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LIMITATIONS ON THE ROLE PERCEPTION OF

TEACBERS IN URBAN COMPREHENSIVE SCHOOL

Jennifer M. Jones

University of Wollongong

Introduction:

This paper seeks to explore role concept as percelved by a group of teachers and further examines
role perception from two vantage points: that of the "ideal" and that of what actually happens in
practice. It is proposed that certain influences and constraints are iikely to limit both these levels

of role conception and that these limitations emanate from several sources.

Role Concept - Theoretical Perspectives:

Banton (1965) divided roles inte three categoxies: basic roles, general roles and independent
roles. This research is concerned with general or occupational roles and it is argued that individuals
are free to choose thelr gemeral roles and behave according to their conceptions of general role. It is
also assumed that change is inherent iIn general roles.

The question then arises as to whether change which is in-buile infringes upon an individual's
freedom to choose and freedom to behave according to his or her cemception of general role. This is not
a preblem in the first instance. The faet that change is loherent in role does not preclude an individual
from choosing that particular role. There is, or could be, a restriction in the second instance because
an individual's conception of how s/he should behave may conflict with the evolving general role which has
been subjeet to change. Thus It is inevitable that conflict will occur; but the extent of this conflict
will be determined by the extent of change and the presence of absence of any conflict of interests.

Because of inherent changes in genersl roles, it is proposed that variations will occur between
and within gemeral roles. It has heen suggested that individuals are free to choose their general or
accupational roles but the extent to which this freedom exists and is exercised is dependent on who
defines the boundaries — the individuwal, a group {resulting from interaction petween individuais), or
society (something of an abstraction)?

What is being suggested is that individuals, while believing in freedom of choice and behaviour
might not accept this freedom. On the other hand they may allow themselves to be zoerced by soclety or
by other individuals who help form that society. Given modern societal complexities it is wove the ideal
that individuals are absolutely free to choose and to behave accordingly, as In group situatlons
individuals may not all be like-minded. Also they way be forced into positions they do not want.

However, to take the extreme view that society hasa a total coercive hold over an individual is, .1 believe,
equally unfruitful, It is believed that these propositions relating to general rele can be applied to
the teacher's role.

The teacher's role is seen in terms of behaviour related to teaching but follows Cross et al's
(1958) position that role segments Sl, SZ’ 83 e Sn are identified, Behavioural patterns may not
necessarily be uniform in relation to these role segments. Groes et al equate role farformance with
expectations which in turn are related to "position”. I would argue that expectations of what the
veacher's role ig and resulting behaviour or performance need not necessarily occur. Hence it is
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important to identify as many segments of the teacher's role as possible and place emphasis on behaviour
as well as expectation, with the assumption that varlations between segments will occur. In this research
six role segments are identified, These are: General Principles, Content, Teaching Methods, Interaction,
Discipline and $tudent/Teacher Relationships. Thus a role model is put forward as a coneeptual device,
the assumption being that teachers' conceptions of role will not necessarily correlate perfectly with the
model. It is then pruposed that teachers have an idealistic view of role which can be defined as the way
an individual would like to behave. It is also proposed that there 18 a more vrealistic view of role -

one which is related to role performance in the classroom.

Limitations on Role Conceptions:

Returning to the question of whether an individual or a group or soclety defines rhe boundaries
of role conception, to a large extent the influence of any of these and the subsequent limitations placed
on role conceptions will depend on the individual teacher's belief system. As it was not péssihle to
inciude objective measures in this research (e.g. including responses Ffrom "significant others" in the
sample), the findings relate specifically to teachers' beliefs about constraints.

At a strietly individual level teachers themselves may, of course, place restrictions upon
their role congeption. Thus it needs to be asked if teachers believe in freedom to teach acecording to
their own role conception, or do they believe they have this freedom but do not accept it; do they believe
they are coerced? Do they either accept or reject this coercion? If teache;s’ freedom is curtailed what
are the circumstances inveived? It can be assumed that as a result af socializarion processes, teachers
will bring to their reles certain preconceived attitudes and that these in some way will affest role
conception, Teaching as a profession has been shown to be conservative. Rabinowitz and Rosenbaum (1360
showed that over a three year period tgachars became mere conservative although they suggedt thatr changes
may not be due to attitudes along but rather because of the classroom sltuation. Thus a moving from a
more liberal te a more comservative response in respect to "ideal™ and classroom role conception might
not necessarily be due to held attitudes alone.

Apart from an individual's attitudes brought to role there has to be recogunition of the
interdependence between various components of society and this immediately suggests that an individual's
freedom i3 likely to be curtailed either by other individuals, groups of individuals or society at large.

Teachers in recent decades have become more professional in the sense thaf teaching now requires
a longer period of traluning; there has been a growth of professional organizations and in-service courses
together with increased respousibilities in the area of curriculum development. On the other hand it
might be argued that teachers seem éenerally moxe confused and lesa willing to aceept increased respons-
ibility. ‘This relates back to teachers’ beliefs about -freedom and their bagic attitudes all of which
wight have some bearing om role conception.

Not unrelated to the concept of freedom 1s the concept of powerlessness. Teachers may well
believe that their autonomy iam the classroom is limited by others - by outside constraints and that in
the face of a bureaucratic education system they are powerless. It is suggested that this comcept of
powerlessness wiil in turn affect role conception. Incorperated In this concept'is the teacher's belief
that s/he is being controlled by an abstract "system" which is embedded in society and reflected in the

hierarchical nature cf the school.
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An assumption is made that both change and conflict are inherent ir role but this may well
cause conflict for the teacher and thereby place a comstraint on role conception. Pertinent questions
follow: Are teachers willing to try new methods in the teaching of content? Are they willing te
re~define their philosophical stance? Dalin defines inmovation not only in terms of conteat: "Innovatrions
are not concerned with a re—definition of cbjectives but rather with a re~definitien of the operaticns
of old objectives.™ (Dalin, 1978:20). Following Palin's analysis, if any school objective 13 taken,

e.g. ensuring that a child develops his or her full potential, the guestion to follow would be: Are
teachers willing to change their approach to the way they try to fulfil that objective? When analysing
the concept of change, the influence is not that there should be change for change's sake but rather it
should be acknowledged that changes both educational and social (and these are pot mutually exclusive)
are occurring all the time. It may well be that the teacher's role evolves in such a way that the
inevitable changes are too rapid ov the individual teacher may believe that his or her conception differs
from what s/he sees happening to the teacher's role. Usder these circumstances conflict may ensue.

Influences and constraints upon the teaéher‘s role relating more to the individual than to a
group or scciety have been outlined - namely - concepts regarding change and conflict; a teacher's belief
about freedom; powerlessness, attitudes and professionalism, Many of these, of course, are Inter-related
and are affected by a teacher's relationships with significant others.

It is proposed that a series of factors relating specifically to a teacher's relationships within
the context of the school could alsc have a limiting effect on role conception. In the school setting
a teacher's major concern centres around the school classroom. Because of the bureaveratic nature of the
school, inevitably, organizatiomal factors such as school and class size, facllities and administrative
duties impinge on the teacher in the classroom. These factors together with matters of classroom contrel,
pupil atritudes and peer growp influences combine to form a set of classroom constraints which ft is
believed affects role conception not only at the classroom level but also at the "ideal” level of role
conception.

There are other groups within the school who are likely to influence teachers and subsequently
af fect role performance. In the hierarchical nature of the school, headtea_hers may well be seem to
hinder role performance depending on their views relating to such factors as: autonomy, professionalism,
beltiefs about the way in which a school should be run. Tt is also possibie for teachers to be influenced
by other teachers, heads of departments and deputy headteachers. They may see these "significant others"
28 allies holding similar views to their own or they may see them ag hindering their role performance.

Employers ag a group outside the immediate setting of the school are another possible source of
eonstraint on role, Although employers of commerce and industry are not regarded as professionals in the
school setting, they do influence schools and teachers. This can be seen in statements made by employers
regarding the education system {cf. Chambers of Commerce Document, 1979). This concern is wvsually with
standards and the "quality” of education of their potential employers. There may be some conflict of
interest here between teachers' views of what should be taught and employers' views. Do teachers belleve
that employers should be involved in the decision meking process in education generaily and in schools in
particular or do employers accept teachers as professionals and therefore should not be inyolved in matters

such as schoo}l curricula?
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Thus far it has been suggested that there are many possible limitations on role conception at
both "ideal” and classroom levela of role conception and that although constraints may emanate from the
individual, from a group or groups and from soclety, that these limitations are not mutually exclusive

and in many instances will be inter-related.

Research Methods:

The main source of data coilection was that of a questiommaire although many of the items were
based on data gathered during the pilot phases of the research. Observations were made during school
visits and the researcher also supply taught thereby gaining first hand observations. Role was used as
the dependent variable and as stated previcusly, divided into segments (cf. Gross et al, 1958).

Teachers were asked to respond to the role items twice, to be answered firstly from an "ideal
point ¢f view and later in the questionnaire from a practical or classroom point of view. The scale
throughout the quéstionnaire was a five point one, ramging from a "strongly agres" response {liberal
attitude towards items) to a "strongly disagree" respomse (conservative response towards ftems). Another
response categery was "mot part of role", the assumption being that teachers would not necessarily concur
with the aodel put forward,

Variables relating to comstraints and limitations outlined in the previous section of this paper
were seen as independent variables. Certain controls were used which included an independemt "Attitude
to Authoritarianisw” scale (cf. J.J. Ray, 1976); teaching experience and mobility (number of schools
taught in)., HNew inderendent variables using the same weighting procedure as for role sesments were w

created (cf. Appendices Twe and Three).

Sampling:

There are ten divisicns within the Inner London Education Authority and sheer size in terms of
geographical location and number of schools makes it wvirtually Impossible for a complete random sample
to be drawn. Also foxr the present research it was the Inner London Education Authority who more or less
dictated the drawing of the sample, During the early phases of the research twelve schools were visited
covering five school divisions, but for the main survey four achools.within ome gchool division were
eontacted with three schools responding. These schools were widely dispersed within the division pointing
to enormous variation between schools albeit in ouly one division. Two scheols had been comprehensive
since their inception and ove school had been an independent school. The overall response rate was 45.5%.

Altogether 99 questiounaires were recelved but thirteen were incomplete and subsequently discarded,

Statisticst

A variety of statistical techniques was used. Items were analysed individually but also
collectively to pain impressions of overall influemce. It is the latter that is mostly reported in this
paper. Items subsumed under role segments both at "{deal" and classroom levels were weighted and surmated
using Principal Component Analysis. A t-test was run to test the sigmnificance of the differences between
"ideal™ and classroom role with weiéh:ed role segments {cf. Appendix One). Stepwise regression equatioms
were run using role segments as the dependent variables and entering all the weighted independent

variablies into the equations.
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Biscussion:

It is obvious that many of the independent variables are interrelated and correlational analysis
was used to show these relationships. While all items were analysed individually, given the large number
of variables involved, the weighting procedure allows for an overview and gives some Indication of-
general trends and the relative influence of the independent variables on the dependent variable.
Appendix Two shows significant Interrelationships between the weighted independent variables.

The relative importance of the weighted independent varilables as limitations on role segments
at both ™ideal" and classroom, are shown in Appendix Three, All independent variables which were not
entered first in the regregsion equations were excluded.

Appendix One has shown that not only were there significant differences between “ideal® and
classroom tole segments but there were also variations between role segments themselves., Appendix Three
shows that many of the weighted independent variables were not seen as constraints on role. Of those
which were enteved the strongest limitations were seen to be "changefconfiict” with this variable being
entered first in four out of the twelve role segments.

It has been shown that di{fferent independent variables affect different role segments.
Interpretation of these results does have to be seen in the context of the large amount of varlance lef:
unexplained, but what is striking is that those weighted variables pertaining to structure (or social
factors) such as beliefs about emplovers In commerce and industry who are seen by teachers as outside
the education system and "powerlessness" relating to control by others and by bureaucracy are entered
first in several of the equations.

4 diversity of attitudes was not found with this sample of school teachers and indeed the lack
of effect of the independent variable relating to “direction of authoritarianism” suggests cthat held
attitudes deo not greatly affect role conception in this instance. This is supported in the literature
where, for example, Dalin (1978} found that there was no relationship between authoritarianism and
educational change. While there was a tendency towards liberalism (in role comception) and a tendency
towards authoritarianism (with the independent measure)} authoritarianism does not appear to stand in the

way of an open-minded approach to role.

Conclusion:

It has been shown that different independent variables affect different role segments although
interpretation of these results does have to be tempered, given the large amount of variance left
unexplained. It is interesting to note that some of the weighted independent variables entered first in
the regression equatione are the omes that could reasonably be expected to relate to the role segments
jdentified. For example, "comstraints" explain most of the variance with "interaction” ("ideal"} while
"change/conflict” explains most the variance with “teaching methods” ("ideal" and classroom),

One of the statements subsumed under "Gemeral Principles" was that: "inherently theve is a
degree of change in the teacher's role." Most teachers (86%) either agreed stromgly or agreed that this
was so with only four percent believing that change was nmot part of role at the "ideal" level. At the
ciassrcom level, 70% of the teachers still either agreed strongiy or agreed that change was part of role
byt 13% said it was not part of role at the classroom level. This statement of change was a very general

one but once change is couched in more specific terms, it is seen as a limitatlon on role. Items relsting

91



to the independent variable “change/conflict” referred to changes in teaching method and conflict;
conflict associated with these changes aud a lgck of ability to adjust to changes in teaching methods
specifically. There was also an itgm relating to changes in rhe teachexr's role in genera;.

Teachers tended to relate to other teachers anq headq of departpents and for the most part,
limitations on rele conception did not come from withi@ the context of the schpol. Thus, if it is
accepted that employers are outside the schpqi system aa§ part of the wider society, teachers of this
sample, to some extent, believe that emplqyg;s of commerce and i§§u§;ry place congttaints on role.

Ly is gratifying to note that while school based constraints are seen to limit role segment
"interaction” at the "ideal" level, at the classroom lgvel, the teachers of this sample believe that
"professionalism™ affects .role although "professionalism” as with “change/conflict" is not strongly
inter~related with the other weighted independent variables. "Tgacbigg methods" and "content” together
wilth an admisgion By teachers that they are confused gbogt their role and se¢ their role as extyemely
complex (861) would suggest that role conception in general is geverely limited at both "ideal’ and
classroom levels.

The concept of role put fq;wgrd coverad many aspects. Eegponsgs to individual items reflected,
over all,se learner centered appreach to teaching and a less congervative approach although responses
were less 1ibera1 when considering classroom rg;e pe?fgp@ance. This pattern was upheld when new role
varizbles were created. Limitations on role cgnceptign, using weighted ;adepgpdegt variables, while
related to aspects of teaching, also concerned qt?er groups, and @n one instance, "pawérlessness?, a
belief that teachers were unable to hgyg complete autonomy in a burggu;r§tic education structure.
Limitations have come more from other groups and "soq;gty" rather that a belief that constraints onm

role are brought about by an individual.

APPENDIX 1

I-TEST WEIGHTED ROLE SEGMENTS

Degree

* - 2
VARTARLE ‘ Corr.l N ‘? Vglue Freedon 2 Tail Proy.

General Principnles
(includes 9 items)
Ideal/Classroom .78 - 5.01 85 .000

Content
(includes 3 items)
Ideal/Classroom A7 ~17.49 85 . Q00

Teaching Methods
(includes 4 items)

Ideal/Classroon 63 - }.89 85 .062

Interaction
(includes 2 items)
Ideal/Classroom .63 - 2.90 85 .005

{Appendix 1 continued over page)
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Appendix 1 (Cont'd)

VARIABLE *

Corr.,

T-Value

Degree

2 Tail Prob,

Freedom

Discipline
(includes 2 items)
Ideal/Classroom

Student/Teacher
Relationghips
(Includes 7 iteme)
Ideal/Classroom

.46

.71

30.49

- 9.58

85

85

000

L0009

* Of the total 27

to teachers in training.

Showing Significant Correlation Probability L0000 to .05

APPENDIX 2

role items, 16 were used previously by Stanforth (1977).
were some minor changes in wording because the present research was concerned with
role conception of secendary school teachers whereas the Stanforth research related

CORRELATTON MATRTX, WELGHTED

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES, TOGETHER WITH

TRACHING EXPERIERCE AND MOBILITY

There

11

i2

1. Conmstraints

2. Influence
wf Alters

3. Alters with
Similar
Views

4, Hindered by
Alters

5. Employers

6. Profession-—
alism

7. Powerlessness
&. Freedom

9, Change/
Conflict

1G. Teaching
Experience

11, Attitude and
Authoxi~
rarfanism

12. Mobility

1.00

1.60 Jab

A6 1,00

L2200 .23

.27

.31

W31

W22

.23

1.00
.39

.23

.26

.23

.30

.22

.39

1.00

.31

.27

.35

1.00

.33

.20

1.00

.38

.21

.33

.23

.23

.38 .21

1.00
1.00

1.00

.22

.51

.31

.30

W21

.33

.22

.22

.25

3
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APPENDIX 3

MULTIPLE REGRESSION ANALYSIS

(STEPWISE) WEXGHTED VARIABLES

; Independent Variables Overall
Dependent Vartables Entered first in Equations Hultiple F. Sig.
{Role Segments -~ "Ideal')
General Principles Employers .26 .015
Content Powerlessneasl .24 024
Teaching Methods Change/ﬂonflictz .32 .002
Interaction Constraint53 .32 . 002
Discipline Hindered by Altets4 .28 .09
Student/Teacher
Relationships Employers .29 . 0607
{Role Segments - 'Classroom')
Ceneral Principles Change/Conflict2 .34 001
Content Alters with similar viewss .17 . 108
Teaching Methods Change/COnflictz .22 .038
Interaction Profesgionalism .25 018
Discipline Change/Conflict2 .26 .036
Student/Teacher
Relationships Employers -28 -008

1) contrel by others

2) changes in teaching methods and content; conflict resulting from changes
specifically and generally

3) school based
4} includes parents, employers, students and self

5} dneludes teachers, employers, parents, h&adteachers, departmental heads,
inspectors, students
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