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As definitions of literacy become reconceptualised, so too do constructions of the primary teacher’s
identity. This study analyses the discourses that emerged from interviews with a group of Australian
primary teachers who talked about their reactions to teaching media. Teachers who embraced this area
of learning had a more futures-oriented view of their identity. However, there were still teachers who
retained a more traditionalist perception of their role, including some who viewed teaching media as an
unnecessary burden. These contrasting perspectives suggest that a crisis in identity will remain unless
the boundaries that separate conventional literacies from new literacies can be challenged.
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1. Introduction

This paper is about the impact of changing views of literacies
upon the primary teacher’s identity; in particular, it explores the
dilemmas for teachers as they negotiate ongoing educational
reform and shifting definitions of knowledge in the twenty-first
century. Taking as its central theme Gee’s (2001) discursive notion
of identity, it examines the discourses that teachers use about
themselves and others in discussing professional roles, responsi-
bilities and teaching practices. One of the most significant tasks of
the primary teacher has traditionally been teaching children to read
and write. Due to a perceived literacy ‘crisis’, governments in
Australia, as elsewhere in the world, are exhorting teachers to re-
commit to this agenda, with the establishment of assessment
measures designed to ensure accountability in terms of ‘the basics’
(Luke & Woods, 2007). At the same time, however, the ongoing
repositioning of discipline boundaries has changed constructions of
literacy practices. When Queensland’s arts syllabus (Years 1–10)
(Queensland School Curriculum Council, 2001) defines ‘literacy’ in
terms of transdisciplinary, multimodal literacy practices, it signals
a change of direction for the primary curriculum, and potentially,
a changing definition of the primary teacher’s identity. Therefore,
the question that provides the focus of this paper is: How have
primary teachers’ conceptions of their professional identities been
affected by changing definitions of literacy practices?
009 Published by Elsevier Ltd. All
The first part of this paper describes the contextual issues that
presently influence the identity of the primary teacher, with
a particular focus on the notion of ‘new times’ and the changing
cultural perspectives on the literacy agenda. In this context, the
teaching of ‘media’ is understood in terms of the way it is repre-
sented in the latest Queensland arts syllabus (Years 1–10)
(Queensland School Curriculum Council, 2001). In describing this
document, the link between the study of ‘media’ and new literacies
is made explicit. In the second part of this paper, the notion of
‘identity’, as it applies to this study, is examined. The next section
details the study at hand: following a description of the research
design, the results of the study are discussed in terms of the
discourses that emerged from a series of interviews with teachers.
Teachers’ reactions to the teaching of media are used as a vehicle for
studying the shifting boundaries that inform the teacher’s identity
in ‘new times’. Finally, a summary of the implications of this study
is given as a means of providing useful insights intodand encour-
aging further dialogue aboutdthe changing identity of the primary
teacher.
2. New literacies for new times

The primary teacher has long been considered a custodian of
literacy. ‘Literacy’ is, in itself, a concept that defies easy definition.
As well as the skills associated with understanding and creating
written texts, modern conceptions of literacy usually embrace the
need to develop critical awareness. Therefore, reading alone
involves a number of different skills or ‘roles’ as articulated by
theorists such as Luke and Freebody (2003). The teaching of
rights reserved.
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literacydand the various aspects of itdhas always been
a demanding task because of its complexity and also because of its
undeniable status, especially in the face of gloomy forecasts of
declining literacy levels in Australia and elsewhere in the world
(Luke & Woods, 2007). Responsibility for such learning is not to be
taken lightly; adult ‘illiteracy’ is linked with a range of problems
including health, economic and social disadvantage (Poff Roman,
2004). Furthermore, the perceived links between (conventional)
literacy and economic prosperity ensure that it remains high on the
political agenda. Luke (2002, pp.188, 189) highlights ongoing
tensions when he describes politicians who ‘‘mouth clichés of
‘smart states’, ‘knowledge nations’, ‘intelligent isles’, ‘information
economies’ and so on but who find electoral and populist solace in
defenses of canonical print literacy and basic skills instruction’’.
However daunting the challenge, society traditionally looks to
primary teachers to ensure that these ‘‘basic skills’’ are adequately
learnt.

However, broadening views of literacy have made the respon-
sibility for teaching literacy even more complex, nuanced and
potentially more hazardous. ‘Reading’ and ‘writing’ are no longer
just about understanding the written word but also about negoti-
ating a wide range of complex electronic and visual texts with
which we interact in our daily lives (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000).
According to Hawisher and Selfe (2004, p. 1 of 32), if students
cannot negotiate digital environments in terms of designing,
authoring, analysing and interpreting material, they ‘‘may be
incapable of functioning effectively as literate citizens in a growing
number of social spheres’’. In recognition of such changing
perspectives, educators are espousing the need for ‘‘new literacies’’
which refer to those literacies emerging from technological,
economic, social and global trends (Lankshear & Knobel, 2003).
Thus we have the emergence of ‘‘critical literacy’’ (Luke, 2001),
‘‘digital literacies’’ (Gilster, 1997), ‘‘information literacy’’ (Marlow
Riedling, 2007), ‘‘media literacy’’ (Tyner & Lloyd-Kolkin, 1991),
‘‘Information Technology (IT) literacy’’ (Cesarini, 2005/2006) and
‘‘visual literacy’’ (Snyder, 1999), to name a few. This paper is
particularly concerned with those literacies that are directly related
to the skills and understandings associated with the teaching of
‘media’ as represented in the latest Queensland arts syllabus (Years
1–10) (Queensland School Curriculum Council, 2001).

The Queensland arts syllabus is one of a range of educational
policies in Australia that acknowledges the impact of new technol-
ogies on educational practices. A multimodal approach to literacy is
a theme that weaves throughout the five learning areas featured in
the syllabus: ‘media’, ‘music’, ‘drama’, ‘visual arts’ and ‘dance’.
Literacy, as it relates to these five strands, is defined as ‘‘reading and
writing, speaking and listening, viewing and shaping, often in
combination in multimodal texts, within a range of contexts’’
(Queensland School Curriculum Council, 2001, p. 8). ‘Media’ is not
explicitly defined, but references to both the production and analysis
of new media texts are made throughout; for example, students are
encouraged to ‘‘utilise techniques associated with the audio/visual
presentation and particular media forms’’ (p. 33) and to appreciate
the ‘‘elements of media language’’ (p. 13). The study of ‘media’ in this
context is therefore directly related to expertise in the new tech-
nologies: more specifically, it pertains to the creation and analysis of
new media – or multimedia – texts.

The inclusion of media in an arts syllabus may at first seem
unlikely, but fits with the ‘‘futures’’ orientation (Queensland School
Curriculum Council, 2001, p. 10) of the document, in which trans-
disciplinary links are emphasised. Though it might be assumed that
the creative and technical aspects of construction were the sole
focus, the critical aspects of interpreting media texts are also
emphasised; for example, mention is made of the need to ‘‘develop
critical literacy by questioning the cultural, social and political
practices’’ (p. 8). The syllabus states that learning in the arts
(including media) ‘‘makes a particular contribution to the devel-
opment of English literacy’’ (Queensland School Curriculum
Council, 2001, p. 8), though justification for such claims are not
provided. Implicit in such references is that experiences in making
and appraising multimedia texts represent valuable literacy prac-
tices for students, both in terms of supporting conventional literacy
and in developing new, media-related literacies.

While the integration of new technologies in teaching and
learning is not necessarily viewed in terms of teaching ‘literacy’ or
‘literacies’, there is little doubt that the advancement of skills in
digital technologies are deemed necessary to ensure that the
workers of tomorrow are suitably prepared. Various interpretations
of ‘new technologies’ or ‘information communications technolo-
gies’ are evident in a range of government policies in Australia and
abroad. Aspects include teachers’ uses of new technologies in
administration, planning, collaboration, and as teaching aids for
classroom use. Students’ uses of new technologies imply everything
from learning how to word-process an assignment or create
a PowerPoint presentation to having access to the Internet in the
classroom. While it is recognised that these policies have a broader
range of concerns than simply the creation and analysis of new
media texts, a review of such initiatives provides a useful starting
point for understanding the widely-ranging expectations placed on
teachers in this context. It also seems reasonable to assume that
teachers who adopt a proactive approach to using new technolo-
gies are more likely to embrace the study of new media texts in
their classrooms.

In the Australian context, The New Basics Project (Education
Queensland, 2001), evolving from a state government initiative
known as Queensland State Education 2010, names one of the ‘new
basics’ as ‘‘multiliteracies and communications media’’, while the
Literate futures document (Education Queensland, 2000, p. 3)
defines literacy as ‘‘the flexible and sustainable mastery of a reper-
toire of practices with the texts of traditional and new communi-
cations technologies via spoken language, print, and multimedia’’.
In a broader sense, the Ministerial Council for Education, Employ-
ment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA, 2005, p. 1) issued
a statement that links new technologies with improving the quality
of the nation’s workforce and nominates ‘‘information and
communications technology literacy skills’’ as a prerequisite for the
future economy. The recent commitment by the Australian
government to ensure that every senior secondary student in public
and private schools will have access to a laptop computer reinforces
the significance attached to an investment in new technologies. As
Moyle (2005, p. 5) points out, the underlying theme in many
Australian educational policies is that the introduction of new
technologies into schools somehow equates with social progress
and ‘‘an improved future for all’’.

A similar push for new technologies in the educational arena is to
be observed outside of Australia. Government policies in the USA,
Great Britain and Canada identify skills in new technologies as being
essential to the creation of a highly skilled workforce (Moyle, 2005).
The British Educational Communications and Technology Agency
(BECTA) aims to improve students’ grades, as well as enhance moti-
vation, self-esteem and behaviour through the integration of new
technologies into teaching and learning (BECTA, 2005, p.1). Similarly,
the US Department of Education has made ‘‘technology literacy’’ a top
educational priority via the Technology Literacy Challenge of 1996,
followed by the Enhancing Education Through Technology (ED Tech)
Initiative of 2001, both of which express the hope that the ability to
use new technologies will improve the quality of learning and
student performance (Evans, 2005).

Despite such global initiatives, the literature suggests that the
use of new technologies has not had widely-spread impact on
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teaching practices. A popular view is that Australian teachers lack
expertise in this area, and the degree to which government funding
for new computers is going to revolutionise education remains
uncertain (Ferrari, 2007). According to Handal (2004, p. 1 of 10), the
‘‘so-called computer revolution’’ has yet to happen in Australian
schools for a range of reasons, including the inherently traditional
nature of teachers’ beliefs and practices. Another Australian study
conducted by Jamieson-Proctor, Burnett, Finger, and Watson (2005)
found that teacher confidence is a major determinant in the level of
teacher and student engagement with new technologies. This
study, which involved over 900 teachers from 38 Queensland
schools, concluded that most teachers retain a conservative view of
pedagogy and are resistant to incorporating new technologies in
the curriculum, despite ongoing systems initiatives. Having the
computers in classrooms is one thing; using them in a way that is
pedagogically meaningful is quite another.

European studies conducted by Buettner (2006), Krumsvik
(2006), and Voogt and Pelgrum (2005) all conclude that there is
still a considerable gap between the rhetoric and the reality of
integrating new technologies in the classroom. Research by the
New Literacies Research Lab of the University of Connecticut
suggests that few, if any, of the new, technology related literacies
have found their way into American classrooms (Miners & Pasco-
pella, 2007). The view of some is that the emphasis on account-
ability measures, such those implemented under the No Child Left
Behind policy of the US, has led to a more narrow interpretation of
the curriculum, rather than broader (Hargreaves & Shirley, 2008;
Miners & Pascopella, 2007). A widening gap has been observed
between the needs of a more globally and technologically driven
workforce and the knowledge and skills actually taught in Amer-
ican schools (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2005).

A more positive take on the situation is presented by the British
Educational Communications and Technology Agency BECTA
(2005) which suggests that significant progress has been made in
terms of teachers’ confidence and competence since 2002 in the
British context. Despite the progress made, however, the review
concludes that there is a great deal of unevenness in the quality of
students’ experiences in ICT and speculates that there still exists
a ‘‘hard core of teachers [who] cannot be reached’’ (BECTA, 2005,
p. 31). A more recent report by BECTA (2009) reiterates concerns
about ‘‘the pockets of very limited adoption’’ evident in colleges
and ‘‘a long tail of primary schools’’, in which little evidence can be
found of integration of new technologies into teaching or learning.
Surprisingly enough, the report found that, amongst those
surveyed, there was a strong correlation between years of teaching
experience and perceived effectiveness in using new technologies
in the classroom, a result which contradicts the popular belief that
the problem of getting teachers on board with new technologies is
temporary, as younger, more technically savvy teachers enter the
profession.

Whatever the reasons, it is clear that some teachers remain
resistant to the integration of new technologies and their associ-
ated literacies. Certainly, from a policy standpoint, teachers are
receiving ‘mixed messages’ when it comes to literacy priorities.
While current curriculum documents in Australia and elsewhere
advocate broader notions of literacy needs in the 21st century, the
need to re-focus on ‘the basics’ continues to dominate educational
debates in broader political and media forums. In response to such
concerns, governments throughout the western world have sup-
ported the establishment of literacy and numeracy benchmarks as
a way to make teachers more accountable (Luke & Woods, 2007).
While teachers in the US grapple to meet Adequate Yearly Progress
(AYP) targets (Hargreaves & Shirley, 2008), in the Queensland
context, teachers struggle to ensure that their students perform
well in literacy and numeracy tests for Years 2, 3, 5, 7 and 9. In
addition, the current Australian government is looking to adopt
policies along the lines of the New York system whereby financial
rewards are offered to schools that rate well according to student
performance in standardised tests (Harrison, 2009). This emphasis
on assessment procedures places considerable pressure on primary
teachers to ensure that their students are performing well
according to politically sanctioned criteria.

According to Kress (2003), the promotion of such conservative
agenda is hardly surprising in view of the broader social and
cultural perspectives that inform institutional perspectives. He
draws attention to the preferences of different cultures for partic-
ular modes of communication which are, in turn, associated with
particular literacy practices. The study of ‘media’ implies an
approach to learning that emphasises the visual aspects of
communication. However, Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) point out
that the visual mode tends to be located low down on the hierar-
chical scale of learning because it is viewed as a form of creative
expression rather than a serious form of communication. Thus, the
trend towards a landscape of communication dominated by image
rather than word ‘‘has given rise, understandably, to much anguish,
soul-searching and deeply pessimistic predictions about the future
welfare of civilization’’ (Kress, 2003, p. 51). Kress (2003) acknowl-
edges that primary teachers have responsibility for one of the most
prized aspects of education, since reading and writing are
unquestionably accepted as the main modes of communication in
western culture. He argues that such cultural preferences mean
that learning associated with visual (such as ‘media’ studies), rather
than verbal literacy, will continue to struggle for recognition.

Such shifting expectations may be considered symptomatic of
negotiating the ‘‘new times’’ (Gee, 2000) in which we live, a term
that describes ‘‘the combined phenomena of globalisation, new and
constantly changing technologies, and a sense of uncertainty about
the future’’ (Education Queensland, 2001, p. 2). Schools and
teachers are perceived as striving to reinvent themselves in order to
stay relevant in these ‘new times’ in which traditional boundaries
keep shifting and, in some cases, collapsing altogether. As knowl-
edge becomes reconceptualised into more collaborative and inter-
connected forms (Gibbons, Limoges, Nowotny, Schwartzman, Scott,
& Trow, 1994), curriculum priorities and pedagogical approaches
are constantly being challenged. Changes in perceptions of what
constitutes valuable ‘knowledge’ inevitably impact upon the role of
the teacher (Helsby, 1999). In some contexts schools (and teachers)
are being criticised for their apparent slowness to implement
innovation (Brennan & Noffke, 2000), while in others they are being
chastised for abandoning the fundamentals of teaching in prefer-
ence for ideological fads (Donnelly, 2006). The paradoxes with
which teachers must grapple are part of the reality of working in
what Hargreaves (2003, p. 1) has aptly termed ‘‘the age of
insecurity’’.

Therefore, teachers have the unenviable position of being
custodians of traditional cultural practices while at the same time
being expected to embrace ‘progress’ in order to prepare students
for the 21st century. The need for students to have learning expe-
riences in which they learn the basics of English grammar must
compete with those in which they learn about the ‘visual’ grammar
of web-pages. The emotional demands of reform and trying to
accommodate such competing demands cannot be ignored. These
postmodern dilemmas potentially have widely-ranging implica-
tions for the identity of the primary teacher.

3. The teacher’s changing identity: a conceptual framework

The notion of ‘teacher identity’ emerges as a key factor in
understanding teachers’ capacities to embrace change (van Veen,
Sleegers, & van de Ven, 2005). Most recent concepts of teacher
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identity acknowledge its contested nature; the idea that there
might be one, fixed identity is therefore considered unproductive
(Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop, 2004; Sachs, 2005). Giddens (1991)
views identity as a reflexive process and therefore unstable and
fragile in nature. He equates identity with a kind of self-narrative:
‘‘The individual’s biography. must continually integrate events
which occur in the external world, and sort them into the ongoing
‘story’ about the self’’ (1991, p. 54). There are many tensions at play
in this ongoing narrative, as the individual grapples with choices
about who and what he or she wishes to be. In a similar way, Alsup
(2006) argues that the teacher’s creation of a professional self is
formed as a result of the integration of, and conflict amongst,
various subject positions and ideologies. Emotions inevitably play
a role in such a construction and are often foregrounded in
discussions about teacher identity (Day & Leitch, 2001; van Veen
et al., 2005).

The work of Wenger (1998) is significant in this context. He
acknowledges the impact of internalised processes, but also draws
attention to the context in which identity is shaped. Identity is thus
construed as a series of negotiations in which the individual
attempts to reconcile perceptions of self with those of others,
including the broader social and cultural communities in which he/
she practices (Wenger, 1998). From this perspective, the formation
of identity implies the assumption of a social position that is shaped
by a combination of social and personal biographies (Coldron &
Smith, 1999). Broader cultural influences are also acknowledged by
Clarke (2008) who perceives the shaping of identity in terms of
the social practices that characterise particular communities, the
power relations that operate within such groups, and the
discourses to which the individual has access.

Such socio-cultural theories fall into line with Gee’s (2001)
argument that notions of ‘identity’ have become more fluid and
multidimensional over time, in response to the increasing
complexity of society and the roles within it. According to Gee
(2001), the growing diversity in developed countries, increasing
globalisation, the fast pace of scientific and technological change,
and the erosion of traditional notions of ‘nation-state’ and ‘citizen’
are key characteristics of a postmodern world. Furthermore, he
highlights the influence of changing socio-economic conditions
and a new form of capitalism based on less centralised markets and
management styles. Gee (2001) argues that these influences have
led to the emergence of new understandings of what ‘identity’
means. Thus, the celebration of the individual has given way to an
appreciation of the fact that we are all products of complex social
and cultural influences and conditions:

This has moved the emphasis from individuals and the identities
that seem to be part of their ‘individuality’ to the discursive,
representational, and semiotic processes through which iden-
tities are created, sustained, and contested. (Gee, 2001, p. 114)

From this perspective, the concept of ‘identity’ depends as much
upon the ‘kind of person’ describing the identity as the ‘kind of
person’ being described. In order to highlight the complexity and
fluidity of this concept, Gee’s (2001) take on ‘identity’ as a socio-
cultural construct will provide the conceptual base for this paper.

According to Gee (2001), there are four perspectives of identity:
nature, institutional, discursive and affinity. The first, the ‘‘nature
perspective’’, or ‘‘N-Identity’’, is ‘‘a state developed from forces in
nature’’ (Gee, 2001, p. 100) and refers to conditions over which an
individual has no control. The source of this power is nature, not
society, for example, race, gender, being a twin. Gee (2001) defines
the second view of identity as the ‘‘institutional perspective’’, or
‘‘I-Identity’’, which refers to positions held that are sanctioned by
authorities within an institution. The position of teacher is an
example of this kind of I-Identity. As such, the source of power
resides in a set of authorities, and the process of authorisation is
driven by various laws, rules, traditions and principles. The third
view of identity is the ‘‘discursive perspective’’, or ‘‘D-Identity’’
(Gee, 2001, p. 100), which highlights the significance of how people
talk about others. Gee (2001) argues that it is only because other
people talk about and treat an individual in a certain way that he or
she becomes that person. By extension, the discourses used to
describe groups of people, in this case ‘teachers’, will determine the
way in which they are perceived. The fourth view of identity,
according to Gee (2001, p. 100), is the ‘‘affinity perspective’’, or
‘‘A-Identity’’, which defines identity in terms of the experiences
that are shared by ‘‘affinity groups’’. To constitute an affinity group,
individuals must share ‘‘allegiance to, access to, and participation in
specific practices that provide each of the group’s members the
requisite experiences’’ (p. 105, italics in original). The process
through which this power works, then, is participation or sharing’’
(p. 105, italics in original).

In this study, identity may be understood primarily in terms of
the discursive perspective, although specific links to institutional
and, to a lesser degree, affinity perspectives (Gee, 2001) cannot be
ignored. ‘Identity’ is used to mean the ‘‘ways of being ‘certain kinds
of people’ ’’ (Gee, 2001, p. 110), or, more specifically, ‘certain kinds of
teachers’, that emerge from how they are talked about and the
recognition of particular traits by others. Therefore, the discourses
under scrutiny are not just those used to describe specific indi-
viduals, but those that apply to teachers as a group and the
responsibilities of teachers as a collective. Institutional perspectives
are also relevant in this context, since the ways in which teachers
talk about their responsibilities will be influenced by the ways in
which the ‘‘values, attitudes, and viewpoints (however skewed) of
institutions. have floated into people’s everyday recognition
systems’’ (Gee, 2001, p. 104). The institutions that inform the
position of the ‘teacher’ are not just governing bodies and policy-
makers, but the broader community, including the media and
groups of concerned citizens, particularly parents. Therefore, the
source of ‘power’ that determines the role of the teacher is
a complex set of authorities, professing an equally complex range of
ideologies to which teachers are expected to conform. Moreover,
teachers’ conceptions of identity will be influenced by the ‘‘affinity
groups’’ (Gee, 2001, p. 105) with whom they identify, since their
sense of identity will be either validated or challenged according to
these allegiances. Teachers who share similar pedagogical
approaches are likely to reinforce particular teaching identities.

Therefore, the construct of identity used in this paper
acknowledges that the discourses teachers use in describing their
teaching role are influenced by their understandings of institu-
tional expectations, as well as the ways in which they identify with
others. Though teachers have their own ideas of what defines their
professional identity and are capable of exercising their own
agency, it is likely that these views will be influenced by the roles
imposed on them by various institutional bodies, as well as those
roles affirmed by other teachers with whom they share similar
beliefs and practices. Therefore, the conception of the teacher’s
identity will be influenced by the standpoint of all those who
author their position, including the ways in which teachers view
themselves.

4. The challenge of change: a study of teachers’ perceptions
of their professional identity

4.1. Design for the study

The study described for the purposes of this paper draws on
a research project in which individual interviews were conducted
with 26 teachers from a regional area in Australia. The purpose of
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this study was to give some teachers a ‘voice’ in the process of
reform and in so doing, to draw attention to their beliefs about their
teaching role. The ‘voices’ used in this paper have been chosen
because of the ways in which they encapsulate the views of other
teachers in this study who held similar beliefs about teaching
priorities and practices. This has been done, not with the intent of
making conclusive statements about teachers as a whole, but to
provide insights into the complexity of issues that underpin the
identities of a group of teachers in the face of change. As Goodson
(1991) asserts, the importance of listening to the voices of prac-
tising teachers should not be overlooked in reform processes as
a valuable means of exploring the day-to-day impact of policy
decisions.

Participants in this study were chosen to represent a range of
teaching experiences and backgrounds, as illustrated in the Table 1
below.

Independent, semi-structured interviews were conducted,
usually at the relevant school site in non-teaching time, and taking
between 30 and 60 min each. Only teachers in the public, state-
funded system were included, since funding issues may have
influenced the level of support for teachers in taking up new media
in their classrooms. Some teachers worked in a number of state
schools, for example, teacher advisors and a supply (substitute)
teacher. Though it was not always possible to know ahead of time,
attempts were made to ensure that a range of experiences in new
technologies was represented within the group of participants. Of
the 26 teachers interviewed, only seven considered themselves to
be proficient in using new technologies from the standpoint of
technical expertise. Questions were asked about how teachers felt
about the latest Queensland arts syllabus (Years 1–10). They were
asked about their reactions to teaching ‘media’ in terms of both
production and critique, and the priorities which teachers attached
to this aspect of their teaching. Teachers were also asked about
their reactions to ongoing curriculum reform in more general
terms. Pseudonyms have been used to preserve the anonymity of
those teachers involved in this study.

In keeping with the conceptual approach used to frame the
study, ‘discourse analysis’ has been adopted as a means of critically
reviewing the data. In this context, ‘discourse’ is used, not in
a linguistic sense, but to denote constructions of identity, or ‘‘ways
of being ‘certain kinds of people’ ’’ (Gee, 2001, p. 110). The concept
of ‘discursive identity’ aligns with Gee’s earlier notion of (‘capital
D’) Discourse (1996) in the foregrounding of broader socio-cultural
agenda that inform constructions of reality since ‘‘one cannot get
recognised in any way unless, for social and historical reasons,
there are people who recognise certain combinations in certain
ways’’ (Gee, 2001, p. 109). Though Gee defined the D-Identity
largely in terms of how an individual is perceived (and talked
about) by others, for the purposes of this paper, this concept is
extended to encompass the ways in which teachers talk about
themselves; therefore, the identity of the teacher is understood
according to the ways in which teachers talk about their own
teaching practices and beliefs, as well as those of others. These
interviews were audio-taped and the written transcripts later
analysed using a coding system whereby particular quotes were
Table 1
Profiles of participants.

Gender Years of teaching Year level of students Student pop
at school

Male Female <10 yrs 10–
20 yrs

>20 yrs Preschool-
Yr 2

Yrs 3–
5

Yrs 6–
7

<200 200–
400

Total 5 21 6 10 10 9 3 9 3 5
highlighted according to the beliefs, values and mindsets
expressed. As patterns become evident, discourses were identified
and broad discourses sub-categorised into more specific. The
tendency for some discourses to be used more widely than others
was considered significant in terms of identifying particular types
of teachers.

4.2. Results

The key discourses as applied to the concept of identity to
emerge from the data were those of traditionalism (preference for
traditional teaching priorities), survival (need for self-preservation),
and futures (recognition of changing priorities). While none of the
teachers featured in this paper talked about changing literacies
specifically, a futures-oriented discourse was implied in references
to changing learning needs. Since it is not possible to include quotes
from all the teachers interviewed, the responses included in this
paper have been chosen because of the way they illustrate partic-
ular discourses and represent the views of other teachers
interviewed.

4.2.1. Teachers with a traditionalist approach
Some teachers in this study defended their more traditionalist

approach because they felt that their key responsibility was to
teach basic numeracy and literacy, and that any new curriculum
initiatives were simply a diversion from their core business.
Teachers of younger children were especially likely to ascribe to
a more traditional agenda. Christine’s views echo those of other
early childhood teachers interviewed:

I feel at the moment that they are forgetting that we’ve basically got
to teach [children] to read and write and there are so many other
things they’re trying to push on us to do and fit in the day that that
is going to get pushed to the side. That’s all my concern is. I’m with
the little kids. They’re only seven or eight, Year 3, and everything
you see just keeps escalating and escalating and yet they still say,
‘Why aren’t they reading? Why aren’t they writing?’ The time is not
there.

The sense of frustration evident in this response illustrates the
negative impact of ongoing public scrutiny. Christine here identifies
the pressure to address institutional demands: ‘‘there are so many
other things they’re trying to push on us’’. However, she also recog-
nises the more conventional concerns that define the teacher’s role:
‘‘yet they still say, ‘Why aren’t they reading? Why aren’t they
writing?’’’ In talking about what is being ‘pushed’ upon teachers,
‘‘they’’ seems to refer to the policy-makers and those in senior
management; however, the ‘‘they’’ who persist in asking why
children can’t read or write could refer to any number of groups,
including parental bodies or the media, since these groups are also
key stakeholders in education. Although the teacher acknowledged
the various expectations placed upon her, she made her more
conservative position clear; her identity was shaped by those who
demanded that children be able to read and write, and, it could be
argued, by her feelings of responsibility to ‘‘the little kids’’
themselves.
ulation Teaching position

>400 Classroom
teacher

Teacher
advisor

Teacher/
Librarian

Teacher/
Principal

Supply
Teacher

14 19 3 1 2 1
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These views were not confined to teachers of early childhood.
Natalie, a teacher of Year Six, openly stated her priorities:

I guess again in my mind I need kids to know that these two letters
go together to make a sound that they can decode and break down
words and all those other sorts of things, and to me that’s the basics
and I need to teach them the basics and then if all’s well and good
then we can move into other areas and the technologies and all
those sorts of things.

Natalie considered ‘‘the basics’’ in terms of reading and writing
to be her first priority, and other literacies, such as those associated
with ‘‘technologies’’, as being the optional extras. Though for some
teachers in this study, the teaching of media was considered
appropriate for students in the upper grades, clearly this Year 6
teacher did not share this belief.

Such arguments highlight the deeply-entrenched traditionalism
that defines these teachers’ identities. Their beliefs are informed by
broader cultural perspectives on what constitutes valid ‘literacy’,
and therefore appropriate use of a teacher’s time. This mindset
provides a stark contrast with the futures-orientation of the latest
arts syllabus. It could be argued, therefore, that the institutional
impacts on identity to which Gee (2001) refers, are here evident in
contrasting forms: on the one hand, the latest policy documents
espouse new and progressive views of ‘literacy’, while other
institutional influences compel teachers to preserve more tradi-
tional curriculum priorities. This ongoing battle between main-
taining a traditional curriculum and the need to be ‘progressive’,
left some teachers expressing emotions ranging from a steely
determination to resist change, to feelings of confusion, guilt and
frustration as they grappled to come to terms with competing
expectations.

4.2.2. Teachers in survival mode
Though some teachers in this study justified their traditionalist

proprieties on ideological grounds, others admitted to a lack of
confidence in embracing new forms of literacy. Some teachers
could recognise that media studies represented an important
aspect of learning for today’s students, but they also confessed
that they were not confident in their own capacity to teach it.
During the study it became clear that very few of these teachers
actually incorporated new media texts into their everyday
teaching. Eileen, an early childhood teacher, described her reac-
tions to the inclusion of the ‘media’ strand in the new arts
curriculum materials:

Well, there is a section in the arts syllabus called ‘media’ and I
looked at it and thought, ‘‘Oh God! That looks difficult!’’ And I think
it’s based on the fact that I don’t know enough [about] it to feel
comfortable teaching it.

Eileen’s exclamation, ‘‘Oh God!’’, along with her use of words
such as ‘‘difficult’’, ‘‘don’t know enough’’ and ‘‘feel comfortable’’,
suggest a lack of confidence in this area of learning. Despite insti-
tutional pressures to integrate new kinds of texts in learning
experiences, Eileen’s need for personal survival outweighed any
guilt she may have had over ignoring such curriculum directives.
Later in the interview she admitted to viewing the teaching of
media as ‘‘an upper grade problem’’ and therefore not one with
which she had to concern herself.

While Eileen openly admitted to being nervous about teaching
‘media’, other teachers in this study used other reasons to justify
their position, such as lack of time, lack of suitable resources,
needing to concentrate on the basics, or the age of the children.
Though these may all be valid concerns, in some cases these
traditionalist discourses seemed to have been offered as a way of
‘saving face’:
Interviewer: Is it something that you’re interested in, or you feel
that you don’t have to worry d ?
Dimity: I don’t have time; I wouldn’t have time.
Interviewer: Is it something that you have an interest in?
Dimity: What, computers? No, not really, they take so much time!
Even to do a PowerPoint, everyone says it’s easy but you don’t have
time to sit down and play around with it.

Dimity, who taught Year 2, was aware that the teacher next door
to her was providing opportunities for his own Year 2 students to
create multimedia texts, but believed that she ‘‘wouldn’t have time’’
to become similarly involved. She suggested that it was the more
pressing demands of her job that prevented her from engaging
with new technologies. However, later in the interview she also
admitted to not having either the interest or adequate ‘‘experience’’
in new media to incorporate such activities into her own teaching.

The underlying fear and vulnerability conveyed in these
responses suggest that these teachers may be drawing upon
discourses related more to personal survival than professional
responsibility. Though teachers were able to justify their lack of
involvement with new media, it also became apparent that they did
not feel that they had the expertise to include the study of these
texts in a meaningful way in their classrooms. A lack of confidence
in this area of learning emerged as a significant factor contributing
to the conventional attitudes that dominated the responses of some
participants in this study. At some level, it appeared that their sense
of identity was threatened by changing curriculum priorities and
the implications of this for their own teaching.
4.2.3. Teachers with a futures-oriented approach
Despite the anxiety and lack of confidence evident in this study,

not all these teachers viewed the incorporation of new media as
a dilemma. Some teachers were already enthusiastic proponents of
the benefits of teaching media. Ben, for example, talked about the
ways in which he involved his Year 7 students in the production of
multimedia texts such as Powerpoint presentations and movies.
He was convinced about the motivational benefits of involving
students in such learning experiences:

Ben: Not that we can prove that the technology and what we do
here actually did improve [literacy], but we think it has, if that
makes any sense.
Interviewer: So when you are talking about literacy, you’re talking
about traditional literacydreading and writing?
Ben: Reading and writing.
Interviewer: And that it can be enhanced using the.
Ben: Yeah. So some kid who has never read or never spoken. And
they get on the computer and they have the microphone and they
do up a narration for a slide. And you know they never would have
done it [without the technology] and there’s this proof in itself
that [technology] can get kids into [literacy].

Though it goes beyond the scope of this study to prove that
experiences in new media can improve reading and writing skills,
what can be said is that there is a perception that this is so.
Certainly, Queensland’s latest arts syllabus encourages this belief. In
this response, Ben explained how the type of student who may
have been disengaged from traditional reading and writing activi-
tiesd‘‘some kid who has never read or never spoken’’dwas happy to
use language as it applied to the preparation and presentation of
a narrated PowerPoint slide-show.

Even teachers who did not actually include these activities
themselves commented on the motivational benefits of new media
activities in the context of their observations of the work of
teaching colleagues. For example, Louise, a teacher of Year 2, talked
about the impact of multimedia experiences on students’ learning.
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Louise: [Multimedia] should go over really well. I hope it does
because it’s just so good for the kids. I have got a friend who works
at Wurringa and . and that’s what she does. I just get really
excited about it!
Interviewer: Yeah? Why is that?
Louise: Oh, just because. it is a really, really good way to .
switch [students] on!

As the interview progressed, it became clear that Louise did not
incorporate multimedia experiences in her own classroom, yet she
spoke glowingly about the potential benefits for students, and her
respect for the teaching colleague who did include these learning
experiences was evident.

The ‘‘friend’’ to whom Louise here refers is actually Colette who
was a teacher advisor in the area of new technologies, and also
a participant in this study. Like Ben, Colette was not fazed by the
challenges posed by the latest arts syllabus:

.hopefully [teachers] will look at all those [learning] outcomes
and they’ll all be integrated somewhere. I’ve been talking to
teachers and they are saying, ‘‘We’ve got no more time and we’ve
got all this extra stuff!’’ We have a lot of opportunities.!

This teacher then went on to talk about the benefits of trans-
disciplinary projects in which a range of learning outcomes could
be addressed. She spoke enthusiastically about her first-hand
experiences in having primary students work on multimedia
projects such as documentary-making which draws upon a range of
language skills as well as technical expertise. She also expressed her
frustration with teachers who used excuses such as lack of time as
a way of justifying more conservative notions of teaching. Being
confident in her abilities with multimedia clearly had an impact on
Colette’s willingness to embrace new pedagogies and to see her
role in terms beyond just the teaching of reading and writing.

Both Ben and Colette drew on futures-oriented discourses in
talking about the connections amongst a range of learning
outcomes. In embracing media as an area of learning, they were, in
effect, taking on teaching roles defined by new versions of liter-
acies, though they did not talk about their teaching in this way. The
fact that Ben and Colette took considerable initiative in terms of
learning new skills shows that their professional identities were
validated, rather than threatened, by these new experiences. In
addition, it shows that these teachers did not perceive involvement
in such activities as posing a threat to their capacity to ensure that
their students achieve in more traditional forms of literacy. It is also
significant that other teachers, such as Louise, identified these
individuals as being leaders in their use of new media and
described them in such terms. As Gee (2001) maintains, an
important part of our identity formation is the way in which we are
perceived by others. Therefore, being recognised by other teachers
as ‘progressive’ would no doubt have reinforced such traits in
teachers like Colette and Ben.
5. Discussion

The findings of this study highlight the various factors that
legitimise a primary teacher’s identity. They show that tradition-
alist discourses dominated some teachers’ responses to changing
notions of literacy, and, in effect, the values, attitudes and beliefs
that underpinned their notions of professional identity. Under-
standably, some teachers, particularly those of early childhood,
were nervous about taking on any new area of learning that seemed
to undermine their responsibility to advance reading and writing
skills. They talked about institutional pressures on them to ensure
that their students did not fall behind in these important areas of
learning. Furthermore, some did not feel they had the necessary
expertise to incorporate ‘media’ experiences in their classroom
activities, nor did they believe they had the time or energy to
devote to such professional learning. These teachers seemed to be
operating in survival mode and were therefore unwilling to take on
any additional responsibilities. In some cases, this nervousness
could well be linked to genuine concerns about the decline in
traditional literacies, but fears about personal inadequacies to
embrace new areas of learning were also evident.

However, the fact that other primary teachers in this study were
already embracing media as an integral aspect of their teaching role
suggests that new, more futures-oriented perceptions of the
primary teacher’s identity are emerging. Teaching reading and
writing can remain a core responsibility, without having to be
sacrificed to make room for the study of media studies; some
teachers believed that such pursuits have the potential to
complement each other rather than compete for space in the
curriculum. Therefore, the assumption that dichotomises new and
conventional literacies needs to be challenged. A key to this may be
to reconceptualise new literacies, perhaps more in line with Myer’s
(2006, p. 62) definition as ‘‘evolving social practices that coalesce
new digital tools along with the old symbolic tools to achieve key
motivation purposes for engagement in the literacy practices’’. As
Evans (2005, p. 33) points out, the literacies associated with new
technologies should not be viewed as an autonomous set of skills
and understandings but as literacy practices ‘‘inherently embedded
in one’s social context’’.

Further research needs to be done to determine the links
amongst literacy practices, and how learning in new media might
enhance traditional literacy, bearing in mind the range of practices
associated with reading and writing. To attempt to ‘prove’ the
worth of any area of learning in terms of its enhancement of other
disciplines is to tread on slippery terrain since it is always difficult
to establish a ‘cause-effect’ scenario in absolute terms. However,
what might be determined are teachers’ perceptions of such
impacts: how they view the motivational levels of students to be
affected by participation in literacy tasks presented in a multimedia
context. The teachers in this study who were enthusiastic about the
impact of new media in the classroom mostly spoke from the
perspective of involving students in the construction of digital
texts; equally important would be to find out more about the
potential benefits of having students engaged in the critical or
artistic interpretation of new media texts. While any kind of
discussions that portray the pedagogical value of media studies in
a utopian light need to be avoided, it would be worthwhile to
examine the impact of such learning experiences on students,
particularly those who have a history of disengagement from
learning in literacy. It would also be of interest to explore what
specific areas of literacy teachers feel are enhanced, if any.

The purpose of this paper is not to suggest that the reluctance of
primary teachers to assume a more futures-oriented identity is due
to a lack of professionalism, although a degree of self-preservation
is to be acknowledged. The responses highlighted in this paper also
reveal that there are valid reasons why teachers might resist such
change, not the least of which is confusion about competing
institutional and cultural expectations. However justified these
reservations might be, it is going to become increasingly difficult
for primary teachers to ignore the impact of media-related liter-
acies on their professional identity. The need to equip students for
a digital world is a concern that is likely to grow in momentum,
thus ensuring that discussions about new media and new kinds of
literacies continue to shape the primary teacher’s identity. Clearly,
there are implications for the training of pre-service teachers and
practising teachers in this context.

The literature shows that a collegial environment in which
professional learning is encouraged is a prerequisite for any kind of



J. McDougall / Teaching and Teacher Education 26 (2010) 679–687686
professional development (Carr & Chambers, 2006; Cowie & Jones,
2005). Therefore, any initiatives designed to encourage professional
learning about the construction and interpretation of new media
texts will need to include mechanisms for collaboration and
ongoing peer support. The new technologies themselves could well
become the vehicle for such teamwork. Online forums such as blogs
and email discussion lists, for example, have already proven
effective in encouraging this kind of collaboration (Swenson,
Young, McGrail, Rozema, & Whitin, 2006). As well as allowing
teachers to share professional knowledge and skills, at a more
personal level, this kind of sharing can provide the emotional
support needed to weather the potential anxieties that may arise
when professional identities are challenged. Gee’s (2001) assertion
that identities are validated in response to personal allegiances
confirms the idea that teachers will need to know that others share
their pedagogical values and practices if conceptions about
teaching priorities are to change. Without the establishment of
such ‘‘affinity groups’’ and associated processes that allow for
‘‘participation’’ and ‘‘sharing’’ (Gee, 2001, p. 105), change will be
harder to effect, and the newly acquired laptops in Australian
schools, courtesy of a recent government initiative, could well have
more tokenistic significance than meaningful learning benefits.

6. Conclusion

This paper has explored the changing nature of the teacher’s
identity. It has taken Gee’s (2001) discursive perspective on identity
as its core concept, with a focus on the ways in which particular
groups of people are recognised, as well as individuals. New and
broader versions of the teacher’s identity have emerged in response
to the mood of transformation and fluidity that presently defines
the educational arena in Australia, and elsewhere in the world. The
reconceptualisation of ‘literacy’ is a good example of the changes
that have informed the teacher’s identity. The latest arts syllabus in
the state of Queensland includes the study of ‘media’ in terms of
both the production and analysis of new media texts, as one of five
key areas of learning. Implicit in this document is the notion that
new forms of literacy are not only desirable in terms of equipping
students with the necessary skills and understandings for a tech-
nologically mediated world, but can actually assist in the
advancement of more traditional literacies. Educational policies in
Australia, and in many other countries, would appear to endorse
the premise that new media are an integral part of the educational
future and therefore an important mandate of the teacher today.
However, underlying a push for new media at a policy level, there is
a sense of unease about the ramifications of abandoning print-
based literacies.

Such competing agenda have meant the teacher’s identity has
become less certain in these ‘new times’ and it is becoming
increasingly difficult to stipulate what the core responsibilities of
the primary teacher might be. The voices of teachers represented in
this paper suggest that such competing ideologiesdthe ‘mixed
messages’ from those who authorise the teacher’s positiondhave
created ongoing dilemmas that have led to feelings of frustration
and disenchantment. Findings indicate that a reluctance to take on
the teaching of media does not necessarily indicate professional
‘slackness’ although some degree of self-preservation is evident. A
key concern for most teachers in this study, especially those of the
younger grades, was that standards in reading and writing would
suffer as a direct result of such curriculum change. Nothing will
change for these teachersdand those like themdunless they can
be reassured that the inclusion of media studies will not detract
from their capacity to teach more traditional literacies. Further-
more, some are likely to remain resistant to change because they
feel ill-equipped to cope with additional pressures. These teachers
will need considerable support in terms of professional learning to
develop the levels of expertise needed to feel successful in teaching
media, both from the perspective of creating and interpreting new
kinds of texts.

The fact that some teachers in this study were already percei-
veddby other teachers as well as themselvesdas committed to the
study of ‘media’ as an area of learning and could talk about the
motivational benefits for their students, shows that this trans-
formation of identity is possible. A key to this acceptance appeared
to be a commitment to a transdisciplinary approach to learning;
some teachers were already defining their identities according to
their capacity to integrate media experiences in a meaningful way
across the curriculum. The assumption that experiences in con-
structing media texts can actually enhance students’ abilities to
read and write is one that is supported, not only by policy docu-
ments, but also by some practising teachers and is therefore worthy
of further investigation. The benefits of giving students opportu-
nities to critically analyse new genres of texts is another possible
area of exploration. The potential synergies that can be found in
these contexts have far-ranging implications for the teacher’s role
in advancing new kinds of literacy in primary schools, particularly if
support can be elicited from other key stakeholders. Finding these
connections may well resolve (what appears to be) a crisis in
professional identity for primary teachers in the twenty-first
century.
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