of undergraduate experiences, “the majority 

of interview respondents…stated that they needed to undertake paid work in order to be able 

to continue with their studies, and this was particularly so for those from working-class 

backgrounds” (ibid., p. 31).  In addition, many of their participants “articulated  an  

experience  of  university  life  as  one  of  ‘struggle’,  and  financial concerns  were  a  major  

part  of  this” (ibid., p. 31).   

Moreau and Leathwood argue that “standard  full-time  undergraduate  courses  in  England  

were designed for full-time study…[and] students  have  always  been  expected  to devote 

considerable time to independent study, with paid work largely assumed to be confined to the 

vacation period” (ibid., p. 31).  Likewise, I put forward that most, if not all, postgraduate, 

post-primary ITE programmes in Ireland are likewise currently designed on the assumption 

that all students can and should devote themselves full-time to study, and that if they do not it 

is a personal choice, and the consequences of such choices should fall upon the individual that 

has made them.   

We have known for over 30 years that most working class students in HE in Ireland need to 

work part-time to survive financially (Lynch and O’Riordan, 1998) and that this negatively 

affects their experience of HE; the current study provides evidence that appropriate 

 
83 Leach also extends this with a post-austerity analysis of the additional challenges faced by HE institutions in 

adapting to widening participation with limited resources 
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adaptations have not necessarily been made in post-graduate, post-primary ITE to reflect this 

reality.  LSEG students are still struggling to meet the dual demands of ITE and work, and 

this suggests that many ITE programmes may need to critically assess if their demands are 

equitable.  

 

11.4.2 Key Finding 9: Diverse Support and Preparation Needs  

 

The ninth key finding of this study is that the ITE support and preparation needs of many 

LSEG students are not the same as those of HSEG students. This finding emerged from 

differences in feelings of preparedness/unpreparedness and ‘knowing how to teach’ that the 

two groups experienced, and in the SEG based differences of being ‘welcomed into the fold’, 

encountering professional protectionism, and identity-related concerns.  This finding is a 

significant contribution to the literature in that it points to two specific ways in which the 

support and preparation needs of LSEG ITE students are distinct in the Irish context.  

Specifically, the support and preparation needs of LSEG ITE students will be discussed in 

relation to: 

 

• Consideration of the supports needed to teach in disadvantaged schools 

• Support in navigating the complex social landscape of teaching 

 

That LSEG students have diverse educational and support needs at ITE level should not come 

as a surprise, given what we know of the needs of diverse students at other levels of education 

(Reay, 2001; Reay, 2015; Reay, 2017; MacIntosh, 1989).  An education system designed for 

only one ‘type’ of student can not possibly be fit for all types of students.  Importantly, 

however, I do not advocate ‘band-aid’ approaches to meeting the needs of diverse ITE 

students; rather, good pedagogy in ITE that will meet the needs of diverse students is 

consistent with improved pedagogy in ITE that will better meet the needs of all students 

(Keane, 2009).   

11.4.2.1 Consideration of the Supports Needed to Teach in Disadvantaged Schools 

One of the important distinctions to emerge in the analysis of the current study was that the 

concerns of the LSEG participants on the property of  ‘not knowing how to teach’ were 

distinct from those of the HSEG participants - and this was at least partially due to the type of  

schools in which they were completing their first teaching practice placement.  That is, the 
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LSEG participants spoke overwhelmingly of their difficulty in controlling the behaviour of 

the students in their classrooms, and of dealing with the disengagement of students; they were 

almost all completing their placements in post-primary schools that were new to them, and 

many were in DEIS schools and/or in LSEG, disadvantaged areas.  The HSEG participants, 

on the other hand, also expressed ‘not knowing how to teach’, but in contrast they felt 

unprepared to diversify instruction for students with special educational needs; they were 

overwhelmingly completing their first placements in their own former (middle class) post-

primary schools.     

 

The findings here are highly related, of course, to the discussion in section 11.3.4 on sourcing 

a teaching practice placement.  Until changes are made in the allocation procedure for these 

placements, it is likely that a greater number of LSEG ITE students will complete at least their 

initial teaching practice placement in DEIS or disadvantaged working class schools.  

In addition, it is possible that there is some self-selection of LSEG ITE students into 

DEIS/disadvantaged schools, and away from middle-class schools; similar effects were seen 

by Lander and Zaheerali (2016) in their work with BME ITE graduates who self-opted not to 

apply to primarily white, middle-class schools, as they had internalized the negative 

stereotypes/racist views that they would not be a good ‘fit’ for these schools.  Bourdieu would 

identify such an internalization of class relations as “symbolic violence” (1992).   

 

And if a great many LSEG students are learning to teach in disadvantaged schools, as with the 

LSEG participants in this study, what is that like for them, and what are the implications of 

this knowledge?  How does learning to teach in a disadvantaged school differ from the 

‘typical’ teaching experience that ITE departments are preparing students for, and what 

supports might be needed?  This is an area has been under-researched in the Irish context, and 

drawing attention to the need for research in this area is, I feel, a significant contribution of 

the current study.   

 

Specifically, if we look at what has been written about the experience of students in 

socioeconomically disadvantaged schools in Ireland, must we not wonder how the teachers in 

these admittedly more adverse environments are affected – especially new teachers and ITE 

students on teaching practice placement?  Consider the words of Darmody, Bryne, and 

McGinnity (2014, p. 135): 
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…In the Irish context, demographic patterns in school enrolment are important 

because the school context matters in the lives of children and young people (Smyth, 

E., 1999; Byrne, D., and E. Smyth. 2011). Students tend to perform less well 

academically in schools with a socioeconomically disadvantage intake. Furthermore, 

these schools are more likely to have experienced declining student numbers, attract a 

diverse body of students requiring extra supports, and have different school climates, 

and be more likely to use streaming practices. Given this evidence, the school-going 

patterns of these young people represent systematic disadvantage if these schools 

expose them to a heightened level of risk of not adjusting socially and academically. 

 

So if “school context matters” (ibid.), is it possible that student teachers also “perform less 

well…in schools with a socioeconomically disadvantaged intake?” (ibid).  The difficulties 

and complexities of socioeconomically disadvantaged schools have been well documented.  

McCoy, Bank, and Shevlin (2012), for example, found that “children from disadvantaged 

backgrounds and those attending schools designated as socioeconomically disadvantaged are 

significantly more likely than their peers to be identified as having … an emotional 

behavioural difficulty (EBD)” (in Banks, Shevlin, and McCoy, 2012, p. 219).  Research has 

also shown higher rates of disengagement from school among boys from low-SEG 

backgrounds (Joint Oireachtas Committee on Education and Skills, 2010; McCoy et al., 

2012), and Clerkin and Creaven (2013) found that pupils in urban DEIS schools were twice as 

likely to report bullying than pupils in rural DEIS or non-DEIS schools.  All of this aligns 

with what we know of the working class experience of education, as discussed in depth in 

Chapter 4.   

 

If students in these contexts, therefore, are at a heightened risk of “not adjusting” (Darmody et 

al., 2014), I posit it is highly plausible that new teachers are at a similar risk.  I harken back to 

the words of Ciaran (LSEG, 1,4) who, after teaching in a DEIS school on his teaching practice 

placement reflected  

 

…You're not taught or given anything useful in battling in severely deprived schools. 

You're just not given the tools. Because I don't think anyone knows how to fully deal 

with it (Ciaran, LSEG 1.4) 

 

Interestingly, consideration of what it means to learn to teach in disadvantaged environments, 

vs. learning to teach in non-disadvantaged environments, is not entirely new in the 

international literature (Weiner, 1993; Peariso, 2011; Schmeichel, 2012), despite its relative 

neglect in Ireland.  Lupton and Hempel-Jorgenson (2012), for example, write that “there are 

existing [alternative] pedagogical approaches that can contribute to more socially just 

outcomes [in disadvantaged schools]” (ibid., p. 601), such as “productive pedagogy…creative 
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pedagogy…[and] transformative pedagogy” (ibid., p. 603).  Moreover, they believe (ibid., p. 

602) in the necessity of these pedagogical approaches because they maintain that 

 
…initiatives to compensate for poverty and social disadvantage will not be sufficient 

to ensure justice in either opportunity or outcome unless the process of school-based 

learning is equally inspiring, enlightening, liberating and knowledge producing for 

students from disadvantaged backgrounds as it is for those who are more privileged. 

 

Other researchers have emphasized other aspects of pedagogical approaches that are effective 

in disadvantaged schools; Schmeichel (2012) stresses the importance of and effectiveness of 

culturally relevant pedagogy in teaching marginalized groups, and Connell (1991) found that 

successful teachers in a programme to improve outcomes in disadvantaged schools 

emphasized informality and negotiation more than teachers in non-disadvantaged schools.   

 
Making room for and enabling such pedagogical shifts, however, requires systemic change 

and a reform of “educational purposes and system architecture” (Lupton and Hempel-

Jorgenson, 2012), and not just a “naïve reliance on teacher agency to transform educational 

outcomes” (ibid.). 

 

Which brings us back, of course, to our LSEG student teachers.  The findings of this study 

show that they are highly motivated to change educational outcomes for disadvantaged 

students, but are they being given the tools and support to do so?  They are often learning to 

teach within a context where there is documented uncertainty regarding how to cater for the 

needs of the students that they are there to serve.  In fact, for over fifty years research has 

shown evidence that rather than a shift towards pedagogies more likely to engage and work 

well with disadvantaged students, teaching and learning in disadvantaged contexts tends to be 

dominated by an increased degree of reliance on didactic, strong adherence to the curriculum, 

and little probing of students for deeper meanings, connections and understandings (Leacock, 

1969; Conway, 2002).   

 

Adding to this, research in the US context on teacher sorting has shown that there is a 

significant difference in teacher quality between disadvantaged on non-disadvantaged 

schools; teachers in disadvantaged schools are likely to be younger, less experienced, and less 

well qualified than their colleagues in non-disadvantaged schools (Goldhaber, Lavery, and 

Theobald, 2015); the consequence of which is that student teachers in these environments are 
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more likely to be paired with newer and less experienced co-operating teacher84 than student 

teachers in middle-class schools.   

 

I argue that all of this paints a picture of what could be ‘cumulative educational disadvantage’ 

in ITE for students from LSEG backgrounds; they are less likely to get into ITE, more likely 

to have their first teaching practice placement in a disadvantaged school, and less likely to 

have an ‘expert’ co-operating teacher in the school.  Research also shows that, in 

encountering difficulties, they are less likely to seek support and look for help than their 

HSEG peers (Stevenson, 2012), due to a lower sense of educational entitlement.  Moreover, 

the problems they encounter in these disadvantaged schools are not always those that have 

easy answers.     

 

The consequence of such realizations, I argue, is that students completing teaching practice 

placements in LSEG environments (be they LSEG or HSEG students) may need not only 

more support, but need more specific and tailored support to address the specific challenges 

of the difficult task they are being asked to complete.  In addition, the narratives of the LSEG 

participants teaching in disadvantaged schools contained stories of looking for support and 

not receiving it; this indicates that a more formalized system of support to address these 

unique learning needs may be required. 

 

Related to this need for enhanced support for teaching in disadvantaged contexts are 

considerations of the support needed to navigate the middle-class social landscape of teaching 

as an individual with LSEG positioning.   

 

11.4.2.2 Support in Navigating the Complex Social Landscape of Teaching 

 

This finding considers that participants from LSEG backgrounds were more likely than HSEG 

participants to encounter experiences of professional protectionism, where they did not feel 

‘welcomed into the fold’ of the teaching profession, and more likely to struggle with self-

identifying with the profession.  This is a complex topic to address, because it depends to such 

a large extent on individual interactions with teachers and staff already established in the 

schools in which these ITE students and new teachers find themselves.  Caires (2012, p.164) 

 
84 Co-operating teacher is a term used for the established teachers in the schools where ITE students are doing 

their teaching practice placement; specifically, the teachers who are paired with the students and whose classes 

the student is asked to teach as part of their placement 
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writes eloquently about some of what is going on in the complexity of either being welcomed 

or not: 

…With regard to the initiation of student teachers into the educational community, 

core evidence describes it as a dynamic and continuous process of mutual interactions 

and adaptation amongst the newly arrived teacher and the different members of that 

community. During this process, student teachers make continuous attempts to 

acknowledge, interpret and give meaning to rules, values, resources and 

communication patterns in order to gradually integrate into the school ethos. 

According to several authors the feeling of ‘belonging’ and the building of the first 

foundations of their identity as teachers depend upon the support that is received from 

the school administration and colleagues for their initiatives and opinions, as well as 

their professional and personal fulfilment. The acceptance and recognition gained by 

the newly arrived teacher from the different members of this complex social network 

is also significant. 

 

That is, both the perspectives and social actions of the established teachers, and the 

perspectives and social actions of the student teachers are important in the mutual interactions 

taking place during the initial teaching practice placement.  Navigating and understanding 

these dynamics, especially with the added complexity that comes from LSEG positionality, is 

not a straightforward task.   

 

Importantly, what we know from the literature on professional protectionism (Gainsbury, 

2009; Kleiner, 2011; Sevens and Reeves, 2019) is that professional bodies are resistant to 

change.  Although much of the literature focuses on licensing as a professional protectionism 

technique, and the reactions that changes in licensing bring up for members of the profession, 

the findings are extendable to the current study; at the heart of professional protectionism are 

issues of power and exclusivity, beliefs that the way that one enacts a profession is the right 

way, and that others are less qualified to do it (thereby solidifying the employment security of 

those currently in the role).  As Sevens and Reeves write in their study of professional 

protectionism in radiographers “[there was a] reluctance to explore other options which were 

not embedded into the professional culture and developed through socialisation and 

participation in the role associated with the occupational group” (2019, p. 78).  LSEG student 

teachers may encounter “unpredictable reactions to change” (ibid., p.79) from established 

teachers that are unfamiliar with the presence of LSEG individuals in the role of teacher, or 

with the professional goals and pedagogies of LSEG student teachers.   

 

To help minority background teachers navigate these complex social networks, Meyers and 

Smith (1999) suggest that mentoring programmes can be effective.  In these mentoring 

programmes an established teacher from similar minority demographic background as a new 
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teacher acts as an early-career mentor, offering one-to-one support and advice.  In fact, they 

go so far as to suggest that such mentoring “may be the missing link in the chain of 

professional preparation that is often broken by isolation” (ibid., p. 76).  Peeler and Jane 

(2005), writing in the Australian context, also support the potential role mentors can play for 

new teachers of diverse backgrounds.  Similarly, Jorrisen (2002) identified mentoring to be an 

important factor in her study of professional integration and teacher retention, and – 

interestingly – highlights the role of the school principal in making new teachers feel 

welcomed and integrated.   

 

National networks of teachers from minority backgrounds may also have a role to play in 

helping their new members navigate the experiences of professional protectionism and/or 

being welcomed into the fold.  Examples include networks for the professional 

development and networking of teachers from diverse backgrounds, especially those with 

social justice orientations, as reported on by Kohili (2016).  These networks can help to 

reduce feelings of pedagogical and ideological isolation for minority teachers, and 

reinforce and support their social justice motivations, keeping their passion for and 

commitment to teaching stronger.  In the Irish context, the Immigrant Bridge to Teaching 

Programme, as part of the Migrant Teacher Project at Marino Institute of Education, has 

potential to fill this role for a particular sub-set of diverse teachers.  In addition, the 

informal networks of LSEG teachers that are being formed through the work of ITE 

institutions implementing programmes under the PATH strand 1 funding may be fertile 

ground for the development of such organizations.   

Whatever the modality of enhanced support - be it through mentoring, professional networks, 

or enhanced support in ITE - I would argue that an enhanced understanding of social class and 

group relations, and enhanced work on identity and positionality would be essential parts of 

supporting these LSEG teachers.  That is, understanding one’s own experiences on teaching 

practice placement through the lens of having a LSEG positionality in a middle-class 

profession.  The rationale of this suggestion is rooted in the documented findings that there is 

often a “prevailing culture of widening participation wherein diverse students are expected to 

‘fit in’ to established norms, rather than be celebrated for their diversity of experience and 

perspectives” (Jones and Thomas, 2005).  Ortlipp, moreover, has found this specifically in 

relation to ITE and pre-service teachers, naming such expectations for integration an “erasure 

of preservice teacher diversity through discourses of denial” (2011, p. 90).  That is, in the 

absence of explicit recognition and celebration of the value of difference, and different 
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perspectives, difference can be seen as a negative aspect to cover up, hide, and deny – as with 

Diedre (LSEG 1.0), who felt the need to hide her working-class status and the fact that she 

worked a minimum wage job from her students, lest she “lose their respect”.  The 

“institutional habitus” (Thomas, 2002) of ITE programmes must be examined and critiqued, 

and the responsibility for the successful integration of LSEG teachers into ITE shared 

between the institution and the individual (Schmidt, 2010).   

 

Interestingly, this aligns with the Irish Teaching Council vision for the goals of the teaching 

practice placement, that “structured support [on placement] would include mentoring, 

supervision and critical analysis of the experience as well as observation of, and conversations 

with, experienced teachers (Teaching Council, 2011a, p. 13).  Many ITE programmes are 

incorporating some element of this work in their curriculum, but the findings of the current 

study suggest that this is an area with continued room for development.  Moreover, Schmidt 

and Gagne write about the necessity of “explicit equity approaches” (2015a, p. 299) in ITE if 

diverse students are to be supported in and succeed in ITE and the teaching force is to be 

diversified.   

 

 

The work of social theorists (Tajfel et al., 1979; Fisher, 1990; Burton, 1990), for example, 

would say that emotional and identity conflicts are inevitable for an individual with a minority 

identity who attempts to integrate into that homogenous culture.  Understanding, for example, 

Tajfel’s social identity theory (2010) and his work on ingroups and outgroups could be of 

extreme relevance to LSEG teachers in framing and understanding their own experiences; 

LSEG students entering a middle-class profession are undergoing a transition, and it is not 

that it is a transition that can not be navigated given the right tools, but rather that it is a 

transition that sometimes is not navigated if not properly understood. 

 

Integration of such explicit identity work into the ITE curriculum is not a new suggestion; 

Beauchamp and Thomas (2009), in fact, provide an extensive overview of the literature base 

on teacher identity and the issues within that specific field.  One of the key foci of this 

literature base is the concept of reflection, and the important role of reflection in ITE to the 

topic of teacher identity.  Sutherland et al. (2010), for example, explored the impact of 

reflection exercises in ITE on the developmental of the student’s professional ‘self-image’, 

which they developed into a construct they called the ‘teacher’s voice’ (p. 455).  They view 

this identity work as integral to the successful transition from student to teacher.    
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In the Irish context, the Teaching Council also requires all ITE programmes (The Teaching 

Council, 2011a) to encourage reflective practice of ITE students and graduates.  This policy 

and research emphasis on reflection is positive and indicative of a curriculum that is primed to 

integrate identity work into ITE – but with a caution.  That caution is that reflection in and of 

itself (although necessary) is not sufficient to qualify as ‘identity work’. I would argue, rather, 

that one needs not only to reflect upon their experience, but to reflect upon their experience in 

relation to specific discussion, theory, and literature on the topic of identity, in order to be 

doing ‘identity work’.  In this specific, and explicit way, the complex feelings and emotions 

of the LSEG and minority teachers can be articulated, understood, worked with, and even 

sublimated, as opposed to leaving them in a silence that again brings to mind Ortlipp’s 

commentary that in his work he witnessed the “erasure of the preservice teacher’s diversity 

through discourses of denial” (2011, p. 90). 

 

As alluded to in section 11, resistance theories of education are also of relevance to the 

preparation needs of LSEG and diverse ITE students.  As supported by the current study, and  

other research on LSEG and diverse student motivations (see 11.2.2), the majority of LSEG 

student teachers are not interested in learning how to reproduce the dominant educational 

culture; they are not interested in learning how to apply unfair exams and standards to young 

LSEG students, and they are not interested in delivering the message to these young students 

that they too (inevitably) do not ‘measure up’.  The degree to which resistance theories of 

education and alternative pedagogical approaches are incorporated into ITE curriculums in 

Ireland is beyond the scope of this discussion, but the current work does support the 

importance of reflection on this point.   

11.4.3 Key Finding 10: LSEG ITE Graduate Professional Attrition  

 

The tenth key finding is that there is some evidence that we are losing some LSEG ITE 

graduates before they ever commence a full-time teaching job, and there is often a very short 

window of time between qualifying from ITE and the decision to continue pursuing a 

teaching job or not.  This finding hits me as a terrible loss – because the participants in this 

study are the successful LSEG students; the ones Bourdieu calls the “lucky survivors” (1988) 

and Bourdieu and Passeron term “the least disadvantaged of the disadvantaged” (1990, p. 26).  

They are the LSEG students who – despite the odds - completed post-primary school, earned 

their first degrees, found the money for postgraduate ITE, and pursued a career that they were 
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quite likely altruistically inspired to pursue.   This finding is a significant contribution to the 

literature, as there is no published work on the social class based differences in professional 

attrition from teaching in the Irish context.   

 

This finding, however, does align with the literature on the attrition of black minority ethnic 

teachers from the profession in the early years of teaching (Lander and Zaheerali, 2016).   

Lander and Zaheerali state, for example, that BME ITE graduates are more likely to encounter 

difficulty in their employment search, suffer micro-aggressions in the workplace, and be faced 

with restricted professional opportunities (ibid.), all which may contribute to attrition.   In 

addition, the phenomenon of greater teacher attrition from socioeconomically disadvantaged 

schools than from non-disadvantaged schools is also well documented (Ingersoll, 2004; Smith 

and Smith, 2006; Greenlee and Brown, 2009), especially in schools with “poor behavioural 

climates” (Kelly, 2004, p. 195).   

 

Although these findings are of relevance, it is also important to distinguish that the LSEG ITE 

graduates of concern in current study are not even making it to their first year – or in some 

cases first day – of teaching.  The established literature, in contrast, focuses on attrition of 

minority teachers who have commenced their teaching careers.   Although there are inevitably 

other factors at play, including some of those highlighted above, the most prominent concerns 

of the participants in this study who graduated ITE but then abandoned teaching before they 

started were a) employment instability for early career teachers and the b) (in some cases 

unexpectedly) low wages of new teaching entrants in Ireland.  The remaining discussion, 

therefore, is centred around these two concerns. 

11.4.3.1 Employment Instability, Prejudice in Hiring, and Wages 

When many of the LSEG participants in the current study graduated from ITE, they did not 

have a financial safety net; most of them entered ITE in a more precarious financial position 

than their HSEG peers, and many took out loans that need to be serviced post-ITE.  This fact 

became highly relevant to the employment paths that LSEG vs. HSEG participants were able 

to take post-ITE. 

 

The importance of this lack of financial safety net must be considered in relation to the 

concept of employment precarity.  Employment precarity is a concept that has grown in use in 

recent years, and is used to “both to describe the expansion of more contingent structures of 

employment, but also to denote an increase in perceptions of insecurity among workers” 
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(Alberti, Bessa, Hardy, Trappmann, and Umney, 2018, p. 448).  Interestingly, Goldring and 

Joly (2014) note that employment precarity is a growing concern that both affects everyone, 

and affects some people/groups more than others: 

…Two narratives cut across the literature on precarious employment. One is a 

narrative of specificity: precarious employment affects some groups more than others.  

The  other  is  a  narrative  of  commonality:  the rise of precarious employment affects 

everyone, directly or indirectly, so we are all in this together (2014, p. 95). 

 

In the current Irish context, this certainly seems true; the reality of starting a post-primary 

teaching career in Ireland is that most new teachers do not land secure, permanent, full-time 

jobs within the first year (Keane and Heinz, 2015).  Keane and Heinz (ibid.) for example, 

found that while, 9 months after graduating, 78% of the 2013 PDE cohort were employed in 

teaching, only 15% had secured permanent teaching posts in Ireland or overseas.  The reality 

is that for the vast majority of those ITE graduates that obtain employment in upon ITE 

graduation, the contracts are of a part-time, contract nature.  The ability to commit to a post-

employment period of time as a substitute teachers or part-time contract teachers with no 

guarantee of income, or with an income that is insufficient to meet basic living costs, 

unfortunately, is out of reach for many LSEG graduates.  A full-time job in a non-teaching 

field, in contrast, can seem more desirable as it offers income security and reliability.   

 

In addition, on top of the precarious nature of early employment contracts, LSEG ITE 

graduates, LSEG ITE graduates may face additional obstacles to secure employment that 

HSEG students do not; prejudice and SEG-based stereotyping may significantly affect hiring 

decisions in post-primary schools.  Lander and Zaheerali (2016), for example, found that "not 

all schools are willing to appoint BME teachers, however well qualified or talented they may 

be” (2016, p. 37).  Likewise, Schmidt, Young, and Mandzuk (2010, p. 444) found that for 

minority ethnic internationally educated teachers in Canada “finding employment remains a 

major challenge”.  At least part of this reason may be due to discrimination in hiring practices; 

Schmidt and Block (2010c) found commitments to equity in hiring practices was notably 

absent from the policies of one school division.  In fact, this is where role-modelling 

arguments for the diversification of teaching come full-circle to bite themselves in the 

toes…many school administrators see the benefit of diverse teachers for diverse students, but 

if they have homogenous majority background student populations do not see any benefit of 

diverse teachers for ‘their’ students (Lander and Zaheerali, 2016).   
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In a Bouredieusian analysis, LSEG ITE graduates are doubly disadvantaged here; not only do 

they not have the financial capital to support themselves through a period of precarious 

employment, they can be disadvantaged even in searching for and obtaining these precarious 

part-time contracts due to not having the ‘right’ social and cultural capital to make themselves 

the most attractive candidate to employers.   

 

Solutions to employment precarity and instability in other contexts include guaranteed post-

graduation employment programmes (see section 11.2.3; Importance of labour market 

considerations).  Also of note is the structure of the current model of substitute teacher 

deployment.  Currently the recruitment and employment of substitute/small hour contract 

teachers is done on a individual school basis, but in other jurisdictions, such as in Alberta, 

Canada, this is done differently.  In Alberta, new teaching graduates interview with a school 

board that oversees all schools, to be hired onto a panel of substitutes, and successful 

applicants can be deployed to schools requiring substitute and short-term staff in a more 

objective fashion.   

 

Wages, however, are also at play in considering the finding that many LSEG ITE graduates 

are leaving the profession before they begin.  The low wages of Irish teachers, especially post-

recession new entrants, and the wage disparity between older and newer teachers, has 

received considerable attention.  This matter is playing a role in the Teaching Council 

consultations on teacher supply (2018), as well as being a leading issue for teachers’ unions in 

Ireland.   

 

Such low wages, unfortunately, can contribute to the phenomenon known as ‘brain drain’ – 

wherein highly trained professionals qualify in one country and then leave for more profitable 

careers in other countries (Morgan, Sives, and Appleton, 2006).  Ireland has already witnessed 

a considerable ‘brain drain’, or mass exodus, of many teachers to lucrative posts in the United 

Arab Emirates and other locations abroad, and finances - rather than a sense of adventure – 

are the leading factor in the decision process of many of these emigrating teachers (O’Brien, 

2018c).  As O’Brien (ibid.) writes “while many young teachers [in Ireland] [are] struggling to 

make ends meet, those who emigrate [are] being offered full salaries and permanent jobs”.  

Interestingly, in the current study it was primarily the HSEG students who spoke of going 

abroad to teach, so perhaps in addition to a ‘brain drain’ of HSEG teachers abroad what this 
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study has begun to document is an ‘internal brain drain’ of qualified LSEG teachers into 

alternative professions that offer better wages.   

 

I would argue, therefore, that post-primary teacher employment precarity (i.e. the 

predominance of temporary and part-time contracts) and pay are issues that cannot be ignored 

in the process of ‘becoming’ a teacher and discussions of widening participation in ITE and 

teaching.  It is not enough to claim to want to diversify the teaching force, to recruit a 

diversified teaching force, and to train a diversified teaching force, if the economic reality on 

the completion side of graduation is that a diversified teaching force will not materialize until 

more secure and better paid early career opportunities are available to all new teachers. 

11.4.4 Conclusion  

This chapter has discussed ten key findings from this CGT study.  On top of the principal 

product of the work, which is the CGT of becoming a post-primary teacher, these ten key 

findings highlight contributions of the work that are either unique or support previous 

research.  These key findings highlight the importance of all of the experiences in the process 

of becoming a teacher, and paint a picture of just how different the experience was for HSEG 

and LSEG participants.  My goal in the presentation and discussion of these findings is that 

they give voice to the LSEG experience, and that they emphasize the necessity of considering 

the entire lifespan of the process of becoming a teacher, from experiences in primary and 

post-primary school, to point of successful employment.   

 

The following chapter will briefly summarize the contributions of the work, and provide 

recommendations based on the key findings and contributions.  It will also provide an 

evaluation of the quality of this study, using the Charmaz’s (2014) criteria for CGT research.   
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12 CONCLUSION AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

12.1 Impact of the Work 

The purpose of a grounded theory (GT) is to provide a theory that offers insight into a 

situation and helps to answer the question ‘what is going on here?’.  The constructivist 

grounded theory (CGT) that has resulted from this work does just that for helping us to 

understand the dynamics involved in the process of becoming a post-primary teacher in 

Ireland.  It provides a framework onto which we can map the experiences of higher 

(HSEG) and lower (LSEG) socioeconomic group  students and see clear differences in 

their experience.  Due to the power it has to allow us to bring clarity to complex and 

interwoven experiences, this theory has a place in considerations for widening 

participation policy initiatives for initial teacher education in Ireland. 

When I commenced this dissertation project, the issue of diversifying the teaching force 

and widening participation in Initial Teacher Education (ITE) was a relatively under-

established topic in relation to its current place in the political agenda.  It is with great 

happiness that I have witnessed from afar the progress made by individual institutional 

initiatives, the Department of Education and Skills (especially in their announcement of 

the PATH85 1 funding), and the Teaching Council over the past six years.  With that said, I 

am happy to put forth the recommendations that I see as logically extending from the 

analysis of the current findings.  The grounded theory of ‘Becoming a Post-Primary 

Teacher in Ireland’ is a product of the generous gift of time and energy that the 34 aspiring 

teachers (the participants) have given to this cause; I am grateful to them for what they 

 
85 Programme for Access to Higher Education Path 1 
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have taught me, and to any that take the time to give due consideration to the analysis of 

their experiences.    

This final chapter, therefore, will give a summary of the key findings discussed in Chapter 

11 in relation to the initial research questions, summarize the contributions of this work to 

the established academic literature in the field, and provide recommendations for policy, 

practice, and future research.  Lastly, an evaluation of the quality of the research will be 

given, followed by concluding thoughts and statements.   

12.2 Summary of Key Findings and Contributions 

The original research question for this study was: 

 

What can the similarities and differences in the experiences of LSEG and HSEG 

applicants and entrants to ITE in Ireland tell us about possible reasons for the 

socioeconomic homogeneity of the post-primary teaching profession?   

 

The key findings, taken together, answer this question comprehensively.  That is, they 

highlight 10 specific differences in the experience of HSEG and LSEG participants that 

contributed to LSEG participants being less likely to enter ITE, less likely to complete ITE, or 

less likely to start a career in teaching.  In some cases a singular experience was enough to 

derail a potential LSEG teacher from their path (e.g. not having the money) and in other cases 

the experiences had a cumulative effect that resulted in a decision to either continue pursuing 

a teaching career or not.   

 

The first key finding was that, for those (primarily LSEG) participants who went from not 

imagining a future in teaching to imagining a future in teaching, there were two types of 

experiences that they recalled that were pivotal in this transition.  The first was having a 

‘transformational teacher’; that is, someone who changed how they viewed themselves, how 

they viewed education and the role of teachers, or both. The second was being exposed to 

‘teaching-like’ experiences.  Of great interest here was that the only two LSEG participants 

who reported ‘always wanting to be a teacher’ were the ‘academic excellers’.   

 

The second key finding was that there were differences in how LSEG and HSEG participants 

attributed value to the role of teaching.  The majority of all participants saw teaching as a way 

to ‘make a difference’, but what this meant to participants differed by SEG.   While HSEG 

participants primarily wanted to make a difference by being passionate and passing on their 
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love of a subject, LSEG participants primarily saw teaching as a way to make a difference in 

the lives and educational trajectories of marginalized students.  Again, two LSEG academic 

excellers’ motivations more closely matched those of the HSEG group here.   

 

The third key finding was the importance of labour market concerns to the decision-making 

process when participants were considering pursuing ITE or not.  Interestingly, HSEG 

participants as a group reported more negative (perhaps more realistic) anticipations of post-

graduation employment prospects (‘reward’).  LSEG participants as a group, in contrast, 

reported higher expectations of the career rewards that a teaching qualification would bring.  

Also of interest was that the HSEG participants with low employment expectations still 

pursued ITE; in contrast, LSEG participants who had low employment expectations did not.   

 

The fourth key finding related to career guidance.  Overall, all but one participant reported 

“terrible”, or basically non-existent, career guidance in post-primary school.  Participant 

experiences, however, highlight the differential effect of this lack of career guidance by SEG; 

the LSEG participants were affected much more negatively by this lack of career guidance 

than the HSEG participants.   

 

The fifth key finding was that ITE admissions criteria that are based almost exclusively on 

academic results, to the exclusion of broader criteria such as personal statements or 

interviews, affected the LSEG participants much more negatively than the HSEG participants.   

 

The sixth key finding was that the financial burden of post-primary ITE was experienced 

much more saliently by the LSEG participants than the HSEG participants.  In some cases it 

prevented the LSEG participants from pursuing ITE, or led to them needing to take a year off 

in the middle of their studies; this was not true for the HSEG participants.  For a great number 

of LSEG participants, financing ITE involved taking out loans and/or working part-time (or in 

one case full-time) during their ITE programme.   

 

The seventh key finding was that the current protocols for having ITE students source their 

own first teaching practice placement had an extremely negative effect on the experiences of 

the LSEG participants; it was discouraging, demoralizing, and in one case led to a participant 

needing to defer ITE for a year as she could not find a placement.  Interestingly, this finding 

ties in with the ninth key finding, which addresses experiences on the first teaching practice 
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placement, as most HSEG participants completed their first placement in their own former 

(middle-class) post-primary school, while most LSEG participants a) did not complete their 

placement in their former post-primary school, and b) were placed instead in a greater number 

of disadvantaged/working class school settings.   

 

The eighth key finding was that a much greater number of LSEG participants reported being 

negatively affected by the ‘stressful’ experience of ‘juggling logistics’ of both ITE and part-

time work.  Of the LSEG participants working part-time during ITE, most were working a 

substantial number of hours – in the region of 15-25.   

 

The ninth key finding is that the LSEG participants in this study expressed having diverse 

support and preparation needs that were distinct to those of the HSEG participants.  These 

were in part due to context; the majority were completing teaching practice placement in 

disadvantaged/working-class schools with challenges unique to those found in middle-class 

schools.  They also had unique support and preparation needs due to their unique LSEG 

positionality, however; in particular, they encountered a greater number of experiences that 

can be conceptualized as professional protectionism; adverse interpersonal relations where 

they felt excluded from the group of established teachers, in contrast to being ‘welcomed into 

the fold’.   

 

The tenth key finding is that amongst the LSEG ITE graduates, there was attrition from the 

teaching profession, many times before they had even commenced teaching.  Some went back 

to their pre-ITE employment, some found full-time jobs in new fields, and one was studying 

full-time at doctoral level.  The employment precarity of the early-career teaching market, 

difficulty finding teaching employment, and low wages were all cited as contributory reasons.   

12.3 The Contributions of this Research 

The overall contribution of this work is the Constructivist Grounded Theory of ‘Becoming a 

Post-Primary Teacher in Ireland’.  The theory has three sub-categories, ‘Imagining’, 

‘Investing’, and ‘Sinking, Swimming, or Sailing – in ITE and into the Profession’, and each 

sub-category has three to four properties.  The experiences on each property are mediated by 

the socioeconomic positioning of the participant.  The theory also holds that an individual 

must reach a successful resolution in all three sub-categories, and all properties, in order to 

successfully gain access to the profession; the logical consequence of this theory is that 
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interventions to widen participation in the teaching profession (in terms of SEG) would be 

most effective if they address all three sub-categories of the theory. 

 

More specific contributions to the literature include: 

 

The finding on pivotal experiences has not been identified in previous research.  It provides 

insight into the types of experiences that contribute to LSEG individuals transitioning from 

not seeing a future in teaching to seeing the possibility of a career in teaching. 

 

The findings on attributing value to the role of teaching build upon work done by Keane 

(2017) on LSEG students having altruistic motivations for pursuing their careers of choice.  It 

provides further evidence of these ‘altruistic motivations’ specifically in relation to the field 

of teaching.  This is an important area of literature, as it contributes to teacher educators’ 

understandings of the motivations, aspirations, positionality, and consequent learning needs of 

LSEG ITE students.   

 

The finding on the importance of labour market considerations is a novel contribution to the 

literature on widening participation and social class in Ireland; specifically, it a) draws 

attention to the ethical aspects of widening participation dialogue in relation to the professions 

and b) indicates that uncertain employment prospects have a more negative affect on ITE 

decisions for LSEG than HSEG students.  It builds upon literature in the international context, 

such as Canada and the UK, that has documented the challenges the minority background 

teachers can face in the labour market, and is unique in the international literature in its social 

class focus.   

 

The finding on career guidance contributes to national concern on the inadequacy of career 

guidance in post-primary schools in Ireland, and is timely in that it may be of interest to those 

involved in the review of guidance counselling in Ireland announced by the Minister for 

Education last year (Gallagher, 2018).   It also is a unique contribution to the literature in that 

it provides evidence of the disproportionately negative effect a lack of career guidance in 

schools has on LSEG students.   

 

The finding that academic-heavy admissions criteria negatively affected the LSEG 

participants more than the HSEG students contributes to the national and international 
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literature base on HE admissions criteria, social justice, and widening participation.  It is 

novel in its specificity to post-graduate, post-primary ITE in Ireland and its focus on social 

class.  It is also novel in that it arises from a qualitative perspective, while past work has 

approached the issue quantitatively.   

 

The finding on the financial burden of post-graduate ITE contributes to the emerging research 

from Ni Dhuinn, Prendergast, and Loxely (2018) on the impact of cost of the two-year PME 

programme on Irish students.  It is novel in that it evidences clear SEG divisions in 

experience. 

 

The finding on sourcing a teaching practice placement contributes to the suggestion of 

Sahlberg (2012) that the locus of responsibility for finding these placements should not be on 

the ITE student.  It is novel in that it provides evidence of a significant gap in experience 

between LSEG and HSEG participants.   

 

The finding on ‘juggling logistics’ is novel in that there has not previously been published 

literature nationally or internationally on the student experience of working part-time during 

ITE.  It both a) provides evidence of a gap in the number of HSEG vs LSEG students working 

part-time through ITE and b) provides a qualitative voice of what this experience is like.  It 

builds upon a small body of work on the experience of working part-time in HE more 

generally (e.g. Dundes and Marx, 2006; Moreau and Leathwood, 2006). 

 

The finding on the diverse support and preparation needs of LSEG students builds upon the 

work done by Maguire (1999, 2001a) on the ITE experience of working class students, and 

supports a small body of work that has focused on the experience of working class teachers 

(Burn, 2001; Maguire 2001b, 2005a, 2005b).  It builds upon and adds to work done on the 

diverse support and preparation needs of minority (primarily BME) background teachers 

(Basit et. al. 2006, 2007).  It is also unique in that it specifies the distinct contexts of the 

teaching practice placement as factors that contribute to these diverse support and preparation 

needs.   

 

The finding on the post-graduate attrition of LSEG participants contributes to literature on 

minority teacher attrition that has focused on BME students in the US and UK contexts 

(Villegas and Davis, 2007; Lander and Zaheerali, 2016; Kohili, 2016).  It is novel in that it 
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focuses on the Irish context and the dimension of social class, and also that it provides 

evidence that there is attrition happening even before many participants commenced teaching 

posts.  This contrasts with past research, which has focused on reasons that minority teachers 

leave their teaching posts, and draws focus to the issues of employment precarity and low 

wages in the process of ‘becoming a post-primary’ teacher in Ireland.   

 

12.4 Recommendations 

There is one over-arching recommendation from my work.  That is that those involved in 

efforts to diversify post-primary, postgraduate ITE and post-primary teaching in Ireland 

should ensure that they take an educational lifespan view of the process of becoming, and 

they should attempt to address all three categories of ‘Imagining, Investing and Sinking, 

Swimming, or Sailing in ITE and into the Profession’ in the interventions they plan. 

More specific recommendations, extending from discussion of the 11 key findings, are 

grouped according to the aspect to which they apply – policy, practice, or research.   

12.4.1 Recommendations for Policy 

I. Realistic labour market projections for teaching should be established, and this 

information made publicly available, so that students from all socioeconomic 

backgrounds can make informed educational and career choices.   

II. Increases in and/or continuation of funding opportunities for postgraduate ITE, 

including a continuation of the PATH Strand 1 funding.  Positively, the Student 

Assistance Fund (SAF) administered by the Higher Education Authority (HEA) 

recently ear-marked a portion of funding for PME students (DES, 2019), but this too 

was a temporary measure, and should instead become annual funding.     

 

III. Flexibility of ITE provision and support pathways should be in-built and preventative, 

rather than reactive to the needs of LSEG students.  Consideration could be given to 

increase undergraduate post-primary provision, and to developing more flexible 

models of postgraduate post-primary provision that acknowledge the reality of LSEG 

students as student-workers, student-carers, and student-parents. 

IV. The responsibility for assigning teaching practice placements should rest with the ITE 

institution 
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V. Post-graduation employment transitions are a site that needs serious consideration.  

Guaranteed post-graduation positions (for an initial year) for a sub-set of LSEG 

students is a possibility.   

 

12.4.2 Recommendations for Practice 

VI. There is an urgent need for increased career guidance counselling in post-primary 

schools, with explicit focus on creating equitable progression outcomes for LSEG 

and HSEG students 

VII. Seminars on entry to teaching, and specifically on ‘teachable subject’ requirements 

for post-primary and first and second year undergraduate students (led both by 

Teaching Council representatives and ITE institutional representatives) are needed 

VIII. Inclusion of interviews and/or personal statements in ITE admissions for at least a 

sub-set of applicants to all ITE programmes, including those facilitated by the PAC 

system should be considered 

IX. ITE programmes should take seriously the question of how they might best explicitly 

address the needs of LSEG and diverse students and integrate these changes in into the 

curriculum.  Consideration should be given to going beyond general requirements for 

‘reflective practice’ and instead focusing on specific work around identity and inter-

group relations.  The ‘hidden curriculum’ of ITE should be acknowledged, explored, 

and challenged by those within ITE, and great consideration given to enhancing the 

dissemination of resistance theories of education in ITE.  ITE programmes should 

consider the diverse nature of the contexts in which LSEG and HSEG students 

typically complete their first teaching practice placement, and adjust their preparation 

of and support of these students accordingly.   

X. In establishing and building School-University partnerships, ITE staff could consider 

pre-placement work with placement schools on the needs of and supports for 

minority/LSEG students, where applicable. 

XI. Development of mentoring programs for LSEG students in ITE and early stages of 

teaching should be considered 

XII. Development of a national network of teachers who have graduated from programmes 

funded under the PATH 1 funding, to create a professional support and learning 
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network for teachers committed to improving educational outcomes for working class 

students, should be considered by those ITE staff leading these programmes.   

12.4.3 Recommendations for Future Research 

I. Research on a pilot initiative giving LSEG post-primary students exposure to 

teaching-like experiences (e.g. homework clubs for primary students, sports coaching, 

music teaching) could further explore the impact of such interventions on participant 

career aspiration (as they relate to teaching).  

II. There is great hesitation amongst ITE staff towards the broadening of ITE admissions 

criteria, due to a perceived lack of resources to process personal statements and/or 

interviews.  Research on the potential of and feasibility of alternative admissions 

criteria for the PAC system is greatly needed.  Such research could explore options 

such as interviewing only a sub-set of applicants.   

III. A wide-scale quantitative project should track the SEG background of ITE students 

and examine a) whether their first teaching practice placement school was their own 

former post-primary school and b) the DEIS/non-DEIS status of their first teaching 

practice placement school  

IV. In-depth, qualitative research with LSEG ITE students on their diverse support and 

preparation needs should be conducted.   

V. A trial mentoring programme should be established, and its impact on LSEG student 

experience and retention followed in research.   

VI. Research following the employment and career trajectories of LSEG and HSEG 

graduates would be extremely informative to this area of work, and could contribute to 

future policy initiatives.   

 

In addition, research from the PATH Strand 1 funded programmes will inevitably emerge 

in the next few years, and is greatly anticipated for its direct contribution to the field.   

12.5 Reflections on the Quality of the Study 

 

The evaluation of the quality a GT study, or a CGT study in particular, is distinct from the 

evaluation of the quality of a quantitative or qualitative study.  Charmaz writes that “criteria 

for evaluating research depend on who forms them and for what purpose he or she invokes” 

(2014, p. 336).  The purpose of a GT study, distinct from other research, is to develop 

insightful concepts, categories, and conceptual relationships that provide fresh perspective on 
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‘what is going on’ in a substantive area; as such, the criteria for evaluating such a research 

product must be related to this goal.   

 

Importantly, as discussed in section 5.6.3., the “criteria of judgement” (Glaser and Strauss, 

1967, p. 224) of a GT study rests on two tenets; the first is the actual procedures undertaken in 

its execution, and the second is its product, the final GT, and how it is received by its target 

audience.   

 

In relation to the first tenet, the actual GT procedures, they are seen as critical to judging the 

theory because it is on the rigour of these procedures, and their built-in checks, that a 

researcher can claim that a theory fits the data; that is, that is credible, or believable – that is is 

‘grounded’ in the data.  In this respect, Charmaz (2014, p. 14) offers a list of nine essential 

strategies for a CGT study: 

 

1. Conduct Data collection and analysis simultaneously in an iterative process 

2. Analyze actions and processes, rather than themes and structures 

3. Use comparative methods  

4. Draw on Data in service of developing new conceptual categories 

5. Develop inductive, abstract analytic categories through systematic data analysis 

6. Emphasize theory construction rather than description or application of current 

 theories 

7. Engage in theoretical sampling 

8. Search for variation in the studies categories or processes 

9. Pursue developing a category rather than covering a specific empirical topic 

 

As this was my first experience of using a GT methodology, the understanding of the nuances 

of the methodology only became clear overtime.  Despite this, I was fortunate to have a 

supervisor who is experienced in the use of the methodology herself, and guided me to ensure 

the inclusion of key aspects of the methodology that are often omitted, such as theoretical 

sampling and focused coding.  As such, all nine strategies were adhered to, and I stand behind 

the methodology utilized in this work as a rigorous approach.  I also stand behind the theory 

itself as reflective of the experiences of the participants who gave generously to the work.   

 

In terms of judging the actual theory itself, Glaser (1978, pp. 4-5) suggested fit, work, 

relevance, and modifiability as the four key criteria that a GT study should meet.  Charmaz 

(2014) slightly modifies Glaser’s suggestions and provides four key criteria specifically for 

evaluating a CGT; they are credibility, originality, resonance, usefulness (ibid, p. 337).  I will, 
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therefore, assess this study and its CGT product against Charmaz’s (2014) four criteria, using 

Charmaz’s guiding questions as points for reflection.   

In relation to credibility, Charmaz (ibid. p. 337) suggests researchers consider: 

 

- Whether their work has achieved intimate familiarity with the research area 

- If the data are sufficient to merit the claims? 

- Have you made systematic comparisons between observations and between categories? 

- Are there strong logical links between the data and the argument and analysis? 

- Have you provided enough evidence for the claims to allow the reader to judge the 

claims for themselves – and agree? 

 

This work has achieved intimate familiarity with the research area, having been immersed in 

its considerations for six years, and examining the experiences from multiple angles and 

through multiple potential conceptual lenses.  The data are in-depth, have saturated the 

categories, and ‘fit’ the claims made.  The procedures undertaken, as listed above, ensured 

that systematic comparisons were employed throughout the five years of analysis.  The links 

between the data and the analysis have been laid out clearly, and the arguments (the final 

CGT) is very closely grounded in the experiences of the participants; examples of data are 

provided throughout the analysis to exemplify the logical links between the data and the 

analytic interpretation.  I have provided evidence throughout the presentation of the analysis 

of the data, and hope the reader will be sufficiently convinced that this CGT is at least one 

plausible rendering of the experiences of my participants.   

 

 

In relation to originality, Charmaz (ibid. p. 337) suggest researchers consider: 

 

- Are your categories fresh? Do they offer new insights? 

- Does your analysis provide a new conceptual rendering of the data? 

- What is the social and theoretical significance of this work? 

- How does the CGT challenge, extend or refine current ideas, concepts, and practices? 

 

I believe many of my categories and properties are ‘fresh’, and those that thoughtfully borrow 

concepts from other work are ‘fresh’ in their application and in the rendering of their place in 

the overall conceptual framework/theory.  The analysis of the process of becoming a post-

primary teacher, spanning experiences in primary and post-primary school to searching for 

post-ITE employment, is absolutely a new conceptual rendering, as past work has focused on 

much smaller areas of experience.  The social and theoretical significance of the work is that 

it addresses a very important and under-researched area; social class and initial teacher 

education/teaching.  It challenges work that concentrates on only one aspect of the process, 
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encouraging policy makers and practitioners at all levels to contemplate the lifespan process 

of becoming a post-primary teacher, and to recognize the unique needs of LSEG students at 

all stages.    

 

In relation to Resonance, (ibid. p. 337) Charmaz suggest researchers consider: 

 

- Do the categories portray the fullness of the studied experience? 

- Have you revealed taken-for-granted-meanings? 

- Have you drawn links between larger institutions and individual lives when the data so 

indicate? 

- Does your grounded theory make sense to your participants or people who share their 

circumstances? Does it offer them deeper insights about their lives and worlds? 

 

The categories conceptualize logistical, financial, emotional, psychological, and social aspects 

of the experience of becoming a post-primary teacher; I believe the fullness of the experience 

is portrayed.  The over-all theory, in challenging the taken-for-granted meaning of 

‘becoming’, points rather to the many nuances of what it takes to ‘become’ and the intricate 

divides in experiences of LSEG and HSEG participants.  At multiple times in the theory, but 

especially in the category of Investing, significant links are drawn between institutional 

policies and practices and their effects on the lived experiences of the participants.  And 

finally, when the near-final theory was shared with the participants in the focus groups, they 

agreed that it resonated with them and made sense of what they had experienced.   

 

In relation to Usefulness, Charmaz (ibid. p. 338) suggests researchers consider: 

 

- Does your analysis offer interpretations that people can use in their everyday worlds? 

- Do your analytic categories suggest any general processes? 

- Can the research spark further research in other substantive areas? 

- How does your research contribute to knowledge? To making the world a better place? 

 

The CGT presented in this work offers multiple interpretations that can be used in people’s 

everyday worlds, from LSEG students themselves, to post-primary teachers, to career 

guidance counsellors, to ITE programme staff, to policy makers in the Universities, the DES, 

and the HEA.  The categories suggest general processes of exclusion and self-exclusion of 

LSEG participants, which have been examined thoroughly against the theoretical literature. I 

believe that this theory is absolutely transferrable to other substantive areas, with refinement; 

that is, to the process of ‘becoming a x’, where ‘x’ could be replaced with any profession.  It 

is also modifiable to other substantive areas in terms of other demographic dimensions, such 

as sexuality, gender, religion, nationality, ethnicity, and language status.  The contributions to 
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knowledge have been outlined earlier in this chapter, and in terms of making the world a 

better place, I believe that anytime voice is given to the experiences of marginalized groups, 

that has already been achieved; if any consideration is given to the CGT, and changes made as 

a consequence, then even more so.   

 

 

Overall, Charmaz states that “when born of reasoned reflections and principled convictions, a 

grounded theory that conceptualizes and conveys what is meaningful about a substantive area 

can make a valuable contribution” (2014, p.337).  I sincerely hope that this CGT is able to 

convey what was meaningful in the experiences of my participants, and I hope that the voices 

of the participants on which this CGT is built from are heard with open ears and open hearts.   

12.6 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I outlined the contribution and impact of the work, and summarized the key 

findings.  I then highlighted the contribution of the CGT overall and each key finding to the 

established literature.  Finally, I outlined my recommendations for practice, policy, and 

research, based on my careful considerations of the data, analysis, social and political context, 

and the associated literature in each area.   

 

In conclusion, I hope this Constructivist Grounded Theory of the process of ‘becoming a post-

primary teacher’ in Ireland, and the associated key findings on the LSEG vs. HSEG 

differences in experience in this process, find welcome audience.  My own understanding of 

the extreme and very real divides in experience that are rooted in socioeconomic differences 

has grown exponentially, thanks to the generous time and space I was granted by both the 

Irish Research Council and the School of Education at the National University of Ireland, 

Galway.  Most importantly, however, I am indebted to the participants of this study, who I 

have been honoured to learn with and from, and I thank them generously for their time.    
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APPENDIX I: LETTER OF INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE  

Example of invitation to participate sent via email to database from larger DITE 

study (adapted based on whether participants were successful of unsuccessful 

applicants) 

 

Dear _____________, 

 

My name is Devon Goodwin, and I am a PhD. Researcher in the School of 

Education at NUI Galway.  I know you may be very busy finishing up your teaching 

practice placement and/or courses, but if you would take a few minutes to consider 

participating in my research, I would really appreciate it!  Interviews can take place 

in the coming weeks, or after your PME course finishes for the Christmas break and 

there is less pressure on you.   

 

My research is part of the Diversity in Initial Teacher Education Project (DITE).  In 

2013, when you applied to the PME programme through PAC, you very kindly 

completed an online questionnaire for this project.  On the DITE survey, you 

indicated that you would also be interested in participating in a DITE interview, and 

I am writing now to see if you are still interested!  

 

I am looking for current PME students to participate in an one hour interview, and 

the aim of the research is to understand how a person’s socio-demographic profile, 

including their social class, affects their decision to train (or not) as a teacher, and 

their related views and experiences.  

 

We can arrange a date, time and venue that suits you. I will make every effort to 

meet at a place and time that suits you, to minimize the time commitment you are 

making, as I understand that you are very busy.  In thanks for your participation, all 

interviewees in my study will be entered in a draw for one of three 50euro all-4-one 

gift cards.  

 

If you are still interested in providing an interview (you can read the study materials, 

attached), please contact me (Email: d.goodwin1@nuigalway.ie, Phone: 086-1574-

154) by December 30th.   

 

If you have any questions or concerns about participating in this study, please do not 

hesitate to contact me directly at d.goodwin1@nuigalway.ie.  Alternatively you may 

contact my supervisor, Dr. Elaine Keane by email at elaine.keane@nuigalway.ie. 

I thank you in advance for your willingness to help increase our knowledge of why 

some groups of people are underrepresented in teacher training and in teaching in 

Ireland!   

 

Sincerely, 

 

Devon Goodwin 
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APPENDIX II: PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 

Study Information Material 

 

            
 

Opening the Door to Teaching: Exploring the Issue of the Underrepresentation of 

Minorities and Disadvantaged Groups in Initial Teacher Education in Ireland 

  

 

Participant Information Sheet 

 

** ITE = Initial Teacher Education ** (i.e. A Bachelor of Education degree, a B.A. 

in Education and another subject, a B.Sc. in Education and another subject, or a 

postgraduate Teacher Training programme, such as the Professional Master in 

Education) 

 

Aims and purpose of this research 

 

The purpose of this research is to investigate, from the perspective of diverse ITE 

applicants, the factors that affect the likelihood that members of diverse 

demographic groups (particularly in terms of social class) will apply to ITE, AND 

the likelihood of their ITE application being successful.   

 

Why is this research important?  

 

In Ireland and all over the world, primary and post-primary students are diverse, and 

are becoming even more diverse, in terms of social class, ethnicity, language, 

religion, sexuality, disability, and socioeconomic status.  Teaching, however, 

remains a profession that attracts few members of minority and disadvantaged 

groups.   

 

The government of Ireland has said that they would like to increase the diversity of 

those studying to be teachers, because there are many benefits to increasing diversity 

in teaching and teacher training.  To date, however, the diversity of those training to 

teach in Ireland has not increased very much at all.   

 

Your experiences, thoughts, and opinions, taken in combination with those of other 

participants, may provide insights into why teacher training in Ireland doesn’t attract 

a greater diversity of individuals. This in turn could help researchers, policy makers 

and admissions officers understand what kinds of changes will be most effective in 

recruiting and admitting a greater diversity of people into ITE.   

 

What will you be asked to do? 

 

You will be asked to participate in an interview of approximately one hour in 

duration with the principal researcher, Devon Goodwin.  This interview will be 
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audio-taped, and transcribed.  When it is transcribed, you will be given a copy of the 

transcript for your records and to enable you to make any amendments you wish.  

 

All tapes and transcripts will be stored with a pseudonym only, so your true identity 

and your right to confidentiality will be completely protected at all times.  If there 

are any details in what you say that could potentially identify you these will be 

omitted in the final write-up, or changed so that you are not identifiable.   

 

What is involved in data collection? 

 

 The interview can be held at your home, on the campus of the National University 

of Ireland Galway, or at another location of your choosing.  If you need to pay to 

park on campus, you will be reimbursed on the day by the principal researcher.  

 

The researcher will make every effort to accommodate your schedule and to meet 

with you on a date and at a time that is convenient for you. 

 

Possible benefits from this research 

 

By participating in this study, you will have the opportunity to share your insights, 

reflect upon your experiences, and voice your opinions regarding the factors that 

have influenced your thinking about whether to apply to an Initial Teacher Education 

(ITE) programme or not, and the factors that you consider to be relevant to whether 

your application to ITE would be successful or not.  The information that you can 

provide is crucial to our understanding of the experience of young people in Ireland 

choosing teaching as a career, and will potentially help to:  

 

- contribute to research literature on diversity and teacher training / teaching 

- help explain demographic trends that are seen in Initial Teacher Education 

programmes in Ireland 

- inform policy decisions regarding diversity and Initial Teacher Education 

- inform changes to admissions criteria in Initial Teacher Education programmes in 

Ireland 

 

Foreseeable risks and consequences of participation in this study 

 

The researcher has taken every effort to minimize the risks of participating in this 

study.  Despite this, there is always a small chance that talking about some things 

may upset you.   

 

If you become upset during the interview, you will be asked if you would like to take 

a break and turn off the audio-recording, or to stop the interview all together.  It is 

absolutely fine to stop the interview, and the researcher will respect this decision – 

there will be no negative consequences, because it is your right to participate only if 

you want to and if the experience is beneficial to you. 

 

Your rights within this study 

 

- You have the right to completely voluntary participation 
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- You have the right to decide not to participate at any time, even in the middle 

of an interview, with no negative consequences.  If you want to stop the 

interview while it is in progress, there will be a green disk on the table in 

front of you; you will simply need to turn it over so that the red side is facing 

upwards, and the interview will stop.  You will then be asked if you would 

like all recordings to be destroyed, or if the recording already made can be 

used in the research. 

- You have the right to be listened to with respect and for your opinions and 

experiences to be valued in the research 

- You have the right not to answer any question, without disclosing the reason 

for not answering to anyone. 

 

You may also withdraw from this study at any time with no penalty or prejudice.  If 

you decide not to participate in the study at any time, I would ask that you send an 

email declaring withdraw to d.goodwin1@nuigalway.ie. Alternatively, you may 

directly speak to me by calling 086-1574-154.  

 

After leaving this study, if you so choose, you may re-join at a later date.   

 

 

 

Confidentiality 

 

A number of measures will be taken to completely protect your confidentiality in this 

study.   

 

After the interview, which will be private, no one will hear the audio-recording 

except for myself, Devon Goodwin, and the professional transcriber.  The transcriber 

is the person who writes down everything you have said, and they have signed a 

form promising to keep everything confidential.  Apart from myself, only my 

supervisor, Dr. Elaine Keane, and potentially my doctoral examiners, will have 

access to the full anonymised transcripts, and only on a confidential basis, in line 

with normal academic practice. 

 

After the transcript is ready, it will be sent to you, and you can make any 

amendments you wish.  

 

When I write the final report, if there are any details that could identify you in the 

data, I will change them so that no one could possibly deduce who the participants 

were.   

 

Data protection 

 

The transcript and audio-tape of your interview will not use your real name.  Instead, 

it will use a pseudonym (you can choose this if you like).  Any of your contact 

details, such as your true name and email address, will be kept separate from the 

transcripts and audiotapes, and will be destroyed after the study.   

 

The transcripts (labelled only by pseudonym) are required by University policy to be 

kept for 5 years after the completion of the study, and will be kept in a locked drawer 
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at the National University of Ireland Galway. Audio-recordings will be kept in a 

computer file that will be password-protected 

 

What will happen to the results and findings of this study?  

 

At the end of this research study, I will write a Thesis.  A copy will be made 

available to you if you wish. It is also likely that I will write articles for research 

journals based on my research.  These could be published in journals that are read by 

academic researchers around the world.  In addition, if the Irish Government or 

University Admissions committees are considering changing policies related to 

diversity in teaching and/or admissions to teacher training, they may read the 

findings of this research.   

  

If you have any questions 

If you have any questions or concerns about any aspect of this study, please feel free 

to contact the researcher, Devon Goodwin, at d.goodwin1@nuigalway.ie or at 086-

1574-154.  Alternatively you may contact my supervisor, Dr. Elaine Keane by email 

at Elaine.keane@nuigalway.ie. 

 

Thank you for taking the time to thoughtfully read this information sheet. 

 

Sincerely, 

Devon Goodwin 

Principal Researcher  
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APPENDIX III: INFORMED CONSENT SHEET 

Participant Informed Consent Form 

 

Title of Project: Opening the Door to Teaching: Exploring the Issue of the 

Underrepresentation of Minorities and Disadvantaged Groups in Initial Teacher 

Education in Ireland 

 

Name of Researcher: Devon Goodwin 

 

Declaration:  

I ___________________________ (participant’s name) agree that the following is 

true:  

Please tick as appropriate:  

 

1. As a participant in this study, I confirm that I have read through the 

information sheet 

 [YES] [NO]  

 

2. As a participant in this study, I do understand the information contained in 

the information sheet and I have had enough time to consider whether or not 

I want to participate in this study   [YES] [NO] 

 

3. I was provided with contact details for the researcher of this study and was 

encouraged to ask any questions I may have  [YES] [NO]  

 

4. My participation in this study is completely voluntary   [YES] [NO] 

 

5. I understand that I may stop participating in this study at any time and if I 

wish, I may also re-join the study at a later time   [YES] [NO] 

 

6. I agree to take part in this study through the completion of a personal 

interview [YES]  [NO] 

 

7. I agree for the personal interview to be audio recorded [YES] [NO] 

 

8. I agree that the audio-tape and transcript of the interview will be kept in a 

locked drawer at the National University of Galway, Ireland, for a period of 5 

years after the completion of this study [YES]    [NO] 

 

 

Signature of participant: ____________________________  Date: 

____________ 

 

Signature of researcher: ____________________________  Date: 

____________ 

 

Devon, you need to get rid of this blank page  
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APPENDIX IV: ORIGINAL INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

1. Why did you decide to apply for the postgraduate ITE programme? 

- Probe: Motivation for teaching. 

- Probe: What factors influenced your decision (i.e. Finance, family opinions, 

experience with past teachers, altruism, desire to help children. Think 

extrinsic/intrinsic factors) 

- Probe: Were there any factors about teaching, about the ITE program, or 

about admissions that worried you when you were deciding to apply to 

ITE? 

2. What aspects of your demographic profile (i.e. Your sex, ethnicity, gender, 

language, socioeconomic status, social class, disability status, religion,) are most 

salient in your own identity/self-conception? 

Probe: How do these aspects of your identity interact with your imagined self-identity as 

a teacher in Ireland? Compatible? Essential? At odds? 

3. Admissions to the PME programme are currently based on points, with a heavy 

weighting for academics and a small weighting for work-related experience. Do 

you feel these admissions criteria favoured your application, or not? 

Probe: Was your likelihood of success in admissions anything to do with your 

demographics? Probe: Do you think the admissions criteria are effective criteria for 

selecting good teacher candidates? 

Probe: [for relevant individuals] If you feel the admissions criteria did not favour your 

application, what criteria would have allowed you to demonstrate your strengths more 

accurately? [i.e. Interviews, portfolios, reference letters, group interviews]. 

4. [For relevant individuals] How do you feel about not getting a place? Probes: 

Beliefs about reasons. Current and future plans. 

5 . [For relevant individuals] Why did you not accept a place? 

Probes: Current and future plans. 

6. [For relevant individuals] Tell me about your experiences of the PDE 

programme. Probes: Academic, social, and TP experiences. 

Probe: Has the individual’s/other ITE student’s diversity been addressed, ignored, 

and/or reflected upon in ITE experiences? 

7. [For relevant individuals] Tell me about your experiences of catering for 

diversity as a beginning teacher. 

Probes: Learning about and experiences with teaching for diversity – SEN, social class, 

ethnicity, etc., values and philosophy/ethos, approaches, methodologies, curriculum 

adaptation etc. 

8. Can you talk to me about your self-categorization (on the DITE survey) in 

terms of social class? 

-Probes: actual SEG status, response re. self-categorization, importance of concept in 

teaching. 

9. Can you describe for me your academic experiences at undergraduate level? 

Probes: sessions, lecturers, assessment, studying. 

Probes: experiences specifically related to diversity/demographic profile 

10. Tell me about your social experiences as an undergraduate. 

Probes: with which other students, relationships and links, extra-curricular engagement 

and activities, socializing, view of ‘real’ friendships, current links with former peers, 

perception of social class distinctions/other demographic group distinctions. 
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Probes: experiences specifically related to diversity/demographic profile 

11. [For relevant individuals] What are your future plans in terms of your 

teaching career? 
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APPENDIX V: INTERVIEW SCHEDULE LATE ROUND 1 / 2  

1. To start, can you tell me a little bit about yourself? 

a. Probe: Where did you grow up? Your family? What was it like? 

b. (probing for indicators of socioeconomic status) 

2. And what was primary school like for you?   

a. Probe: Academically? 

b. Probe: Socially? 

3. And then what was it like transitioning to post-primary school? 

4. Do any teachers stand out in your mind from school? 

a. Probe: what do you think it is that makes them stand out? 

b. Probe: are there any others? Why?  

5. How would you see your upbringing in terms of social class or socioeconomic 

status? 

a. And what was that like for you? 

6. Can you tell me about what you did after the leaving cert? 

a. Probe: what kinds of things were you thinking about doing at that 

time? 

b. Probe: and how did you get information on your options at that time? 

c. Probe: and what affected your final decision in where you went/what 

you did? 

7. When do you think you started thinking about teaching? 

a. Probe: If you could say what your main motivation for going into 

teaching was, what do you think that would be? 

8. Can you tell me about applying to the PME?   

a. Probe: What was going on in your life at that time? 

b. Probe: Was there anyone who stands out as helping you at that time? 

c. Probe: Views on admissions criteria, reasons 

9. [For relevant individuals] Why did you not accept a place? 

a. Probes: Current and future plans. 

10. [For relevant individuals] How did you feel when you were accepted on the 

PME 

11. And can you tell me about finding a teaching practice placement?  What was 

that like? 

12. [For relevant individuals] Tell me about your experiences of the PME 

programme so far. 

a. Probe: Academic, social, and TP experiences. 

b. Probe: feeling welcomed into the fold?  

c. Probe: can you tell me about the staff room – dynamics? 

13. Can you talk to me about your self-categorization (on the DITE survey) in terms 

of social class? 

a. Probes: actual SEG status, response re. self-categorization, importance 

of concept in teaching. 

14.  [For relevant individuals] What are your future plans in terms of your 

teaching career? 

15. Where do you see yourself five years from now? 
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APPENDIX VI: QUESTIONS FOR ONLINE FOCUS GROUP 

AUGUST 2018  

 

 

 

Focus group questions. 

 

Before these questions were administered, all participants were given a written 

and an oral presentation of the overview of the CGT and current analysis.   

 

1.) Before we begin discussing the analysis, I want to discuss terminology with 

you.  Would you prefer we use 'social class' group language or 

'socioeconomic group' language in the published findings? WHY? 

 

2.) What is your initial reaction to the proposal that there are three phases in 

becoming a teacher? (Imagining, Investing In, and Identifying As)  

 

a. - Does any phase immediately jump out at you as more/less important 

in your own journey? 

 

3.) What does the conceptual breakdown of Imagining evoke for you? Is it 

relevant to your experience? 

 

4.)  In the conceptualization of Investing and its properties (1) Knowing the 

system 2) Presenting oneself favourably in admissions 3) Finding the money 

4) Finding a placement / drawing on social connections)  

 

a. What here was meaningful for you?  

b. Is anything missing? 

 

5.) In consideration of the third group/ phase of becoming a teacher, Identifying 

As {sub-categories 'being welcomed into the fold' and 'feeling like you are 

developing mastery'}: 

a. Where are you in relation to Identifying As a Teacher? Have you 

identified as a teacher? Have you dis-identified with teaching? 

b. Is there anything missing here? What else is relevant to you in a 

discussion of Identifying As a Teacher/Dis-Identifying with teaching?  

 

6.) Is there anything else you would like to add? 

a. In relation to the analysis 

b. In relation to your current experiences 
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APPENDIX VII: EXAMPLE OF INITIAL CODING BY HAND 
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APPENDIX IX: EXAMPLE OF DIAGRAMMING 
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APPENDIX X: EXAMPLE OF A MEMO A 

Nov 24, 2016 

 

Category: Closing Doors 

Property: Turning a Clind Eye 

Turning a blind eye means:  

- failing to proactively consider the needs of all diverse applicants and entrants to ITE. 

Failing to consider that a student who did not go through the Irish school system may 

need extra instruction in the subtleties of how it works, or extra support on their 

teaching practice placement. Failing to consider that an ITE student from an 

impoverished, working class enviroment might encounter prejudice from colleagues in 

the staff room, and that they should be prepared for that, and support systems should be 

in place.  

I consider the work of the two Canadian women, in particular the one from Manitoba, 

that I met at the Diversity in Teaching conference in Scotland. She massively increased 

the success of her diverse students on teaching placement by GOING INTO THE 

SCHOOLS FIRST, and preparing the environment to be a safe and a supportive one for 

her students. She gave the schools and her students a COMMON VOCABULARY to 

use to discuss potential problems that can arise when people from diverse backgrounds 

are working together in new situations, and she made the SUPPORT SYSTEMS 

EXPLICIT - everyone involved knew the process to follow if difficulties arose.  

A failure to implement such a system may be understandable, but it does not mean it is 

excusable in a changing education climate.  

___  

Turning a Blind eye also means allowing double standards to exist between what we 

teach ITE students about handling diversity in the classroom, and how we treat our own 

diverse ITE students. This is something that several of my participants mentioned as 

extremely frustrating and discouraging; it is also something that I remember my diverse 

friends in my own ITE complaining about. My participants and my ITE friends call this 

"hypocritical" behaviour from their ITE programs, and wonder why they are not being 

recognised for their own unique strengths and backgrounds by those who teach them to 

recognise the unique strengths and backgrounds of their future students.  

----  

Turning a Blind eye also means a failure to intentionally create an atmosphere that 

embraces diversity.  

___  

Turning a Blind eye also means not listening to and trying to accomodate students from 

low- income backgrounds when they are financially struggling.  

___  

Turning a Blind eye also means not interviewing diverse participants who are "5 points" 

off of the academic criteria for entry to teaching. Several of my participants spoke of 

this - being 5 or 10 points off.  

An interview process for all applicants to all ITE programs may not be possible, or 

necessary, but providing an interview process for diverse individuals who would 

otherwise just miss the cut-off is a way to SEE PEOPLE AS INDIVIDUALS, NOT 

NUMBERS - to allow exceptions in exceptional circumstances - to provide EQUITY, 

not EQUALITY.  

----  
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Turning a blind eye also means the failure of the Irish ITE system to establish a 

"bridging" ITE program for those trained abroad. It is completely inadequate to have a 

system where the Teaching Council identifies shortfalls, and does not provide a 

roadmap or even suggestion for how to address these shortfalls.  

___  

Turning a Blind eye also means the staff in a school failing to make active efforts to 

include the student teachers in the school community. Too many of my participants 

spoke about staff room enviroments where the student teachers sat at one table, and the 

teachers at another. About staff rooms where NO teachers came over to introduce 

themselves to the student teachers, and where student teachers were not given a space to 

work in, the password for internet access, or access to reasonable school resources.  

In contrast, others spoke about very welcoming staff room environments, and about 

schools which had in place very good support systems and supports for the student 

teachers. My participants spoke about the very positive impact this had on them - on 

how they felt and thought about themselves as teachers. Such accounts highlight that it 

is not only possible, but relatively easy to create a welcoming climate for all student 

teachers - if the will to do so is there.  

---  

Turning a blind eye also means treating all ITE students the same in their search for 

placement schools. When a student emails from America asking how to find a 

placement school and is given a list of all the schools in the area (both the Irish speaking 

and English speaking...), this is a failure on the part of the ITE program to provide 

reasonable support.  

___  

Turning a Blind eye also means not addressing the oversupply of teachers graduating 

from ITE programs in Ireland, perpetuating a flooded job market and reducing the 

security of finding employment. Such a climate is a direct deterant for many students, 

but particulary those from working class backgrounds, from pursuing ITE.  

Many students stated "If I was gauranteed a job, nothing would stop me [from 

completing ITE]".  

Closing Doors is an active rejection. Closing Doors means that when my participants 

contacted schools looking for teaching practice placements they were very often told 

"we only accept past pupils". Others were given no response at all. My participants 

seemed to be split...those who "walked right into placements" (because they had 

connections) and those who contacted literally dozens and dozens of schools, 

sometimes with no response at all.  

Closing Doors also means not allowing students that are considering ITE into primary 

and post-primary schools to volunteer or observe.  

Closing Doors also means bullying diverse student teachers on their teaching 

placements, and refusing to offer them the support they need when they ask for it.  

Closing Doors also means rejecting students from ITE without considering their unique 

circumstances and characteristics.  

Closing Doors also means not verifying a foriegn teaching credential or bachelor's 

degree.  

Closing doors also means the government not providing financial support to students 

who wish to pursue the PME unless they have been on the Dole for a time period first 

(explore).  

Closing Doors also means allowing unfair hiring practices to continue in schools and 

taking no steps to address or discourage this.  
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APPENDIX XI: EXAMPLE OF A MEMO B 

February 3, 2016 

From ROUND1MODEL –  

Category - ALIGNING ONE’S IDENTITY  

Property - REEVALUATING 

 

There are at least four different experiences that led to ITE students reevaluating if they 

could be teachers. 

 

1. Trouble with academics and planning in ITE 

2. Bullying and exclusion on placement 

3. Financial Trouble 

4. "maybe what I want to do and teaching are different things" 

__ 

If Participants re-evaluate if they can or want to be a teacher during the PME or after it, 

they do not all do so for the same reason. 

 

Tom, a man from an impoverished and working class background, re-evaluated if he 

wanted to teach after being a student teacher in his old primary school and experiencing 

the very negative and discriminatory attitudes of other staff members towards the post-

primary students - students that came from a similar background to himself.   

 

His experience left him thinking that "it will be very hard" to be a teacher - a very 

emotionally draining career, because he wants to make a difference in the lives of 

students from difficult backgrounds, but it was very difficult to work in a discriminatory 

atmosphere.   

 

Sarah, however, was put off not by attitudes of the staff towards the children in the 

school, but rather by what she saw as discriminatory, unfair attitudes of the staff 

towards her, and by the "bullying" she experienced by her cooperating teacher.   

 

...another male participant...dropped out after having difficult time on placement.  Write 

about this.   

 

...contact Spanish woman who is qualified to see if she has had success with work?  

what her experiences are like? 

 

________ 

 

Nov 2 2016 

 

Do Middle Class and Working Class students "Waver" on whether they want to become 

teachers for different reasons? 

 

Nov23A is Middle Class...he wavers, because he CAN teach, and doesn't know what 

else to do, but says several times he is still not sure he wants to be a teacher, at the end 

of year 1 PME 
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Other students (working class) waver on whether they want to continue pursuing 

teaching because they feel like they are bullied or don't fit into staff rooms, run out of 

money on the PME, get concerned about not finding a job and not having the money to 

survive. 

 

Are these both wavering?  Or are they different?  Is wavering the same or different than 

considering giving up?  A precursor?  Is it a less negative word…doesn ‘giving up’ 

have too many negative connotations…. 

Perhaps they aren’t giving up but ‘choosing another path’. 

Maybe some are choosing and some are giving up…..what would the difference be 

between these two? Would the amount of support they received be related? 
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APPENDIX XII: EXAMPLE OF A MEMO C 

[Memo on codes that would eventually lead up into the dimension of professional 

protectionism within the category of ‘being welcomed into the fold’]  

_______________ 

 

Dec 1 2016 

 

Last night I was thinking about Closing Doors.  Is that really all there is to it? 

 

Why are they closing doors? 

 

And it occured to me that they are Closing Doors because they are "Protecting their 

domain/turf/space" 

 

"Protecting their Space" 

 

"Guarding Their Space" 

 

Is this quite related? : Ortlipp 2011: Supervision an Assessment of the Early Childhood 

Practicum: Experiences of pre-service teachers who speak english as a second language 

and their supervising teachers 

 

"The paper concludes that supervising teachers were at pains to produce and perpetuate 

a liberal humanist discourse within which all human beings are 'the same' or should be 

equal, even as they attempt to recognise CALD pre-service teachers' learning styles and 

needs" (p.87) 
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