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HEADTEACHERS ARE URGED TO VALUE STAFFROOM DIVERSITY

Headteachers must devise leadership styles that value and use ideological differences in their schools to create atmospheres in which change is welcomed, according to research findings by Open University education doctorate graduate Dr Ailish O'Boyle.

In schools where there is little of that debate, a culture of individualism, in which teachers lose their identification with their workplaces, thrives. The findings are the result of Dr O'Boyle's research at a 900-pupil co-educational Catholic school – research undertaken as part of her successful studies for her Doctorate in Education.

She identified seven distinct groups of teachers in the staff room; group members met regularly and occupied the same area of the room week in, week out. "Teachers see their groups as distinctive entities with which they identify and around which they form a consensus on school situations," says Dr O'Boyle.

Her report suggests that encouraging staff to work in groups that are distinct from those staffroom social networks would provide constructive work interaction, but suggests that managers must be encouraged to accept that disagreement among colleagues is normal and positive.

"An interest in and understanding of school culture and micropolitics must be fostered and form part of the socialisation process of new teachers, so that ideological debate is part of active teacher dialogue, rather than viewed as a threat, leading to punitive responses by school authorities," says Dr O'Boyle. "In this type of learning environment, all staff might participate more fully in the development of school planning and decision-making."
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That level of debate was found wanting among many members of staff at the school. Among some longer-serving members of staff, she found "a weariness induced by painful memories of earlier conflict, which now inclines teachers to suppress their belief system and adopt survival strategies by non-engagement and reduced involvement in the workplace".

As for younger staff, they "believe they have no function in decision-making or contesting the given definition of the school, and practise strategies of compliance and ingratiation to protect their interests".

Adopting these strategies leads to teachers focusing mainly on their own classrooms, which promotes a culture of individualism, offset only by the staff room social networks.

Each of those networks has its own sense of identity, behaviour patterns and attitudes. Staff attached themselves to groups according to factors including gender, age, subject affiliation and shared beginnings.

EDITOR'S NOTES
The Open University's Doctorate in Education programme is designed for professionals in education and related areas who are seeking to extend and deepen their knowledge and understanding of contemporary educational issues and to develop their skills in educational research.

The programme is offered by the university's Faculty of Education and Language Studies, which offers the widest range of subjects, academic levels and qualifications for the education profession within the UK.
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