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ABSTRACT 
This paper aims to engage with those texts and discourses which feed into the public text of ‘teacher’ 
and to map the various images of teachers in public discourse within Australia.  While it focuses 
predominantly on mass media texts, and in particular print journalism, some attention is also given to 
images of teachers portrayed in popular culture (specifically film and television), in an attempt to build 
a picture of how teachers are seen within dominant social discourse.  It argues that a distinction can 
be found within images of teacher professional identity in public discourse, where teachers are 
understood as either victims of systems, governments, students or unfortunate circumstance, as 
potential or actual threats to the social fabric, or as leaders, saviours and inspirers of excellence, 
personal best and democratic thinking. 
 

Introduction:  Mining Media and Popular Culture Texts 

This analysis offered here is informed primarily by theorisations which suggest that the production 
of discourse “is at once controlled, selected, organised and redistributed by a certain number of 
procedures whose role is to ward off its powers and dangers, to gain mastery over its chance 
events, to evade its ponderous, formidable materiality” (Foucault 1981:52).  It is also informed by 
an understanding of the complexity of the construction of social discourse and a willingness to 
read texts for their context, paying particular attention to those procedures and processes used in 
the controlling and delimiting of discourse.  Like postmodern classicist Nicole Loraux (1986), I aim 
to approach these texts as artefacts of a ‘strange world’, and in turn produce a reading which is 
neither definitive nor absolute, but rather responds to the call for ‘critical interrogation’ (Thomson, 
Blackmore, Sachs and Tregenza 2003) of such texts. 
 
In approaching this analysis, I aim to take heed of warnings about the complex relationship 
between discourse and social attitudes.  While these texts may be seen as ‘performative’ (Lyotard 
1984), and indeed this performativity is one of the tenets underpinning this analysis, this is no 
simple ‘cause and effect’ relationship which can be authoritatively inspected and understood as a 
set of observable facts.  I draw on the work of feminist theorist Judith Butler when, on the notion 
of performativity in relation to social discourse, she writes: 

“For discourse to materialize a set of effects, “discourse” itself must be 
understood as complex and convergent chains in which “effects” are vectors of 
power. In this sense, what is constituted in discourse is not fixed in or by 
discourse, but becomes the condition and occasion for further action.“ (1993:187) 
 

In reading and ‘mining’ media and popular culture texts, it is the aim then to turn the spotlight on 
the ‘convergent chains’ which comprise representations of teachers in popular discourse, and in 
doing so, give some account of the ‘vectors of power’ which emanate. 

Media Texts 

Within this analysis, particular attention will be given to the ‘context of production’ (Fairclough 
1989) of media texts, primarily focusing on the ways in which these texts are constructed as 
neutral or factual, a phenomenon which is ‘achieved typically by the expunging of all traces of the 
text’s production, thus cloaking the text’s fabricated nature’ (Hassard and Holliday 1998) and thus 
ascribing to those texts a neutrality and authority, providing an automatic legitimisation which 
renders them inaccessible to criticism (Couldry 2000).  Couldry argues that this legitimisation is 
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produced via an explicit process of framing, ordering, naming, spacing and imagining, where a 
corresponding number of guiding questions should be applied to analysis of media texts and 
power, namely: 

Framing:  How does the media frame the social? 
Ordering:  How does the media distinguish between media and non-media?  How is the 
hierarchy constructed? 
Naming:  How does the media generate ‘facts’?  How does the media provide society 
with the sort of ‘ontological security’ required to build trust?  
Spacing:  How does the media reinforce and utilise the separation of media production 
from media consumption?   
Imagining:  How is the symbolic hierarchy of the media frame reproduced through 
imaginative processes? (p. 39) 

 
Couldry argues that the key task of the researcher in working with media texts is to interrupt this 
process through attempting to come to terms with these questions and their implications for 
analysis.  This analysis is informed by an understanding of the complex conditions under which 
these texts are constructed, particularly within the context of recent arguments signalling a shift in 
the location of the primary political arena from houses of parliament to the media (Riddell 1998; 
Seaton 1998) and the impact of technology on the intersection of politics and the media, 
particularly in the creation of a link between the electronic media and ‘real-time’ political 
marketing (West 1993).  The use of ‘spin’ and other methods of media manipulation by political 
players is a salient feature of the ‘context of production’ of media texts (Castells 1997; Jones 
1995), as is the competition for audience share and the associated emphasis on advertising 
(Bourdieu 1998) which has given rise to the market orientation of the mass media in this era of 
‘informational politics’ (Castells 1997: 311) 
 
Castells’ argument that within the information age, the electronic media (and here he includes 
print journalism) has become the “privileged space of politics” (1997: 311), wherein “the logic and 
organisation of electronic media frame and structure politics” (p.312) is salient for the analysis of 
these media texts, as is the current state of media ownership within Australia, which sees media 
power concentrated within three key organisations, of which two control the country’s most 
influential and widely read newspapers, indeed those newspapers in which bulk of the media 
texts to be analysed appeared. 

Popular Culture Texts 

A selection of film, television and literature texts will be used within the context of this study as 
representative of popular culture texts as a whole.  John Street (1997) argues strongly that the 
connection between politics and popular culture in our time is a complex one which situates 
popular culture as an integral part of politics rather than a simple ‘cause and effect’ relationship.  
Further, and highly relevant for this study, he draws on arguments relating to the links between 
popular culture and the formation of identity (Frith and Horne 1987), claiming that “popular 
culture’s ability to produce and articulate feelings can become the basis of an identity, and that 
identity can be the source of political thought and action.” (p.10)  It is because of this connection 
that this analysis aims to incorporate a discussion of popular culture texts. 
 
In their work on images of teachers in popular culture, Sandra Weber and Claudia Mitchell  (1995; 
1999) develop the notion of the ‘cumulative cultural text of teachers’, cultural texts which are 
multidimensional, intergenerational and intertextual and which function to “give members of a 
society a common frame of reference and a shared pool of expressive images to use” (1999:168).  
In the cumulative cultural text, images from the past and present “blend seamlessly and often 
undetected into our familiar, unquestioned everyday knowledge” (p.168), and the cumulative 
cultural text is a useful construct for the purpose of this analysis, which seeks to investigate the 
dominant images within the cumulative cultural text of teacher at this point in time. 
 
This analysis will aim to map the cumulative cultural text of ‘teacher’, using a selection of popular 
culture texts chosen for their multidimensional, intergenerational and intertextual qualities. It will 
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draw on previous work within this field, such as that of Paul Farber and Gunilla Holm (1994) and 
Henry Giroux (1993), and attempt to build on these analyses through the inclusion of a range of 
new texts. 

Methodology 

While some use will be made in this analysis of the theoretical underpinnings of critical textual 
analysis (Fairclough 2003), the aim of this paper is to, through analysis of specific groups of texts, 
develop a cartography of the public discourse surrounding teachers which is situated within the 
broader context of their production.  David Boje’s (2001) framework for deconstruction analysis 
will be employed here, with particular emphasis placed on the identification and discussion of the 
various narratives and metanarratives or ‘regimes of truth’ (Brown 1991:192/3) at work in the 
public discourse.  I have chosen to employ Boje’s framework here because he provides a useful 
way ‘in’ to rigorous deconstruction analysis which is steeped within Derrida’s theoretical 
framework (1999) but at the same time sufficiently practical for the analysis of specific texts and 
groups of texts which is central here. 
 
Boje’s framework entails eight analytical steps in deconstruction, each of which I have associated 
with one or more critical questions by way of explanation: 
1. Duality Search:  What dichotomies are present in the text? 
2. Reinterpret the Hierarchy:  What are the effects of these dichotomies on the text?  How might 

the text look different if the hierarchy were reversed? 
3. Rebel Voices:  Whose voices are dominant within the text?  Whose voices are not heard? 
4. Other Side of the Story:  What is the marginalized, silent or under-represented side of the 

story?  How does the text look different when subverted to take into account he experience of 
the ‘other’? 

5. Deny the Plot:  What is the plot or moral?  How does the text look different if what is assumed 
in the text is denied? 

6. Find the Exception:  What are the exceptions to the ‘rules’ implicit in the text? 
7. Trace What is ‘Between the Lines’:  How does the text leave the reader to ‘fill in the gaps’?  

What dominant reading is intended to do so and how might the text look different if a different 
reading were inserted? 

8. Resituate:  How can the text be resituated to remove centres and margins? (Boje 2001: 21) 
 
Drawing on this framework, a number of questions have been asked of the texts used within this 
study.  They are: 
 What representations of teachers and teachers’ work does this text present? 
 What is emphasised in this text?  What, conversely, is excluded? 
 What ‘truth’ is presented and how? 
 Where is the reader positioned? 
 What purpose does this serve? 
 What is the dominant image of ‘teacher’ which emerges? 
 
A total of 41 articles from the print media have been included in this analysis, randomly sampled 
from Australian broadsheet and tabloid newspapers throughout 2003 and 2004.  They have been 
collected via a monthly keyword search of an electronic media database using ‘teacher/s’ as the 
search term.  In attempting to analyse the ‘cumulative cultural text of teacher’, a selection of films, 
television programs and literature has been considered, chosen for their currency as well as their 
appropriateness using Weber and Mitchell’s criteria of multidimensionality, intergenerationality 
and intertextuality (1999).    

Images of Teachers in Texts 

Teachers in  Media Texts 
Media texts collected between October 2002 and April 2004 focus on a selection of issues 
ranging from child protection to industrial action to broader discussions of teachers’ work and 
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professional practice.  This discussion is organised around the key issues focused upon by the 
texts and the attitudes toward teachers and the teaching profession presented in those texts. 
 
Four of the selected texts focus on industrial issues related to the ongoing pay claims which 
prompted several days of action throughout 2003 and the first half of 2004.  Three of the four 
articles were published in broadsheet newspapers, two in the Sydney Morning Herald  and the 
remaining one in The Australian, while one article originally appeared in Murdoch tabloid 
newspaper The Daily Telegraph.  Both of the Herald  articles (Burke 2003; Doherty 2003c) take a 
neutral, almost sympathetic approach to teachers in their industrial action, using lengthy 
quotations from interviews with union leaders to present the teachers’ side of the argument, and 
pointing out that “the increase in teachers’ salaries between 1988 and last year was 21 per cent 
less than the increase in average male weekly earnings, according to last year’s inquiry into 
public education” (Doherty 2003c).  The Daily Telegraph article (Parker 2003b), published well 
before the industrial action was initiated by the Teachers’ Federation, argues stridently for the 
government to grant a significant pay increase for teachers, claiming that “The teachers’ request 
of 20 per cent is not unreasonable.  In fact, I say we cannot afford not to pay.  Well paid and 
satisfied teachers are not a luxury, they are a necessity if we want a world class education 
system”. Parker portrays teachers as ‘little aussie battlers’ “short-changed” by the government in 
a “draining” dispute.  The article which appeared in the Murdoch newspaper The Australian 
(Balogh 2003) takes a more judgemental stance, which although camouflaged in language used 
to give the appearance of neutrality and balance, clearly takes a less sympathetic position in 
relation to teachers.  The article claims that “yesterday’s strike, in the eyes of some, further 
tarnishes [teachers’] public standing”, as well as noting that “strikes can be a hard sell to the 
public, so this action is being sold as “safeguarding the future of public education”’.  Teachers are 
portrayed by this author as industrially volatile, selfish in their motives for industrial action while 
shady in attempting to attribute the root cause of their actions to broader social responsibility, a 
profession desperately needing to “claw back respect” in the eyes of the public but unwilling to 
put their “demands” aside in order to do so. 
 
Three of the articles selected focus on teachers’ use of technology for teaching and learning, 
representative of a spate of media interest in this area in April 2004.  Each of these three articles, 
all published in Fairfax newspapers (two in The Sydney Morning Herald and one in The Age), 
focuses at least in part on how Australia is “struggling to keep up” and “likely to fall behind other 
developed countries” in the technology stakes (Wilson 2004), “having to play catch up” 
(Friedlander 2004a) with students who are far more technologically advanced than their teachers 
and schools and “lagging behind” (Friedlander 2004b) in the e-learning quest.  Implicit in each of 
these texts is an understanding of the necessity of teacher professional learning and ‘inservice’ in 
the use of technology in the classroom, and a perhaps surprising understanding of and support 
for the implications of learning technologies in terms of changing pedagogies and classroom 
practices.  Each of the three texts uses interviews with teachers, principals and administrators to 
provide practical examples of the viability of technology for learning, and each article points to the 
need for issues of teacher workload and systemic support to be addressed in order for the best 
use of technology to be made in schools.  One text refers to teachers being “hamstrung by 
overwhelming workloads and a lack of real action from education departments” (Friedlander 
2004b), while another suggests that “providing every teacher with a notebook and Smartboard 
should be an immediate priority for the states” and that “equal investment in inservice training” 
(Wilson 2004) are essential.  In each of these articles, the teaching profession is seen as 
besieged by technology and the need for new approaches to learning and pedagogy, while at the 
same time suffering a lack of support from systems and departments in terms of commitment to 
professional development and technological infrastructure which would enable an effective use of 
technology for student learning. 
 
Seven of the selected articles focus on the current or impending teacher shortage and the 
associated implications for students and society.  Each of these texts was published in Fairfax 
broadsheet newspapers, four in The Age and three in The Sydney Morning Herald.  These texts 
tend to use emotive language and smatterings of statistics to convey to the reader the grave 
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nature of the teacher shortage, suggesting that the teaching profession is soon to be populated 
by the untrained, unwilling, (re)tired and under-experienced.  Statistics drawn from AEU, ABS and 
other sources are used by writers to substantiate claims that the profession is in ‘crisis’: “last year 
25 per cent of principals were unable to fill fixed-term contracts and 17 per cent were unable to fill 
casual relief positions” (Taylor 2003), “two out of five high school mathematics classes are taught 
by teachers unfamiliar with the subject who keep ahead of their students by studying the same 
textbooks, according to the Australian Association of Mathematics teachers” (Doherty 2003e), “20 
per cent of government school teachers in NSW are leaving the profession before they have 
clocked up five years of service” (Burke 2004).  The language of ‘exodus’ from and ‘crisis within’ 
the profession is used in a number of these texts, one providing a “Crisis Warning Over Teacher 
Exodus” (Tomazin 2003a) while another focuses on the ‘exodus’ from the profession of neophyte 
teachers (Burke 2004).  One article focuses on ‘perks’ announced by the NSW government in 
early 2003 to ‘lure teachers’ into difficult-to-staff areas (Doherty 2003b), but concludes with a 
comment from the Opposition Spokesperson on Education which refers to the government 
addressing the “symptoms and not the root causes” of the problems. 
 
On the whole, these texts link the issue of teacher shortage to inadequate teacher salaries and 
systemic or government failure to appropriately anticipate the coming shortage and make 
satisfactory preparations.  Conditions and demographics of the Australian teaching profession are 
compared and found to be unfavourable against those in other OECD countries (Russell 2003a), 
while readers are implored in another article to look beyond “the unions answer, despite research 
proving the opposite…that more money and smaller classes will lead to better results” (Donnelly 
2003).  Donnelly’s thesis that an overcrowded curriculum and increased ‘accountability’ for 
teachers contribute heftily to teacher workload and dissatisfaction, and his finely crafted argument 
around the impact of government ‘control’ of the teaching profession and the need for 
governments to “truly empower those at the local level” sits uncomfortably alongside his 
advocacy of standardised testing (Donnelly 2004b) and recent attacks on ‘political correctness’ 
within schools (Donnelly 2004a; 2004b), and could perhaps be construed as a rather cheap shot 
at the education reforms of the current Victorian government.  
 
Eleven of the selected articles relate to issues of child protection, either through reporting cases 
where child protection legislation has been breached by teachers or through reporting changes to 
the legislation itself. Of the eleven texts to be considered,  seven were originally published in 
Murdoch tabloid newspaper The Daily Telegraph, while four were published in The Sydney 
Morning Herald.  The articles range greatly in their representation and attitude towards teachers, 
depending on the particular circumstances of the story.  The majority of the texts use language 
carefully chosen for its emotive and inflammatory power, and some of the texts point deliberately 
but in an allusory manner to the more salacious aspects of child protection issues and the 
interface between teachers and students.   
 
A front-page article published in The Daily Telegraph in May 2003 proclaims the headline “Bad 
Kids Rule as Teachers Gagged” (McDougall 2003a).  In the article, Bruce McDougall elucidates 
the draconian nature of NSW child protection legislation as represented to teachers in 
Department of Education and Training (DET) schools.  McDougall draws on interviews with highly 
respected DET School Principals and the Minister for Education and Training in representing the 
legislation as undermining of teachers’ authority and reasonable classroom discipline.  While the 
voice of the President of the Federation of Parents and Citizens’ Associations provides an 
alternative view of the legislation as reasonable and appropriate, sandwiched as it is between 
tales of vexatious claims of abuse and ‘bad kids’ ruling classrooms in the face of helpless 
teachers, it is barely heard through being juxtaposed with more ‘common sense’ approaches.  
While the ‘Teachers Don’t List’ which forms a callout box within the article names five actions 
which might reasonably be regarded as inappropriate for members of the teaching profession, the 
prevailing picture is one of teachers plagued by unkind and undisciplined students and 
unsupported by the system within which they work. The controversy which ensued from the ‘Bad 
Kids’ article prompted a government investigation which led to a subsequent proposed change to 



Architects, Travel Agents and Bus Drivers: Images of Teacher Professional Identity in Public Discourse – Nicole Mockler, AARE 2004  6 
[Not for use or citation without the express permission of the author]   

child protection legislation and a further plethora of newspaper articles in early July 2003, of 
which five will be examined here. 
 
Four of the five articles to be considered (comprising three from The Daily Telegraph and one 
from The Sydney Morning Herald) reflect a similar ‘common sense’ approach to that advocated in 
McDougall’s ‘Bad Kids’ article.  “Hugs are back on the curriculum” (DailyTelegraph 2003) 
proclaims one in its headline, while another declares “Sense at last” (McDougall 2003c) in relation 
to the proposed changes.  Each of these texts uses somewhat emotive language to depict a 
‘break’ for teachers, preventing “an avalanche of vexatious legal complaints” (Doherty 2003d) and 
providing clarification “so that teachers can supervise children normally within the classroom” 
(McDougall 2003d).  The headline of this final article provides a particularly good example of the 
ways in which media texts can use language to manipulate reader opinion – “Teachers Cleared of 
Child Abuse” reads the headline, which apparently refers to hypothetical teachers who under the 
draconian laws might have been accused of child abuse as a result of comforting, restraining or 
disciplining a child.  Absent from all but one of these texts is any suggestion that a contrary 
opinion on the current legislation might perhaps exist, and even in the instance where it is 
mentioned, it is also dismissed out of hand without exploration.  Only an article by Bettina Arndt 
(2003), as well known for her progressive views on sexuality in the 1970s and 1980s as she is for 
her highly conservative views on sexuality in the 1990s, published in The Sydney Morning Herald, 
fails to celebrate the proposed changes to the legislation, although Arndt’s views are presented 
more by inference than with passion.  Headlined “Protecting the Children”, the article begins with 
a brief historical survey of child protection legislation in NSW, pointing out that “tough child 
protection legislation” was introduced in an attempt to stop “pederasts preying on children in 
schools”.  She continues on to outline the proposed changes to the Act, summarising that “recent 
recommendations from the Premier, Bob Carr, will mean the Education Department will not be 
required to report allegations involving first time minor matters”.  Stopping just short of placing a 
value judgement on the changes, Arndt clearly believes any tinkering with the Act to be 
unwarranted, but once again an absence of reasoning or exploration characterises this text, and 
fails to push the argument beyond the sensationalism contributed by allusions to pederasty and 
paedophilia. 
 
The remaining articles relating to child protection (with the exception of one (Skelsey 2003) which 
is on the seemingly unrelated topic of the Gay Sex Reform Bill but uses teachers as a ‘way in’ to 
discussing the “controversial underage sex Bill”, proclaiming the headline “Sex with Boys OK for 
Teachers”) focus on one much publicised particular case of alleged abuse.  An article published 
The Sydney Morning Herald in August 2003 (Doherty 2003a) outlined that “teachers have been 
warned not to abuse ‘power relationships’ with students” as a response to the dismissal of a 
teacher over a relationship with a student.  The article draws much on the idea that teachers need 
to be disciplined, referring to “warnings” issues to teachers and the “ordering” of a review into the 
child protection investigation process.  The awarding of compensation to the dismissed teacher 
after the Workers’ Compensation Commission found that he had been unfairly dismissed caused 
a flurry of media attention in April 2004, and three of the articles to be considered here were 
written in response to the compensation award.  Miranda Devine’s article “The Teacher Who 
Played Victim”, published in the Sydney Morning Herald (2004),  oozes righteous indignation at 
the compensation paid to the teacher who was “sacked over a love affair”.  Devine claims that 
“judging by the recent decision by the Workers Compensation Commission awarding Sinclair 
generous benefits, you would think he was the victim”, and uses quotations from intimate emails 
written by both the teacher and his student to paint a salacious and sensational picture of the 
incident.  The Daily Telegraph’s education reporter, Bruce McDougall, having earlier led the call 
for the relaxation of child protection legislation, published two articles on subsequent days about 
the incident, one, “How Our Flirting Teacher Failed Us” (2004b), providing more of a ‘trailer’ for 
the more substantial “To Sir, With Anger” (2004c).  Both of the McDougall articles draw on an 
interview with one of the dismissed teacher’s disenfranchised students who claims that her HSC 
was put at risk by her English teacher’s dismissal (her current status as a Journalism/Law student 
at a leading university suggests that she succeeded in spite of such adversity) and points out that 
“his students were the real victims” (McDougall 2004b; 2004c).  Both articles go on to discuss at 
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length an unrelated case raised with the Telegraph by an anonymous informant about a “love 
affair” between an anonymous student and an unnamed teacher.  The informant was quoted in 
both articles as saying “He’d get all nervous and sweaty and silly in front of us” and “I sat through 
lesson after lesson watching them flirting”.  The second McDougall article concludes with an 
“open letter to Jeff Sinclair” by an ex-student (the current journalism/law student).  The open letter 
focuses on the “unfair” and “hard to deal with” nature of what transpired in Sinclair’s dismissal, 
claims that “we were left in the lurch because you couldn’t control your libido” , and refers to his 
actions as “downright immoral”.   
 
Attitudes towards teachers displayed within these articles focusing on child protection issues are 
largely dichotomous.  While a significant number of texts aimed to present a picture of teachers 
as needing defence against vexatious claims and misunderstanding, the demonisation of a 
teacher having been found to have been dismissed unfairly under the very laws deemed to be 
unreasonable and unfair (in one case, by the same journalist in the same newspaper) is 
undertaken with zeal and gusto.  The bipolar dichotomy represented in this teacher as 
victim/teacher as perpetrator will be discussed more fully at a later point. 
 
Three of the selected articles relate to the threat posed to teachers by students who “run riot” 
(Parker 2003a) and inhabit the “blackboard jungle” (SydneyMorningHerald 2003).  Two of these 
articles were published in The Sydney Morning Herald in response to a compensation claim paid 
to a “tormented” (Dasey 2003) ex-principal of a DET school who suffered a nervous breakdown 
due to “violence at schools and unsafe working conditions” (Dasey 2003).  While both of these 
articles present a picture broadly sympathetic to the schools and students in question, using the 
example as one of “teachers battling the odds” and a demonstration of “how much more support 
they need in their work” (Dasey 2003), they also use the case as an illustration of a profession 
beleaguered by violence and other ills prevalent within society at large.  The third story, published 
in The Daily Telegraph (Parker 2003a), focuses more broadly on school-aged children 
“terrorising” society, but is included in this discussion because of the observation that “teachers 
find these 12- and 13-year-olds as hard to deal with as their parents, the community and the 
police”, a claim which echoes those made in the previous two articles. 
 
Four of the selected articles relate to teacher professional standards and the associated 
establishment of institutes of teachers in New South Wales and Victoria.  Two of these texts were 
published in The Daily Telegraph (McDougall 2003b; Parker 2003c), while the other two were 
published in the Fairfax broadsheets The Sydney Morning Herald and The Age respectively 
(Ingvarson 2003; Tomazin 2003c).  Each of the articles is in favour of the application of 
professional standards for teachers and the  establishment of statutory bodies which will regulate 
the teaching profession, claiming a range of benefits for teachers and society generally from the 
enhancement of teachers’ abilities (Ingvarson 2003) and to enhanced knowledge for parents and 
other community members about “how their teachers measure up” (Parker 2003c).  The two 
Telegraph articles focus partially on the surveillance and control capabilities of the proposed 
NSW Institute of Teachers, claiming that the institute “must have the power to impose standards 
on every teacher in our communities – the sooner the better” and asserting that teacher 
knowledge of content and pedagogy has been “never questioned before or formally checked on” 
(Parker 2003c).  Professional standards are seen as a panacea for an ailing and tired profession, 
positing that “They [ie. standards] will ensure that teachers get the support they need throughout 
their entire career and that our children get the best education possible” (McDougall 2003b), 
although none of these articles comes to terms with how standards might go about achieving 
such glorious aims.  Although focused on the professional learning possibilities inherent in 
standards rather than the fortuitous capacity for surveillance, Ingvarson’s article is equally 
evangelical in its tone, asserting that nothing short of a national body to oversee standards is 
“essential” for the ongoing health of the profession.  Ingvarson uses the authoritative voice of 
‘research’ to substantiate his claims (“The research is unequivocal about that.”) and presents a 
dense, if not cogently argued assertion that teacher professional standards are essential but fails 
to substantiate many of his claims in any significant way.  Tomazin’s article (2003c) focuses on 
the 9% of Victorian Teachers who failed to meet the cut-off date for registration with the Victorian 
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Institute of Teaching (VIT) and the possible reasons for their failure, speculating that resistance to 
the $60 registration fee may be a significant factor in teachers’ lack of participation in a body set 
up to “regulate the teaching profession, along similar lines to bodies for doctors, nurses and 
lawyers”.   
 
The teaching profession emerges from this selection of articles looking uncontrolled, possibly 
inept, probably miserly, under surveillance and generally in need of an overhaul and at least one 
organisation which can “impose” some “standards”.  Only the Ingvarson article presents a picture 
of a profession primarily in need of a structure for professional learning and development, while 
the other three texts portray a dominant image of an unruly profession in need of the dual ‘silver 
bullets’ of standards and a regulatory body. 
 
Of the selected articles, six focus on teachers’ workload and issues of stress and pressure.  All, 
with the exception of one, from broadsheet newspapers, these articles depict a range of issues 
and concerns which impact upon and/or reflect the growing intensification of teachers’ work and 
associated impact on teachers’ lives.  These texts address issues of use of email within schools 
and the attending increase in teacher work and expectations, claiming that email has been 
introduced in many schools “without consideration of the implications for privacy and workload” 
(Yaman 2002) and that teachers have been “swamped by emails from students and parents” 
(Nixon 2002), causing them to demand a compensatory pay rise.  Depictions are made of 
teachers “stressed out” (McDougall 2003e) by assessment procedures and the requirement to set 
marking guidelines and provide students with feedback on HSC assessment tasks are said to 
have “tripled or quadrupled” teachers’ work, while a portrait is painted in one article of a second 
year teacher who regularly works 11-12 hour days at school and goes home to “several hours 
work at home correcting students’ work or preparing curriculum” (Tomazin 2003b).  Teachers are 
seen to be suffering “overworked teacher syndrome” (Russell 2003b) which causes them to be 
unable to assist in the induction of new teachers into the profession, among other things, and 
teacher workload is estimated by one expert to have “tripled” over the past 25 years (Russell 
2003b).  Finally, teachers are known to experience “end of semester ‘crash’…a blight that has 
struck teachers down for many years” (Cleveland 2003), is said to be representative of a 
phenomenon where “during some periods of the year teachers musts suspend their own life in 
order to do the job” and leads one writer to implore “they need to be looked after”. 
 
Each of these texts uses the opinions of teachers, education academics and other ‘experts’ to 
substantiate their claims, and each portrays a similarly sympathetic attitude towards the plight of 
the teaching profession, although some articles in this group do beg further questions that are not 
asked and render simple that which might otherwise be seen as problematic.  Here, teachers are 
seen as victims of governments which fund them inadequately, employers and parents with 
unreasonable expectations, increasing accountability and administrative demands, and the pace 
of modern life itself. 
 
Three final media texts remain to be examined, each of which contributes to the broad discourse 
around teachers’ work and professional practice, but defies categorisation within any of the focus 
areas into which texts have been organised into for the purpose of this discussion.  The first, 
written by Gerard Noonan and published in the Sydney Morning Herald (2003) the day after the 
invasion of Iraq by the ‘Coalition of the Willing’, focuses on the role of teachers in assisting 
students to deal with anxiety emanating from the outbreak of war, and lays out competing 
attitudes of the NSW DET and teacher unions in relation to the stance teachers were expected or 
required to take on the issue of the war in their interactions with students. The article uses 
quotations from the Deputy Director-General of Education (“we don’t want teachers to take a 
particular line”) and a joint statement from education unions (who “have urged their members to 
take a stand about Australian troops being committed to ‘the illegal invasion of Iraq at the behest 
of the United States’”) to highlight the competing demands on teachers and the challenge of 
taking an activist or transformative stance in the light of employer requirements.   
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The second text in this group, written by Bruce McDougall and published in The Daily Telegraph 
(2004a) warns against “criminal teachers” and advocates for the disciplining of the teaching 
profession which is once again portrayed as unruly and rife with “teacher misconduct”.  Perhaps 
the most interesting and telling feature of this text is the notion, both implicit and explicit within it 
that being “demoted to classroom teacher” is an appropriate punishment for principals and 
administrators found guilty of financial or other misdemeanours.  While McDougall indicates that 
the expression “demoted to classroom teacher” has been drawn from an external source, he 
neither names nor indicates the source, and neither does he question the validity of the notion, 
leaving the work of classroom teachers portrayed as less valuable and important than their 
administrative colleagues, while at the same time more benign. 
 
The final text to be considered is a collection of fifteen articles written under the pseudonym of 
‘Jack Collacott’ by a beginning teacher in a rural Victorian school and published as a regular 
column in The Age throughout the course of the 2003 academic year.  The column follows 
Collacott’s trials and tribulations as a first year teacher, his journey toward becoming a 
“professional pedagogue” (2003b; 2003g), from his experiences as a mentor to ‘at risk’ students 
(2003f) to his ‘worst day ever’ experience (2003e).  Collacott presents a portrait of beginning 
teachers as enthusiastic, optimistic and hope-filled, engaged with their students and committed to 
more than ‘academics’:  “we come into this profession…brimming with enthusiasm, only a few 
lingering doubts, and a belief that we are safeguarding the future” (2003d).  His idealistic and 
celebratory approach to his work is charming in the light of his neophyte status and youth, and it 
is interesting to observe in Collacott the tension between teacher as “performer” (2003c) and 
teacher as innovative pedagogue (2003b).  His approach to his profession is summed up in his 
September 8 column:  “It’s a lifestyle.  And we live it.” (2003a).  Collacott uses the lens of his 
experiences as a beginning teacher to depict the complexity of teachers’ work as mentors, 
learning partners, coaches and in other facets of the role of ‘teacher’.  In the course of his column 
he rarely experiences frustration or the burden of administrivia, and his optimism is enduring to 
the end, painting a picture of a profession committed to their students, their enterprise, and the 
transformation of society. 
 
Images of teachers presented in the print media are largely dichotomous.  Teachers are seen in 
many cases as victims of circumstance, ‘bad kids’, unsympathetic employers and systems, 
vulnerable to the forces at large within society while trying to do what is difficult and highly 
significant work.  In other cases they are framed as possible or actual menaces to their students, 
the schools in which they teach and society generally, being in a position to breach the enormous 
trust which is placed in them by society, too tired and/or lazy to remain abreast of recent 
developments in their field and in need of regulation and constant surveillance.  Rarely within 
media texts does the ‘hero’ teacher emerge, although in some instances the line between victim 
and hero is nudged.  The Collacott column stands as an exception to most of these emerging 
images, providing a unique representation which fits neither victim nor perpetrator moulds, and 
although the dedication and commitment of the hero teacher is present in his portrayal of himself, 
his neophyte status lends a certain pathos which in some cases leads the reader to imagine that 
Collacott himself could perhaps be a teacher-victim in the making. 
 
Teachers in Popular Culture Texts 
A number of popular culture texts have been considered in terms of their representation of 
teachers and the teaching profession.  Six films and two popular television series are included in 
this analysis, each having been chosen for currency, longevity and wide audience appeal as well 
as (particularly in the case of the television series) their intertextuality and ubiquity. 
 
Ramon Menendez’ 1988 film Stand and Deliver (1988) is based on the true story of teacher 
Jaime Escalante and his attempts to teach calculus to his class of inner-city Los Angeles Latin-
American students in preparation for the Advance Placements examination.  Escalante’s 
philosophy of education is summed up in his assertion that “students will rise to the level of 
expectation” and his conviction that desire (or ‘ganas’) can overcome social and intellectual 
hardship drives him in his quest to see his students succeed in what he recognises as essentially 
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a white, middle-class pursuit.  Escalante uses a range of ‘unconventional’ teaching methods in his 
work with the class, and faces criticism from his colleagues for his alternative approaches and 
from his family for his devotion to his work. 
 
Peter Weir’s much celebrated film Dead Poets’ Society (1989) is set in the fictitious Welton 
Academy and centres around John Keating, a Welton ‘Old Boy’ who returns as an English 
Literature teacher to make critical thinkers of students in a context which encourages conformity 
and adherence to the status quo.  Keating’s innovative teaching methods (exemplified by his 
demand that students tear out the introduction to their poetry anthologies on the grounds that it 
constitutes “excrement”) are juxtaposed with the more conventional methods of his colleagues.  
Keating is the consummate classroom performer, charismatic and engaging, and he meets 
strident opposition from the school administration and parent body in his attempts to challenge 
the school’s accepted norms.   
 
The 1991 Australian film Flirting (Duigan 1991) portrays life in twin boys and girls boarding 
schools in rural New South Wales in the 1960s, through the eyes of Danny Embling and 
Thandiwe Adjewa.  While the film’s plot centres on students rather than teachers, the presence of 
teachers, as disciplinarians and chaperones to the action, very much frames the central story.  
Teachers at both schools are consistently portrayed as prudish and small minded individuals who 
maintain their position of power over students through the enactment of corporal and other 
punishment, and who lack the intellectual ability to keep up with their students and are thus easily 
outsmarted.  Embling likens both schools to prisons, suggesting that they are “run by former 
Gestapo operatives”. 
 
John Smith’s 1995 film Dangerous Minds (1995) is based on LouAnne Johnson’s 
autobiographical account of teaching at-risk secondary school students of mostly African-
American and Hispanic backgrounds in a southern Californian “Gangsta’s Paradise”

1
.  Johnson 

employs a range of unconventional methods in her attempts to connect with her students, and is 
disciplined by the school administration for her unusual approaches, being instructed not to 
diverge from the set curriculum despite her conviction that the ‘one size fits all’ curriculum will not 
engage and meet the specific needs of her students. 
 
Mr Holland’s Opus (Herek 1995) tells of the professional life of Glenn Holland, an erstwhile 
composer who embarks on a teaching career for the “free time” it will give him for composing 
music.  Over the course of his 30 year career at John F. Kennedy Senior High School, Holland 
comes to reject a model of education which emphasises discipline and control and to embrace 
one which is based on student engagement and mutual respect.  Holland employs alternative 
pedagogies and approaches with his students, for which he is criticised by an unsympathetic 
school administration, and by the end of the film, has become a staunch advocate of a liberal and 
critical education in the face of growing instrumentalist and neo-liberal agendas.  Holland is 
accused by his family of being overly occupied by his career and students, and his exasperation 
at the decimation of the creative arts budget within the school (“You work for thirty years because 
you think what you do makes a difference”) is apparently decimated itself by the appearance of 
the entire school community in tribute to Mr Holland, in what constitutes an unprecedentedly 
schmaltzy final scene. 
 
Richard Linklater’s 2003 film The School of Rock (2003) is the story of Dewey Finn, a would-be 
rock star who impersonates his best Friend, Ned Schmeedly as a teacher at the elite Horace 
Green Elementary School.  Having neither the desire nor the skills required to teach according to 
the curriculum, Finn engages his fourth grade class in preparations for a band contest, in the 
hope that they will win first prize and he will reap the prize money.  While his motives are entirely 
selfish, Finn provides the class with a complex and demanding collaborative project which 
engages them in a range of activities, and (of course) teaches all of them some important “life 
lessons”.  Finn is confronted by the school Principal who demands that he “just teach the 

                                                
1
 The film’s title song, Gangsta’s Paradise, written and performed by Coolio, provides a recurring theme within the film. 
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curriculum” and (along with the Principal) he is besieged by parents demanding ‘quality’ and 
‘Math’ for their $15000 worth of school fees.  While The School of Rock is highly implausible in 
almost every way, it provides a portrayal of the ‘good teacher’ as one who is knowledgeable, 
passionate and capable of engaging students in their learning. 
 
An examination of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, the cult television series which aired in Australia for 
over five years (Whedon 1997-2003) highlights some remarkable portrayals of teachers and the 
teaching profession.  Buffy and her friends Willow and Xander are in the final three years of high 
school during the first three seasons of the series, and it is here that viewers gain their most 
sustained glimpse of teachers in the “buffyverse” (South 2003).  Teachers in Buffy, with a couple 
of notable exceptions, are generally portrayed as ambivalent creatures who provide a backdrop of  
“beige” against which life in Sunnydale can be juxtaposed.  From giant preying mantises who 
masquerade as teachers and lure students into their lair (season 1, episode 3, “Teacher’s Pet”) to 
those who collude with evil and are ultimately eaten by it (season 3, episode 22, “Graduation Day, 
Part 2”), teachers at Sunnydale High are observed for their self-serving behaviour and 
wickedness.  Others, such as the naïve but likeable Principal Flutie, fall victim to the evil of others 
while being apparently too stupid or dull to see beyond the veneer of normality within the town  
into its subversive underbelly (season 1, episode 6, “The Pack”).  Buffy is littered with examples 
of teachers as disciplinarians and despots imposing their will onto students for no reason other 
than self-aggrandisement.  Classrooms are portrayed within the series as passive learning 
spaces, with students consistently sitting in rows attending (or not) to the “sage on the stage”.  
Teachers and students rarely connect, and student engagement is not a high priority for 
Sunnydale High teachers.  This lack of connectedness is perhaps best demonstrated in the 
following excerpt from episode 5 of season 3 (“Homecoming”): 

Buffy: Oh Ms Moran!  Hi!  I’m so glad that I ran into you.  I had this little incident 
last year of…getting kicked out of school.  And I’m back now, I’ve done 
all my make up tests but I still need one written recommendation from a 
teacher…I think the word that Principal Snyder used was “glowing”…to 
put in my file…to prove that I belong here. 

 
Ms Moran: And you are? 
 
Buffy: Buffy!  Buffy Summers…third row…I sat by the window…your class 

“Contemporary American Heroes from Amelia Earhart to Maya 
Angelou”…the class that changed my life? 

 
Ms Moran: Were you absent a lot, um… 
 
Buffy: Buffy? 
 
[Cut to Buffy sitting at a table in the cafeteria with her friends, looking dejected] 

 
Buffy’s friends are clearly not surprised by her teacher’s lack of recognition – indeed it seems that 
Ms Moran’s disengagement and lack of connection with a student for whom she and her course 
had been significant is perceived as perfectly normal within the context of Sunnydale High. 
 
Contrasted with other teachers within the school are Rupert Giles (who is, in fact, the school’s 
teacher/librarian and Buffy’s “watcher”

2
) and Jenny Calendar, both of whom forge a special bond 

with the “Scooby Gang” (as Buffy and her friends become known) which take their storylines out 
of the classroom and into the life experiences of the gang.  In Giles and Calendar we see 
teachers who build connection with students through developing trust and mutual respect.  In the 
enactment of this connectedness, both teachers cease to be seen by the gang as “teachers”, and 
take on roles as confidantes, learning partners and mentors.  The lessons learned by the gang 

                                                
2
 Within the mythology of the series, one vampire slayer is chosen in each generation, and each “Chosen One” is 

appointed a “Watcher”, who acts as trainer and teacher to the slayer. 
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from Giles and Calendar are “lessons in life” rather than those that form part of the school’s 
curriculum, and the predominant message of the series about teachers is that students learn 
most and best from those who accord them respect and connect with them on a personal level as 
well as through the curriculum, but conversely that such teachers are a rare breed and thus most 
teachers are not worth the effort. 
 
Implicit in The Simpsons (Groening 1989-2004) is a damning indictment of the teaching 
profession (along with most other aspects of Western society), represented primarily by Seymour 
Skinner, Principal of Springfield Elementary and Edna Krabappel and Miss Hoover, Bart and Lisa 
Simpson’s teachers.  Springfield Elementary School is represented within The Simpsons not so 
much as a backdrop to “real life”  as with Sunnydale High in Buffy, but more a place to be 
endured by students and teachers alike, where the central events of childhood are lived out in 
spite of an oppressive atmosphere.    Principal Skinner’s optimism and naivety cause him to be 
the brunt of many a joke at the hands of Bart and his friends, from  those which result in him 
being fired (season 5, episode 19, “Sweet Seymour Skinner’s Badasssss Song”) to the ubiquitous 
‘kick me’ signs on his back.  Skinner’s continual lack of connection with reality makes him the 
subject of derision and ambivalence at the hands of the teachers within his school, and his blatant 
stupidity is a recurring theme within the series.  Skinner’s life outside of school is the object of 
further derision – his enmeshed relationship with his mother (modelled on the mother of the killer 
from the 1960 Hitchcock film Psycho) and his disastrous love life contribute to his image as a 
highly dysfunctional human being who gathers his only sense of agency and satisfaction from his 
work .   
 
Edna Krabappel provides an alternative image of teacher within the world of The Simpsons.  
Jaded and cynical in her work, Krabappel’s classroom contains a never-ending series of rote 
learning tasks and testing.  Her image outside of school is that of a bitter and lonely divorcee who 
seeks partnership but is too unappealing to appear attractive to anyone other than Principal 
Skinner.  In this she is, naturally, the butt of many of Bart’s jokes, but some hope is found for 
Edna at the conclusion of season 15 when she jilts Skinner, choosing the indisputedly ‘cooler’ 
Matt Groening (the series creator) instead (episode 17, “My Big Fat Geek Wedding”).   While 
Edna is sometimes outsmarted by Bart, she clearly possesses an intelligence which Skinner 
lacks, making Bart feel at times that she is a worthy sparring partner.  Miss Hoover, Lisa’s 
teacher, is represented as a ‘nice’ although neurotic spinster who is married to her work although 
clearly outdone by Lisa’s superior intelligence as a gifted and talented student.  Springfield 
teachers, particularly Skinner and Krabappel,  are often seen to defy the values and principles 
they represent and espouse as educators (Holt 2001), and it is this hypocrisy as much as their 
individual foibles which generates the derision and disregard which they are held. 
 
Contrasting with the ‘regulars’ are a range of ‘guest’ teachers who have appeared in the series 
over its fifteen seasons.  “Bleeding Gums Murphy”, a jazz musician who takes on the role of 
mentor and music teacher to Lisa (season 1, episode 6, “Moaning Lisa”; season 6, episode 22, 
“Round Springfield”) teaches her how to express herself through music, through forging a close 
connection with her and coming to an understanding of her as a musician and as a person.  Mr 
Bergstrom, the substitute teacher with whom Lisa forges a bond while Miss Hoover is away with 
Lyme Disease, uses innovative teaching methods to engage the class and clearly sees his role 
as much broader than the second grade curriculum (season 2, episode 19, “Lisa’s Substitute”).  
In an episode where Bart cheats on an IQ test and is placed in a school for gifted and talented 
students (season 1, episode 2, “Bart the Genius”), we see teacher/facilitators working alongside 
students to develop problem solving skills and help them gain an understanding of their own 
learning, an approach which is patently unfamiliar to Bart, who consequently manipulates his way 
back to Springfield Elementary, where he can hide within a more passive classroom.  The 
installation of Ned Flanders as Principal of the school on two separate occasions (season 5, 
episode 19, “Sweet Seymour Skinner’s Badasssss Song”; season 6, episode 21, “The PTA 
Disbands) and Marge Simpson as a teacher on one (season 6, episode 21, “The PTA Disbands”) 
highlights an assumption that anyone with spare time on their hands can teach and/or run a 
school, and while on the first occasion Flanders is fired for using the school public announcement 
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system to make a prayer, on the second occasion both he and Marge are only displaced through 
Bart’s realisation that school is an easier place to be with the regular staff and his consequent 
manipulation of the situation to see Principal Skinner and Mrs Krabappel reinstated. 
 
A number of key images of teachers emerge consistently across these eight texts.  In the first 
place, the image of the ‘hero teacher’ is particularly strong in texts where a teacher is the central 
character and plot focus.  Glenn Holland, LouAnn Johnson, John Keating, Dewey Finn/Ned 
Schmeedly and Jaime Escalante all conform to this image, albeit in a varying range of situations 
and behaviours.  One could argue that the five films in which these teachers appear are in fact 
the one text replicated five times, with interchangeable contexts and specifics.  In each, the ‘hero 
teacher’ enters a school where he or she is contrasted strongly with the majority of their 
colleagues, either in terms of their life experience, approach to education, or both.  They proceed 
by applying ‘unconventional approaches’ and innovative pedagogies within their classroom, which 
is met by students with interest, engagement and acclaim, as they experience connection, 
respect and trust with the teacher.  School administration, however, is concerned with the use of 
such unconventional methods, and proceeds to discipline the hero teacher, demanding that they 
follow the set curriculum which has been shown to be effective over the years.  The hero teacher 
responds by either fighting the establishment overtly or using subterfuge and deception to 
continue on their chosen educational path, to the benefit of their students.  The film ends with a 
vindication of the hero teacher’s means through either a show of solidarity from the students (as 
in the case of Dead Poets’ Society, Mr Holland’s Opus and Dangerous Minds) or a illuminating 
event or incident which proves the hero teacher’s methods beyond doubt (as in the case of Stand 
and Deliver and The School of Rock). 
 
While the image of the hero teacher is ubiquitous, played out again and again as it is not only in 
films set within schools but also many of those set within universities and colleges, such as 
Higher Learning (Singleton 1994) and Mona Lisa Smile (Newell 2003), the teachers against 
whom the hero teacher is contrasted in these films are just as significant for an analysis of 
representations of teachers.  Here we find the image of the ‘normal’ teacher, defined within the 
text as the antithesis of the hero teacher, and the very reason why the hero teacher is 
extraordinary.  Implicit here are a range of assumptions and beliefs about the teaching profession 
which both frame and reflect commonsense understandings of ‘teacher’.  These images dominate 
not only the background of ‘hero teacher’ films but also the background of those texts where 
students are the central plot and character focus, such as Flirting, The Simpsons and Buffy. 
 
These teachers conform to a ‘one size fits all’ picture of education.  Their classrooms are set up 
to ensure that the teacher is the focus of learning and that the learning process is a passive one:  
students sitting at desks in rows, usually individually rather than grouped, an emphasis on ‘quiet’ 
or ordered discussion controlled by the teacher wherein students are often required to guess the 
answer in the teachers’ head, a lecture-style transmission of information as the key task of the 
lesson.  Student collaboration and engagement belongs in the hero teacher’s classroom – the 
‘normal’ teacher drowns students in a ‘sea of blah’ while they pass notes, daydream and 
otherwise while away the time waiting for the bell to signal the end of the lesson.  In the 
classrooms of less effective ‘normal’ teachers, students can be observed by the audience actively 
undertaking various subversive activities while the teacher remains oblivious to their 
disengagement. 
 
In the absence of respect and connectedness, control and discipline dominate interactions with 
the ‘normal’ teacher.  The teacher uses punishment (sometimes corporal, as in Dead Poets’ 
Society and Flirting, sometimes emotional, as in The Simpsons) as a means of navigating the 
student/teacher relationship, hoping to motivate good (ie compliant, quiet and studious) student 
behaviour out of fear of authority.  These teachers are unquestioning of the traditional 
teacher/student power structure and accordingly apply pedagogies which reinforce conformist 
thinking and re-ratify patriarchal structures  both within and outside of the classroom. 
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Popular culture texts are dichotomous in their representation of teachers.  “Good teachers” are 
those who challenge the system (in appropriate ways), provide opportunities for student 
engagement and build learning relationships with students.  These teachers, however, are the 
exception rather than the rule, and the portrayal of unexceptional teachers within the texts 
examined here shows them to be boring, power-hungry and uncaring educators who live 
dysfunctional and unfortunate lives outside the classroom. 

Images of Teachers in Public Discourse:  Working Towards a Typology 

While images and metaphors used by teacher educators and teachers themselves in construing 
and discussing their work (those of ‘architects’, ‘travel agents’ and ‘busdrivers’, among others) 
apply as innocent representations of teacher roles and identities, a number of less benign 
dominant images of ‘teacher’ emerge from examination of these media texts.  While the media’s 
treatment of teachers is largely dichotomous, where teachers are portrayed, depending on the 
circumstance at hand, either as ‘all good’ or ‘all bad’, within this bipolar dichotomy, a series of 
images have been constructed by and are thus able to be drawn upon by media sources.  
Developing a ‘typology’ such as this is a task which ‘goes against the grain’ for a researcher 
committed to an appreciation of complexity and a natural aversion to labelling, and I do not 
suggest that each of these texts falls neatly into one or other of the images named here.  
However, a series of images can be seen to have emerged across this group of texts which 
provides some useful categories for thought and analysis. 
 
The notion of ‘teacher as victim’ emerges strongly from these texts.  Whether seen as victims of 
governments wielding harmful legislation and withholding appropriate remuneration, systems 
‘dumping’ inappropriate curriculum reform on them or ‘bad kids’ threatening violence and abuse, 
teachers can be seen in these texts to be under attack.  The image of teacher as victim is further 
developed through the focus on a lack of professional development opportunities for teachers in 
the face of oncoming technological and pedagogical revolution, and the increasing intensification 
of work and constantly increasing workload which although perhaps representative of trends 
within society at large, remain uninterrupted and unaddressed by governments and systems.  The 
vulnerability of teachers is built through a range of mechanisms which function to rob teachers of 
their agency (where such agency is deemed not to be of use to the press) and present the 
profession as intimidated and in need of defence. 
 
Where teachers are accorded agency in these texts, the predominant image which emerges is 
that of predator or threat to the social order.  Tales of and allusions to teachers as sexual 
predators, industrial militants and even social activists can be seen to lead to conditions where 
teachers are said to be in need of control, curtailing, surveillance or discipline.  This image is built 
over a range of issues and concerns, and leads just as much to arguments around ‘standards’ 
and their imposition as to those around the need for tight child protection legislation and scrutiny 
of close scrutiny of potential teachers for their propensity toward paedophilia.   
 
The notion of ‘teacher as liberator’ emerges primarily through accounts of extraordinary 
commitment based on personal experience, although is also built through texts which focus in 
some way on the broader work of teachers.  Generally, this focus is  only evident through a 
‘deficit’ analysis of texts, where ‘what could be achieved’ is alluded to through an account of what 
is currently not possible, usually due to lack of remuneration, overwork or intensification.  The 
transformational possibilities of teachers’ work are the overt subject of a few of these texts, most 
notably the Collacott column, where the effect is the development of a clear image of teacher as 
liberator. 
 
Finally, the image of ‘teacher as pariah’ emerges quite strongly across the range of texts 
examined here, quite independent of their focus and the primary image drawn upon within the 
text.  Texts which claim lack of agency and victimhood for teachers contribute to the image of 
teacher as pariah through their assertion that control of the profession rests with those other than 
the profession, which has the effect of constituting teacher as outsider or pariah to their own 
affairs.  In texts which provide a conduit for images of teacher as threat, the very constitution of 
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that image, with its attendant notion of teacher outside the law or ‘norms’ of society, contribute 
directly to this image of teacher as pariah.  Finally, texts which take as their primary focus the 
‘teacher as liberator’ image contribute to teacher as outsider through cultivating a virtual 
‘superhero’ picture of teachers professional lives which in turn casts them as the ‘other’ and 
constitutes them as ‘outsider’.  
 
This discussion is by no means complete.  As part of a larger study, this analysis will be added to 
by a similar analysis of Australian policy texts, state and national, in an attempt to build a 
comprehensive picture of images of teachers within public discourse at this point in time.  The 
second part of the study will seek to investigate the ways in which teachers tap into those 
prevalent images in the formation of their professional identities, both individually and collectively, 
and the other significant factors at play in the development of teacher professional identity.  
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