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Abstract 

 

Parents’ right to choose a primary school for their children is a central, instrumental element of education not only in 
Hungary but in the broader domain of European education systems as well. Choice mechanisms in education are 

connected to an ideological stand of extending market mechanisms within education. Choice mechanisms are 
instrumental to create and maintain a competitive domain within the sphere of education. Literature about choice also 
reveals its negative social impacts through stratifying education systems. 

 
In the context of Hungary, choice mechanism is also connected to other processes, such as various forms of 
segregation, for instance. While this theses places choice at the focus of study, the research is concerned with 

educators’ conceptualizations, and perceptions of choice mechanisms in settings where choice is limited.  
 
The research topic and the research design are aided by a critical theoretical view, utilizing theoretical constructs 
aided by critical pedagogy. The research is a construct attempting to give voice to teachers in discussing education 

beyond the immediate experience of the classroom, allowing teachers to construct an understanding together with 
the researcher on choice mechanisms, their settings and their professional roles within the setting. 
 

Empirical data has been collected in rural Hungary; recorded, in depth, and unstructured conversations with practicing 
teachers in several settings. The thesis employs qualitative content analysis as the instrument for organizing and 
describing findings. Data is combined and analyzed utilizing a combination of approaches searching for and categorizing 

specific meanings.   
 
Teachers who participated in the research often identified and described similar views within the same topic areas. 

They willingly shared their views and perceptions of choice mechanisms within primary education. Educators in the 
contextual setting of the study were also keen to describe and find justifications for their positions, as well as consider 
it in relation to or within the education system.  

 
Topics also emerged from the data beyond the original focus of study. The perceptions and descriptions of events 
direct the research to take a closer look at aspects of rural education, governance and provision of education. 

 

Keywords choice mechanism, choice in education, rural education, Hungary, qualitative content analysis, critical 

pedagogy, teachers’ perceptions 
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1. Introduction 
This work is a study of educators’ perceptions of the manifestation of a phenomenon that is 

an important element of describing education. Simultaneously this phenomenon is also 

used as an indicator for studying teachers’ conceptualisations of their professional roles 

and the settings in which those roles are. This phenomenon is the mechanism of parents’ 

(carers’) right to chose schooling for their children in the compulsory education sphere, in 

primary education.  

 

The research topic is not consumed by a focus on the right to chose only, rather how 

teachers conceptualise this and their role in such a system, considering that choice 

mechanisms’ role in creating segregating educational settings is well documented. While 

this provides a broad topic, the research interest was born out of pre-existing interests in 

and connection to specific contexts. The particular focus of the study is in the rural context 

of primary education. Analysing choice mechanism in urban settings is a different domain 

than doing so in rural ones. Or so it seems. Where there is not another local school, choice 

perhaps takes on a different or at least a more clarified meaning and practice. While very 

specific to the setting, choice mechanisms in practice may indicate broader issues too.  

 

There are several reasons for choosing this topic but most basically it begins from my 

philosophical grounding in considering the role of education and educators’ positions. To 

state it in a more simplistic manner, practicing professionals in rural education are trusted 

here to analyse and conceptualise the phenomenon of choice that affects their contexts and 

their practice but also shapes their professional outlook. However, teachers’ professional 

outlook also influences their conceptualisations of choice and education and I set out to 

explore this interaction. 

 

Teachers are not isolated from systematic structures in education; they are shaped by it and 

also contribute to them. In a broader sense, education is a contested political space which is 

directly affected by shifts and agendas of the society in which educational settings are 

imbedded (Kincheloe, 2004, p. 2). I began this research with a desire to ‘hear’ the voices of 

teachers and enable them to voice their views. I am curious to participate with teachers 

constructing these concepts and analyse them with a trust in teachers’ capabilities to look 

at their role and position within their particular contexts. It is important to understand the 
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position of this paper that conceptualisations of the phenomenon are essentially 

meaningless outside the contexts in which practitioners construct them. In a broader sense; 

“we cannot be understood outside of the contexts that helped shape us” (Kincheloe, 2004, 

p. 10). Consequently, a great deal of the study is considered to be within exploring the 

context.  

 

Additionally, this study is an attempt to carefully negotiate and avoid the stereotyping of 

professionals. Teachers are often observed through their class positions, which can have 

detrimental consequences for understanding individual motives and concepts or even small 

groups within the profession. I further describe some findings that are generalised to the 

participants of this project from the perspectives of class conflict. There is likelihood that I 

construct a general, almost stereotypical, view of a small group of individual teachers, yet 

the intention is not to describe all teachers in similar contexts. 

 

The research is a small scale collection of empirical data, ten conversations and their 

qualitative analysis. Analysing these conversations through an abductive analytical process 

of qualitative content analysis provides greater freedom in allowing emerging themes and 

analysing discussions within the data as well as revealing latent meanings within the text 

(Mayring, 2004, p. 266). 

 

It is customary to describe the aims of a research project in the introduction as a means of 

pointing the reader in the direction of the understanding of the explorer. The aim of science 

is the scientific discovery itself (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000, p. 16). My 

philosophical background and accompanying bias provide the ambitious aim of not only 

constructing an understanding of the topic, but through the use of analytical tools, also a 

deconstruction of the language of the text. An attempt to see beyond and beneath the text, 

exposing the ideological interests being served in existing and developing power relations 

in accordance to constructivist, post-modern research approaches (Patton, 2002, p. 101). 

The research hopes to uncover aspects of educational structures in rural Hungary that are 

informative about ideological and political struggles not only in the local, but also in the 

broader contexts of Hungary. Although I believe that placing this snapshot about choice 

and its role into its broad historical context is important, there are limitations. This paper is 

a report on a research process rather than a longitudinal analysis of educational 
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development, remembering that the context and the phenomena as well as its agents, 

including the teachers, are in a historical context and continuity. 

 

It is not the intention to add another argumentative position into debates about choice. 

Providing a ‘snapshot’ of professional understandings of the research context is considered 

more important. It is also important also to highlight that it is not the aim here to examine 

teachers’ everyday practice and how they act upon their own understandings of their 

positions. Perhaps the most important aim of this research paper though, is the process of 

its creation. As the author, researcher, parent and student writing these lines I am in a 

process of learning, discovering and studying. Engaging in this process has been the 

primary motivation to find a research interest and undertake this project. This should be 

kept in mind throughout the following pages. 

 

From here on the paper takes the reader through the research roughly following the various 

stages of its development. It is not essential to read this paper linearly, page after page as 

the chapters enjoy a degree of individuality and independence. I encourage reading the 

chapters in an order that suits the reader’s interest. Nevertheless the progression of chapters 

follows an order that makes most sense to me and resembles the demands of a scientific 

research report. First, attention is guided towards the philosophical background of the 

research and the researcher. It is possible to begin reading having passed over this chapter, 

as the study does not demand its presence and the work is coherent without it, however, it 

is my belief that scientific work is not just value laden but value determined. (Flick, 2004a, 

p. 89), therefore ‘coming clean’ on these values at the start, is something, which I consider 

important to the body of the work. This chapter can also be read as one that will provide 

the basic critical and analytical framework for the discussion, conceptualising the 

researcher’s understanding of the education contexts on both the local and global level as 

well as forming the basis of critical interpretation. 

 

In the following chapter the background is described from the first steps that guided and 

shaped the research interest, exploring the physical context where the research took place 

and opening up the broader context of education in Hungary and changes that have been 

and are shaping education in rural contexts. Chapter four is an extensive look at choice 

itself and some critical discussions surrounding it. This chapter positions the local context 

of rural Hungary within global education movements and contexts also historically.  
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Chapter five will present conceptualisations of teachers’ positions and effects on them in 

choice systems as well as exploring some important aspects of conflicting positioning of 

teachers. After these descriptions of the context the study moves on to the research design 

and the methodology. In chapter six the research questions are presented on page 36, 

followed by a description of the chosen methodology as well as the process of data 

collection and organisation and coding. The concluding two chapters present the 

description and analysis of the data, and its discussion. The paper finishes with 

considerations of reliability of the research.  

  



5 

 

2. Philosophical Background of the Researcher – 

theorising the political sphere of education 
 
 
The philosophical background of the research provides a starting position on how the 

phenomenon of choice is conceptualised and positioned within education. This background 

is also a significant contributor to the analytical process taking place on the following 

pages. As a foreword to the following section; this philosophy can be characterised as 

essentially neo-Marxist although it is a broad description that cannot capture precisely my 

grounding. I describe neo-Marxism as a political and philosophical position 

conceptualising Marxist theories beyond their initial positions, heavily influenced by 

existentialist thought, especially by Sartre. It also incorporates, or extends critical theory. 

The main considerations here are of power relations and how teachers position themselves 

within a politically contested sphere of education. I consider choice mechanism in 

education as a characteristically descriptive element of this politically and ideologically 

contested sphere. These considerations lead toward Critical Pedagogy as an underlying 

philosophical background in turn providing a conceptual framework. The following pages 

will be concerned with description of neo-Marxist, post-structuralist, critical theorising; 

critical pedagogy, and how these construct the philosophical framework characterised as 

critical pedagogy in my understanding.  

 

Critical pedagogy is not a pedagogical approach in a simple classroom practice 

consideration. It is wider than pedagogy as an approach to education in the classroom 

where the classroom is considered as a ‘black box’ largely in isolation from historical and 

social contexts. The tradition that lies at the core of critical pedagogy and lays the 

groundwork is its concern for human suffering, especially suffering that is caused by 

power and oppression (Kincheloe, 2004, p. 12; Giroux & Freire, 1987, p. ix). Essentially, 

critical pedagogy stems from a radical, revolutionary perspective that can be characterised 

as being “guided by a great feeling of love” (Guevara, 1965; Freire, 1996, p. 43), 

specifically by empathy for others and a sorrow for their suffering induced by various 

forms of oppression. Paulo Freire in his ‘landmark’ book, Pedagogy of the oppressed 

draws on the works of prominent thinkers whose works have provided and still provide 

much grounding for critical, feminist or neo-Marxist theory; Simon de Beavoir, György 

Lukács, Franz Fenon, Jean-Paul Sartre, to name but a few (Freire, 2000). 
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Critical Pedagogy therefore is a radical education movement commonly characterized by 

the thinking and writings of Friere. Henry Giroux, theorist of critical pedagogy describes it 

as an  

 

"[educational] movement, guided by passion and principle, to help students 

develop consciousness of freedom, recognize authoritarian tendencies, and connect 

knowledge to power and the ability to take constructive action" (Giroux, 2010). 

 

 In other words critical pedagogy is  

 

“[developing] an understanding of the immanent possibilities for a radical critique 

and a mode of social action based on the creation of a culture of critical discourse. 

The aim of such a discourse is to create the ideological and material conditions for 

a radical sphere” (Giroux, 1983, p. 151). 

 

These aims or considerations lead beyond the classroom and the immediate interaction of 

pupils and teachers. They lead to considering education in its entirety and in its wider 

context: its role and functions in society in constructing and reconstructing structures and 

hierarchies, and its broader historical context as well. 

 

The main concepts that build this philosophical understanding are empathy and a drive, a 

kind of necessity to criticise analytically the conditions, oppressive conditions that result in 

misery and suffering.  In its early days this radical education theorizing focused on 

implicative processes reproducing class divisions and parameters of class analysis, 

essentially calling into question the role of school in creating and reproducing class 

divisions and dominance, but failed to move beyond, theorizing about the diversity of 

oppression that characterizes schooling and thus failed also to provide pedagogical 

strategies that did not limit their imperatives to class analysis (Giroux & Freire, 1987, p. 

xiii). Other forms of oppression are also conceptualised by current critical pedagogy, 

through gender, race and culture for instance.  

 

Criticisms in this understanding is a form of practical learning involving listening to the 

experiences of others promoting capacity for self criticism and providing a basis for 

programmatic discourses of alternative hopes and realizable visions (Giroux & Freire, 
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1987, p. xii). When assuming this position, it is possible and inevitably essential to criticise 

the epistemological core of Western, Cartesian modernist philosophies; positivism. The 

critique of positivism that influences modern thinking and knowledge creation is central as 

the epistemology (Kincheloe, 2004, p. 27). Sartre eloquently stated that positivist science, 

essentially, the humanism of modernity inevitably leads to fascism (Sartre, 1966, p. 224). 

Even if this may be a strong statement born out of frustration emerging from the historical 

context in which Sartre experienced existence, positivist science’s dominance in 

knowledge creation and its influence in constructing reality, its inevitable linkage to 

contemporary forms of oppression and human suffering demands a critical approach.  

 

Positivists thinking maintains that society is nothing more than a body of natural facts 

governed by immutable laws, consequently, positivist thinking also argues that social 

action should take place with law like predictability lacking an understanding that “we 

cannot be understood outside of the context that helped shape us” (Kincheloe, 2004, p. 27). 

Education is organised and takes place in a seemingly incontestable space supposedly 

channelling neutral data and facts un-problematically as if they were true. There is no real 

consideration in education’s role in maintaining the status quo (Kincheloe, 2004, p. 10). 

Politics is kept out of education in something like a state of denial towards its role not only 

about maintenance of the status quo but also about their role in constructing new forms or 

structures of oppression. Through criticism questions lead to how power operates, ‘Who 

benefits?’, ‘In what ways?’, how are relations of domination and subordination reproduced 

and challenged in cultural, political and economic forms of interaction (Apple, 1986, p. 

14)? In addition, concrete results of schooling are constructed in and through linguistic, 

cultural, social and pedagogical interactions. These interactions shape and are shaped by 

social, economic, political and cultural dynamics. From this perspective all participants in 

education, even pupils engage in oppressive practices (Fischman & Haas, 2009, p. 569).  

 

The aim of critical pedagogy is in the understanding of these practices from a critical 

perspective and conceptualising their transformation. In some sense a rethinking of the 

concept of education takes place through critical pedagogy, and this  

 

“[broader] notion of education provides the basis for developing a political agenda in 

which the struggle for new democratic counterpublic spheres can be linked to an ongoing 

struggle for democracy itself” (Giroux & Freire, 1987, p. xii).  
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Put more simply, institutions such as educational ones need to be reorganised expending 

them as democratic ones with better understanding of rights and participation moving 

beyond the concept of choice (Hursh, 2009, p. 162). Of course the case is not so simple: 

democracy in schools! How democracy is conceptualised is an important part in this 

transformation. It is not something that can be ‘inserted’ into schools and structures. In fact 

it is something that can become a reality only through a comprehensive and radical change, 

one that requires not only critical analysis but also a radical vision. From this philosophical 

position this vision manifests as the idea of hope.  

 

Hope as a pedagogical concept stems from a German philosopher, Ernst Bloch’s Principle 

of Hope. The centralities of Bloch’s concept are two theoretical notions; one is the 

importance of a historical memory and the other is the power and necessity of critique 

(Giroux & Freire, 1987, p. xi). Freire in one instance describes hope, pedagogy of hope as  

 

“[the] tasks of democratic popular education”. It is an “[enabling] (of) the 

popular classes to develop their own language: not the authoritarian, sectarian, 

gobbledygook of the ‘educators’ but their own language – which, emerging from 

and returning upon their reality sketches out the conjectures, the designs, the 

anticipations of their new world. Here is one of the central questions of popular 

education – that of language as a route to the invention of citizenship” (Freire, 

1996, p. 39).  

 

Here educators are referred to as part of the oppressive structure and liberation from 

language, from structures imposed also by educators as the necessity. But hope as a 

pedagogical process is also one that requires educators who are themselves in need of 

liberation from the ‘gobbledygook’ of the educational structure in which they are actors. 

Educators are trapped in contemporary education discourse of a supposedly depoliticised 

rhetoric yet education is constantly a politically contested space (Kincheloe, 2004, p. 2). 

Shaped by historical context and continuously shaped and challenged by a range of interest 

groups. Teachers are required to manage and balance these forces in their practice yet 

educational practice is itself constantly shaped and challenged by a battery of ‘invisible’ 

forces often oppressive and yet even then in the name of democracy..  
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Often educators however enter educational space without clear awareness of potential 

harm that education can cause because they are ones that have been benefiting from 

education.  Educators, as Michael Apple, another theorist within the field describes it,  

 

“[are] often protected from recognising these relations, and their own position in 

this crisis, by a number of things. By not seeing education relationally, by not 

seeing it as created out of the economic, political, and cultural conflicts that have 

historically emerged in the United States and elsewhere, they too often place 

educational questions in a separate compartment, one that does not easily allow for 

interaction with the relations of class, gender and racial power that give education 

its social meaning” (Apple, 1986, p. 5).  

 

Yet educators are essential to the radical understanding and re-conceptualisation of 

education because of their unavoidable central role in it. It is important to remember 

however that even from this radical perspective educators, teachers are not expected to 

become uncompromising revolutionary agents. In the words of Freire 

 

“It happens that struggle is a historical and social category. Therefore it has 

historicity. It changes from one space-time to another space-time. The fact of the 

struggle does not militate against the possibility of pacts, agreements between the 

antagonistic parties. In other words, agreements and accords are part of the 

struggle, as a historical, and not metaphysical category” (Freire, 1996, p. 41). 

 

Pedagogy of hope is a concrete process, it is something that takes place or can take place in 

all contexts of education, not merely conceptualising analytical understanding but directing 

action. It is a revolutionary process in the sense that deconstruction is not its goal rather 

radical rethinking and renegotiating, shaping of the education context. Hope thus provides 

an ontological base for challenging the ideological and political conditions that produce 

suffering. This ontological base in critical pedagogy is an ontological necessity, however, 

it does not characterise the pedagogical situation per se. It is nevertheless a starting 

position for sustained, sustainable and gradual change of practice and analytical repertoire 

(Fischman & Haas, 2009, p. 572). 
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The scale of the struggle seems overwhelming when engaging in the critical. It is easy to 

fall into a kind of redemptive narrative about teaching where the teacher is solely 

responsible to act and counteract, where school is the last space of hope (Fischman & 

Haas, 2009, p. 570). This can paralyse action because of the scope of the struggle. It is 

important therefore not to conceptualise teachers as the ‘all-powerful’, ‘superconcious’ 

actors, but rather as committed intellectuals who engage critically with their environment. 

They, as committed intellectuals with a capacity to engage critically are not enough to 

transform repressive and integrative functions of education; nevertheless they are essential 

in finding ways to actively intervene in the world as they have a central but not an 

exclusive role in maintaining or challenging the existing structures. (Fischman & Haas, 

2009, p. 572; Kincheloe, 2004, p. 19).  

 

It is important to remember that teachers should not be blamed for the harmful practices 

and effects of schooling and education’s role in maintaining the status quo or engaging in 

the constructing of oppressive structures, as “[they] too have been victimized” (Kincheloe, 

2004, p. 13). Deskilling teaching and the ‘dumbing down’ of curriculums takes place 

increasingly where teachers are merely receivers rather than members of a vibrant 

professional culture with freedom to continuously reinvent themselves. They are in a 

difficult position of becoming aware, critical and openly challenging of the system 

(Fischman & Haas, 2009, pp. 569-570). They can nevertheless become ‘committed 

intellectuals’ who are themselves undergoing a gradual process of liberation. It is an 

orientation rather than a final state. 

 

From the perspective of critical pedagogy therefore the first step and the core of practice is 

that educators begin to research their own professional practice (Kincheloe, 2004, p. 18). 

Promoting teachers as researchers is a fundamental task in counteracting deskilling 

tendencies of teachers and curriculums. Naturally, teachers must be ‘on board’ to engage in 

critical pedagogy otherwise they would be rendered into ‘mechanical functionaries’ which 

is the very thing that they are becoming under current regimes. 

 

This chapter presented the philosophical grounding from which I have positioned this 

study and through which education and power relations are scrutinised and the position of 

teachers is understood in a theoretical view. Critical pedagogy as the particular angle of 

essentially neo-Marxist theoretical background has been described through discussion 
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about criticism, hope, empathy and teachers’ and educator’s positions. However, extensive 

reading about critical pedagogy and writing up the research context, including 

considerations of my value determined position took place only after the collection of 

empirical data and its preliminary organisation and analysis. As a researcher I am in doubt 

when pondering to what degree my philosophical grounding determined the framing and 

analysing of my data and to what extant my interactions with the collected data contributed 

to the growth and shaping of my philosophical considerations. In some way it is a 

possibility that what I consider my philosophical positioning here, also includes a 

theoretical description of  the analytical reading of the collected data.  

 

As unresolved as this issue may be, conceptualisations of democracy are not present in the 

data. I have not attempted to examine this when engaging with the participants in 

conversations. Looking at teachers’ self positioning and their ‘reading’ of their roles, how 

teachers construct themselves as committed intellectuals in the field were more clearly my 

agenda besides parental choice and its mechanisms in rural settings. Teachers’ positions 

will be explored further in the chapters specifically looking at literature about teachers’ 

positions, and in describing and discussing my findings. This philosophical grounding 

described here provides the grounding for those chapters as well as the following 

descriptions of the context, education in the chosen setting of Hungary and in the 

subsequent literature review concerning discussions on choice in education and the role of 

education.  
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3. Education system in rural Hungary 
 

In 2003 I spent six months in rural Hungary as a project worker within the field of 

education. The setting was a secluded village where the population predominantly 

identified themselves as of Roma origin and the project, along with a series of others 

worked to facilitate means where local children could ‘exit’ this seclusion in their 

education paths experiencing integration and inclusion through their education careers. At 

the time Hungary was within a year of becoming a fully fledged member of the European 

Union and the contrast of rural poverty and hopelessness to the perceived and hoped for 

prosperity of the EU and Hungary’s anticipated future became a characterising revelation 

in my life. From this point education, especially in the rural context and forms of seclusion 

and segregation became for me a dominant professional interest. 

 

Focusing from racially motivated segregation to parental 
choice 
 

 In Hungary looking at segregation in the educational context is often also a look at racially 

motivated segregation (ENAR, 2011, p. 20). In the initial stages of exploring researcher’s 

my interest inspiration was taken from researchers in Hungary, particularly Kertesi Gábor 

and Kézdi Gábor and their works (Kertesi & Kézdi, Általános iskolai szegregáció - okok és 

következmények (Primary School Segregation - reasons and consequencies), 2004; 

Általános iskolai szegregáció Magyarországon az ezredforduló után (Segregation in 

Primary Schools in Hungary after 2000), 2009). Their research is interested in how racially 

motivated segregation manifest in education, particularly in rural contexts. Their writings 

motivated and directed in the early stages the focus of this work. Racially motivated 

segregation is a hot topic within the Hungarian context; the ministry of education has been 

taken to court by Chance for Children Foundation for instance for failing to enforce the 

regulations and law in 19 municipalities where intentional and systematic segregation in 

education takes place. The case was based on findings by a research on segregation 

commissioned by the ministry itself. According to the research there were more than 170 

such settings in the country (Chance For Children Fundation, 2012; Ónody-Molnár, 2010). 

There are instances where measures designed to encourage integration and increased 

involvement of minorities is provisioned to facilitate creating racially segregated classroom 

settings (Danova, 2004, p. 8).  
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Strategies to deal with these issues aren’t uncommon either however. Programs for 

integration in educational settings are also widespread and voices for improvements have 

been present (Danova, 2004, p. 16). I have participated in a complex initiative to counter 

racially occurring segregation in 2003, although that setting became segregated through 

demographic changes and geographical particularities. In urban settings introducing 

measures for desegregation often lead or led to school closures dividing homogenous pupil 

bodies among a number of schools in the locality. These approaches at first usually meet 

with voices of discontent in envisioning repeated processes of segregation through 

mechanisms of parents’ choice (Danova, 2004, p. 18).  

 

These preliminary readings and experiences highlighted an important element in the 

occurrences of racially motivated segregation. Kertesi’s and Kézdi’s work in particular 

point towards the role of parents’ right to choose as an instrumental element in creating 

these settings and they also recognize a link between socioeconomic background and 

racially motivated segregation (Kertesi & Kézdi, 2004, p. 67). While in the Hungarian 

context looking at segregation through ‘class’ one is likely to find correlation between 

socioeconomic and ethnic segregation nevertheless (Kertesi & Kézdi, 2009, pp. 28, 34)  

there may be a broader spectrum within segregation in education settings  including 

geographically emerging ones (Kertesi & Kézdi, 2009, pp. 6-7).  

 

The research topic has eventually come to focus on the institution of choice in education 

settings and its conceptualised role by those who are active professionals in this system. 

The choice of focus on the primary education sphere is relevant for a number of reasons. 

First and foremost, in the Hungarian setting primary education is theoretically provided in 

a largely non-competitive environment until the end of primary education at the age of 14 

(Eurydice, 2013, p. 7). Access to secondary education however is competitive and choice 

mechanisms at this level are already something similar to the sorting mechanisms of higher 

education.  

 

A particular type of rural setting has been chosen to pursue work on the research interest. 

A determination to separate the two phenomena of racially motivated segregation and 

parents’ right to chose school lead the focus to settings where the locality had only a single 

school unit and this school has had a small enrolment number that made administrative 
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segregation not possible. While this eases significant pressure in avoiding the charged 

domain of race and ethnicity it also creates a curious problem of finding a rural context 

where choice can be examined without its apparent strong link with the other phenomenon. 

Finding such places and participants will be described in detail in chapter six.  

 

Perhaps it seems curious to look at choice in such contexts. After all, there seem to be no 

choice in such places at all or one can predict that for most there is no choice. It is worthy 

to remember however that these ideas while might match closely to how it is on the 

‘ground’, the study is not looking at choice exclusively rather its role in the eyes of 

educators and educators’ role in rural settings in such system in their views. 

 

The system of choice in primary education in Hungary 
 

Having looked at the initial development of this research and a closer look at the context in 

which the phenomenon of choice is examined I now turn towards a description of the 

system of choice in Hungary and the administrative system of primary education. Looking 

at the choice system in Hungary is important for several reasons: first of all to describe 

better the research setting and to help contextualise the Hungarian context within the wider 

educational reality, this will allow for a contextual analysis of teachers’ constructs. 

Similarly, gaining insight into the changes of governance most relevant in education, 

particularly in these local settings, enables better understanding of the data. 

 

Within the European Union choice is well established, although the regulating of choice 

mechanisms is governed differently in most states and there are still some states in the EU 

where it is not widely available or practiced. (Eurydice, 2012, p. 35) The first system wide 

introduction of choice mechanisms in Europe took place in Scotland in 1981. Studies on its 

effects, particularly its social impact have been published as early as 1989 (Willms, 1997, 

p. 2).  Introducing the system of parents’ right to choose primary school with the 1993 act 

on public education in Hungary therefore was not a groundbreaking experimental 

development, rather a typical development in the primary education sector within Europe. 

 

The right to choose primary school is governed in article 13 and article 66 of the Act on 

Public Education (Act no. LXXIX of 1993 on Public Education, 2009). Its effect can be 
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summed up in five main points, as has been done by researchers Kézdi and Kertesi (2004, 

pp. 35-36).  The five points they list, in my translation and understandings are: 

 

1. Education is free of charge. 

2. It is obligatory for district schools to enrol children of compulsory schooling age 

resident in the education district. This automatically results in the head quota - paid 

by the state for financing schooling – to be accessible for the school. 

3. Parents have the right to choose another school outside of the education district of 

which they are residents which means the head quota moves with the pupil. 

4. A school receiving a placement request for a pupil not resident in the school district 

is not obliged to guarantee a place if its student quota is already filled up. (This 

results in parents not being able to enact their right to choose.) 

5. There is no legal procedure outlined for schools on how to select pupils, if it is the 

case that the number of pupils applying for existing places from outside a school 

district is above the number of available places.  

 

In the context of Hungary this pseudo voucher system is paired with the constant decrease 

in the number of pupils typical to most educational contexts (Csécsiné, Hagymási, & 

Könyvesi, 2011, p. 8; KSH, 2012, p. 1). This results in increased competition among 

schools for attracting the best performing and least resource demanding pupils. Currently 

schools are also forced to compete for students to make up the numbers and access more 

funds (Kertesi & Kézdi, 2004, pp. 40-41).  

 

The following section describes local government structures in Hungary, this is important 

in order to understand better the immediate environment in which educators participate. It 

is also relevant for understanding how changes affect education in such peripheries 

particularly concerning control over provisioning education. 

 

Shifts of governance in education in rural areas 
 

In the last two decades, governance in rural Hungary has gone through, is going through 

two comprehensive transformations. In the early 1990s a decentralising movement took 

place in local government of which the 1993 Act on Public Education is a part of. Since 

then a gradual recentralisation is slowly gathering speed and in recent years, during the 
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scope of this research, a strong centralisation of local government and effectively, 

compulsory public education has taken place. The institute of parental choice has remained 

largely intact during these transitions since ’93, although other changes have and continue 

to effect strongly upon the rural context, these changes have also influenced this study. 

However, the initial aim was an examination of the original context, defined by the 

educational measures put in place twenty years before. 

 

Municipalities in Hungary have broad responsibilities regulated by the Act on Local 

Governments. Provision of primary school education is one such responsibility but while 

this is an obligatory function, parliament, according to the act, must ensure financial means 

for the fulfilment of these obligations (Temesi, 2000, p. 349). Central government funding 

however does not constitute complete funding of schools; it varies at between 60 and 80 

percent per capita for all municipality schools, leaving financially challenged 

municipalities in a difficult position (OECD, 2006, p. 74). Further, the 1993 education act 

in article 17 and 3 made it possible for a wide range of legal persons; private organisations, 

religious organisations as well as individuals to establish and maintain (among other 

establishments) primary schools (Korzsenszki, 2009; Act no. LXXIX of 1993 on Public 

Education, 2009). This opened up possibilities for local governments to make 

arrangements in various organisational forms to hand over control of a or in some cases 

‘the’ local school to other organisations.  

 

There are some 3149 municipalities in Hungary (Temesi, 2000, p. 349) in a total of 3127 

settlements of which nearly three thousand are classified as villages. More than half of all 

settlements, over seventeen hundred municipalities have a population with less than a 

thousand inhabitants (Temesi, p. 379). Even these municipalities are obliged to administer 

organisation of primary education and organise the means to finance the proportion that is 

not covered from central budgets.  

 

The small size of municipalities presents local governments with two problems regarding 

education. The number of pupils can be low which makes it relatively more expensive to 

maintain local education (Temesi, p. 372). Securing funding is a constant concern. There 

are typical strategies to avoid the closure of small schools: one such way is an association 

of local governments to share responsibility for providing education. It is also possible to 

join small local schools with schools in an urban setting but keep the local school site 
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open, or by joining together a number of small schools as a singularly funded school 

institution, but keeping the local sites open (Sinka, 2008, p. 4). Organisational changes in 

primary education can be simply represented by looking at the difference between changes 

in number of primary schools and in the number of school sites. Between 2001 and 2010 

the number of primary schools had fallen from 3423 to 2322. During the same time, the 

number of school sites had fallen only from 3875 to 3443 (Csécsiné, Hagymási, & 

Könyvesi, p. 15). Considerably less actual functioning school sites closed in comparison to 

the decrease in the number of institutions. Most local governments, during this period, 

managed to maintain a school within ‘reach’ of its primary school aged population. 

 

In 2011 the new education act had been passed through parliament as part of a 

comprehensive reform strategy in the education system and is being gradually 

implemented. Parents’ rights to choose school are governed in § 50, 51 and 72. (2011. évi 

CXC. törvény A nemzeti köznevelésről - Act on Public Education). These have remained 

the same as in the 1993 Act. A key element of the reforms however, is the shifting of 

control of primary education away from local governments. Centralising control of primary 

education is being finalized during the 2012/2013 academic year. It is difficult to obtain 

information concerning the details of this plan, to a degree that, even local governments 

and individual schools are unable to predict changes in this area for the near future (at the 

time of writing). 

 

As mentioned previously, small municipalities for some time have been struggling to 

finance their obligation to provide, provision education. A recent development prior to this 

centralisation allowed a ‘getting out’ for those struggling municipalities that are 

determined to keep the school running, although this required a shift in control. Thanks to 

modified regulations in 2010 it became easier for financially struggling councils to hand 

over administration of their schools to religious organisations (Előnyben az egyházak, 

2011). Although local governments always had the power to hand over control of schools 

to other organisations, including religious ones, until 1998 funding had been unregulated 

and unpredictable. In 1998 funding for schools run by religious organisations approved by 

the government, had been established as a means of funding, that was higher than that 

which a typical rural local authority could manage (Szüdi, 2009, p. 4).  At the time and 

until the 2010 change to this regulation there was a restriction: for 5 years the local 

government had to maintain funding, including the increased funding. This prevented a 
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movement in the shift of control of schools (Szüdi, 2009, p. 6). As a result until 2011 

schools organised by religious organisations typically were schools in urban settings 

focusing on so called ‘elite’ education (Korzsenszki, 2009).  

 

The new set up in the regulations concerning the financing of schools operated by religious 

organisations offered an option for local governments to decide between handing control 

over to a religious organisation or to have control of locally organised, centrally controlled, 

education or simply loose the local school for being unable to fund it. The central 

authorities are as yet officially unclear about their intentions regarding the maintenance of 

village schools, fear of future possible closures has set the conditions for a movement 

which is large in numbers. At the end of the 2010/2011 academic year the number of 

schools maintained by religious organisations was 197 in proportion to 2322 (Csécsiné, 

Hagymási, & Könyvesi, 2011, p. 142). In the following academic year the number of such 

schools had been increasing steadily to more than double, over 400 (Molnár, 2012). This 

does not account for instances where a number of schools joined together as a single, new 

institution governed by a religious organisation. It could then be assumed that this is a 

trend, continuing in 2012, unfortunately at the time of writing there is no available 

statistical data published to represent this. 

 

This chapter presented how and why the my focus on choice in education manifested and 

how it has influenced the research approach. Segregation and choice seem to be linked and 

this supposed link created the interest of this research in the mechanism of choice. A brief 

introduction into how choice is administrated and a more extensive description of the 

governance of primary education in rural Hungary has also helped to introduce the topic in 

more detail and clarify key concepts. The education system in Hungary however does not 

exist independently and in isolation from tendencies, movements, ideologies and systems 

in the broader world. The following chapter helps to make sense of the changes 

administered by the two main education acts, in 1993 and 2011, especially in relation to 

the changes in governance of education. It does so by locating the topic in its wider context 

and in relation to the historical reality and continuity of mass education.   
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4. Review on choice in education and 

conceptualising the role of education 
 
 
For readers of debates and discussions on education, the language that was originally 

assumed in the sphere of economics is not alien to the field of education. Those who have 

more recently entered the debates and discussions may have little experience of much other 

than economic terminologies within the field. Such “...terminology has become the lingua 

franca in policy analysis” (OECD, 2006, p. 20). Education is now commonly understood 

as instrumental to or as an instrument in the delivering of, and contributing to, economic 

growth. This is actively advocated by transnational organisations of all merits (Moutsios, 

2010, p. 130). In other words, education for growth as a concept has become the dominant 

idea of education, almost as a “secular faith” of our age (Wolf, 2002, p. x). Therefore the 

debate about choice in education, if and wherever is such debates take place, are 

characterised by economic motive.  

 

This chapter about ‘choice’ is comprised of three main lines of thought starting with a brief 

introduction of the concept of choice in education, its history and contexts. Then a more 

thorough critical look at choice introduces some of the discussions surrounding it. These 

lead to a critical take on the ideological groundings for education and developments in 

education as these also characterise the protagonist argumentations for choice and 

competition in education. The chapter closes with a reflection on how these discussions 

may have influence in the Hungarian context. 

 

Concept of choice in education 
 

At the height of the development of comprehensive schooling systems, choice in 

compulsory education has represented a simple equation. In his book Exit, Voice and 

Loyalty published in 1970 A.O.Hirschman discusses at length business economics and 

responses to changes in supply and demand (OECD, 2006, p. 27). Implemented into 

education the concepts of exit and voice represent, in the 1970s, choosing to leave the 

public school sector for privately funded, private education. Here ‘exit and participation’ 

were considered within education, as in participating in the ‘management’ of the institution 

at the locale (OECD, 2006, pp. 28, 58). A more contemporary understanding propagated is 

one where ‘voice’ means participation, but not at the local or district school, rather per se, 
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participation by choosing a school (OECD, 2006, p. 80). Voice here is the choice 

exercised; further participation in the development, curriculum development and life of the 

school after choosing it is no longer part of the concept. So the two important aspects of 

the economic terminologies, the lingua franca that are relevant here are the presence of an 

economic theory, the public choice theory in education (Wolf, 2002, p. 127; Carnoy, 1997, 

p. 105)  and the conceptualising of education as an economic relationship of supply and 

demand as the title of the quoted OECD study suggests: Demand Sensitive Schooling. 

Consequently choice in education is linked with the concept of competition. These 

concepts frame the practice and debate about parents’ right to choose schools for their 

children.  

 

The basic idea of parent’s right to choose school, however, generally is as simple as it is 

stated. Parents do not necessarily have to send their child to the nearest local school; rather 

they can determine which school the child will attend. Put simply “[choice] is a property 

of residential location, and is dependent on the number of alternative schools from which a 

family can chose.” and this inevitably linked also to the idea that “[competition] is a 

property of school location, and depends on the number of alternative available potential 

pupils” (Gibbons, Machin, & Silva, 2005, p. 14).  

 

From a contemporary North American perspective, the idea of choice is closely linked to 

the basic aims of education which are; access to quality education, social mixing and 

democratic citizenship (Gill, Timpane, Ross, & Brewer, 2001, p. 19). From this same point 

of view, choice is also a relevant empirical issue concerning education along with 

academic achievement, access, integration and socialisation (Gill, Timpane, Ross, & 

Brewer, 2001, p. 202). There are a variety of settings where choice has been an element of 

the education system for a longer period like New Zealand, Chile, the United Kingdom and 

Holland to name some (Gill, Timpane, Ross, & Brewer, 2001, p. 57; Hansen & Vignoles, 

2010, p. 2; Willms, 1997, p. 2). The notion of choice already has had a serious impact on 

education systems (OECD, 2006, p. 78).  

 

Advocates for choice argue that through the injection of competition, mechanisms of 

choice are a route to higher quality education and a relevant sensitivity to demand and 

diversity is achieved against the uniformity of education systems (OECD, 2006, p. 58). 

Market discourse suggests that choice is a force of equality (Moser, 2006, p. 2). Critics 
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would argue that market principles have an inappropriate place in the public enterprise of 

schooling (OECD, 2006, p. 58) and that choice does not provide parents with equal 

opportunities because these depend upon resources at their disposal. “Fundamentally, the 

mechanism of choice enables the middle-classes to socially reproduce, to protect their 

advantageous position without appearing to do so” (Moser, 2006, p. 2). Both these 

argumentations will be looked at further in the following section. 

 

Debate about choice – its role and consequences 
 

An important starting position in the choice debate is the perceived or experienced feelings 

of parents that they have little or no effect to change their local schools (Willms, 1997). 

There is a belief that there is wide spread dissatisfaction with and contempt for the 

education system (Friedman, 1995; Gill, Timpane, Ross, & Brewer, 2001, pp. 1, 3-4; Bast 

& Walberg, 2008, p. 2). Even though some researches from the United States, for instance, 

suggest that there may not be extensive demand for choice systems even when they are 

available (Gill, Timpane, Ross, & Brewer, 2001, p. 121). Historically, demand for formal 

education has had to be created in most contexts (OECD, 2006, p. 23) and now that is 

present, the bureaucratic constraints imposed by governments may be removed, as these 

are believed to be actually inconsistent with good education (Glenn C. L., 2000, p. 5). In 

other words, while demand for education appears to have been constructed artificially, now 

that this demand generally exists in all segments of modern societies, a discussion on 

education is needed and on the argumentation for introducing choice and competitive 

measures in order to make the system better. 

 

Referring to the North American context again, the origins of pro choice and competition 

argumentation in education can be traced to the political-economic writings of John Stuart 

Mills, Adam Smith and Thomas Paine and more contemporarily to Milton Friedman (Gill, 

Timpane, Ross, & Brewer, 2001, p. 116). Deriving from their thinking, argumentation for 

choice emphasises autonomy and liberty, freedom and justice. As a principle of liberty 

parents would or should have the right to chose and they may do so (Gill, Timpane, Ross, 

& Brewer, 2001, pp. 24, 68, 115; Bast & Walberg, 2008, pp. 4-5). This is an argumentation 

for autonomy of education providers, but autonomy here means merely a form of plurality. 

Competition where non-governmental is autonomous simply because it is non-

governmental and where public funding does not require public operation (Gill, Timpane, 
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Ross, & Brewer, 2001, pp. 6,24; Glenn C. L., 2000, pp. 4, 8). However, this argumentation 

fails to discuss in detail the nature of the control schools and education systems would 

experience when they would be autonomous from government control and if such 

autonomy is at all attainable. Overall, criticism of the choice system is from a social angle, 

presenting different understandings of liberty and equity they look at the social costs of 

competition through choice in education. This criticism leads to the conclusions that the 

liberty benefits of choice far outweigh other aims of education for instance equitable 

access and integration (Gill, Timpane, Ross, & Brewer, 2001, p. 117) and potentially social 

cohesion. 

 

Studies show that in established choice systems such as in Chile and Scotland parents 

chose to send their child to another school not because they perceive the school 

academically better, rather they do so to exit or to get away from their current environment 

and enter a more alluring but also more secluded one (Carnoy, 1997, p. 112; Gibbons, 

Machin, & Silva, 2005, p. 2). In other instances it has been found that all inclusive primary 

schools can have rapidly falling enrolment numbers because the inclusive mission of the 

school scares away a lot of parents (Walker, 2010, p. 719). In more general terms, 

choosing a school is an act that “[expresses] a desired relation [...] of the parents to 

imagined and variously reified groups. It is an act of meaning making and essentially 

categorical.” (Coldron, 2011, p. 11). People often choose a school to associate or 

disassociate themselves with or from a real or perceived social group, class, etc (Gibbons, 

Machin, & Silva, 2005, p. 35). 

 

Exercising choice also comes with hidden costs such as the available resources for 

transportation and other physical expenses which can restrict access especially for the poor 

(Carnoy, 1997, p. 113). Parents who are more likely to exercise their right to choose are 

those with sufficient economic and cultural capital, especially in rural contexts, and there is 

clear correlation between social class and expectations and behaviour in regard to making 

decisions about schooling (OECD, 2006, p. 59; Walker, 2010, p. 715) not only in the 

Hungarian context. This provides the argument that the whole choice system is biased 

towards the middle classes providing an advantage and possibility to exclude others from 

certain areas (Coldron, 2011, p. 3; Walker, 2010, p. 724). Potentially, choice systems in 

primary and compulsory schooling are mechanisms with similar effects to those in the 

expansion of higher education systems where middle classes benefited the most from 
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increased access and choice while those with a poorer socioeconomic background have not 

gained access proportionately (Wolf, 2002, pp. 189, 193). In primary education access is 

granted of course but the quality of access and availability of real choices for everyone is 

very much open to question.  

 

Because of these class segregation effects, schools in disadvantaged or rural areas in 

certain contexts can lose students regardless of their performance, which can lead to 

closure despite good teaching practices (Willms, 1997). Proponents of choice argue that 

failing schools should be allowed to fail and close (Friedman, 1995; Bast & Walberg, 

2008, p. 16) but this begs the question about small rural schools that have small or even 

waning pupil numbers not because of falling standards (Walker, 2010, p. 714). Much of the 

discussion, especially proponent argumentations of choice ignore rural areas where 

conditions are different from high-density population urban settings. There is little 

attention to the specialities of rural schools, such as funding and the availability of other 

schools. Unsurprisingly, in rural settings there is a lack of or rather narrow possibilities for 

choice (Hansen & Vignoles, 2010). These are reflected in the Hungarian context as well. 

Rural schools are not necessarily in a position to exploit the competition brought forth by 

parental choice rather, as the argument points out such schools are likely to ‘lose’ certain 

types of pupils regardless of the pedagogical programme and the quality of education 

children receive. This consequents decrease in funding which in Hungary is directly linked 

to the pupils even if there are associated costs to the operation of a school that don’t 

correlate closely to the size of the student body. The smaller the school the more expensive 

it is (Walker, 2010, pp. 712-3). 

 

It would seem than, that simply ensuring access or even a variety in access to schools 

cannot realise the potential of education and in the current system creates social alienation 

not only among those who do not benefit from the choice mechanisms but also among 

those who do (Rizvi & Engel, 2009, p. 535). Choice systems paired with standardisation 

movements present in most educational settings produce a duality where social 

responsibility for inequality is placed from education providers onto parents and pupils, 

teachers and schools, yet the locus of control is shifted away from them (Hursh, 2009, pp. 

156-7). Essentially, choice systems benefit the middle classes, those who possess social, 

physical and human capitals that allow them to participate to maximum benefit. Choice in 

education seems to place the middle classes in a position that allows the construction of 
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various forms of segregation without actually having to call it as such. All in all, it is a 

system and a debate that diverts attention from the problems of poverty that actually hinder 

learning (Carnoy, 1997, pp. 107, 115).  

 

This brief look at choice has lead to a critical conclusion about its role in education. Even 

if ideological and political motivations for it are initially not driven by such intentions, 

choice mechanisms lead in a direction potentially unanticipated by those who take part in 

its mechanism. It has been pointed out however that the exercise of choice is linked to 

segregation and expressing loyalty for or exit from a community. The presence of choice 

mechanisms in education systems does bag the question of purpose and it seems rather 

strongly that choice’s purpose can be read as a social reconstruction of the education 

system to represent and reinforce class, cultural and racial divisions within societies. The 

examination of this structure however, is considered important in order to place the context 

of the study into the historical and ideological contexts it is imbedded in.  

 

It has already been established that education is sought after, demanded and is keenly 

sought after by families for their children for advantages associated with education and not 

for learning’s sake per se (OECD, 2006, p. 23). Introducing economic mechanisms and 

market principles into education lead to an increased role of choice and a decreased role of 

participation in general (OECD, 2006, p. 78). An effect of choice seems to be a decrease in 

the space for voice, for taking part in educational debate in a constructive manner other 

than making consumer choices. The system contributes to a decline in solidarity, social 

cohesion and leads to increased consumerism (OECD, 2006, pp. 28-29).  

 

In essence, parental choice in education can be viewed as an instrument of intervention by 

the state, corporations and other agents, which undermines local control of education, 

“[parents] and pupils are marginalised as their input into education is restricted to what 

schools they chose” (Hursh, 2009, p. 160). Effects are felt by everyone not only those who 

have the ability to actively choose (Gill, Timpane, Ross, & Brewer, 2001, p. 30).  
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Conceptualising education as a project of the capitalist 
nation state 
 

 

Never before in history has educational spending has been so high or have so many people 

been educated, nor has so much resource been spent on research. The scene is set for 

creating more democratic places, in volume and in value, yet democratic participation in 

general, and in education is on the decrease (Moutsios, 2008, pp. 503-4). This is a 

consequence of the type of globalisation that is taking place within the field of education, 

because “globalisation de-democratises decision making in both economic and political 

spheres” (Moutsios, 2008, p. 505). Economic competitiveness, ‘growth’, ‘development’ or 

‘progress’ have become imbedded in the main discourse of social imaginary, an imaginary 

in which neo-liberalism is hegemonic and its main message can be summed up in the 

phrase “market first!” chasing economic growth at all costs (Rizvi & Engel, 2009, p. 529; 

Moutsios, 2010, p. 135). As referred to previously: the secular faith of the 21
st
 century. In 

this setting the function of the modern state is in ensuring conditions for maximalising 

capital accumulation and negotiating forces beyond its control. Human Capital theories and 

the progress through economic growth are the main discursive elements in education 

(Rizvi & Engel, 2009, pp. 533-4) and potentially represent the main value base behind 

argumentations for choice mechanisms, even those which advocate justice and liberty.  

 

In addition there are other dimensions to education that are relevant here, one is the 

understanding that formal education in Europe has been historically organised, as on 

larger, proto mass scales, by churches. It is from here that state control has been expanded 

further; and there is still a positive attitude that remains towards church based organisation 

of education (Glenn C. L., 2000, p. 132). There seems to be a traditional ‘corporatist’ 

nature in European states that involves religious institutions in governance and in 

participating in the education sector. Religious organisations in some contexts may have a 

special bargaining position to influence and shape public policy outputs, such as education 

reforms and organisational structures at the state level, taking a large or significant share in 

the education ‘market’ or provision of education (Glenn C. L., 2000, pp. 133-134). 

 

There is also the question of whether the creation of mass schooling is directly linked to 

capitalism at all, rather linking it to nationalism instead (Glenn C. , 1999, p. 65). But this 

seems irrelevant since in contemporary times education is definitely linked to the capitalist 
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state and structures. But nationalism and capitalism may be problematic to delink. After 

all, the origin of mass education in the 19
th

 century is closely linked to the capitalist states’ 

nation building projects in Europe and worldwide as well as in the United States (Ramirez 

& Bili, 1987, pp. 3-4; Gabbard, 2009, pp. 27-28; Ramirez & Mayer, 2009, p. 119) 

Discussion about formal education’s role and its close link to both nationalism and 

capitalism started in the late 18
th
 century by William Godwin for instance, and by other 

prominent anarchist thinkers later in the 19
th

 century such as Pierre-Joseph Proudhon 

(Gabbard, 2009, p. 25). In the early 20
th

 century John Dewey and David Snedden engaged 

in lengthy debate about the capitalist nature of education and much of Snedden’s 

argumentation can be found later in neo-liberal restructuring of education (Hursh, 2009, 

pp. 152-3). 

 

Lack of democratic participation and the dominance of the capitalist economic discourse, 

the disintegration of the role of the state to be a mere agency of ‘forces beyond its control’ 

has consequences however; a rampant growth of nationalist discourse and politics 

(Moutsios, 2008, p. 506). There is a new form of perceived or pseudo democratic 

participation attempting to construct a politicized space with a different narrative. 

Naturally this has implications for education as well as a backlash against perceived or real 

threats to national identity, culture and religion; some education systems reemphasize 

increasingly history, language, religious education and natural culture as means to combat 

globalisation (Moutsios, 2008, pp. 511-2).  

 

Ironically this restructuring of curriculums and educational emphasis tends to undermine 

development of democratic discourse in and around education and democratic 

participation. This is particularly concerning because the desire for participation is a key 

element in education, the ‘demand’ for choice is driven by such desire and there seems to 

be no large scale alternative that provides this beyond a rhetoric without a real choice and 

without real possibilities to participate.  Additionally, the dominance of the global 

education sphere in discourse about education is such that even attempts, be they 

nationalist or otherwise, which want to construct alternative discourses are unlikely to be 

able to break away from this discourse. While they represent a supposed challenge, a 

backlash against the dominant discourse of capitalist globalisation they are likely to 

operate within and not outside of the sphere of capitalist globalisation. Especially as we 

have seen education systems, through choice mechanisms seem to be moving away from 



27 

 

the idea of comprehensive education as that of equal access and equal opportunities. I also 

wonder if such backlashes in education noted by Moutsios (2008) are in fact developments 

in a direction that are determined by systematic developments in education anyway, rather 

than representations of desires for an alternative. 

 

Implication for the Hungarian context 
 

Movements to reform and restructure compulsory education in Hungary through the 1993 

and 2011 acts on public education are clearly positioned within the described global 

context. In the early 1990s Hungary has just emerged from long periods of authoritarian 

rule which characterised all but two years of its existence as a sovereign state in the 20
th

 

century until 1990. This has had implications when governance was organised in the early 

1990s. The reforming of governance in 1991 resulted in over 2000 municipalities for a 

country a quarter the size of Finland with a population smaller than that of London. This I 

read as driven by an ideological desire to decentralize government and its structures 

including provision of education. According to the 1991 Act on Local Governance 

municipalities, initially enjoyed significant authority while the central government had an 

obligatory role to delegate the financial means for autonomous governance.  The 1993 act 

on public education is within this ideological motive of which choice mechanisms are an 

important element of advocating freedom and liberty. In the following decades much has 

changed and decentralised government has gradually lost, losing ground.  

 

During the same time, changes were also brought forward and characterised by global 

developments in education, and likely to have had similar motives to bring forward formal 

structures of segregating settings without officially administering them at the state level. 

Introducing choice mechanisms can be linked to these as well as in compulsory education 

in Hungary, the rapid increase of racially motivated segregation started shortly after the 

introduction of choice mechanisms (Kertesi & Kézdi, 2009, p. 36). Additionally, 

emphasizing the class stratification effects of choice, in rural one school settlements 

settings in Hungary on average a quarter of the school population attend a school outside 

of the settlement. The higher the education levels of the parents, higher the likeliness of 

their children going to school outside of the village (Kertesi & Kézdi, 2004, p. 56). This is 

entirely the consequence of choice mechanism in education, considering these children 
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would more likely attend school locally had their families not been able to organise 

resources to do otherwise.  

 

The education reform of 2011, twenty years later is also embedded in a globalised 

historical context. The 2011 act on public education seems more to emphasize centralised 

control, both of curriculum and provision. A kind of backlash against global trends may be 

present in the Hungarian setting, with the familiar problem of being unable to break away 

completely or even partially from the education discourse, against which it is attempting to 

construct an alternative. The setting now is also more enabling of a kind of corporatist 

approach to provisioning which is not alien from the central European setting, enabling 

certain religious organisations to negotiate large-scale involvement in the provision of 

education.  How this has been expended in recent years has been described in the previous 

chapter in detail.  

 

In light of the discussion about choice in education and some trends or shifts in 

approaching provision and organization of education systems and curriculums, combined 

with a brief but thorough conceptualising of compulsory education’s role in the modern 

capitalist state, it is difficult to think of parents’ right to chose in terms other than its 

function in capitalist education systems. Literature shows that choice is instrumental in 

enhancing or creating social stratification. It is a successful organisation, instrumental in 

enhancing class society, yet through dominant education and ideological discourses also 

instrumental in contributing to social cohesion in a capitalist class society. Moutsios (2008) 

points out that a backlash appears to take place in some European countries to counter the 

‘juggernaut’ of global capitalism but I am concerned that this backlash really is merely a 

seeking of an alternative route within. In this context it is difficult to make sense of 

parental choice in education beyond my conceptualisation of what contemporary education 

is.  Now, however, we move on from this description of education and take a closer look at 

teachers within this system, also within the choice system before moving on to 

constructing the actual research, collecting and analysing the data.   

 

This chapter has discussed the concepts of parents’ right to choose school in the 

compulsory education sphere, presented a brief introduction to some of the argumentations 

around these concepts and a critical analysis. It appears that the main function of choice is 

a segregating one, while the argumentation for choice is on grounds of individual liberty. 
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Studies looking at choice systems generally find that choice mechanisms have a limiting 

effect on liberty even to those who are in a position to choose freely. The analysis 

continued with looking at the ideological and political contexts in which the debates 

manifest and education is embedded in. The chapter finished with an attempt to briefly 

look into the historical context of mass education including the role of religious 

organisations and some nationalist reactions to the dominant discourse of globalisation.    



30 

 

5. Teachers’ positions 
 

This chapter takes a direct look at main elements of systematic influences on teachers’ 

positions in an education sector characterised by competition. First a look at how teachers’ 

impact on learning is conceptualised and described, then a closer look at the affect of these 

takes place. They seem to be instrumental in defining certain professional elements when 

considering teachers’ position. Consequently the description will look at an alternative 

description of teachers’ positions, critical of the previous description. 

 

Teachers’ impact on learning 

 

Citing numerous studies mostly from the USA, Kertesi and Kézdi explain that traditionally 

the scientifically attainable perception is that teachers have little impact on what happens 

in school regarding learning, in fact until the 1990s no respectable study managed to 

measure or describe teachers’ influence on learning (Kertesi & Kézdi, 2004, p. 14). Now 

we know that there are variations between the impact of socioeconomic background and 

teacher input, but in Hungary, for instance, among OECD countries socioeconomic 

background is still the strongest determining factor of educational attainment (Kertesi & 

Kézdi, 2004, p. 62). Harold Wenglinsky points out, however, that qualitative research on 

this topic show that there is relationship between aspects of teacher quality and personality, 

and educational attainment. Only when it comes to large scale research it seems that there 

have been difficulties in describing this; what happens inside the ‘black box’, the 

classroom (Wenglinsky, 2002, pp. 2, 6)? 

More recent studies signify statistically the link between student performance and teachers’ 

practices. In fact, these recent studies have found that the quality of teachers is the single 

most determining factor of learning in the classroom, although measurement of teachers’ 

quality is a difficult domain (Kertesi & Kézdi, 2004, p. 18; Hanusek & Rivkin, 2003, p. 

23). Wenglinsky identified two areas; aspects of teaching outside of the classroom, such as 

wages, qualifications and aspects of teaching inside the classroom as factors influencing 

teacher quality and affect to learning (Wenglinsky, 2000, p. 8; 2002, pp. 7, 23).Aspects 

that influence teaching in the classroom are identified as promotion of high order thinking, 

individualisation, collaboration and authentic assessment. Wenglinsky points out that often 

authentic assessment refers to an emphasis on standardised testing.  In another structural 
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construct of influences on student achievement; teacher input, teacher professional 

development, classroom practices, student socioeconomic status and class size are 

considered (Wenglinsky, 2000, p. 21). 

Limitations of such studies are that for the purpose of quantifiable measurements they 

place primary focus on measuring test scores as achievement outcome and while the 

studies place great emphasis on taking into consideration factors of socio-economic 

background of students and outside factors of teacher performance, they still are limited on 

conceptualising the gains of learning. This shortcoming is acknowledged in these studies.   

The findings in these studies are twofold. First, even accounting for limitations, teachers’ 

inputs, teaching does matter. This can be conceptualised in a sophisticated, complex, 

statistically measurable web of networks of variables. Wenglinsky concludes however, that 

“[what] really matters is not where teachers come from, but what they do in the 

classroom...” continuing with suggestive implications for reforming, educating further the 

current teaching force, etc (Wenglinsky, 2000, p. 32). Yet, this conclusion may have 

implications in changing teachers’ positions and autonomy, especially in that these 

considerations and findings on the teachers’ impact on learning ignore teachers’ position 

within the education system and the value the ideological battleground that the education 

system is. These aspects will be explored in the final section of this chapter.  

The other important finding, or elements of these studies is the construct of connections 

between teachers’ ‘quality’ and educational institutions’ the sorting of teachers according 

to the needs of the setting and the competitive elements of the educational context 

(Wenglinsky, 2002, p. 23; 2000, p. 22). These aspects will be discussed in more detail in 

the following section of this chapter when looking at the competitive environment in the 

education sphere, with particular attention to the Hungarian context utilising the works of 

Kertesi and Kézdi. 
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Impact of choice mechanism and competition among 

schools on teachers  

 

Decades of studies of teachers’ impact on learning have brought forward, as has been 

presented, the understanding that teachers do have an important impact on learning, with 

variations and in connection or interaction with the socioeconomic background of the 

learners. These studies have not looked at teachers’ socioeconomic background, certainly 

not as a significant contributor to the classroom practices and learning that takes place in 

school. As yet I will not steer the topic in this direction either, first a look at how these now 

scientific descriptions on teachers’ measurable impact on learning are utilised and how it 

impacts upon teachers’ professional lives. 

 

While there are studies supporting argumentation for competition within schools, 

Hanushek and Rivkin put forward arguments that competition among schools effects 

teacher quality, which in turn affects school quality (Hanusek & Rivkin, 2003, pp. 42-43). 

Such argumentation comes from studies where schools are in a position to compete 

through some kind of parental choice mechanism, and therefore interested to maximise 

their performance in a standardised, measurable system. This inevitably includes the 

teacher’s role as significant in this competition. Considering relevant findings and common 

sense consideration too, teachers are most instrumental in improving learning in the school. 

Some of the argumentation supporting this derives from ideological motives describing 

schools as businesses in a consumer choice driven world and even likening teachers to 

automobiles, machines of which performance is strictly documented and scrutinised prior 

to purchase (Hanusek & Rivkin, 2003, p. 38; Bast & Walberg, 2008, p. 13). These studies 

are linked to introducing so called market competition into compulsory education, 

particularly through choice mechanisms. Consequently they point out that parental choice 

first and foremost has a significant impact on teachers’ professional domain.  

 

Kertesi and Kézdi also take a closer look at systematic developments that impact upon 

teachers’ professional lives, especially aspects that create and enhance competition among 

teachers. Their precise interest, as it has been pointed out, is racially motivated segregation 

in educational settings through, above all, choice and other competition mechanisms. They 

look at how teachers inevitably enter a competitive domain in such an environment.  
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For the sake of this analysis I emphasise not the racially segregating domain that Kertesi 

and Kézdi examine, but rather the competitive nature of this domain. Increased challenges 

in work, such as that which arise because of high number of pupils with several and serious 

obstacles to learning selected into pupil groups for instance, occur in a competitive, 

segregating and highly selective education system. Speaking in generalised terms, selection 

of children by ability and background creates highly diversified working environments 

requiring different levels of teacher input (Kertesi & Kézdi, 2004, pp. 28-29). When the 

education system does not respond to these needs of different levels of teacher input 

through diversifying pay and other benefits, according to Kertesi and Kézdi  a competition 

among teachers is inevitable for ‘better’ work environments with lower emotional, 

organisational and workload demands. 

 

Even without considering the intentional segregating mechanisms, Kertesi and Kézdi point 

out that in such system ‘better’ teachers will increase their benefits not through pay but 

seeking out work environments with less and more manageable challenges. They base this 

argument on reviews of researches from the USA, some also quoted here when discussing 

teachers’ impacts. Kézdi and Kertesi argue, that in Hungary this phenomenon manifests 

also; teachers who lose out in competition for the ‘better’ jobs gravitate towards more 

demanding work environments (Kertesi & Kézdi, 2009, p. 10). Even common sense would 

dictate that the desire should be, through incentives for instance, to ensure that better 

skilled and qualified teachers will gravitate towards the more demanding work 

environments unless the point of the competitive system and choice mechanism is to 

achieve segregating effects of class and race. 

 

The impact on a teacher’s professional life in a choice system however is mainly looked at 

in contexts where there is clearly a competition mechanism present, and in the Hungarian 

context also in relation to segregating effects. Yet, I wonder how this relates exactly to the 

environment which is the focus of this study, to the road end’s village? These are schools 

that are seemingly removed from the competitive nature of urban settings and especially 

from racially segregating effects of such competition by the virtue of the schools’ small 

size and relative isolation. These studies mentioned above thus far seemed to have 

overlooked this area, at best, or classified it as a domain at the bottom end of the sphere 

both for teachers and pupils. Before moving on to look at the collected empirical data I will 

look briefly at how teachers are positioned in the education sphere through the lens of my 
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philosophical grounding and some critical remarks on stereotyping view of teachers, such 

stereotyping may also have influenced studies about teachers. 

 

  

Teachers positioning as a struggle in a contested political 

space 

 

In this section I will look at aspects of teachers’ professional positions. First, utilising 

Apple’s description of forces interacting with teachers’ positions as class struggle I will 

look at phenomena that acts in unison with competition mechanisms complementing and 

intensifying them. I will also look at some critical views on the use of class narrative and 

its potential distortion or impact on how teachers view their own position as well as the 

web of class discourse this puts on the empirical data.  

 

Previous considerations presented about teacher’s role and position through looking at 

their impact on learning has considered teachers as being in a somewhat ambiguous 

position, ‘between classes.’ Apple argues that teachers cannot be considered without their 

social or class background, although they cannot be characterised as belonging to one 

either (Apple, 1986, p. 32). This is not to say that describing society through class is 

without limitations, class position is a matter of subtle interplay, taking into consideration 

different factors and resources on an individually determined level, which are difficult to 

generalise (Coldron, 2011, p. 3). Nevertheless, for the sake of simplicity, because of their 

particular position, Apple (1986) considers that teachers belong to both the middle class 

and working class. Thus teachers are considered, and probably consider themselves to 

carry conflicting identities and as Apple (1986) suggests, they identify with certain 

allegiances according to pressures and interventions or interferences in their work and on 

their positions. 

 

Such interference is what Apple describes as an ‘intensification of teaching’. Already in 

the 1980s he described a steady movement of decreasing educators’ autonomy through 

massive increases in the administrative roles of educators, prescriptive curriculums and 

teaching processes, where fulfilling prescribed criteria demands so much time that it leaves 

none for creative, autonomous work (Apple, 1986, pp. 43-44). As a practicing teacher, I 
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have experienced such situations as those described in Apple’s work 20 years prior in 

almost identical detail. This changing of the teaching position, which Apple identifies as 

proletarianisation of the teaching profession, could be understood as potentially linked to 

competition within compulsory education. In competitive systems, with increasing 

standardising measures, agency and autonomy is removed from teachers. It is a dynamic, 

intellectual deskilling; forcing professionals to increasingly rely on outside experts (Apple, 

1986, p. 42). Effectively professionals are no longer professionals but rather non-

autonomous workers.  

 

In the context of Hungary, this has happened in a dualist development form the early 

1990s.  Initially, educators’ autonomy and local autonomy had been increased considerably 

but the introduction of competition through choice counteracted this autonomy as 

competition for pupils and positions has been a great determining factor on teachers’ 

professional autonomy, as also described by Kertesi and Kézdi previously. Recent 

developments in the education sector in Hungary seem to relieve some of this 

intensification while enhancing other aspects, but nevertheless leaving much of the 

competitive elements in place. Centralising the education sector and the curriculum 

potentially affects teachers also through the decreasing of teachers’ professional autonomy.  

 

Apple continues his analysis by describing that within the field of education this 

proletarianisation also invokes a gender struggle with some particular twists. He makes this 

connection through descriptions of changes to the teaching profession over time, as it has 

become ‘feminised’ especially in relation to the primary sector. Recent changes in 

patriarchal and economic relations within society manifest now in a complex system of 

interactions of intensification and feminised resistance in the sphere of education (Apple, 

1986, pp. 49, 56). His analysis highlights that it is a sphere of female autonomy in a 

patriarchal system and when centralising, intensifying movements within education meet 

with resistance, this resistance manifests as a misplaced gender struggle; protecting 

women’s autonomy, but also reinforcing gender based stereotypes (Apple, 1986, pp. 35, 

38,49). 

 

Approaching teachers’ position through class carries a slight danger however of 

categorising kinds of people based on ‘prototypes’ that are the sources for creating class 

stereotypes (Coldron, 2011, p. 7). This stereotyping of class can contribute to viewing 
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teachers through such stereotypical class descriptions, which may predetermine views of 

and analysis of teachers’ perceptions. Caldron also points out that such class descriptions 

can frame the debate about education and within education in limiting ways (Coldron, 

2011, pp. 12-13). For this study it also carries some limitations as class stereotyping may 

distort my views predetermining my reading of the data. Having been formerly a teacher of 

primary education myself, I have experienced and witnessed similar dual or conflicting 

identities to those described by Apple (1986). Therefore, there is a chance that I will have 

collected data, analysed and presented findings through a similar conflicting identity. 

Moreover, teachers may describe themselves and their context through these stereotyping 

categories as well.  

 

This chapter has been instrumental in describing how teachers are positioned within a 

competitive education sector, one where parental choice is a characteristic element of 

compulsory education. It has been pointed out that many of the considerations of 

educators’ roles consider teachers as isolated from their socioeconomic, class and value 

positions, describing them merely as instruments or low skilled technical workers. Apple’s 

(1986) description of teachers’ positions considers teachers’ position from a different 

angle, considering their conflicting roles within the system, although these descriptions as 

teachers’ own conceptualisations of their roles may be distorted by overemphasising class 

or cultural identities.  

 

At this stage the full context of the study has been described rigorously, beginning with 

relevant aspects of education system in Hungary and in relation to choice mechanisms. 

This was followed by a presentation of choice in education through situating the debate 

within the wider global and historical context. Descriptions of, and influences on 

educators’ positions have also been discussed. The following section of the study is 

concerned with the formulation of the research questions, description of the chosen 

research methodology and the research process. This is followed by a description and 

discussion of the data.  
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6. Research design – collecting and analysing data 
 

 
My starting position as a researcher, when embarking upon this journey was with a simple 

understanding of research as something “concerned with understanding the world and that 

this is informed by how we view our world(s)” (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000, p. 3). 

In addition, research begins with some ontological assumptions that give rise to 

epistemological ones. These consequently call forth methodological considerations which 

lead to issues of instrumentation and so on leading to the research design. The purpose of 

this research is a basic one, scientific discovery itself for the sake of discovery (Patton, 

2002, p. 215) without a desire to construct universal findings, but yet to produce results 

that are valid, even if not necessarily re-constructible.  

 

My aim was to explore the meanings of teachers’ perceptions of choice mechanism in their 

professional settings and their professional roles in a choice system in a strictly defined 

rural setting. These aims have led to the two initial questions:  

 

What are teachers’ conceptual understandings of the role, mechanism and 

consequences of parents’ rights to chose primary school for their children? 

 

What are teachers’ perceptions of their professional role and status in their 

educational context in relation to choice? 

 

These are open questions and the collection of empirical data took the form of 

conversations with teachers following broadly defined themes, determining the research to 

use qualitative methodology. The questions also frame the analytical process, which lead to 

the choice of qualitative analysis of content.  

 

In this chapter qualitative research will be described as not only a research method but also 

an epistemological position, considered here through constructivist thinking. I provide an 

initial description of qualitative methodology in research as I understand it, and how the 

decision to utilise a specific type of scientific thinking was reached. Next, a description of 

the choice of methodology and qualitative content analysis will lead to the mode of data 
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collection, before the chapter closes with an explanation of how the data was analysed 

using the chosen techniques. 

 

Qualitative research 
 

Qualitative research is a general term that refers to “a way of knowing in which a 

researcher gathers, organises and interprets information obtained” from human subjects 

(Lichtman, 2013, p. 7). The researcher and his senses are the filters through which data is 

collected and analysed.  Data is collected through various forms in various settings. The 

starting position of qualitative research is a post-structural or postmodern point of view, 

denying the possibility of a single observable objective reality. Multiple realties are 

constructed also through the work of the researcher (Lichtman, 2013, pp. 11,25). Findings 

but also motivations and research processes are value laden or even value determined 

because external reality isn’t directly accessible, independent of perceptions and concepts, 

reality is a product of an active constructive process (Flick, 2004a, p. 89). In other words; 

there is no objectivity, it is a fiction. Interpretivism, constructivism and critical theory 

suggest that reality is something virtual and shaped in various ways. (Lichtman, 2013, p. 

25) 

 

This post-modern, post-structural or constructivist position of qualitative study places it at 

odds with positivist scientific process which requires a strict process for enquiry. 

Positivism starts from the position of a single, objective and observable reality, seemingly 

unable to conceptualise the impossibility of having facts which are not determined and 

conceptualised through language. It is impossible to have an observational language that is 

not also a theoretical language (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 26). Hence, all scientific 

endeavours are determined by theoretical constructs of language that are linked to power 

relations and structures. Conducting research through a constructivist process enables a 

possibility to give voice to those who otherwise may be silenced or misrepresented in 

traditional positivist research. Although in recent years there has been a new ‘neopositivist’ 

movement that attempts to standardise qualitative research through a constructed ‘gold 

standard’ of some sort, these have been largely rejected by most qualitative researchers 

(Lichtman, 2013, pp. 11-12).  
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Knowledge is constructed in a process of social interchange; it is based on the role of 

language in such relationships and it has above all social functions (Flick, 2004a, p. 90). 

No language, not even the language of science can provide a direct window through which 

reality can be looked at objectively. “Language inevitably and inherently is built on the 

assumptions and worldview of the social group that has constructed it and the culture of 

which it is a part.” (Patton, 2002, p. 100). Thus, not only can language not fully capture or 

represent reality, but it is also deeply embedded within power relations and structures as 

well as in constructing them. This research aims (ambitiously) to construct an 

understanding of the phenomena, but through the use of analytical tools, also to 

deconstruct the language of the text and attempt to see beyond and beneath the text, 

exposing the ideological interests being served in existing and developing power relations 

(Patton, 2002, p. 101). 

 

It is not the aim however to deconstruct completely the structures which are created 

through educators’ interpretations, rather to find these interpretations or constructs, despite 

the research background being rooted in critical theory, which is characteristically 

interested in deconstruction of existing structures (Lichtman, 2013, p. 114). In summary; 

the findings of this study are social scientific knowledge and in many ways a construct of 

the second degree; constructs of the constructs of educators made by the researcher (Flick, 

2004a, p. 91). The phenomenon in this research thus, is the interpretations of constructions 

by professionals of the particular practice of choice mechanism, its relation to segregation 

in their contexts and their professional roles within. The researcher constructs knowledge 

through interpreting the constructed knowledge of teachers.  

 

Having established my position in conducting the research through qualitative methods, the 

next step is in establishing my process of scientific thinking or reasoning. Typically four 

types of reasoning or ways of thinking can be distinguished: deductive, inductive, their 

combination inductive-deductive and abductive, which incorporates both logical and 

innovative characteristics (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000, p. 4; Reichertz, 2004, p. 

159). Deductive reasoning is based on the Aristotlean syllogism that any logical 

argumentation is based on a prior, self-evident proposition. Here it is understood to be the 

basis of positivist science that is built on existing hypothesis, and sets out to prove the 

hypothesis. Described in a more simplistic manner, it works from the general to the 

specific, discovering “nothing new” (Lichtman, 2013, p. 19; Reichertz, 2004, p. 161). 
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According to Patton, qualitative analysis is typically deductive at its early stages and later, 

once having looked at the data through a theoretical lens, the research process normally 

applies inductive reasoning (Patton, 2002, pp. 453-454).  

 

Inductive Reasoning in qualitative research moves from the concrete towards the abstract. 

“When using an inductive approach one thing leads to another” like scaffolding with some 

possibility to generalise without constructing arch theories, engaging in a dialogue between 

data and researcher. (Lichtman, 2013, p. 19; Reichertz, 2004, p. 161; Patton, 2002, p. 453). 

Qualitative research relies heavily on the voices of humans thus usually it uses inductive 

reasoning extensively (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000, p. 6). The combining of 

inductive and deductive reasoning is the researcher’s attempt to enter the research 

unbiased, while still carrying preconceived ideas and theories, especially if a theoretical 

framework is applied.  

 

How these forms or reasoning are present in qualitative research seems to be a contested 

field. It is not possible to be completely immersed within one or the other rather it is 

always a combination of the two. In the case of this research, previous knowledge of the 

context, experiences of the environment and a radical philosophical grounding has strong 

characterising implications as to how the research project took shape. Perhaps as an 

attempt to avoid this inner conflict about scientific reasoning, I chose to approach thinking 

about and considering scientific thinking in a seemingly archaic manner. 

 

Abduction is a logical and also an innovative process. Abduction carries logical inference, 

it is scientific yet it also extends into the realms of profound insight generating new 

knowledge (Reichertz, 2004, p. 159). In appearance abductive reasoning is similar to 

inductive thinking, it  

 

“[consists] of assembling and discovering, on the basis of an interpretation 

of collected data, such combinations of features for which there is no 

appropriate explanation or rule in the store of knowledge that already 

exists.” (Reichertz, 2004, p. 161) 

 

In an abductive process scientific discovery however is not happening through predicting 

or anticipating, rather it is like ‘lightning’ , almost by pure chance and the scientist can 
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only encourage conditions in which such pure chance is more likely to occur. Abductive 

inferencing however is not a mode of reasoning, delivering knew knowledge or an exact 

method logically ordering hypotheses or new theory. It is an attitude towards data and 

one’s knowledge: “Data are to be taken seriously and validity of previously developed 

knowledge is to be queried” (Reichertz, 2004, p. 163). The analysis in this project has 

taken an abductive approach although the choice of qualitative content analysis for 

analysing data helps to anchor the scientific process.  

 

The process of qualitative research can be described as a sequence of decisions. 

Researchers make a number of alternative choices at various points in the project (Flick, 

2004b, p. 148). I decided for instance that while there is an extensive description of the 

background and a review of literature presenting the context, there is no determining 

theoretical position for the project. Often the present requirement of theory development 

for works such as this can present an excessive burden to the researcher (Flick, 2004b, p. 

149). I took a constructivist position to knowledge creation, recognising that my constructs 

are constructs of a second degree and created in collaboration with participating 

professionals. In the following section, description of the exact analytical research 

methodology takes place. 

 

Qualitative content analysis 
 

Specific steps are suggested for designing a research utilising qualitative analysis of 

content such are ones by Margrit Schreier, these are: 

 

- deciding on the research question 

- selecting the material 

- building a coding frame 

- dividing the material into units of coding 

- trying out the coding frame 

- evaluating and modifying the coding frame 

- main analysis 

- interpreting and presenting the findings (Schreier, 2012, p. 6). 
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Looking at these particulars of qualitative content analysis takes us to the next section of 

this chapter. After having considered the research questions and the choice of qualitative 

research for its constructivist position the following will present some basics of qualitative 

content analysis and how it is conceptualised within this research, leading to the 

construction of the analytical framework. 

 

A basic definition by Klaus Krippendorff states that “content analysis entails a systematic 

reading of a body of texts, [...] not necessarily from the author’s or user’s perspective” 

(Krippednorf, 2004, p. 3). As a research method content analysis (CA) first emerged in the 

late 19
th
 century, analysing texts mainly in newspapers and later in the 20

th
 century became 

a more sophisticated methodology in the study of propaganda for instance (Krippednorf, 

2004, pp. 6-7; Schreier, 2012, pp. 9-10). Krippendorf does not distinguish between 

qualitative and quantitative methodology of CA on the grounds that “all reading of texts is 

qualitative” although he describes some particular aspects of what he says is called 

qualitative content analysis (QCA), such as its roots in critical theory approaches; Marxism 

and feminism in particular. Krippendorf describes QCA as a methodology that requires 

close reading of relatively small amounts of data, it involves a rearticulating or interpreting 

of text that is often opposed to positivist traditions, while analysts acknowledge that their 

own socially and culturally constructed understandings participate in the process of 

analysis (Krippednorf, 2004, pp. 16-17). 

 

QCA is not always considered a constructivists approach owing to its realist roots and 

some would even argue that it fits into a constructivist approach (Schreier, 2012, p. 46). 

There are pragmatic and straightforward reasons though why QCA is the method chosen. 

First and foremost critical argumentation of the historical, political and social context in 

which the phenomena is researched has already taken place through the neo-Marxist, 

constructivist background and backed by Krippendorf’s description of QCA it seems the 

method fits. QCA offers advantages that have been deemed important. QCA does not focus 

strictly on the process of how language constructs social reality rather simply how these 

constructions are represented or emergent in the data. QCA only focuses on what actually 

is in the material rather than also analysing aspects for instance that are not present 

(Schreier, 2012, p. 47). The most important reason for using this method however, is the 

way data is processed because QCA reduces data through processing it while also looking 

for latent meaning (Mayring, 2004, p. 266; Schreier, 2012, p. 30).  
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The systematic process and nature of QCA, its sequential model, makes the process 

transparent and transferable and easy to implement (Mayring, 2004, p. 269; Krippednorf, 

2004, pp. 87-88). This also incorporates consideration for validity as transparency and the 

systematic nature of analysis, and showing how the researcher arrives at conclusions 

contributes to proof of validity (Schreier, 2012, p. 27). Working with a fair amount of 

initial data, the method helps to reduce the text to a manageable amount. Added to this, 

QCA offers flexibility of linear and circular implementation of data analysis (Mayring, 

2004, p. 269; Schreier, 2012, p. 32; Krippednorf, 2004, p. 88). Final consideration for the 

use of QCA is in the recognition that the material is embedded in a context and the study of 

the texts cannot be carried out without an understanding and considerations of the context 

from which it was produced (Mayring, 2004, p. 267; Schreier, 2012, p. 31). 

 

Recorded conversation – data collection 
 

In the following, a brief description of finding the contexts and participants for the research 

will take place, alongside descriptions of the interview process. The first concern in 

carrying out the data collection, was finding the appropriate contexts where particular 

aspects of the rural setting were present, yet, still within a feasible distance from the same 

urban centre. It was also important that the settlements had only one school in order to 

avoid looking at competition at the settlement level and possible segregation effects within 

the settlement rather than conceptualisations of the choice system in the local and broader 

aspects.  Eventually access to teachers was granted in four such schools.  

 

Three of the schools were in a settlement with a population of less than a 1000 inhabitants. 

Two of the villages had only one official road leading to them, while only one of the 

settlements had a main road connecting to it. Their distance from the nearest urban centre 

ranged between 18 and 25 kilometres. This urban centre is positioned among the five most 

populous settlements in the country, not counting the capital. The nearest alternative choice 

of other school ranged between 7 and 12 kilometres from the four schools.  

 

Perhaps there is an aspect of looking at such settings that skews slightly how choice 

mechanisms manifest in these particular rural settings. The proportion of disadvantaged 
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and severely disadvantaged pupils increases as settlement size decreases. In these villages 

more than half of young people are considered to be from a disadvantaged background, 

while nearly a third from a severely disadvantaged one (KSH, 2012, p. 4). These 

classifications mean that being a disadvantaged child is living in a family falling below a 

determined income level, and severely disadvantaged carries the addition of parents’ level 

of education not reaching criteria level (Act no. LXXIX of 1993 on Public Education, 

2009, p. §121; Csirmaz, 2009). While choosing to look at choice phenomena in these 

settings helps to avoid its link with racially motivated segregation it however looks at a 

setting where poverty or risk of poverty is higher than the national average. 

 

Another characteristic of the schools is that three out of the four were operated by the 

Catholic Church. It was not intentional to gain access to these schools per se, simply the 

head teachers from these schools decided to collaborate with the research, inviting the 

researcher to the school and the teachers to participate, on behalf of the researcher. Most 

conversations took place in denominational schools which normally account for only less 

than a sixth of all schools while here they are the dominant ones. Apart from one of the 

denominational schools, all the teachers were already in the service of their school before it 

was moved into the control of the Church. Consequently, their conceptualisations while 

influenced by the fact that the locus of control has shifted over the school this may not 

skew the research structure too much, but rather provide an opportunity to gain insight into 

this movement of schools from municipality to religious institution control.   

 

From the four schools, a total of eleven teachers agreed to participate in ten recorded 

conversations. These conversations or interviews took place in private within the schools. 

Unfortunately voluntary participation was not completely certain in all cases. In some 

instances I considered the head teachers’ persuasions as instructional rather than 

formulating a request. It was hard to determine however, if this was more a typical, locally 

bound cultural use of language where opting out was still given to teachers. Naturally, I 

also approached teachers personally and offered choice in participation, inviting people to 

hold a conversation, or dialogue on a range of themes in a predetermined time frame 

according to their availability. In the following, a description of the scientifically motivated 

understanding of this conversational interviewing process will highlight the key aspects 

that guided the conversations.   
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The purpose of interviewing as Patton puts it is “to allow us to enter into the other 

person’s perspective” (Patton, 2002, p. 341). In the meantime, interviewing is 

“inextricably and unavoidably historically, politically and contextually bound”   meaning 

that the interview is not a neutral tool; therefore it can be helpful to think about it as a tool 

to help people, such as a participant in the research (Fontana & Frey, 2008, pp. 115-116). 

The intention during data collection was to engage in something that could be referred to 

as empathetic interviewing. Empathetic here means taking a stance, recognising that the 

interviewer is also a person historically and contextually bound with biases, feelings and 

even political motives (Fontana & Frey, 2008, p. 116). Interviewing is not a neutral process 

of questions and answers it is a collaborative effort between two or more people. Fontana 

and Frey summarise as:  

 

“...empathetic approaches take an ethical stance in favour of the individual or 

group being studied. The interviewer becomes an advocate and partner in the 

study, hoping to be able to use the results to advocate social policies and 

ameliorate the conditions of the interviewee.” (p. 117) 

 

As such, the results can be anything but neutral. Along these lines, the conversations took 

place as unstructured interviews, making a conscious choice to share and reveal personal 

feelings and private situations in order to create closer connections with the conversation 

partners as it is also recommended by Fontana and Frey (p. 116).  This I found especially 

important as I entered into the context basically as an outsider researcher and a male in a 

sphere characterised as women’s professional domain. Sharing personal experiences and 

life situations helped to create connections, as it allowed researcher and interviewee to 

begin to think of one another as parents, teachers, also teachers in rural settings often 

encountering similar professional and personal situations.  

 

This approach, however, carried the danger of influencing or leading the conversation in 

certain directions determined by the researcher rather than the intentions of the 

conversation partner to the researcher. This could happen through leading questions in 

framing topic areas and so on. I decided to take this risk for the purpose of establishing 

trust and flow of conversation. Taking an active part in the conversation also makes it a 

conversation as well as provides time for both participants to reflect on their own thoughts 

while listening to the other. I also speculated that building trust is more instrumental in 
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reaching a more in depth dialogue than the dangers this approach carried of having 

determining effects on the themes discussed.  

 

It seemed a natural choice to conduct recorded conversations with the participating 

teachers, interviews that are referred to as unstructured, in depth or informal interviews. It 

is the most open ended approach to data collection through interviewing that does not 

require a specific set of predetermined questions and questions often flow from the 

immediate context (Lichtman, 2013, p. 192; Fontana & Frey, 2008, p. 129; Patton, 2002, p. 

342). However, being unstructured as such, interviews still need to remain focused. Follow 

up questions or responding questions can be personalised or more tied to the contexts 

exploring particular details of the topic.  

 

In order to help focus the conversations, unstructured as they were, a list of themes and 

questions were prepared beforehand, Patton referrers to this as an ‘interview guide’ 

(Patton, 2002, p. 343). It is a helpful device in managing the available limited time with 

each participant but important to note that it is likely that conversations will stray as the 

conversation opens up particular areas which are of specific interest to the interviewee and 

describe the context in a new light that was previously not known to the researcher. It is 

also important to note that however unstructured interviews may seem they are still 

structured to some degree. There is still a setting and a specific relationship dynamic 

between the interviewer and the interviewee (Fontana & Frey, 2008, p. 129).  

 

In the ten conversations that I recorded, there have been a number of thematic guides used 

to initiate focused conversation. These guides helped formulate broad questions such as 

questions to ask teachers to talk about life at school in general and in more particular, 

about daily routines, challenges in work and aspects that provide joy in their work. Further 

broad questions, though more focused towards specifics were used in initiating 

descriptions of the professional environment or the locus of control of the education 

provider, namely the governing control of the school. Teachers were invited to talk about 

their concepts of parents’ rights to choose school in various ways. These included talking 

about its manifestation in the school environment and in the regional level as well as 

general broad conceptualisations of choice in education and its personal meanings as well. 

Some of the participants were also parents who have had experienced the life situation 

where they exercised choice for their own children.  
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Talking about these personal dimensions was also a helpful entry point for conceptualising 

the relationship between the researcher and interviewee as I also have a personal account 

of such experiences which I could share during the interviews. Another tool utilised in the 

conversations was the occasional summarising of what has been talked about already. This 

helped build an understanding of the conversation as a collaborative process and helped the 

participating teachers to gauge my conceptualisations of their thoughts too. This may have 

been a risky exercise, but as an inexperienced practitioner I found this extremely helpful to 

focus the topic and gain time for analysing the conversation sufficiently so that I could 

formulate follow up questions. Naturally a typical follow up question utilised without 

summarising, was asking teachers to explain in more detail a concept or an event, etc. 

These follow up questions also had the function of what could be referred to as a testing; 

cautious may be of assumptions and concepts that showed up in the narrative of the 

interviewee (Hopf, 2004, p. 206). 

 

It is a cliché in qualitative research that the analysis of the interview begins before the 

recorder is turned off. Conducting the type of data collection that is presented above 

however is a testimony to the validity of it. Although the analytical process had already 

begun on the ground, during the conversations even, it did not stop there; in fact it grew to 

be a lengthy, at times linear at times circular process which will be described in some 

detail in the following section. 

 

 

Transcribing and coding 
 

This section describes the process of handling the data once it had been collected until it 

was ready for presentation as findings and discussion. This process is normally called 

coding and here it is approached through Schreirer’s guidance to coding in QCA. 

Discussion of coding is an elusive subject in some sense, as generally, authors of 

qualitative research have widely different approaches and constructs as to what a coding 

process is, and how it is conceptualised and carried out (Schreier, 2012, p. 37). The 

followings are a description of the coding process and a presentation of the coding frame. 
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The main points of the process that I have followed are characterised by Schreirer 

(Schreier, 2012, p. 41) that in QCA, coding is descriptive of the data rather than exploring 

a web of connections among categories. For this project, another important point was to 

realise that coding is part data-driven and part concept-driven. This process was cyclical 

rather than a linear analysis with elements of the cyclical process as proposed by Schreirer. 

The coding process here consisted of two major parts: transcribing of the material and its 

actual coding. These have not happened in linear fashion, coding and analysing data had 

begun long before transcribing, which has been an important step in the coding process 

already. There are a number of justifications for this.  

 

An important step in coding is the segmentation of the material, dividing it into ‘units’ 

such that each segment or unit will fit into a category of the coding frame (Schreier, 2012, 

p. 127). This required several readings of the material and a prior decision on the size of 

units of analysis (A unit of analysis is a block of the data that is considered individually for 

coding and analysing (Schreier, 2012, p. 130).) In this case, units of analysis were naturally 

emerging as individual conversations.  

 

The unstructured conversations recorded through a process of empathetic interviewing 

created some difficulties in considering all aspects of data as relevant to the research 

context and the research questions. I had to consider if it was necessary to transcribe all 

data. Normally in qualitative research, for a high degree of precision, all material should be 

coded.  However, there is a possibility to retain certain parts of the data as un-transcribed 

segments as a separate category, this may be utilised in a separate description if necessary, 

when they do not match with the criteria of the coding frame and the research design, 

(Flick, 2004b, p. 152). A similar approach is described by Schreirer, who recommends 

starting the coding process by distinguishing between relevant and irrelevant material. 

Material that has not been transcribed was represented in the transcripts with short 

descriptive notes and time signals. This allowed for the un-transcribed elements to be 

easily available in case, through the refining and finalising of the coding frame, they might 

emerge as relevant aspects of the data, and transcription would become necessary. For such 

an approach, a coding frame or a research team are the best components through which this 

can be carried out (Schreier, 2012, pp. 82-83). Because I worked alone, I started 

constructing a coding frame at an early stage to guide the transcription.  
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I define the coding frame based on Schreirer’s definition as a way of structuring material 

or data. It consists of main categories and subcategories, each specifying the relevant 

meaning of the main category (Schreier, 2012, p. 61). Coding frames normally vary in 

complexity, and for beginning researchers their construction carries considerable risks or 

dangers of misinterpreting its role, trying to construct a web of representations that can 

easily strangle the process, or simply constructing a frame which is too complicated to 

handle for a single researcher.  

 

In QCA there are two ways to approach designing a coding frame. The first one is concept-

driven. This usually happens when utilising previous knowledge, research, theory, context, 

everyday knowledge and even logic (Schreier, 2012, p. 85). It is more typical in content 

analysis to have such an approach to coding. However, in qualitative analysis it is almost 

impossible to approach coding through a purely concept driven frame. Consequently, a 

data-driven coding frame is the other approach to coding, this is a far more inductive 

approach to working with the material (Schreier, 2012, p. 88) and within QCA it is 

emphasised heavily. In both approaches, building the coding frame gradually and 

systematically is important. 

 

Initially, I built a concept driven frame based on knowledge of the context, theoretical 

considerations and the research questions. This initial frame consisted of 32 categories 

divided into three dimensions of meaning with several themes. This has gradually 

developed into the finalised coding frame (table1). Before presenting the findings in detail, 

the following pages explain the gradual process of construction of this frame and coding of 

the data, along with the criteria which have been used and emphasised. 
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table 1 – final coding frame design representing categories by their labels and the structures in two dimensions   

 

        Th
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A. choice 
conceptualisations 1. liberty and rights   11 

 
2. individual competition 

 
11 

 
3. institutional competition   11 

 

4. concepts of segregation 
related to choice 1. district segregations 4 

 
  2. in house segregation 3 

 
  3. flight from community 11 

 
  

4. restricted and forced 
access 4 

 
5. other choice concepts    5 

B. non localised 
interference 1. central government 

 
 8 

 
2. religious institutions 

 
 9 

 lo
ca

l d
yn

am
ic

s 

A. class conflict 1. educator's position 1. autonomy  9 

  
2. value transfer  11 

 
  3. pedagogical determinism  11 

 
2. socioeconomic determinism 1. financial background  9 

 
  2. family background  11 

    3. culture of poverty 11 

B. community 
cohesion 1. role of the school   11 

 

2. professional implications of 
small school 1. homely environment 11 

    
2. advantages of teaching 
in the village 11  

 

  

Prior to the actual field work I was clear about my intentions and the type of data I wanted 

to gather. Naturally my expectations and intentions did not match the reality at ground 

level, nor did the gathered material fit into an easy description of my intentions. The 
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months spent interacting with the material played a major part in how these descriptions 

materialised, even before the context and the background for the research had been written 

up. The role of governance in rural settings for instance was a major part of the 

conversations, and one that I had not intentionally prepared for as part of the research 

topic. This prior interaction with the data therefore has channelled the construction of the 

coding frame to be a combination of a data and concept driven frame.  

 

The transcribing of the majority of the material took place once the initial design of a 

simple coding frame had been completed. Segmentation of the data was possible in text 

during transcribing, because of the initial coding frame construction that took place prior to 

and during transcription. It was also possible because of the high degree of familiarity with 

the data. Some of the conversations were transcribed shortly after they had taken place, but 

most of them had been done several months later. Although normally it is recommended to 

transcribe the data as soon as possible, I have managed to turn this delay to my advantage 

by spending several hours with each conversation, listening and contemplating through this 

period of delay. This is not to state that transcription created accurate segments. On the 

contrary, in many instances I had to adjust so that within such data structure as the one I 

have recorded, it is likely that the same topic, category of meaning is broken up into 

several parts within a conversation (Schreier, 2012, p. 145).  

 

The following step was a reconsideration of the data and the context. I began ‘filling up’ 

the frame using approximately 35 percent of the material. I used four randomly selected 

transcripts of conversations, which fit well with recommendations for this stage (Schreier, 

2012, pp. 91, 151). If and when this process proves successful, a trial coding on the whole 

data can take place. This stage however has proven to be the most challenging one. 

 

The frame had to be revised several times. Eventually a realisation of two significant 

mistakes shed some light. Being overly concerned about validity of the research, initial 

decisions on segmenting the material were too strict or narrow. In other words, code units 

were too small, not complete in their meaning and were difficult to categorise into the 

frame. I took a more thematic approach (Schreier, 2012, pp. 135-6), and carried out a fresh 

reading of all the data and re segmented the material, which often simply meant combining 

segments that I previously decided were different representations.  
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Another mistake was a vagueness of description of code units. It is recommended that 

categories are defined explicitly through their names, description, perhaps by examples 

and, if necessary, in cases of overlapping meaning also decision rules on why and when a 

segment needs to be categorised into a given category (Schreier, 2012, pp. 94-95, 103).  A 

major reason for difficulties can be inaccurate naming and descriptions of categories 

potentially resulting in changing meanings throughout the coding process. I also realised at 

this stage that being more disciplined in describing the categories more precisely helped, 

realising that some categories are in fact describing the same aspects of the phenomena.  

 

At this stage I placed rigorous focus on aspects of reliability and/or validity of the coding 

frame, requirements such as the frame’s unidimensionality, mutual exclusiveness, 

exhaustiveness and saturation (pp. 71-78). In qualitative research, unidemensionality does 

not necessarily refer to the entire coding frame, but to dimensions within the coding frame 

requiring them to capture one aspect of the material only. Mutual exclusiveness refers to 

subcategories within each dimension, and it means that a unit of coding can only be 

assigned to one subcategory. Exhaustiveness means that each unit of coding is assigned to 

a subcategory within the frame. Strictly speaking this has not happened in this research, 

however, segments of data have been left out intentionally from coding because they did 

not fit the topic of the research and they were essentially elements of the empathetic 

interviewing techniques that did not in most instances relate directly to the topic.  

 

Saturation simply requires that no subcategories are left empty. In the case of this research, 

saturation is emphasised in a different meaning. Further emphasising reliability, I decided 

upon a requirement that each subcategory had to contain several references, descriptions 

made by at least three individuals. When this has not happened the category’s position was 

revised as one that should be collapsed into, or combined with another category. One of the 

final decisions about categories was the consideration to allow discussion within a 

category. It would have been entirely possible to construct subcategories for such cases, 

but I decided that when they are descriptions of the same phenomena or topic, I would 

allow these different perceptions within the same category and present this in the findings.  

 

This new, more thematic segmentation and refined descriptions of categories also helped to 

finalise the coding frame. As I have been working as an individual researcher, at this stage 

I left the material for several weeks before returning to repeat the coding with the same 
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four interviews, this is something that is also recommended by Schreirer (Schreier, 2012, 

p. 198). After this period, I moved on to the trial coding. This process revealed some 

inconsistencies with the coding frame. Considering the diverse manifestations in the 

material due to the unstructured nature of the conversations, I considered this a natural 

realisation.  

 

After several runs with the initial 35 percent of the data, these inconsistencies were 

possible to iron out swiftly. Some subcategories were found to describe the same 

manifestations or instances of appearances; they were therefore collapsed into one, while 

some subcategories had to be divided into further categories. After finalising of the coding 

frame, the final version consisted of 20 subcategories within four themes, where the four 

themes are divided between two dimensions of descriptions. The final stage of coding was 

a final ‘run’ of reading the data and filling up the categories in order  to assure that there 

were no more inconsistencies within the coding frame and all the relevant data was 

categorised according to the criteria of QCA. The following chapter is dedicated to the 

description of the data and presenting the findings of the research project before, moving 

on to the discussion these findings.  
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7.  Conceptualisations on choice, the rural settings 

and professional roles 
 

In this chapter a presentation of the structure of the data will take place, describing the 

different categories with examples from the data as well as examples created through 

combined meanings. This second description is perhaps more useful to present as 

overusing direct quotes from the data may make it more difficult to focus on the whole 

structure. It is also more fitting with QCA to create representations of categories as quotes. 

Direct quotes and exemplified ‘pseudo-quotes’ are distinguished with use or the lack of use 

of quotations marks.  I have chosen not to present findings through descriptions of 

individual cases for the sake of anonymity as well as looking for combined meanings 

rather than individual descriptions of phenomena.  

 

When talking about various topics, participants seemed to have made some distinction in 

the way of talking if they have considered the issues represented in that topic locally 

determined or a broader, more general one. The dimension ‘local dynamics’ referrers to the 

segments of data that are read us such, locally relevant and determined dynamics, values, 

interactions and so on. Naturally there are a set of concepts within the topics or segments 

of data that refer to general areas, outside influence or intervention; interference on the 

autonomy of the local setting. These are not unrelated per se, quite the contrary and how 

and what outside interference is conceptualised as, is related to value sets and concepts of 

local dynamics. Descriptions of categories and rules for decision are presented in the 

appendix. These ‘decision rules’ are important in cases where meanings of categories 

overlap, as does happen in some instances. 

 

Interference 
 

Interference, as a broader dimension, refers to influences that shape the education sphere 

and the local dynamics from the outside in two particular ways; first through the choice 

mechanism but also through non localised locus of control not directly related to choice 

mechanism, namely the control over the school. Interference can also be considered in 

milder terms, as intervention in the local setting. In some instances, interference refers also 

to the municipality but in the case of choice mechanism, agency is considerably far from 

the school and the teachers. The following is the brief summary of these categories. 
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Table 1 – categories within the dimension of interference and brief descriptions of categories 

1.Interference   

general influences on 
education choice mechanisms                    
governance and provision 

1.A. choice 
conceptualisations   

meanings for different actors               
effects of choice 

1.A.1. liberty and rights   

obvious ideological grounds                  
ambivalent meaning                             
critical thoughts 

1.A.2. individual competition   

access to high school                             
comfort                                                     
seeking advantages 

1.A.3. institutional 
competition   

access  to school                                             
providing status                                         
resources and programme 

1.A.4. concepts of 
segregation related to 
choice   

negative effects of choice 
mech. emergent  in 
conversations         

1.A.4.1. district segregations formal restrictions in urban 
areas  and  institutional 
arrangements 

  1.A.4.2. in house segregation 
streaming classes                                   
informal mechanisms                                  

  1.A.4.3. flight from community 
disassociation                                          
class mobility 

  
1.A.4.4. restricted and forced 
access 

expanding formal education                
exclusion 

1.A.5 other choice concepts 

  

liberalization for business                    
mechanisms to force changes             
interference 

B. non localised interference   

mechanisms through which 
change delivered,                                           
consequences of change 

1. central government   
funding mechanisms                              
changing education provider 

2. religious institutions   
value interference                                
funding developments 

 

Choice conceptualizations 

This cluster of categories describes the various ways teachers talk about the choice 

mechanism. They represent ideological but also ambivalent views and descriptions. 
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1A1. liberty and rights 

A simple and straight forward representation of typical prochoice ideological groundings 

in educators own voice. All participants describe this phenomenon. Once this initial 

concept has been described, they move on to discuss choice more comprehensively and 

critically, which the other categories within choice conceptualisation represent. Teachers 

describe the freedom of parents to choose as a positive or neutral aspect of the system, it 

also appears somewhat ambivalent or self-serving in some sense: 

 

“... if we can, we should live with it (choice), but would there be no such system... we 

wouldn’t be robbed of anything really.” 

 

In the choice system teachers also appreciate the fact that parents choose to send their 

children to the local school, in their eyes it represents trust and approval, so the freedom to 

choose represents positive feedback. This apparent view is at the same time contrasted in 

that this liberty is not accessible for everyone equally. This they describe in depth when 

talking about local contexts and especially about socio-economic backgrounds. 

 

1A2. individual competition 

All the teachers expressed considerations for individual pupil’s needs, as they consider that 

these are the primary motivating factors for parents. For the majority of the participants 

this was manifest primarily through perceived need for comfort, both for children within 

education through the curriculum they are engaged with and the pedagogical programme 

and the person of the pedagogue they are under the care of. This comfort factor includes 

commuting distance. This also manifests in children commuting with parents who work 

outside of the locality. 

 

In relation to this and in slight contrast, teachers perceive a desire for competitive 

environment in parent’s choices. They all see that parents who choose schools, especially 

when it is not the local school, seek advantages that the local school cannot offer, such as 

extracurricular activities and a cultural context that is dominantly competitive.  

 

…it’s a bit like a national sport now…should one chose this school or that school because 

here they have this, there they have that? 
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In addition a minority of three teachers expressed that in larger, typically urban school 

settings competition among pupils is greater which is perceived to be more motivating. 

This motivation for competition is perceived as important to gain better access to the 

‘better’ high schools when considering secondary education post primary school. Almost 

all the teachers do seem to think that their educational settings provide a competitive edge 

to some degree only, although this was inconsistent among them, while some thought that 

urban, larger, elite schools are their natural choices for their own children for instance, 

some thought the exact opposite, both considering further choices towards secondary 

education.   

 

1A3. institutional competition 

A general consensus is that a school, in order to compete effectively for pupils, has to 

provide or has to be perceived to provide, good access to secondary education through its 

pedagogical programme and also through providing access to extracurricular activities. In 

connection to this it is important that the school maintain a good ’status’ in order to attract 

parents. Three of the participants referred to this as marketing. Schools need to be good at 

selling themselves acknowledging that this may not correlate with the quality of education, 

inclusion etc.  

 

Generally there was an agreement in description that competition among schools manifests 

through providing ‘quality education’ and available resources, although we haven’t 

explored in detail what the exact meaning of quality education is. Teachers were in unison 

to describe the local setting as one that is at an advantage because smaller schools have 

disproportionately larger benefits from equal grants or physical resource distributions such 

as smart boards or even in service training for teachers.   

 

Physical access to the school is considered a major contributing factor in its ability to 

participate within the education sector in a competitive manner. In this sense, half of the 

teachers thought their schools were at a disadvantage considering the physical isolation. In 

some instances there were descriptions of attempts to include students from outside of the 

education district, but these generally are without positive outcomes. This was considered 

natural given that the perception by the teachers generally was one of a system where 

parents will choose larger schools with a more competitive environment among pupils as is 
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also the case for higher education, other considerations were mentioned that also do not 

favour rural settings.  

 

1A4. concepts of segregation related to choice 

In describing choice, descriptions of its negative effect were common although not all 

teachers described them as such, some thought them more ambiguous. When exploring 

these effects teachers avoided referring to them as segregating effects. Nevertheless, 

literature considers them as such. Half the teachers have presented referential remarks to 

the broader connections choice mechanisms have in reconstructing structural elements of 

society and education, though these have not been explored in such detail. 

 

1A4.1 district  segregation 

Descriptions of segregating mechanisms previous to the 1993 reforms were matched to 

recent developments that create similar structures by five teachers. Historically elite 

primary schools selecting and skimming pupils existed already prior to 1993 and they in 

the new system have maintained their status. Additionally, sorting pupils according to 

ability for different school units was also common place as well as drawing school district 

borders to enhance segregation of socio-economic backgrounds.  

 

Recently a new system emerged in which a number of schools become a single institution 

with a number of school units all specialising in a particular area, emphasising a particular 

pedagogical program and so on. Children may well be sorted (not in a transparent system) 

into these units and transferring between these school units is increasingly difficult. 

Although none of the participating teachers had a clear view of these manifestations as 

they have not been present in such contexts for extended periods. Nevertheless some 

expressed views such as: 

 

“ I was surprised to realise that it isn’t so easy anymore to change school with the child as 

you would have anticipated, there are towns where is a total district ‘rule’ now and you 

can really only enrol your child to the nearest school and it is jolly hard to chose another 

school...” 

 

Such restriction on choice manifests also in finances. Four of the teachers described 

experiences as visiting teachers through CPD programmes or other job related activities. 
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They were surprised to see the lack of resources and poor standards of facilities in some 

such settings.   

 

1A4.2 in house segregation 

Segregating pupils within the same school unit, according to ability for instance, appeared 

only in a minority of the conversations. Two of the participating teachers had relevant 

direct experience of this practice that they thought important to describe. Along with 

another teacher they identified it as something that related to parents demands, or more 

precisely the perceived need from the school to live up to parents’ expectation. This 

probably arises from the need to compete for pupils with other institutions especially 

where commuting distances are shorter.  

 

One of the teachers described well the shared view of educators about this phenomenon: 

 

“It isn’t good, from a pedagogical perspective, if a large group of children is selected into 

two groups where in one group you will get mostly pupils with additional needs and 

special education needs or having all kind of obstacles to learning while in the other you 

get the smarty-pants with the better off parents etc...”  

 

In contrast, some teachers described a sentiment that once in a while it would be nice to be 

in a class where one does not need to find pedagogical tools to deal with obstacles to 

learning just get on with the job although also recognising that there would be other 

problems arising which would present themselves as difficulties.  

 

1A4.3 flight from community 

It is the desire of disassociation from a community through the means of education. 

Teachers talk about it not only when referring to particular mechanisms within the locality 

but also when considering the whole system. Educators recognised that the introduction of 

choice twenty years prior created the environment where it is possible for a family to break 

away from the local setting. 

 

“[a] little bit the whole society became stratified, and someone living in that kind of 

neighbourhood but had the means and wanted the children to get to a better school where 
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he thought the children can be with others from similarly more affluent background,  

where the children are selected better,  they could do it” 

 

Such instances, according to the teachers, are common in the village setting where middle-

class parents chose to take their child to the town or city for sake of disassociating from the 

community. Although they also described movements in the opposite direction in some 

instances, these are much weaker. 

 

An interesting aspect is that while this phenomenon is facilitated by choice mechanisms 

and it was not described as a positive aspect of the system, teachers nevertheless often 

themselves engaged in this practice as parents. Choosing school to disassociate from the 

local community where they lived through sending their child to a school in another 

location, usually in urban settings.  

 

1A4.4 restricted and forced access 

One such example is that education is no longer provided for children who live on farms or 

farm clusters outside of settlements. Rather their parents have to choose between the 

nearest primary schools to attend to. In this case the choice system is used as an instrument 

to abolish a previously existing tradition of travelling teachers.  Only couple of teachers 

talked about this manifestation and they have not described their in depth views but rather 

worked through an assumption that attending school at the school’s location is the norm to 

comply with.  

 

Another, more important aspect of restricted and forced access is summed up eloquently by 

one of the teachers 

 

„interoperability is a ‘great’ tool that serves a purpose of passing around  the schools 

easily the ‘stupid kids’”. 

 

The reference to the stupid kids is with a joking, simplifying description of children with 

behavioural difficulties. It appears to be common that those children whom cannot be 

integrated within an urban school sooner or later will find their way to a school in a nearby 

village. This process of ’passing them around’ is made easy by parental choice because the 

schools in urban setting do not need an official process to de-enrol the pupil because of 
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pedagogical reasons. Rather the parents can ’choose’ to take the child out of school and 

find another, more suitable one.  

 

1A5. Other choice concepts  

Choice really is only a marketing tool or facade.  According to this there is little if any real 

difference between pedagogical programmes and curriculums offered by competing 

schools. Following this thread there is also thinking about the market forces that benefit 

from such a system of varying pedagogical programmes, this is the educational materials 

business that benefit from competition. 

 

This is also summed up as a liberalisation of education; choice and competition within 

education that requires regular, or constant renewal of pedagogical programmes, education 

policy, curriculum which results in need for replacing educational materials. These expand 

and feed the market of materials and some voiced views that feeding this market is the 

primary objective of creating competition also through choice.  

 

Another important view expressed only by two teachers however is that forcing schools to 

compete against one another creates losers in this competition which can then be closed 

down (or forced to change hands). This is observed in literature about choice but has not 

been explicitly reflected upon by most participants. 

 

 

Non localised interference 

Such interference and intervention are manifest through financially determined 

circumstances of which the school has no control over. Its fate is decided by circumstances 

not within its control to manipulate. 

 

1B1. central government 

Smaller schools are faced with difficulties that arise from head quota funding. Teachers 

seem painfully aware how this system strangles small schools, especially in rural settings 

where the municipality has precious little, if any, income besides central government 

funding. These municipalities struggle to maintain schools. Regional cooperation does not 

provide a long term solution as it does not bring additional funds. One of the teachers 

summarised the funding structure as  
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“[the] head quota funding encourages schools to attract more pupils maximalising class 

sizes but this is an impossible task here, where would we attract pupils from?” 

 

Teachers describe how they understand that such circumstances lead to the movement 

towards inviting religious organisations, particularly the larger ones to take on providing 

education in the local setting. This is a choice three of the municipalities faced previously 

and in order to maintain providing education in the setting, it did not appear as a choice to 

them. One teacher described some limitations; schools considered too small are at a 

disadvantaged position, however this has been overcome in many cases through joining up 

schools. 

 

1B2. religious institutions 

Most participating teachers have talked about the role of the church in education in their 

contexts where it was applicable and the changes that this brought. There has been a degree 

of difference in relation to these changes but critical remarks were mostly absent, although 

not completely. One type of description refers to the point where the municipality has 

reached a point of no return and begun negotiations with the bishop about taking the school 

into church governance. This type of description of church intervention can be summarised 

as: 

 

The bishop sees providing education by the church as a mission although it is not 

necessarily typical for all bishops and it also depends on him, how many schools will the 

Church take in? 

 

After this type of explanation usually positive talk about the financial gains for the school 

takes place; increased funding through central government and other Church funds 

benefited the school. 

 

Another description of this type of interference is of the increased role of Christian morale 

education.  The school no longer a school at the centre of the community but a missionary 

centre at the community influencing practice of religious life as well. Not all teachers 

appreciated this development or advocated it while some were keen to do so. Referring 
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back to discussion which took place before the school has changed ‘hands’, one teacher 

described 

 

“...the bishop has explained, none will be forced to start going to church but after a while 

it would be best if an inner calling would awaken in everyone.” 

 

I was not able to look at long term effects of the church interference in the local setting in 

any of the cases however the intention for the school as a centre of a particular type of 

value core within the locality appeared in the agendas and practices talked about by the 

teachers.  
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Local Dynamics 
Table 3 is a quick summary of categories and their descriptions within this dimension.  

Table 3 - categories within the dimension of local dynamics and brief descriptions of categories 

2. local dynamics   
value determined interactions            
conceptualising the setting 

2.A. class conflict   

teachers' basic positions                      
value determinism in 
interactions, status and 
hierarchy 

2.A.1. educators' position   

obvious ideological grounds                  
ambivalent meaning                             
critical thoughts 

  2.A.1.1 autonomy 

balance of work life                               
collaboration with colleagues 
and parents 

  2.A.1.2 value transfer 

teaching beyond the school                
missionaries and protecting the 
village 

  

2.A.1.3 pedagogical 
determinism 

conflicting views on diversity                                       
socioeconomics  determinants           
obstacles to learning  

2.A.2. socioeconomic determinism financial factors to choice                  
cultural settings and 
interactions,        poverty in 
relation to school 

  2.A.2.1. financial background 

balance of liberty and resources        
imbalance of liberty and 
resources                                

  2.A.2.2. family background 
reducing teachers' impact                    
does the school fail the pupils? 

  2.A.2.3. culture of poverty  

issues with communication                 
refusal to collaborate                           
difficulties in communication 

2.B. community cohesion 

  

school embedding in 
community,       small schools 
for teachers 

2.B.1. role of school 
  

central to community life                    
trust at core of relations                      
flow of communication 

2.B.2. professional 
implications     of  rural 
setting   

enhancing aspects of 
professional outlook and value 
base 

  2.B.2.1. homely environment 
relaxed communication flow             
integration to community 

  
2.B.2.2. advantages of teaching 
in the village 

group size                                                 
qualitatively different workload  
and professional requirements 
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Educators have a value base through which they interact within their settings. They 

describe these through conceptualising their perceived and assigned roles and through 

elements of their interactions that are read as examples of manifestations of conflicting 

values. They also describe the setting through an idealised view, attempting to manage 

inner conflicts that arise from their externally conflicting positions. 

2A.class conflict 

Teachers present a view of their roles as at times struggling to negotiate all elements of 

their environment and position in an attempt to avoid conflicting professional identity. 

They do well when focusing primarily on their positions as educators only, but when this is 

put in contrast to their concepts of determining elements of the local setting, value 

determined readings and interactions are revealed. 

2A1. educator’s position 

Teachers avoid openly expressing their roles as educators in absolute terms and often 

present different or opposing views when conceptualising their roles. There are some 

similarities and discussions among differences even within a conversation with the same 

individual.  

2A1.1autonomy 

A typical element of autonomy in teachers’ lives is the ability to manage one’s time 

balancing work and home, family and the profession. Both male and female participants 

pointed out that being a teacher allows them to be more active in other areas of their lives, 

contrasted for instance, to experiences of working for multinational companies in the 

private sector. Through collaboration between schools and teachers, educators could 

enhance their own professional practice; achieve greater job security, through which the 

quality of their work and lives has increased. 

 

All of the teachers expressed an opinion that most parents do not want to participate in the 

life of the school beyond having made the choice to enrol their children there, even though 

they believe that some degree of involvement would be necessary from the parents in order 

for teachers to perform their work better. One participant expressed this as a triangle 

between family, teacher and the child where each interacts for the benefit of the child 

although it means collaboration on the school’s terms. 
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2A1.2 value transfer 

There appears to be a desire to reach the whole family; the parents through the children in 

many instances as well as a view that in rural settings, this is far more likely to be possible 

than elsewhere. More than half the participants voiced the opinion that because of the 

small community, people and pupils are much more receptive to the influences of the 

educators.  

 

Further developing this attitude, many expressions described an acknowledgment that the 

curriculum is not their primary concern but rather helping children to learn for life, to be 

able to integrate and interact according to societal norms. In some instances this gives way 

to moralising descriptions of a perceived need to provide a moral grounding in education 

for a number of reasons. These are often connected to views about rural communities and 

the role of religious values to ’protect’ or ’shield’ pupils from harm in life: 

 

“[a] city dweller is much more resistant than a villager, maybe they can sort better (among 

values), while these children, they suffer through all this and it is our job to sort this out 

for them” 

 

There are more rational voices though, expressing similar sentiments, which sum up the 

general view among participating teachers better: 

 

“[because] if we kick at her here as well, dragging her down because she may be minority 

(Roma) because she may come to school unkempt,  I don’t think we could help them grow 

like that.” 

 

This view also acknowledges that teachers are in a special position to alter or balance 

injustice and stratification, and are well aware of this position. However, it does not 

actively engage with personal and professional values potentially falling short of doing so, 

or in contributing to the negative effects they desire to counter. While teachers perceive 

their role more holistically than simply teaching subject matter and facilitating learning 

through the mechanisms of the classroom, they are also careful to keep a distance from the 

pupils; their relationship is strictly professional and situational. They do keep in mind their 

professional roles as educators, who have to convey the curriculum fulfilling requirements 

designated from elsewhere.  
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2A1.3. pedagogical determinism 

The realities of a small school, situated in a secluded rural setting, determine greatly the 

kind of pedagogical work teachers can engage in. Pupils are of mixed ability because of the 

small class sizes, often missing the ’pulling’ or the ’middle’ ones. This requires teachers to 

differentiate greatly in their teaching approaches. In addition to this, they acknowledge that 

there are greater proportions of disadvantaged or severely disadvantaged pupils, which by 

a small minority, is at times considered as a negative quality impact on work. Most 

expressed a view that this also has an impact on children’s ability to succeed in school.  

 

Small class and school sizes are perceived by a third to impact negatively on competition 

among pupils, which they deem to have negative consequences for learning. However, 

often the same teachers who voice such views, at other points in the conversation would 

describe how the lack of pressure to compete creates the setting for better learning.  

 

Additionally, because of the disadvantaged background of many pupils teachers feel that 

they have to take on family roles, be “children’s father and mother in school as well as 

their teacher”, which also relates to the emphasise educators place on value transfers by 

the school. Finally, almost half of the participants strongly suggest that given the socio-

economic background there is “precious little they can do”.  

 

2A2. socioeconomic factors 

These categories are representations of teachers’ views about the local settings. These 

views appear to be strongly determined by class distinctions and how educators’ position 

themselves within a class structure.   

 

2A2.1. financial background 

Although there appears to be some discussion concerning concepts of the role of the 

financial background in relating to education, especially in participating through choice, 

these are rather about the degree to which it is significant. All concepts of the role, which 

financial background plays, do emphasise its relevance. There is a strong view that 

availability of material resources has a strong influence on how parents participate in 

education, or particularly in choice. As many teachers pointed out: 
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Many know what would be the right choice but it isn’t granted that they can technically 

arrange it. Often it is desperation that determines where the child will go to school 

because those who haven’t the financial background, they will have to compromise. 

 

The discussion among teachers is about the varying degree of the role of finances, where 

some state it as creating possibilities to attain greater access to schools with limited 

resources. But it is culturally determined factors that influence whether a family 

compromise with additional resources towards education or with not practicing choice. 

 

2A2.2. family background 

Teachers see differing as aspects of family background as being relevant among those who 

choose to send their children to the local school but mainly because of socioeconomic 

determinants. This also describes their general views on the role of family background, 

especially values and relation to education that determines a child’s success in education. 

One of the teachers summarises well the concepts in this category saying that: 

 

“[what] influences a child most in education and being successful in school is the parental 

background, this is not possible to circumnavigate or avoid. If at home he isn’t motivated, 

if the parents don’t put their feet down, if there is no expectation that ‘son, study’, then the 

child will not be easily motivated”  

 

Teachers connect this motivation factor to parents’ formal success or lack of successes in 

their education although shy away from reflecting on how formerly these parents attended 

the same school. 

 

Following up on this emphasis of the parental or family background’s importance, or 

determinacy many of the teachers (nine) go a step further in describing that the education 

and financial background of the parents determines the child’s abilities outright and their 

possibilities to achieve their potential through education.  

 

2A2.3. culture of poverty 

These descriptions are often voiced through critical explanations of cultural settings and 

with a paternalistic view. Educators working in these settings are keenly aware that poverty 

is proportionately higher than average or in urban environments and provide a variety of 
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descriptions how this is manifest in education. Given that they refer frequently to the low 

educational background of the parents, I would consider their description of people living 

in poverty as emphasising those who have not benefited extensively from education. Thus 

such people have limited choices in entering their children into education and perceive no 

viable gains from it. This could explain a lack of motivation in educators to motivate the 

children, however at times this is described in a strong critical view, 

 

“[family] background can manifest in some parents saying ‘son, you will get the ‘social’ 

(benefits) why bother studying’” 

 

But these sentiments arise from the asymmetrical relationship between school and home. 

Poverty and lack of long term employment, as more than half the teachers describe, 

disenfranchise people, they appear not only to be unwilling but unable to participate 

anymore in several dimensions. Seven of the teachers’ descriptions point towards an 

expectation of compliance and supportive collaboration from parents, contradictorily in 

ways that they describe to be beyond parents’ capabilities. And it is difficult to expect such 

cooperation from those who cannot see education as providing alternative prospects for 

their children. Teachers do mention some positive examples, but these are in the minority.  

Even when parental compliance or desire to cooperate with the school is present, issues 

with communication arise. 

 

“We really cannot get far with parents who after a couple of sentences just don’t 

understand anymore what we are trying to say, and sadly, this is rather common.” 

 

Overall, teachers describe the culture of poverty with regard to how it affects families in 

relation to school; lack of motivation and ability to participate, or that these are families 

that can only choose the local school and cannot opt for an alternative. Many teachers seem 

to experience this as a source of conflict.  

 

Community cohesion 

Schools have a specific place in a small community; especially they play an important role 

in maintaining social cohesion in rural settings. Teachers also see these aspects as 

influencing their professional lives and place emphasise on the positive aspects of it.  
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2B1. role of school 

School occupies a central role in a community, as a cultural and social focus point. This is 

also an important reason why the majority of participating teachers (seven) think that these 

small schools not only have a right to ‘be’ but that they are a crucial necessity. A school in 

a village generates community life, a buzz, without which the community could wither 

away. Defined in pragmatic terms, a school is an important factor to retain population in 

rural settings.  

 

A description of trust has been present in all conversations, although in differing contexts. 

People sending their children to the village school also do it with trust in the ability and the 

role of the teachers in their positions. These descriptions manifest in connection with 

describing the community itself; in a rural setting, trust and flow of information and 

communication are considered as crucially important element of social cohesion, according 

to most of the teachers. Some explained that trust towards the school is manifest in 

expectations towards teachers to also take on parenting roles. This is an idealising 

expression of the setting, contrary to the conflicting expressions where teachers critically 

describe the necessity of taking on parenting roles in relation to the socioeconomic setting. 

 

Similarly, in talking about the role of the school in such settings, connected to this 

localised institution of trust, an idealised description of choosing the local school appears. 

Again, the understandings of segregating and negative effects of choice mechanism, and 

their conflicting values from class positioning seem to disappear here.  

 

“I believe this mentality in villages that she (child) should go to town and then she will 

make it, and then she will better equipped is not so prevalent anymore.”  

 

Similar statements have been made by only three of the participants. These are a strong 

contrast to other descriptions where clearly, teachers are aware that such thinking is still 

present and has an impact on both the community and their professional lives in the 

village. However, these idealised concepts are supported by the recent and personal 

memories of the struggle to keep the local school, keep the teachers whom are known and 

respected. The communities were active in this struggle and the feeling of the school as 

being a central; focus point of community life was enhanced considerably.  
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2B2. professional implications of rural setting 

Teachers describe the particular setting of the village school in terms that strengthen their 

positions. They consider aspects of their working environments that emphasise and 

enhance their professional outlooks and value considerations. 

 

2B2.1. homely environment 

The biggest contributor to ‘homeliness’ materialises in the flow of information, in multiple 

channels of communication emphasised by eight participants. Interactions in the 

professional setting among teachers were perceived to be relaxed and open, due to the 

small size of staff for instance. But more importantly, teachers feel that the school and 

consequently, they, are well integrated within the community. Through various channels 

educators know their pupils well and the families, as well as some personal dynamics in 

the village, four teachers thought this extremely important. While most teachers at times 

are strongly critical about the flow of communication between school and home they also 

appear to be aware that these channels are open nevertheless. As one teacher put it: 

 

“Relationships with the parents are different here too; it’s a far more uplifting experience 

here. That I know something of the child and the parents other than what grade I should 

give just now and how is her latest assignment been.” 

 

This ’imbedded’ reality seem to play a major role for teachers in feeling fulfilled 

professionally and being happy in the context. This seems to be a major reason for 

choosing or choosing to remain in the setting. 

 

2B2.2. advantages of teaching in the village 

An obvious advantage is class size, the size of the groups with which educators work. They 

describe them as significantly smaller than in more populous settings. This creates a crucial 

difference in how teachers approach and experience work.  

 

I think our advantage against urban schools is small class sizes therefore we can be far 

more attentive, pay more attention to the children. There is more time with each child and I 

think it is much better; also I have more time with each child regardless of their abilities. 
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This summary provides the explanation that all the participating teachers conceptualise 

small class sizes as a significant advantage of the setting, regardless that they are not 

working with selected or differentiated children, which requires far more differentiation in 

their pedagogical approaches. This also means that the workload is not necessarily smaller 

than working with larger classes, rather there is a qualitative difference in the work 

experience. One of the teachers who has had experience of working in a competitive 

school, with selected children, described the phenomenon as such: 

 

“I don’t think the workload was any greater in the elite (referring to the previous work 

experience), rather the quality of the work was different, the challenges are different and 

there class contact time was higher too” 

 

All in all, those teachers (4) who had significant experience of working in urban setting 

and also those who could only speculate about such settings had expressed a preference to 

having a different quality in their work, with fewer pupils, yet with more diverse 

educational needs. They also preferred the different nature of professional challenges in 

this setting even if they did not consider the amount of work as significantly different. 

  



73 

 

8. Discussion of findings, emerging questions and 

pointers for further considerations 
 
 

The findings allow some insight into teachers’ conceptualisations about the choice system 

and their professional roles. Teachers describe accurately choice mechanisms, as if reciting 

literature, through concrete examples and experiences within their environment and also by 

utilising their own analysis of the system. I find it particularly striking that often the same 

phenomena, affects of choice mechanisms, are viewed differently depending on the theme 

they are connected to. Consistency of this duality of relating to phenomena and situations I 

consider to be a sign of systematic work in constructing professional identities that can 

justify educators’ positions while resolving inner conflicts. Such conflicts are present 

because of differences in professional ethos and demands on educators by the education 

system and often also parents and particular proprietors of the setting. The participating 

teachers seemed to work hard at positioning themselves within these conflicting demands, 

and the findings are a representation of this.  

 

Examples for these different references of representation are references to the small groups 

within these schools, both as positive and negative influences on learning, typically by the 

same individuals depending on the emphasis of the topic.  Small groups and diversity of 

ability among pupils is often considered, almost simultaneously, both as a positive and 

negative aspect of the setting. Similarly, contradictions lie in communication within the 

setting with parents, where channels of communications are expressed in opposing views. 

Such differences in views depend on the context these aspects are considered in. Often as 

justifications for choosing this professional environment they appear as rather positive 

elements, in these instances educators have perhaps been considering themselves as 

insiders, talking from within. However, when in relation to the broader context, the 

competitive education sector, educators have been talking perhaps more as outsiders, as 

representatives of the system, in which instances some of these phenomena are considered 

drawbacks and negative aspects.  

 

Talking about choice mechanisms also has a different manifestation where descriptions 

appear ambiguous, but in fact present a subtly critical analysis. These are present all 

through the conversations, in talking about the ideological base of choice in education as 
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well as when describing competitive measures and their connection to choice. Descriptions 

of choice mechanisms are thorough and critical. It seems that the most considerable affect 

on the settings, identified by the educators, are choices made by more affluent parents to 

disassociate from the local setting through the means of education, choosing to send the 

child to another school. Participating teachers related differently to this phenomenon also 

depending on their own practice as parents.  

 

Following up on the descriptions in the findings; descriptions of the competitive choice 

system and the presence of disassociation movements, the data itself describes these 

settings as schools that fail to retain pupils who have the means to choose and operates 

only for those who virtually have no choice. In such considerations these schools are 

‘losers’. I think the participating teachers recognise this very well, but interestingly this 

seems to be the very reason for their choices to remain in or even seek out this setting. 

They describe it almost as a sphere outside of the sphere of competition.  

 

In addition, educators further justifying their choices or preferences utilise a description of 

trust as an instrumental element in these chosen rural communities. Trust in relations 

within the settings and in their professional autonomy. This emphasis is I think, 

strengthened by conceptualising disassociation choices. Such choices voice a lack of trust 

in the local setting but enable teachers through emphasising trust and community to 

construct an ‘insider’ localised professional position. This position provides a resolution 

and grounded justifications for choosing this setting.  

 

By voicing strong preferential statements for these settings the participating educators 

present a potentially critical view on the primary education sector and choice mechanisms 

within this sector. Exploring this critical stand further would provide interesting and 

important areas for research, and also from a perspective of critical pedagogy. How do 

teachers construct their professional identities and how do they position themselves within 

a system? Clearly, these teachers have chosen a setting for its inability to participate in a 

competitive environment yet this very property makes such settings considered as 

competitive professional domains.  

 

It is possible to look critically at these teachers’ resolving of conflicting issues arising from 

their positions. They fail somewhat in their aspiration to be agents of resistance, committed 
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intellectuals (Fischman & Haas, 2009, p. 572) who engage in an ongoing negotiation and 

countermovement. But I think it is far more important to hear what their positioning clearly 

represents. Teachers who educate our children are in the difficult position of managing and 

resisting forces they analyse as counterproductive to their work ethos and their aims as 

educators. The often paternalistic approach and seeking out of these rural settings is, in my 

reading, a kind of escapism with an element of desire to win back or keep some space 

outside of what they see as negative tendencies. This is in some sense a form of resistance. 

 

It would be interesting to consider studying further educators’ identity in relation to 

concepts within critical pedagogy. Further studies could explore the critical thinking and 

critical constructs of teachers in more detail and how they conceptualise themselves as 

committed intellectuals. These could bring further insight into critical pedagogical ideas 

and practice, similar to those proposed by Kincheloe (2004, pp. 11,17) and Fischman and 

Haas (Fischman & Haas, 2009, p. 572) for instance. Freire would describe this as 

consideration of the individual teacher’s ability and practice in critically scrutinising their 

positions in looking beyond an “adherence of the oppressed to the oppressor” both as 

victims and victimisers (Freire, 1996, p. 48), the ability to step back and localise 

oppression ‘outside’ of themselves, as Franz Fenon would put it.  

The process of collecting the empirical data has revealed that there are changes within the 

examined rural settings that have been an unanticipated finding. I refer to the issue of the 

education provider, which in three of the schools has recently been changed from 

municipalities to the Catholic Church. When providing the background to the study I 

described that such changes have been large scale for the previous periods, not only in the 

region where this study took place. The reasons for such movements are connected to 

funding and the uncertain future of rural small schools. Systematic tendencies of change of 

education provider and the prevailing struggles were discussed with the teachers in the 

schools were this was relevant. 

In all these conversations it was recognised that the inevitability of denominational control 

is a direct consequence of structural components of the system; competition and funding. 

The Church is the saviour in these settings and in some sense, truly so because such 

arrangements allow provision of education in such settings to remain even when the state 

retreats from these setting.  The communities have chosen and it seems no more 
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justification is necessary. But dare I ask why is it that the only choice a settlement faces is 

having no choice at all about the education provider?  

 

In reviewing literature about choice and education I have discussed briefly literature 

addressing tendencies of corporatism in the Central European education sphere. This is a 

politically and ideologically charged domain and one, which cannot be explored here 

beyond the constructed knowledge of this research, as it would be merely speculation. But 

I think it important to explore this potentially corporatist, pseudo-market mechanism 

within the sphere of primary education. It points towards the false rhetoric of market 

competition and choice. Agency of decisions that determine education provision are far 

removed from the actual settings, with no or little transparency and democratic control. I  

think it would be useful to construct further research into the role of religious organisations 

in the context of Hungary; their changing role, segmentation of the field through these 

changing roles and especially when considering geographical, class and cultural elements, 

where and for whom religious organisations’ provision is expanded? Such questions point 

beyond teachers’ conceptualisations of choice in education yet would be elemental in 

constructing deeper understanding of these conceptualisations.  

 

This brief discussion and considerations for further research brings this report to its final 

chapter. The final chapter reflects critically on the research project and the researcher’s 

perceptual bias and influence as well as personal professional development within this 

project.  
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9. Validity and Reliability of the study  
 

In this section, two aspects of the research will be looked at. Some final considerations of 

validity in carrying out the methodological approach will take place and reflections on the 

reliability of the research in light of the bias of the researcher. I have been forthcoming 

throughout the pages about my philosophical grounding, through descriptions and their 

discussions my position has been clearly stated, it is worth considering how this may have 

influenced the findings and how my position has influenced the reliability of the research. 

First however, we take a brief look at an aspect of the analytical validity of the research. 

 

There are comprehensive lists of standards for qualitative research to ensure validity. 

These are, to name but a few, intersubjective replicability, transparency, issue relatedness, 

theoretical saturation, explication, exactness, reliability (Lüders, 2004, p. 359). There is no 

actual consensus among qualitative researchers as to how such standards materialise 

exactly, but here I draw on the example of intersubjective transparency as one possible 

measurement. 

 

In order to fulfil intersubjective transparency, a description would be required to present in 

concrete terms how “the coding was done, what codes and sub-codes were developed on 

the bases of what data, and how these were ultimately consolidated and given dimensions” 

(Lüders, 2004, p. 360). Done over a single case study, Lüders deems this process 

unattainable and explains that normally such rigorous description of the analytical process 

is overlooked in a ‘quiet consensus’ within the field.  

 

Schreirer argues that there are only degrees of validity. For increased measure of validity, 

she recommends making each step in the research transparent, showing readers how the 

researcher arrives at conclusions (Schreier, 2012, pp. 27,167). Schreirer emphasises that 

the best way to achieve transparency and reliability is through the construction and the 

presentation of the coding frame (Schreier, 2012, p. 34). She explains that in 

“methodological literature an instrument is considered valid to the extent that it in fact 

captures what it sets out to capture” (Schreier, 2012, p. 175). I have given a detailed 

description of the coding process and the results through presenting the research design, 

the process of coding and eventually the data.  
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The cyclical process of designing and redesigning the coding frame and the mistakes made 

in segmentation eventually led to a mistake in the coding process. In the final design, 

thematic frequencies by individual participants are listed by frequency of instances, how 

many times in a conversation for instance a topic (category) has appeared or not. In 

addition, I have not measured the extent to which a certain topic may have dominated topic 

areas of conversations. Consequently, the findings fail to present the strength of code units, 

and the reader has to rely on the researcher’s discretion. I consider this to be a beginner’s 

mistake but do not consider it a flaw that invalidates the coding frame or the analysis. I 

suspect that I overlooked this in the coding process because my primary interest lay in 

discovering and identifying common themes that are discussed by all or most participants 

in the research.  

 

I have described extensively relevant aspects of my philosophical grounding, and utilised 

this for theoretically constructing an understanding of the context. I already had an 

extensive knowledge of the context in which I carried out this research. My personal and 

professional interests and outlook have determined my research interest and my approach 

to carrying out the research. In the opening pages, I have expressed already that I consider 

research to be value determined. The discussion that carried through this paper therefore is 

heavily influenced by my strong critical perspective of the role of education and teachers’ 

position within it. 

 

I consider the sphere of education a ‘battle ground’ of values and social visions. I am not 

alone in this view; however, there may be a slight concern that my radical theoretical 

position has influenced my findings. It is possible that my pre-existing notion of teachers’ 

conflicting identities in a struggle of positioning themselves within a system has led me to 

analyse the empirical data in order to find exactly such inner conflicts. It is also important 

to consider that I set out to explore concepts of choice mechanism and other findings that 

emerged from the conversations about choice and the settings; I followed the lead of 

participating teachers. We constructed knowledge collaboratively.  

 

There is a possibility that I have influenced the conversation in ways that are often not 

under the control of the researcher. It is common knowledge concerning research that 

participants often try to say the ‘right answer’ to ‘please’ the researcher. I attempted to 

minimise this through the choice of ‘interviewing’. All interactions revolve around these 
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same concepts: all text, spoken and written is interpreted by its receiver. While I presented 

a detailed account of the coding and analysing of the data, step by step, as suggested for 

maximum reliability, this same research could still not be repeated to produce the same or 

even similar results. Through this learning process, my experience of the research context 

has changed and as a result, I would now have different, even evolved ways of 

conceptualising the same phenomena. Consequently, my own analytical process would 

materialise differently as well. The findings revealed a great deal about the settings which, 

while corresponding with the research questions have produced more questions as well. 

This may not be a characteristic element of content analysis, but I consider it a success in 

this research.  
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Appendix 
code definitions 

1. Interference 

The name interference comes from the view that legislation and governance that is 

not directly at the community or school level, through radically critical thinking is 

considered intervention or interference. Normally this term should refer to 

legislation, curriculum and structural shifts, arrangements such as parental choice 

and here I also consider education policy in its less obvious, not public discourse. 

In some instances there are some overlaps with categories in the other dimension of 

local dynamics. This is quite natural and descriptions of categories and 

considerations on decisions should help conceptualising why I have categorised 

data to appear in this dimension. Eventually these overlaps really describe 

connections which will be explored in detail.  

1.A choice conceptualisations 

The summative descriptions of the choice mechanism are collected within this cluster of 

categories, which represent broad views of the system not only its mechanisms that appear 

to have an immediate impact on the local setting.  

1.A.1 liberty and right 

This category, ‘liberty and rights’ is the summary of initial conceptualisations that came 

without much consideration or thinking by educators about parental choice. This category 

comprises of quick considerations, what I call surface concepts of choice in education , 

nevertheless, these quick answers, present already an emerging conflict described. 

1.A.2  individual competition 

The idea of competition quickly appears, after the initial mentioning of liberty. Individual 

competition describes the kind of competition needs that the choice mechanism helps to 

administer although without critical remarks on whether choice mechanisms play a role in 

creating the competitive setting.  

1.A.3 institutional completion 

Parental choice contributes to competition among schools especially when choice system is 

paired with falling number of school aged children. In the rural setting teachers 

conceptualise competition among schools on the broader, general context as well as its 

appearance in their local settings.  
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1.A.4 concepts of segregating related to choice 

Deeper concepts have been explored in the conversations, some of these were not always 

present in openly talking about choice but subsurface when discussing other matters or 

particulars about the local setting. Concepts of segregation refer to thinking about how 

choice system interacts with a negative or perceived negative outcome. Four areas emerged 

to be categorised when conceptualising the segregation effect of choice. A comparison of 

pre-choice and post-choice system of district segregation has surfaced, as well as concepts 

of segregation within school units and descriptions of a kind of white flight (although it is 

more strictly class related here), a typical motivation to leave the community through 

choosing school elsewhere and finally manifestations of systematic or perceived to be 

systematic changes in shaping and restricting or forcing access to schools. 

 

 While these conceptualisations also present some overlaps with other areas, particularly 

with categories referring to socio economic background and their roles perceived by the 

teachers, They are categorised separately here because they refer more broadly to the 

education system rather than the cultural and value conflicts that emerge. 

1.A.4.1 district segregation 

This category describes urban settings, and some particular form of segregation within 

urban school districts where the municipality maintains a number of schools often as a 

single institution with a variety of school units. Teachers could describe these setting 

through referring to previous professional experiences, referring to recounts from their 

colleagues who also had professional experience from such settings, and personal 

experiences as parents whose children participated in education in such settings. 

1.A.4.1 in house segregation 

In house segregation refers to concepts described about separating children within a single 

school unit according to pedagogically and socio-economically predetermined categories 

of abilities. This was typically not possible to observe within the schools where teachers 

were engaged as their pupil count was too low except for one school where one year group 

was divided into two classes.  This category is less filled up then others; I speculate 

because teachers were either avoiding talking about this manifestation or because they had 

little perceived connection to it however. 
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1A4.3 flight from community 

It is the desire of disassociation from a community through the means of education. 

Teachers talk about it not only when refereeing to particular mechanisms within the 

locality but also when considering the whole system.  

1A4.4 restricted and forced access 

There are some seemingly miscellaneous effects of choice mechanism, or in other words, 

functions trough which it manifests and has been described by the teachers as potentially 

segregating. These are uses of the choice system that restrict choices or clearly function for 

the benefits of some schools rather than pupils.  

1A5.  Other choice concepts  

Conceptualisations of the system that did not fit in to the other categories but are 

interesting and relevant to present because they seem to look at the core of education from 

another angle.  

Non localised interference 

The two categories within this cluster describe very direct ways through which agency far 

removed from the school influence it. These mechanisms manifest through finances and 

changes in governance or provisioning control. 

1B1. central government 

Interference in the local setting by the central government in this category refers to 

descriptions of funding structure which also has been discussed when describing the 

context and the other is regulations on school units, some of these are particularly targeting 

small schools. These interferences can create circumstances where the local authority is 

forced to take some action towards regional collaborating or inviting a religious 

organisation to take on the role of the education provider.  

1B2. religious institutions 

Religious institutions here in particular refer to the role of the Catholic Church in providing 

primary education and how this happens creating the setting. In particular this category 

describes the changes which educators perceive as consequences of the change of provider 

from municipality to church. Some of these are connected with how ’moral based value 

interactions’ manifest or how teachers conceptualise their position delivering value 

changes as ’missionaries’. This category is mainly concerned with influences that also 

determine teachers’ professional positions through largely un-negotiable means. 
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Local Dynamics 

This dimension describes in two main clusters of categories everyday experiences of 

educators, how they conceptualise their position and what values they assign to their roles. 

In these categories the local setting is conceptualised and analysed by educators. 

class conflict 

These cluster is divided into the aspects of educators own self view first moving onto 

conceptualisations of the setting through analysing the socioeconomically and culturally 

determining factors.  

2A1. educator’s position 

These are the opening concepts of educators self views as professionals. Descriptions 

which are already shaped by being integrated into the setting, they are attempted to avoid 

direct and conflicting interactions with the setting. 

 

2A1.1autonomy 

Teachers assign aspects of autonomy they enjoy in their positions. The ones represented in 

this category are such that do not relate directly to teaching within the classroom. They are 

aspects of an educators’ life that they find generally significant not only in relation to the 

particular settings. 

 

2A1.2 value transfer 

Talking about their jobs educators express descriptions of their roles that are beyond the 

curriculum and specifics of the job, easily described as manifestations of a personal ethos. 

While these are not the same for all teachers, they carry remarkable similarities although 

they are best categorised within two aspects which are the desire to reach out, to provide 

something beyond simply teaching and in an enhanced form or kind of mission not without 

religious connotations or motivations.  

 

2A1.3. pedagogical determinism 

This category emerged through teachers’ talks conceptualising their positions but are not 

directly describing how teachers view their position in the setting rather how they see 

certain characteristics of a pedagogue and the setting that determines the outcome of their 

work. 
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2A2. socioeconomic factors 

Listing several subcategories socio-economic factors are descriptions of key elements of 

the local settings that are relevant in interactions with the education system, as perceived 

by the teachers. These, given their perceived roles and the functions of choice mechanisms 

appear also to describe conflicts with the system, and or the education provider that can be 

determined through class or cultural descriptions. Another element of socio economic 

factor is the clear relevance of financial resources available to individuals in describing 

their access to education. 

2A2.1. financial background 

The concept of financial background refers to a family’s ability in allocating material 

resources that enable choice in education. When discussed by the participating teachers it 

is usually within the context of talking about choosing school and being able organise 

commuting to a school outside of the locality.  

 

It has some overlap or definitely a close connection with the category ‘choosing to leave 

the community’ as a segregation effect of choice, but it is listed as a separate category here 

because it is also within the context of socio-economic factors relevant to education.  

2A2.2. family background 

This category is on the significance of family background in relation to engaging with the 

education system. This plays a significant role when conceptualising relation to choice in 

education but it also effect relation to education beyond choice especially when 

considering those who are secluded from this possibility or chose not to choose.  

2A2.3. culture of poverty 

When talking about working life in rural setting educators frequently describe how aspects 

of this environment influence their professional life. In these descriptions they talk in depth 

about certain cultural elements which I categorise as representations of poverty culture. 

Many of these descriptions refer to difficulties or challenges as these cultural 

manifestations interact with work.  

 

community cohesion 

This cluster describes the ways in which teachers conceptualise the school within the 

community and describe various aspects of experiencing and conceptualising the small 

schools’ role in a village setting including some professional benefits. 
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2B1. role of school 

Descriptions of both the educators’ position and conceptualising choice mechanisms but it 

also emerged in details about the settings when discussing the role of schools in the village 

setting where the teachers were positioned. This category is typically considering in more 

definite terms how teachers view the school in their setting and naturally it overlaps with 

their descriptions of their positions especially. This is so because participants actively 

chose rural setting for their career, consequently, they identify on many levels with their 

concepts of the role of school in the village.  

2B2. professional implications of rural setting 

There are two sub categories here of teachers descriptions on defining characteristics of the 

small school in rural setting on their professional life. They are placed in this section 

because they are descriptions of how they experience this setting rather than descriptions 

of their definitions of their roles as educators even though these categories are not 

unrelated. The first category is ‘homely environment’, how on a personal level the setting 

brings positive aspects while the other category, ‘professional advantages in the village’ 

describes particular pedagogical views. 

2B2.1. homely environment 

This category draws up how teacher experience this working environment on a personal 

level. It is a description of positive feelings and practices that make work more enjoyable 

because they contribute to setting an atmosphere. 

2B2.2. advantages of teaching in the village 

The setting does not impact only on teacher’s positions and roles but teachers also view 

certain aspects of it providing advantages, especially in contrast to working in urban 

settings. These move beyond the concept of homeliness 
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