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Neoliberalism is a socio-political economic movement spreading over the world, supported by an 

institutional framework, and influencing many spheres, including education. There is an impact on 

the purpose of education, the role of teachers and teaching. In the Canadian context, there are many 

indicators of these influences being felt. In this thesis, neoliberalism is not only considered as a 

political philosophy, it is also extensively examined as a part of the social imaginary of people, 

giving neoliberalism the status of ‘common sense’ rather than ideology. In this way, it becomes 

'normal' to expect the system to work following neoliberal principles, and to find neoliberal 

solutions to problems – even in spheres that it had previously never impacted. 

 

This thesis investigates high school teachers' experiences and perceptions of the influence of 

neoliberalism in the Canadian school systems. In so doing, the main aim is to give a voice to 

teachers, so they can describe their experiences regarding neoliberal influences, in order to identify 

the problems as they perceive them. The study establishes how neoliberalism affects their work, 

their identity as professionals and the purpose of education. This research is a phenomenographic 

study, using Skype interviews from seven high school teachers having worked in Yellowknife, the 

capital city of Northwest Territories.  

 

The analysis identified an outcome space where teachers' experiences and perceptions were 

associated with neoliberal influences on education. A discrepancy between the rather liberal ideals 

and the neoliberal reality of the teachers was described as a problem. The corporate way of 

managing education was experienced as detrimental. Economy based agendas, and accountability 

for teachers were felt to be especially harmful. Neoliberal norms such as efficiency, competition, 

image, measurement, labels and performance were all perceived as negative influences on the 

profession and on education in general. 

 

The thesis considers how the neoliberal social imaginary has created problems and disjuncture in 

education. This imaginary has become the new ‘reality’ for people, making problems look ‘normal’, 

‘natural’, ‘inevitable’ or ‘common sense’.  The participants saw problems triggered by 

neoliberalism, and most of them desired corrective changes, yet none of them were involved in 

instigating deep changes in education. To an extent, some of the problems perceived by the teachers 

have been integrated into their reality and normality; alternatives are difficult to imagine. The thesis 

concludes that problems caused by neoliberalism were commonly identified and perceived by the 

teachers, and this is the first step towards sustainable reforms implemented from the teacher level 

up. The thesis also concludes that if teachers gained a critical awareness of the neoliberal social 

imaginary, it could help them engage more with changes, shaping or reconstructing the social 

imaginary themselves, to make it more relevant to their own professional ideals. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  

When I was a teacher, reviews of the school I worked in were made to assess the ‘quality 

of the school’. Students, teachers, parents, non-teaching staff, and administration evaluated 

most of the school aspects. Frustrations were expressed from the staff in the review, 

coming mostly from decisions and directions taken by the 'upper levels of the hierarchy' - 

the level of discontentment from teachers and non-teaching staff was obvious. It was 

somehow comforting to see that this frustrated state was commonplace and not just 

perceived by me, but it was also sad to observe such a shared state of hopelessness towards 

everyday work. Discussing with colleagues for years about these issues, from all over the 

city working in the same school or not, it felt natural to start grouping or identifying what 

was/were the source(s) of those frustrations. Keywords that remained over the years to 

illustrate those frustrations felt by teachers were pressured, overworked, abused, bullied, 

overwhelmed, frustrated, confused and exhausted – which lay on a rather emotive level. 

Moreover, talking with many other teacher who graduated at the same time from our four 

years teaching bachelor programme, working in different provinces, it was evident that 

those feelings were spread from ocean to ocean, as from all the mathematics teachers that 

graduated with me in 2004, less than half are still teaching now in 2013. As problems grew 

bigger for me, I decided to step outside of the classroom to have a better look at it from 

another point of view, a researcher's point of view. 

 

This work attempts to provide some insights into these issues, moving from a rather 

emotive level to a theoretical one. Why are the teachers feeling frustrated, confused, 

discouraged, angry and discontent with a career they chose? As data was collected, some 

of the uneasiness stemmed from what was assumed to be a clash of values, but it seems 

that there are bigger factors, the causes of which lay on a higher, more general level. There 

are a lot of pressures and frustrations experienced by teachers, coming from many different 

sources, but the ones investigated in this study are related to the pressures of neoliberalism.  

 

Being a teacher comes with a set of everyday struggles that most of them have to cope 

with. However, it seems that invisible pressures are generating a lack of consistency and of 

coherence at the heart of the teaching job and this is what will be investigated in this paper, 

analysing the perspectives and experiences of teachers regarding the perception of those 
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pressures. Perception of a problem is an important step in improvement or problem 

resolution. This research is not primarily focused on the influences or impacts 

neoliberalism has on education, as this has been profusely researched and written about, as 

the theoretical framework will show. Rather, this research is interested in the perceptions 

and experiences of teachers of those influences and impacts of neoliberalism on education 

– a second-order perspective of the perception of this phenomenon, which corresponds to a 

phenomenographical research. If we can observe that teachers perceive and experience 

similar problems, then we can start to think about solutions, emerging from the grassroots. 

 

Problems have been identified with education in the past and this is one of the reasons why 

there has been so many education reforms coming to the teachers, but those reforms were 

mostly framed, developed and implemented from the government level down to teachers. 

Some of the policies or reforms were created locally, some others being borrowed from 

other countries as the global policy network is expanding (Rizvi & Lingard 2010, 1). Many 

reforms (good and bad) failed for various reasons; some are because teachers did not 

understand them, were not trained to implement, did not get enough resources to support 

them in the changes or simply felt the new policies or reforms were irrelevant. In all those 

cases, teachers resist new policies and carry on as before, creating more tension and 

misalignment. If reforms and policies are understood and desired by teachers from the 

grassroots, if they see a problem they want to solve, if they feel involved in the change 

rather that it just being imposed on them, a real sustainable change can happen. This 

research intends to give teachers a voice, and look for similarities and problems targeted by 

teachers, in association with the neoliberal social imaginary and the critical awareness of it. 

In the data collected, findings about the ideal, the reality and the future of education, as 

perceived by teachers, will present common problems stemming from neoliberalism, 

impacting the social imaginary. 

 

Canada is under the very influential hand of neoliberalism, tinting the society and 

education, transforming it to adhere to ideas of competition, efficiency, accountability, 

performance, individualism and human capital in a local and global context. The main 

focus and research question of this thesis is:  

 

What are high school teachers' experiences and perceptions of the influence of 

neoliberalism in the Canadian school systems? 
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Specifically, how does neoliberalism in the Canadian school systems (different systems for 

every province and territories) affect teachers' work and identity, influence the social 

imaginary surrounding teachers, and influence the purpose of education as lived by 

teachers. There are some general themes and questions encompassed within this question 

such as: Do teachers recognise and/or believe in neoliberal values? Do they perceive the 

current situation as inevitable? If so, what are the values or hopes they attach to education? 

Do they see/implement alternative ways? Can they perceive a clash among different 

values? How does this impact their level of autonomy and their professional status? This 

research was a good opportunity to investigate these questions. This paper intends to give a 

voice to teachers in that context, to build an understanding of what is going on, possibly 

raise a critical awareness to the neoliberal social imaginary, and if possible, find changes or 

point to some possible alternative ways of working and being as a professional, for 

teachers to evolve positively in their environment, or to even engage in the reconstruction 

of their imaginaries. The aim is to provide an understanding of the relationship between 

pressures put on teachers and their own ideas. Findings will show that teachers do indeed 

experience and perceive neoliberal influences on education in many ways that are 

problematic, and this is the first step towards a deeper understanding and possible ways of 

solutions. 

 

It is useful to go into semantics and acknowledge that the concepts of education are wider 

than schooling, educators are more than teachers and that Canada is only one context. In 

this research, Canada is defined only to refer to it as a broad culture, organisation and 

location, and the intent is not to generalise. When education is mentioned, schooling is 

mostly meant, acknowledging that education includes many other spheres. When teachers 

are mentioned in this research, the main concept is of persons that have a recognized 

certification in teaching a subject, and teach or have been teaching in schools, referring 

many times to teachers in high schools. The students referred to are mostly teenagers 

enrolled in the public school systems in Canada, or attending classes in a non-private 

institution. 

 

Even if this research aims to be academic and to contribute to the field - speaking to an 

academic audience, it is intended for this paper to be accessible also to teachers, 

administrators and other actors all along the educational scale. This is why it is important 

to mention that this research could be seen as an introductory work to the world of 
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neoliberalism and its influences on education and on social imaginaries, as well as a 

portrait of a specific situation in a specific context, that may inform other spheres of the 

topic, education or the world, and may contribute to the understanding of the current 

teacher situation and identity. This work is also my construct and interpretation of a 

particular situation, wanting to portray how neoliberal influences are perceived in the eyes 

of teachers, and incorporated in the social imaginary.  

 

In the second chapter of this paper, there will be information about the researcher’s 

background, and also discussions about important aspects of the context where the 

participants have evolved as teachers. Then in chapter 3, the theoretical framework that 

supports the thesis will be presented. Within this framework, there will be a definition and 

a brief history of neoliberalism. Since it is a pivotal theme that encompasses many of the 

other themes of the framework, many disciplines will overlap such as political theories, 

philosophies and ideologies, institutional framework, education policies and 

administration, economics of education and social imaginaries. In the neoliberal 

discussion, Canada will be positioned in the world in regards to economic, political and 

geographical influences. The next section will display how neoliberalism carries theories 

of various capitals into education such as human capital. Then, the neoliberal influences 

will be associated with the theories of social imaginaries. Once these theories will be 

displayed, there will be a part of the theoretical framework that will illustrate discussions 

between authors about the role of teachers, teaching and the purpose of education. This is 

included in the theoretical framework as it is an important part of the education discourse, 

all of it being under the influence of neoliberalism and its components that were discussed 

before. 

In chapter 4, there will be a discussion about the methodological framework of a 

qualitative research in phenomenography, where the choices and approaches will be 

justified. In the fifth chapter, there will be a description of the participants, the interview 

process and the justification of the findings emerging from the analysis of empirical data. A 

discussion will follow in chapter 6 with the presentation of the findings. Additional 

considerations will be discussed in chapter 7 such as validity, reliability, ethics, final 

remarks and position of this research in the field. Finally the eighth chapter will present 

conclusions. 
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2 GENERAL BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY  

The context that will be described for this research is the Canadian one, for many reasons. 

First and foremost, this is the context where the participants and researcher have evolved 

as students coming from various parts of the country, and also as teachers since they have 

all been teaching in many parts of the country. Since all the participants of this research 

have experienced many different Canadian education systems, in a way or another, the 

research will address Canadian education systems, even if the discussion is mostly 

revolving around the one of the context discuss later in this section. Even if the common 

thread that relates the participants and the researcher together is the fact that they all have 

been teaching at one point of their career in the same city, which is Yellowknife in the 

Northwest Territories, the aim and interview questions are more about education and 

teaching in general. Since the participants have taught for most of their teaching career in 

one of the three high schools of that particular city, it is useful to contextualise it, as 

components and ideas about it were often pointed out or implied during the interviews, 

despite the encouragement to keep the answers on a general level.  

 

In Canada, the education jurisdictions are allocated per province or territory. In other 

words, every province and territory is responsible for its own education system and its 

administration (Davidson-Harden & Majhanovich 2004, 265). An effort is made 

curriculum developers under the Western and Northern Canadian Protocols in order to 

keep education as consistent as possible among the different locations over the country or 

regions, as there is no national curriculum in Canada (Davidson-Harden & Majhanovich 

2004, 265). The funds for public schools are coming from the federal government as 

Davidson-Harden & Majhanovich (2004, 265) said: “All provinces maintain diverse 

systems of publicly funded and universally accessible education (…) at K-12 public 

schools is universal and tuition-free”. National spending on education goes to the great 

majority of students since most of them attend public schools, with less than 10% of 

Canadian students attending private schools (Zeman 2008, n/a; OECD 2011b, 4). This 

number, still lower than the OECD average of 15%, is rising (OECD 2011a, 24). 

 

Yellowknife is a city of about 20 000 inhabitants, and is the capital city of the territory that 

counts approximately 40 000 people all together, with more than 10 official languages and 

a strong aboriginal community – it is a relatively well functioning, remote, plenary and 
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multi-ethnic community. Since Yellowknife is the capital city, it holds the full government 

structure to support the education system, from the Ministry of Education to the schools.  

 

 

Figure 1.  NT education system organisation (Office of the Auditor General of 

Canada 2010, 9) 

 

Figure 1 (Office of the Auditor General of Canada 2010, 9) illustrates the structure and 

hierarchy of the education system of the Northwest Territories (NT) from which the 

Ministry, the Department of Education, Culture and Employment, most of Aurora College 

(the main post-secondary institution), and part of the Education Councils, District 

Education Authorities and Elementary and Secondary Schools are located in the city of 

Yellowknife. In the city, there are 3 main school boards with their superintendents and 12 

schools, if we consider only the main ones, including elementary and secondary education. 

A school board (or school district) is a part of an education council and administrates 

schools, bridging them with the ministry of education. These numbers acknowledge the 

fact that some students are home schooled, some others in little learning communities. The 

approximations described the majority of students in Yellowknife. 

 

12 schools for a population of 20 000 people may seem to be excessive. To explain more 

about the Yellowknife school system, there are mainly 3 different school boards, each with 

their own schools – the French School Board with about 120 students in Yellowknife 

(Hansard 2011, 1), the Yellowknife Catholic School Board (YCS) with 1300 students 
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(Yellowknife Catholic Schools 2013, n/a) and Yellowknife Education District No.1 

(Yellowknife Education District No.1 2013, n/a) with 1900 students (Yellowknife 

Education District No. 1 2013, n/a). Students are free to choose which school to attend, as 

they are all free of charge and in the same area. However, in order to attend the French 

School, a student has to have one parent that was born or schooled as a Francophone. In 

order to attend the two other ones, a student does not need to adhere to any particular 

religion, characteristic or group. This distribution is explained in part from the 

confederation times in Canada. ‘’Currently three provinces at the basic and secondary 

education levels fund both ‘’secular’’ public boards and ‘’separate’’ Roman Catholic 

school boards (...) to respect and keep in place minority educational systems already in 

place at the time of confederation’’ (Davidson-Harden, Kuehn, Schugurensky & Smaller 

2009, 53) The French school board also comes from a confederation right for French 

minorities of Canada to have services provided to them in French, wherever they are (Dubé 

2008, n/a; Davidson-Harden & Majhanovich 2004, 272). 

 

The funding of the schools and the according number of staff is directly related to the Full 

Time Equivalent (FTE) enrolment of students as of the 30th September of the previous 

year. In other words, each school (at least from YCS and YK1) get their yearly fund from 

the government, being granted a certain amount of money for every student that was in the 

school on the 30th September the year before. The number of teachers hired every year in 

each school depends on the FTE and the salary of the administrators of the school is in 

parts according to the FTE and to the number of teachers on the staff. So for the 

organisation, the more students yield the more funding (Northwest Territories Education, 

Culture and Employment 2012, 2). The teachers’ pay depends only on the collective 

agreement where a chart distinguishes the yearly pay for a teacher, according to their years 

of schooling and the number of years of experience (Northwest Territories Education, 

Culture and Employment 2012, 5).  

 

The curricula used in the NT are, for the most part, not developed locally for high schools. 

Rather, the Western and Northern Canadian Protocols guides it and school boards in the 

Northwest Territories require the use of Alberta's curricula, for the great majority of the 

courses offered (Northwest Territories Education, Culture and Employment 2013, 6). One 

of the reasons why this happens is that in order to be a part of the standardised testing that 

happens in Alberta (Dent 2004, 1), which also accounts for the ‘quality’ of education in the 
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NT in regards to other parts of Canada, the Alberta curriculum and standardised exams 

have to be used. In other words, when students apply to get into universities - which base 

their selection criterion on grades - those grades have to be standardised in order to be able 

to compare the students from all over the country and allow the stronger ones in. As NT's 

education system is emulating that of Alberta, much comes from there such as values, 

emphasis, context, policies and attitudes towards education.  

 

Before going further in the research, it is important to explain the researcher’s beliefs and 

position, to inform the research reader as of where I stand, as it might inform the way they 

read the analysis and interpret themselves the data, and the way I have interpreted the data 

(Webb 1997, 200). This is done at an early stage to make clear from the beginning, and to 

avoid ambiguities later on in the research, regarding the researcher’s background, beliefs 

and experiences.  

 

I graduated in 2004 with a Bachelor of education (4 years) that certified me to teach 

physics and mathematics to high school students. I moved to the other end of the country, 

to start teaching in a high school in Yellowknife, where I remained for 7 years as a senior 

mathematics and science teacher in a French Immersion program. The first years as a 

teacher were very challenging, with the amount of work and time to invest that kept me 

constantly on survival mode. In this position, I felt uneasy, I had to sometimes forget about 

my own ethics to stay afloat, even working an average of 80 hours a week. I felt constantly 

frustrated and overworked but I thought it was a consequence of my junior status. As the 

years went by and as I conversed with my colleagues, frustrations and demotivation grew 

even as experience grew. Even if I absolutely loved the students and teaching them, I felt it 

was time for me to step outside of the classroom for a moment in order to gain a new 

perspective. 

 

This background gives me a perspective from inside the context, being aware of the 

everyday life and conflicts that are present in that context. It also gave me the opportunity 

to get acquainted with the whole education system and its actors, with the politics and 

hierarchy, with the frustrations and hopes of the people in the field. At the same time, I 

also consider myself now as an outsider since I have studied education, in that context and 

globally. This step back allowed me to gain a new perspective, to consider attributes of 

everyday teaching life on another level, to solidify my thoughts theoretically and to discuss 
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issues on an informed level as opposed to the primarily emotive level my discussion was 

based on, stepping outside my classroom intellectually for the first time in years. 

 

As I see complete objectivity being an illusion in the context of this research, even 

showing many faces of neoliberalism, I am not impartial and I do remain a critique of it in 

all of its aspects, and I do believe that this neoliberal shift that our world is taking is 

detrimental to most, leading us to our own loss on many fronts. This is one of the reasons 

why I hold this topic close to my heart, and that I believe to be in the best position possible 

to investigate the topic of this research. Ball (2000, 2) makes interesting observations that 

inspired me to make similar ones. Just as he did, I also cannot claim objectivity or great 

distance from the topic of this research since the reality I have investigated is the very 

same one where I evolved, everyday for years. Even if a great effort has been made to 

remain on a certain level of objectivity by pulling different ideas and examples from many 

articles and authors, by bracketing and exposing my bias and background, many examples 

and happenings have been experienced by me, observing many of those phenomenon by 

myself in that context, in my teaching career. 

 

Now that the general context has been clarified, there will be a discussion about the 

theoretical grounds that have informed the thoughts, data collection and analysis of the 

thesis. 
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3.1 NEOLIBERALIM – DEFINITION, HISTORY, EXPANSION 

It is useful to make the distinction between liberalism and neoliberalism in this research, as 

the two concepts will be mentioned. Liberalism came before neoliberalism, and the former 

will be used in this research to qualify approaches and values closer to a welfare idea of 

free education, social services, democracy, empathy, compassion, limited individual 

responsibilities, power to the collectivities etc. Neoliberalism has changed over the years, 

evolving and morphing into different shapes as the society has also changed. One 

definition that sticks to most meanings and to the different shapes of neoliberalism was 

elaborated by Harvey (2005) and says: 

 

Neoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of political economic practices that 

proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual 

entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework 

characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade. (p.2) 

 

Neoliberalism is located in politics and economics, promoting individual freedom, free-

market ideology, competition, investments and financial success with a withdrawal of the 

state. Its roots can be traced as far as the 18th century with Adam Smith's theory of 

competition in free markets (invisible hand), enhancing quality and entrepreneurship. 

Neoliberalism in its current shape has its history located in the 20th century, its genesis after 

the First World War. Friedrich August Hayek was an Austrian economist and philosopher 

Nobel Prize winner born in 1899. After the war, he observed his country crumbling under 

colossal bills and low tax revenue, the government incessantly printing money, yielding 

hyperinflation and plunging the Austrian economy and population in a great depression 

(Butler 1983, 5; Turner 2007, 69). Hayek claimed that this inflation crisis was caused by 

ignorance, and that the government was poorly dealing with this situation. Hayek believed 

that markets should be free of any government intervention, that government and 

politicians should refrain from trying to manage capital and should just set it free. He 

believed that even in depressions and dire economic straits, government intervention is not 

desirable since any problem the government would want to solve; it would just make it 

worse by acting upon it (Butler 1983, 32-33). Hayek's theory rests on the idea that it is 

impossible to fully understand the complexity of the economy, that the human factor in it 

makes it unpredictable, and that mistakes of action by government are always worse than 
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the problems themselves. He was aware that the US government, in the same period as the 

Austrian depression, was investing in the economy and that the US economy was booming 

more than ever as a result of those investments. However, by 1929 Hayek predicted that 

their economy would crash, due in part to the interest cuts ordered by the government. 

What Hayek foresaw happened a few months later, and the US found itself in the Great 

Depression. Hayek claims that the more power we give to the government, the more it 

erodes the economic and political freedoms, the more people will ask for a strong 

leadership to take care of things which would lead to totalitarianism and enslavement of the 

population (Butler 1983, 10; Jones 2012, 64; Turner 2007, 73). 

 

In between the two world wars, Hayek's theory along with Von Mises, Popper and others 

(French and German), was responding to European fears both from the left and the right, of 

the spread of fascism, totalitarianism and communism (Jones 2012, 36,64; Turner 2007, 

73). It was also responding to a demand for a better, intermediary form of neoliberalism 

where the government would be more involved than with the simple private property 

defence of the laissez-faire neoliberalism and less involved than the full development of a 

welfare state of activist liberalism. It is not that Hayek or Popper were against the idea of a 

basic welfare state, but the markets and economy had to be left alone, running their course, 

to liquidate the weakest and advance the fittest, in an organic way (Butler 1983, 38; Jones 

2012, 106; Turner 2007, 70).  

 

Hayek's popularity was overpowered at that time by the charismatic and the antagonistic 

theories of John Maynard Keynes, which were adopted in the US under the Roosevelt 

government. With this lack of popularity, Hayek developed a clear strategy to create an 

intellectual think tank, claiming that if he can get his theory and philosophy to be discussed 

and advertised by the journalist, intellectual, economic, philosopher and historian elite, 

then he could eventually create a political effect. This is exactly what he did, founding the 

Mont Pelerin society joining with him thinkers such as Popper, Von Mises, Stigler and 

Friedman. The Mont Pelerin society stipulated that liberty as well as economic 

performances were under threat, so a major aim for them to prevent this was to discuss 

how to push their ideas of neoliberalism forward and spread it around the world, which was 

achieved (Butler 1983, 6; Jones 2012, 31; Turner 2007, 74-79). 

 

Before the 60s and 70s, neoliberalism was mostly based in Europe but after, it was in the 
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US (Jones 2012, 4). Schools of thought such as the Virginia thinkers and the Chicago 

thinkers introduced ideas of monetarism and deregulation as ways to solve societal 

problems that had been kept away from an economical perspective until then. Economists 

such as Friedman and Stigler embraced and promoted economic imperialism to 

governments in order to solve problems in society, in a similar period where the popular 

Keynesian theory fell short with stagflation in the US and the UK (Jones 2012, 181). New 

mechanisms for regulations and policies were sought both from the left and the right to 

solve problems of the high inflation rates, the slowing down of economic growth, and the 

high unemployment rate – problems supposedly created by Keynesian management. 

Friedman's and Hayek's theories were espoused by UK Prime Minister Thatcher and US 

President Reagan who popularised their ways and impacts, prioritising market approaches 

to social services such as health and education on both sides of the Atlantic (Harvey 2005, 

40; Jones 2012, 11,161). At the end of the Cold War, the demolition of the Berlin Wall as 

well as the demise of the Warsaw Pact marked the sharp ascendency of capitalism, leaving 

Western democracies to operate their nations with a new agenda in mind; the importance of 

economic health surpassing morals or politics. Communism being overthrown, the new 

plan of the West was to develop strong capitalism, keeping the key players of the corporate 

class in advantageous positions. (Hyslop-Margison & Sears 2007, 300) 

 

Acknowledging that neoliberalism was born decades ago, its expansion is more recent and 

its rate is accelerating. Neoliberalism has rapidly reached most parts of the world, being 

supported by an institutional framework. After the Second World War, various 

international organisations were formed such as the World Bank (WB), the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Trade Organisation (WTO) and the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). These organisations have gained 

importance since the 1990s, playing a major role in globalisation, and globalisation of 

policies including education ones. For instance, the joined forces of the WB and IMF 

provide economic and political credibility to mobilise, loan and invest capital to countries 

or systems, imposing terms and conditions on the agendas and policies of those countries. 

It was observed in many cases that WB and IMF take advantage of critical conditions such 

as economic crisis to have their agenda embraced in exchange for economic salvation 

(Harvey 2005, 3; Moutsios 2009, 6). The cases of South Korea in the late 1990s, or the one 

of Greece now in 2013 are good examples of this situation. Most nations of the world are 

linked in one way or another to transnational institutions that offer support and help in 
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exchange for influence and regulation of policies, including education. ''Borrowing' is now 

looking for the 'best practices' required to achieve certain aims. But what are these aims 

and, more importantly, what are the major directions that education systems should be 

moving towards are increasingly matters of trans-national policy making'’ (Moustios 2009, 

10) This enhances the speed with which policies and ideologies are spread around the 

world, in ways that creates coalitions but also disjuncture with local contexts. 

 

The influence of those international organisation often brings an economic outlook on the 

social sphere of nations, for instance on education. The WTO works to open markets, 

privatising or turning into services welfare components, liberalising the trades of services 

and “trying to create a free global market in education” (Moutsios 2009, 2). The OECD 

works mostly with the 30 of the wealthiest countries to consult, observe and regulate 

education and education policy. Their assessment (through PISA for example) of the 

countries' progress and achievement have become tools for shaping policies in education, 

by the countries responding to agendas set by the OECD which is under the influence of 

corporations, political elites, and funds (Moutsios 2009, 6). IMF, WB, WTO and to some 

extent OECD are characterised by asymmetric power distribution and exercise - as 

principles of transparency, democracy and majority are not always respected. IMF, WB 

and WTO are linked to the Washington Consensus and ”the promotion by them of the 

neoliberal economic agenda which includes three basic sets of policies: privatisation of 

public companies, liberalisation of international trade and investment, and deregulation of 

domestic economic and financial activity” (Moutsios 2009, 6). All this benefits the rapid 

spread of neoliberalism through powerful institutions that support and impose a neoliberal 

agenda on the different nations and spheres of the society. ‘’Neoliberalism describes the 

actually existing process of putting neoliberal ideology into practice, a process of change 

that is taking place at various scales, at different rates, and in slightly different ways, across 

the world” (Cragg 2011, 69). The neoliberal ideology present in institutions has a major 

impact on education, as Moutsios explains it: 

 

Education systems are called on to create the most 'competitive knowledge-based 

economy in the world' (EU), to present high scores in production-related subjects 

and skills (OECD), to function as quasi-markets (World Bank) or to become 

'educational services' opened up to foreign investments (WTO). The OECD (...) 

proposes formally that all types and phases of education should serve the rise of 
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productivity. (Moutsios 2009, 9) 

 

Canada has not been bypassed by these ideas, trends and policies, and is also under the 

influences of neoliberalism, undergoing neoliberalisation in many spheres of its welfare 

system, and also in education. It is important to demonstrate this as influences of 

neoliberalism on Canadian education are real, and the explanation of their effects will show 

the context in which the teachers work in. It will be useful in order to observe if teachers 

experience, perceive and can identify the impacts illustrated in the next section. 

3.1.1 CANADA IN THE WORLD AND THE NEOLIBERALISATION PROCESSES 

Canada is a vast and relatively wealthy country, part of the Commonwealth of Nations, and 

member of OECD as well as the G8 and in the top 10 trading nations. About 23% of its 

GDP is spent on welfare, including 3.6% on education (OECD 2006, 7). The welfare state 

is a privilege that many Canadians are proud of, yet a part of the population is willing to 

pay for services that are otherwise free, based on the idea that paying for a service will 

provide them with one of better quality. This has been a hot topic on the Canadian political 

scene for years (Boardman & Vining 2012, 25). Influences and currents are circulating, 

and this idea of privatization of public services, more commonly adopted by the US 

neighbours, is under the eye of the Canadian government that sees a way of reducing their 

involvement, and under the eye of the rich strata of the population that see individual 

advantages. 

 

Arjun Appadurai (1990, 588) explains that some local influences are more worrisome in 

the homogenisation of cultures standpoint - such as the movement of Indianisation for Sri 

Lankans, Vietnamisation of Cambodians or Russianisation of Soviet Armenia. In a similar 

way Canada, which shares the longest land border of the world with the US, is undeniably 

under the influence of its southern neighbour in most spheres, from politics to culture, from 

economy to philosophies, from attitudes to policies. Canadian politics, with regard market 

values and public spending, and the links to the education systems, are going in the same 

neoliberal direction as many other influential powers. ‘’As compared with, England and 

the United States, for example, the onset of neoliberal social policy in Canada may have 

come slightly later, but with no less force’’ (Davidson-Harden et al. 2009, 51) Cutbacks in 

social programs to ensure deficit reduction in the 90s have generated a wave of 
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privatisation of the public sectors, services including health and education. ''The dominant 

political and educational discourse suggested that the logic of the neo-liberal market is 

irrefutable and, therefore, it has been naturalised for citizens within neo-liberal nations. 

This logic is expressed ideologically and validated as common sense by powerful 

institutions such as International Money Fund (IMF), the World Bank and the Organisation 

for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)” (Hyslop-Margison & Sears 2007, 

302). In Canada in 1995, Mike Harris gained power in the province of Ontario convincing 

citizens to join him on a 'Common Sense Revolution' advocating cuts in 4 areas: taxes, 

government spending, barriers to job creation and the size of government (Hyslop-

Margison & Sears 2007, 303). Appealing to the common sense of public is a powerful 

weapon to convince them to a certain degree of the good of the state withdrawing from 

their social contribution, exhibiting a neoliberal agenda. If we look at more examples, as 

explained by Davidson-Harden et al. (2009, 54), a province like Alberta which has made 

considerable efforts to promote ‘alternatives’ to public education, for example by funding 

independent ‘charter schools’ in order to compete with the public schools, one can feel a 

neoliberal agenda when even public schools are often lacking substantial funding 

(Davidson-Harden et al. 2009, 54). This array of different schools, and ‘options’ for 

parents to choose from, is a part of the current Canadian education landscape. As 

mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, it seems desirable for many parents and students 

to have a lot of options to compare and pick from, for the students schooling. A popular 

thought is that if there are a lot of offers for schools in response to a certain demand, this 

increases the competition among the providers increasing quality at the same time, and the 

less competitive (or ‘less good’) ones will fail (Hyslop-Margison & Sears 2006, 23). The 

competition in the school systems and the consumerism attached to the parents and 

students picking schools are just some indicators of movements that run their course on a 

deeper level. ‘’Markets in education, so-called ‘’parental choice’’ of a diverse range of 

schools (…) and the cutting of state subsidies to education and other public services are 

only a part of the educational and anti-public-welfare strategy of the capitalist class” (Hill 

& Kumar 2008, 2).  

 

Canada is featured among the countries where the gap between the rich and the poor is the 

smallest, yet it is increasing (OECD social) and political decisions made on a neoliberal 

agenda are accelerating the process. The polarisation of the social classes can be seen in 

the fact that Canadian university tuition fees have more than doubled since the 90s, having 
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on average tripled the students debts for an undergraduate degree (Davidson-Harden et al. 

2009, 57). A shift towards neoliberal grounds can also be observed in other areas of post-

secondary institutions. For instance, the mission statement of the Social Sciences and 

Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC) changed from a granting aim to one 

about knowledge, assuming that the knowledge is now the key idea along with the use of 

this knowledge, letting us suppose that ‘’research projects without potential practical 

utilitarian payoffs may no longer be eligible” (Davidson-Harden et al. 2009, 58). 

Universities are vulnerable to such pressures since they are a source of knowledge 

production that is increasingly sellable and a source of investment, turning their academic 

freedom to align with the aims of capitalism. ‘‘Public schools and universities have not 

escaped the influence of neo-liberal policies, as these institutions are focused more and 

more on human capital development and far less on critical inquiry into the economic, 

social and politic conditions’’ (Hyslop-Margison & Sears 2007, 299). 

 

In the 50s and 60s, many governments invested in the welfare of their nations to ensure all 

citizens would have a decent quality of life. In Canada, programs such as unemployment 

insurance and national healthcare protected the most vulnerable citizens in that period, as 

opposed to the US where notions of individualism and freedom prevented such social 

programs from being launched (Hyslop-Margison & Sears 2007, 300). Canadian 

neoliberalisation is expressed in other ways at the federal, provincial and municipal level. 

Cragg makes a case for changes recently happening in Canada that embrace neoliberal 

aspects such as the changing role of the state, increased privatization and the centrality of 

individual (Cragg 2011, 71). He demonstrates that since the late 70s, governmental choices 

have prioritized deficit reduction, reduction of spending in the public sector, privatization 

and support of free trade initiatives (Cragg 2011, 73). He also presents a convincing list of 

policies adopted over the years by different parties and Prime Ministers that support those 

aspects reflecting this neoliberal agenda. ‘’Though neoliberalism has become the dominant 

political economic ideology in the world, including in Canada, the process of putting into 

practice neoliberal reforms is very much ongoing’’ (Cragg 2011, 78). Since this process is 

happening as we speak, we should try to have a deeper look at it, and at its impacts. 

 

Having displayed that Canada is operating on neoliberal grounds, and that this impacts also 

social services, including education, it is interesting to have a look at how education is 

perceived and treated in that context.  
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In both Canada and the international context (...) this kind of systematic abdication 

of central government responsibility for adequate funding of education has resulted 

in the de facto privatization and ‘’neoliberalisation’’ of education at the ground 

level, through the devolution of more financial risks and responsibilities to 

students, parents and teachers (Davidson-Harden et al. 2009, 52). 

 

In that sense, education in terms of schooling and its aim has taken a turn to more 

utilitarian aims, putting more accountable emphasis on teachers, in a human capital way. 

Even if the idea of human capital is argued to be older than the one of neoliberalism as we 

know it now, policies and social imaginary in the neoliberal era enhance and promote 

views of education that are analogous to those of human capital. In the next section, an 

overview of this ideology is depicted, with the impacts it has on education, teachers, 

parents and students. 

3.1.2 EDUCATION AND HUMAN CAPITAL  

It is often easy to perceive analogies between political discourses and those of some school 

administrations, parents, students and teachers. Since the fundamental idea of human 

capital that is located in our social imaginary, and has influenced the way we value and 

perceive education since the late 50s, one can observe that this ideology is a key 

component of both discourses; of politicians and of population. ‘’Typically ‘human capital’ 

refers to ‘investments’ in personals skills and competences in order to produce a return that 

ideal typically should lead to benefits for both, individual welfare as well as the 

productivity of the economic system’’ (Otto & Ziegler 2006, n/a). Human capital ideology 

depicts well philosophies about society and education, placing emphasis on a return 

interested process in a similar way neoliberal ideology does. Its impacts on schools and 

teachers are palpable. 

 

Human capital has at times held captive the social democratic views of education, 

stemming from the influential writings of T.W. Schultz, who pointed out the economic 

value of education, classifying expenditures on human capital as investment that can 

provide some profit back at any point of one’s life, rather than consumption that is only 

done once without necessary seeking for profit in a longer time spectrum (Schultz 1959, 
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74; 1961, 4). On a political/national macro level, this idea that investment in people is 

valuable and pursued as a skilled collective yields a greater GDP, also putting emphasis on 

lifelong learning as a means to improve the collective knowledge and skills over time. On 

an individual micro level, this human capital idea has showed many pecuniary and non-

pecuniary returns (Oreopoulos & Salvanes 2011, 162) which are also desired and pursued. 

This seems attractive in a neoliberal view of the world. 

 

This idea of profit coming from one’s investment in one’s education is pressing from 

various angles. From the one angle, students and parents today see education as a way to 

accumulate as much skills, abilities, training and knowledge as possible. This is similar to 

the 70s and 80s, though more common when ‘’schools were increasingly viewed as 

production facilities whose primary mission was providing industry with its required 

human capital” (Hyslop-Margison & Sears 2006, 2). This is important in a survival and 

competitive way of seeing the world, where one has to compete even globally for the best 

job, to constantly train and fight in order to keep that job. Markers of performance and 

skills are then crucial, and desired even just for screening or signaling purposes (Schultz 

1959, 74; Stiglitz 1975, 286). Students are made aware of that at an early stage and it often 

orientates their student career towards a quest for good grades (labels, markers of 

performance), sometimes at all costs. Education perceived this way generally singularizes 

teachers as tools to achieve those high standards (Ball 2003, 220). Instrumental teachers, 

through their own abilities provide the training and skills, but most importantly the grades 

that are the ‘final and most reliable’ measurement of the capital one student has earned as a 

result of the efforts, time and money invested (Ball 2003, 223). From another angle, the 

incentives from government through policies and curriculum are very quantitative, 

supporting the vast amount of skills and knowledge to be transmitted from the instrumental 

teachers to students clients (Meng 2009, 63) with an extensive set of objectives to meet and 

to be measured frequently, in order to certify and categorize the workers of tomorrow 

according to their innate abilities and their acquired skills. 

 

In this environment, it quickly becomes the desired role of schools and teachers to provide 

students with the most extensive and profitable set of skills, which can and should be 

constantly monitored and measured in a budget outlook of inputs and outputs, investments 

and returns (Ball 2003, 220). It is now common to expect teachers to write reports about 

assessments, to be accountable for the success but most importantly ‘failures’ of the 
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students, to transmit the desirable knowledge and skills prescribed by the curriculum and 

the clients (students and parents). The role of teachers in this environment quickly becomes 

that of a service provider that has to respond to the soaring demands of the market in order 

to keep their jobs (Ball 2003, 217). Being so, it is also assumed that those service providers 

are efficient and responsible for the quality of the output, providing the quality stamp 

through an array of assessments and grades. A preferred maximal option would be for a 

student/client input (effort/time/money) to be minimal, yielding the greatest output 

(marks/skills/profile) through their education, in a popular goal of the most impressive 

screening profile as possible, in as many domains as possible. In this vision of things, the 

teachers and schools are viewed as the object/mechanism that will be the important agents 

in the process of turning inputs into the best returns, and so performance management 

pressures are put on both schools and teachers.  

 

Education has very much materialized in this individual function and has taken an 

important turn away from the social democratic and liberal views of education that are still 

shared and desired by many educators, including ideas of education for improvement, 

happiness, and collective wellbeing or as a quality product of a benevolent welfare. The 

Social Contract between citizens and governments is changing, citizens taking back power 

they had given to the governments in exchange of welfare. In return, governments are 

taking back parts of the welfare as their authority is slowly decreasing, as certain powers 

are taken/given back to citizens, increasing the ideas of survival and individualism. The 

idea of Canadians being cared for by their government is still present but it is changing 

and, as mentioned by Hyslop-Margison & Sears 2006, 2), Canadians are expected to relate 

to their government more as consumers than in democratic citizens. This new role and the 

more individualized or private quest for ‘profit and success’ is engrained in the new role of 

the schools and teachers that have to constantly teach more content and contribute to the 

skills sets of students, again without additional support or resources. In a neoliberal world, 

not only the amount of ‘things’ to learn increases but also the amount of hours dedicated to 

one’s education. This also opens the market of lifelong learning in the same perspective 

(Hyslop-Margison & Sears 2006, 15). After-school programs, extra-curricular activities, 

adult education programs, alternative education programs are offered carrying private costs 

with them, or extra expectations for teachers, for them to provide more. The creation of 

those programs is not a problem per se, but what were the motives for their creation – was 

it for schools to display all their options and students to write it on their CV, or in order to 
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offer genuine learning experiences to students in a more liberal way to see education? In a 

similar way, we can consider an affirmation that Rizvi (2007) made saying: ‘’learning for 

learning sake is no longer sufficient, and that education does not have any intrinsic ends as 

such, but must always be linked to the instrumental purposes of human capital 

development and economic self-maximization” (p.123). Economic ends seem to be among 

the most important ones in our society. It may somehow be realistic to have an education 

system that responds to the demands of students and parents, to satisfy the learners, 

employers and the future market they will enter. As Hyslop-Margison & Sears (2006) 

stated: ‘’Education becomes a publicly funded means to develop human capital rather that 

promote democratic learning or citizenship objectives. Human capital learning views 

students as self-interested entrepreneurs seeking to maximize return on their investment’’ 

(p.3). Acknowledging that this may not be true of all students and parents, the idea is 

present and is worth to be investigated.  

 

Many teachers, students and parents still value critical thinking, critical citizenship, 

freedom and happiness as core educational values, but one wonders if members of the 

teaching profession in general would like to be part of a more philanthropic education. 

This is sometimes difficult to achieve with the external forces of neoliberalism and its 

associated social imaginary that can be constraining alternatives, and this will be discussed 

later on in the thesis. With the society mainstream, the beliefs people have and their 

convictions – whether imposed or self-discovered – it can be difficult to shift ways of 

thinking and acting that can be detrimental to people. This will be introduced in the next 

section, where there will be a discussion about the descriptions and implications of the 

social imaginary in a neoliberal context. 

3.1.3 NEOLIBERAL SOCIAL IMAGINARY  

Social imaginary is an important factor to consider in the way it shapes people's 

understanding of the world under neoliberal influences. This section will link together 

different authors' views about social imaginaries, showcasing how different influences 

impact the imaginaries of people, along with their aspirations, behaviors, expectations and 

conceptions. There will be a special emphasis on education throughout the section. There 

are many ways to consider imaginaries; as an individual capacity as explored by Durkheim 

and Weber, or as a collective capacity as explored by many authors, some of whom will be 
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introduced and discussed in this section, since in this research imaginaries are essentially 

dealt with as a collective capacity.  

 

As Rizvi (2011) mentions, ''the social imaginary is a way of thinking shared in a society by 

ordinary people'' (p.228). It is a construction by people of a common understanding of 

things, legitimizing practices and events of everyday life. In other words, it is a conception 

of aspects of reality, shared by individuals in a group – an amalgam of the empirical and 

the emotional spheres. Social imaginaries can be and are created on many levels – families, 

friends, schools, communities, cities, countries, or larger groups now pulled together by 

communication technologies. One individual can be sharing social imaginaries with many 

groups, without them being necessarily interconnected. They are in a constant state of 

change and there can be impacts on some or all of them at once. ''It is important to stress, 

then, that a social imaginary is not simply inherited and already determined for us, it is 

rather in a constant state of flux'' (Rizvi 2011, 229). This idea is important as it suggests 

possibilities to change the social imaginaries in any way possible. However, the most 

powerful influences are the ones infiltrating in fundamental ways to the social construct 

and social imaginary of the society, many of which affect social imaginaries on different 

levels - a focus on neoliberalism is emphasised here for the purpose of this research. ''The 

neo-liberal imaginary of globalization represents a range of loosely connected ideas 

concerning new forms of politico-economic governance based on the extension of market 

relationships.'' (Rizvi 2007, 122). As Rizvi explains, in previous times, the social imaginary 

of people conceived the government providing services for them in the constitution of a 

welfare nations as opposed to the current neoliberal social imaginary, that has a reduced 

government input - privatizing services that were once provided by the government, 

deregulating, enhancing competition and economic efficiency (Rizvi 2007, 122). A 

neoliberal imaginary puts less emphasis on welfare and social well being than on economic 

growth and profit. Rizvi (2006, 201-202) adds that on a global scale, major influences on 

social imaginaries are transnational organisations such as OECD, WTO, IMF or WB. So 

far, those organisations have advocated neoliberalism and have been among the loudest 

and most affective influences on the social imaginary of our contemporary global society, 

legitimising, for example, business concepts infiltrating education such as efficiency, 

accountability, competition, privatization or profit. Harvey (2005) writes in a similar way 

talking about neoliberalism infiltrating the pores of the society's imaginaries when he said: 

‘’Neoliberalism has, in short, become hegemonic as a mode of discourse. It has pervasive 
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effects on ways of thought to the point where it has become incorporated into the common-

sense way many of us interpret, live in and understand the world’’ (p.3). As many 

influences have filtered through the general population, the 'normal' has become neoliberal, 

the common sense of people conjure neoliberal solutions to problems (neoliberal or not) as 

it is a part of their reality – neoliberal hegemony. The neoliberal imaginary has also 

changed the normality or the mission of some transnational organizations in similar ways, 

organizations such as OECD fueling and responding to neoliberalism. As Rizvi (2007) 

mentioned: ''[OECD] is now an international mediator of knowledge, implicated as a 

policy actor alongside, often on a stronger footing than, national representatives, in the 

development, prioritization and evaluation of policy options'' (p.119). This shows how 

much influential these organisations can be on people's understanding of the world, 

sometimes even more than government themselves - the hegemony coming now from 

different sources than before and with different purposes. 

 

It is interesting to look at other authors' ideas about social imaginaries, such as Steger who 

explains that ideologies are located in overarching social imaginaries. He defines the latter 

as ways of understanding the world deeply rooted in people, imaginaries providing 

structure for people to conceive their common existence and interactions. ''The social 

imaginary offers explanations of how 'we' – the members of a particular community – fit 

together, how things go on between us, the expectations we have of each other, and the 

deeper normative notions and images that underlie those expectations'' (Steger 2009, 12). 

This is important to consider in the context of this research, especially about the 

expectations we have of each other and this issue will be elaborated in more details in the 

section 3.2. If people commonly expect the government to be providing certain services 

such as education, they will put pressure on the government to provide if it has failed to do 

so. The same goes for teacher’s expectations. If a collective believe that teachers should be 

doing certain things, pressures will be put on teachers to respond to those beliefs based on 

a social imaginary, as opposed to a more systematic way of thinking about the teachers and 

their tasks. “Processes of formal schooling of course play a major role in developing and 

sustaining national imaginaries” (Rizvi 2006, 199). Students in the formation of their 

critical sense and identity are a good and permeable audience for schools' and teachers' 

discourses about many things - about what is expected of them, about what is important or 

how they should behave. If schools promote competition as an important component of the 

common understanding of society, competition will enter students' social imaginary of the 
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society, encouraging them to be competitive among each other, as 'we expect them to be'. 

In a similar way, if competition or university (as the ultimate goal of school) are being 

constructed as a part of the reality in the social imaginary of the students, it legitimizes 

these ideas in their eyes and they may end up desiring them. Harvey (2005) argues in a 

similar way saying: ‘’Powerful ideological influences circulated through the corporations, 

the medias, and the numerous institutions that constitute civil society – such as the 

universities, schools, churches, and professional associations” (p.40). The more an 

ideology is talked about and supported by ordinary and influential people, the more 

credible and common sense it becomes to the greater number, and the more people will 

want to adhere to it. As Steger (2009) explains, ideologies can be compared to religions in 

the way they link together ethical, political and cultural dimensions of society into one 

frame of thought that makes sense to most people. Ideologies just like religions rely on 

narratives, metaphors or myths, and are being advanced by human emotions such as fear, 

rage, enthusiasm, altruism or love. ''Ideologies encourage people to act while 

simultaneously constraining their actions” (Steger 2009, 12). That goes for neoliberalism 

(in education) as well. 

 

Steger offered an interesting observation about social imaginaries, reporting ideas of 

Bourdieu. ''All social imaginaries consist of a series of interrelated and mutually dependent 

narratives, visual prototypes, metaphors and conceptual framings” (Steger 2009, 13). 

Steger says that a social imaginary provides a pre-reflexive framework for people to evolve 

amid, in regards to everyday life and social interactions. It is a product of history that 

influences individual and collective practices. Rizvi (2011) contributed to this idea saying 

that ''Communities are created differently, subsist differently, and are transformed 

differently through the exercise of collective political agency. It follows then that 

communities interpret and engage with the world outside their borders differently, but 

always within their always-emerging social imaginary” (p.229). A social imaginary 

provides a framework for people to make sense of the reality, to legitimise their actions 

and purposes, and to direct their actions and interactions with others wherever they are, 

whoever they interact with. The concept of 'habitus' by Pierre Bourdieu (1984, 405) applies 

in this context. He defines habitus as a system of categories, perceptions, thoughts, actions 

and appreciations that people acquire when they act and live in society. It relates to the 

social imaginary as the habitus incorporates the 'objective' structures of society in the 

reality of a person, in the 'subjective' role of the people. Bourdieu (ibid.) mentioned as an 
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example of this type of structure the Apartheid in South Africa. How 'objective' or tangible 

structures were/are present, such as divisions, rules or laws that prevent certain people to 

go places or do things, and how people in general integrate those 'objective' structures in 

their reality. Bourdieu (ibid.) describes these integrations as 'subjective' structure, 

reinforcing the objective ones by the common reality people construct. There are various 

examples of such integration in society that can be observed in the context of this research, 

for example Canadian standardised testing in the Northwest Territories - standardised 

testing was imposed on students by the government, as an objective structure. As the rule 

was enforced and integrated into the construct of the 'good functioning' and common sense 

of the education system, many teachers, parents and students saw these tests as a desirable 

necessity in many ways, now demanding them for themselves, having integrated their 

subjective structure of the school reality. 

 

Appadurai (1990, 584-585) equally offers an interesting point of view on social 

imaginaries and the flow of ideas over the years, over the world. As he explains, before 

this century the only ways cultural interactions would happen were through warfare and 

religions of conversions. Great efforts and costs had to be deployed in order to maintain 

such interactions especially when the locations were far apart. This started to change when 

commerce, conquest and migration grew over borders and with the facilitation of those by 

technologies in the 18th and 19th centuries. Another facilitator of cultural interactions is 

what Benedict Anderson (1991, 37) called the “print capitalism” which allowed for 

cultures to interact without the effort of a face-to-face interaction. In the past century, the 

technological advancements mainly in the transportation and information fields, enhanced 

and facilitated, with much greater speed, the cultural interactions without the need of a 

proper location – the global village is placeless. This is not to say that before the 

technologies boom there was not a flow of social imaginary - there was indeed a diffusion 

of it through myths, legends or stories. However, with the technologies and mass media, 

social images and imaginaries are spread in much faster and invasive ways to individuals, 

sharing similar imaginaries, forming communities and social imaginaries attached to them. 

Appadurai (1990, 589) describes five dimensions of cultural flow in ethnoscapes, 

mediascapes, technoscapes, financescapes and ideoscapes, and he focused on the growing 

disjuncture among all of them. “These landscapes thus are the building blocks of what 

(extending Benedict Anderson) I would like to call imagined worlds, that is, the multiple 

worlds that are constituted by the historically situated imaginations of persons and groups 
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spread around the globe” (Appadurai 1990, 589). For the purpose of this research, the ideas 

around mediascapes and ideoscapes will be discussed in greater details in this section as 

they are the most closely related to the research question, and are the closest to social 

imaginaries in the context discussed here. The ways they enhance a flow of ideas to be 

spread will be discussed, allowing the building of a common imaginary for people living 

near and far. Appadurai (1990, 590) refers to those two landscapes as the ones of images 

being spread, building in parts sections of the mental work of ordinary people, influencing 

their interests, beliefs, taste, habits and/or desires. The mediascape is related to increasing 

accessibility of electronic ways of production and dissemination of information. This 

information can take many forms such as texts, films or images and, its dissemination 

through electronic capabilities makes it widely available to anyone that possess those 

capabilities, and it's availability is instantaneous to this group. This way, the images spread 

compose a complicated collage, sometimes making the distinction between reality and 

fiction blurry, especially to the people that are far away (culturally and geographically) 

from the source of this information. This can create an imagined world with imagined 

context, boundaries and practices that people consider true and sometimes desirable. For 

example, if different forms of messages are disseminated constantly in various forms 

claiming that to be 'successful' in life, one needs a university education or university 

certification, masses of people will embrace and promote this as a truth, and it will become 

a factual part of their imaginary. Messages like this are frequently observable in Canada, 

through the mediascape, education systems often engineered for students to go to 

university. One can argue whether this is true or not but in the facts, considering that in 

2010 only 27% of working age Canadians obtained a university degree (The conference 

board of Canada 2013, n/a), one can conclude that it is not the majority of students that end 

up with a university certificate and yet, it is common for Canadian students conceive a 

university degree as a fundamental part of a successful adult life. Media often promote 

success and money on the same level, building this image of successful people also being 

wealthy, and this wealth is commonly associated with university degrees. This is promoted 

intensely through movies, publicity, teachers, administrators, parents, and ultimately 

students themselves, who often desire to go to university to be successful and wealthy, 

even if in many cases one needs to be relatively wealthy from the start to get a university 

degree. 

 

The ideoscape is also related to the world of images, but this landscape is more concerned 
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with politics and ideologies. As Appadurai (1990) explains: ''These ideoscapes are 

composed of elements of the Enlightenment worldview, which consists of a chain of ideas, 

terms, and images including freedom, welfare, rights, sovereignty, representation, and the 

master term democracy” (p.591). This applies in part to what happened with the spread of 

neoliberalism common sense in the 90s. As Harvey (2005, 62) and Grant (2008, xiii) 

explained, political actions taken by former US president Ronald Reagan and former UK 

Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher promoted ideologies, in a manner similar to what 

Appadurai (1990, 591) calls ideoscape, in the way that, based on individual freedom both 

leaders took ideas first considered unattractive to the public, and were very successful at 

turning them into mainstream commonly accepted ideals. Other politicians followed the 

path paved by Reagan and Thatcher, supporting or reinforcing a positive image of 

neoliberalism and thereby influencing the globe, or at least the English-speaking world, 

being two of the most 'powerful and successful' nations of the world. Believing in 

neoliberalism or not, subsequent politicians had to lead a population relatively strongly 

convinced of the positive nature of neoliberal attitudes, since Thatcher and Reagan 

succeeded at implanting the value of this concept in the social imaginary of people. An 

important number of people were convinced of the good, inevitability and domination of 

neoliberalism over other ideologies or political views, as they were progressively 

convinced to do so. Rizvi (2011) explained ideas of Charles Taylor saying ''Theories are 

often in possession of a relatively few people, while social imaginary is more broadly 

accepted, and makes possible a widely shared sense of legitimacy, without which people 

might not be able to work collectively towards common goals” (Rizvi 2011, 229). As Rizvi 

(2011, 229) explains, theories come out of already established social imaginaries, even 

theories proposing alternatives to the current ones, but those theories are detained or 

accessible only by a small group of people at first. For them to be commonly accepted and 

part of the social imaginary, they need to be infused in the common understanding of 

people, and evolve as a part of their everyday life, becoming the common sense, much like 

Reagan's and Thatcher's efforts. Rizvi (2006, 198) added that governments have and still 

spend important amounts of money on developing a common understanding of a problem, 

of a way to a solution and the legitimization of its actions. Rizvi & Lingard (2010, 38) talk 

about Appadurai and ideoscapes saying that even if neoliberal and other ideologies 

circulate freely in the ideoscapes, education policies have converged towards neoliberal 

ideas through the policy borrowing, modelling, transfer, diffusion, appropriation and 

copying that occur across boundaries which lead to universal tendencies. 
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Steger and Bourdieu have contributed analogous ideas about social imaginary. As 

Appadurai illustrated the landscapes that allow a flow of information, ideas and policies, 

Rizvi (2006, 201) goes in the same direction explaining that this global circulation of ideas 

and ideologies, sponsored by intergovernmental agencies such as OECD, UNESCO or EU, 

have supported the global acceptance and adherence of neoliberal education policies 

despite the differences of nations in history, context or culture. As Rizvi (2006, 200) 

suggests, social imaginaries serve as a background of policy making and implementation. 

The future of imaginaries may rely on a power, publicity and an influence war to win the 

hearts and minds of people: this can be seen as either frightening or promising.  

 

With such sustained, strong and well-supported spread of neoliberal ideas in many spheres, 

it is difficult to think differently and to consider other ideals. Much of neoliberalism 

concepts are located in people’s imaginaries instead of just in political theories and it is 

difficult to shift. The next section will consider this issue, pulling together neoliberal ideas 

of Canadian education, human capital and social imaginaries in the new roles of teachers, 

teaching and the purpose of education. 

3.2 TEACHERS, TEACHING AND THE PURPOSE OF EDUCATION     

This section is a meta section of the previous ones in this theoretical framework. It will 

intertwine the earlier sections - ideas of neoliberalism in Canada, human capital and social 

imaginaries with the themes of teachers’ feelings, morals and identity, the teaching 

profession in general, and the changing purpose of education as an effect of the impact of 

neoliberalism. This section is divided into two subsections, which are related to each other 

in many ways. On the one hand, we have the transformation of the roles of school actors - 

that includes student, parents, administrators and teachers – and the role of teaching itself. 

On the other hand, we have the transformation of the purpose of education. Even if the two 

subsections will overlap in some instances, it is clearer to consider them separately. These 

sections are important as they link together the theories behind the research question and 

the practical perceptions and experiences of teachers. These sections are reported as they 

played an important role in shaping the data collection and analysis, had a direct influence 

on the interview questions that were asked, enhances the understanding of the influences of 

neoliberalism on the education sphere, and bring the analysis of data on another level - in 

the teachers’ role, expectations, visions and purpose. 
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3.2.1 CHANGING ROLES  

The role of schools and its actors have changed over time and this can be observed in 

students, parents, teachers, administrators, superintendents and the in policy makers. 

Changes on one level impact all the other ones; for example, if school principals or 

administrators have changed in their roles in order to implement policies set elsewhere, or 

to raise the achievement level in order to meet standards (Rizvi & Lingard 2010, 122 and 

138), it has a direct impact on all the other actors. Other impacts noted by Ball (2003, 219) 

are that it is popular to see efforts made by principals to inculcate a school culture, for 

teachers to feel involved, committed and professional, and yet still feel accountable. Ball 

(2000) also explains that a new role for principals is to make efforts to embellish their 

school in order to look more appealing with a view to be able to recruit more students. The 

image they project is very important and administrators spend a lot of time and effort on 

conserving a polished image (p.15). The efforts to keep students and teachers in line, to 

implement policies coming from above and to maintain a sparkling image are made with 

aims of attracting parents and students to their schools - giving them consumer powers, 

increasingly referring to them as clientele or clients. ‘’This type of development 

concomitantly reflects a shift towards the figuring of the parent and student as education 

‘’consumers’’ who ought to be offered a choice” (Davidson-Harden et al. 2009, 54). This 

new role of parents and students impacts the entire system, educational actors having to 

respond to incentives that were not there before, teachers also behaving and teaching in 

different ways than they used to. 

 

As Davidson-Harden et al. (2009, 64) argue, teachers now are considered and treated in a 

different way than they used to be. Before, teachers were rather treated as a valuable 

collective of professionals and various measures were taken to support them. Now, 

teachers are criticized a lot more, rated and inspected by everybody - by students and 

parents, by administration and government. As the teaching profession changed, it also 

changed in the eye of the public, partly because of the media, teachers being much less 

esteemed than they used to be. It seems that everyone has an opinion about what is wrong 

in education, often blaming teachers. ‘’Individual teachers themselves, it is widely 

claimed, constitute the main ‘problem’ in education” (Davidson-Harden et al. 2009, 62). 

The problem also lies on a wider level, schools and society deeply affecting the teacher’s 

role and work, as Blum & Ullman claims:  
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Schools have accepted the bulk of the blame of our economic problems despite the 

reality that educators have been virtually disempowered at every level. The truth is 

that our worldwide economic problems have little to do with the school-based 

preparation of human capital, but instead are deeply tied to the limits of market 

capitalism (2012, 372). 

 

Ball (2003, 226) explains that now teachers are constantly under the pressures of 

judgments, measures and targets, and these results are published and compared by people 

inside and out the education field. This causes, to a certain extent, uncertainty and 

instability in teachers with targets changing, judgments getting finer and results 

increasingly available. In this comparison fever, the insecurity translates into teachers 

judging themselves – comparing with others and questioning the essence of their practices, 

questioning the quality, quantity, targets and improvements of the students' results that 

ultimately become a public reflection of their work, even if when what is asked of them is 

unclear. This new micro-control over teachers reduces their confidence and their feeling of 

being trusted, affects their professionalism and diminishes the latitude they once had in 

their work. Day (2002, 678), Davies & Bansel (2007, 262) and Hyslop-Margison & Sears 

(2006, 16-17) explain that on neoliberal grounds, many policies on education restrict 

teachers’ autonomy in many ways – through staffing, curriculum, assessment and 

monitoring of students achievement. Systems are in place for teachers to comply with the 

governmental demands by rewarding teachers that reach targets and punishing the others. 

This way of operating induces fear in teachers, of not achieving well or loosing their jobs if 

they do not comply with what was expected of them. This fear drives them to behave in 

certain ways, the way they are expected to; responding to incentives sent in their direction. 

This strict control over their work shows that they are decreasingly trusted as professionals 

and that they should be regulated and held accountable. As more pressure is felt, and as 

more tasks are expected of teachers, they develop certain mechanisms that are not always 

good for themselves, students or education, as observed by Day (2002, 688): “As 

vulnerability increased, so they [teachers] tended towards passivity and conservatism in 

teaching”. This passivity can also be wished or hoped for by administrators, as well as 

superintendants. 
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Hill (2003, Education, Class and Capital) reporting Glenn Rikowski (2001) suggests that 

teachers are seen as the most 'dangerous' actors in shaping the youth, the labor-power of 

tomorrow. He says that skill, knowledge, competences and their quality all are 

implemented in students through teachers. In order to control the quality of this education, 

the state feels the need to control the teachers for two reasons – to make sure ‘good’ 

education actually happens, and to make sure the modes of education are going in the same 

direction as those desired by the state, and not to undermine what the state is trying to 

achieve. The state fears critical thinking, “This fear entails strict control, for example, of 

the curriculum for teacher education and training, of schooling, and of educational 

research” (Hill 2003, 4). Hill maintains that in this way, neoliberalism in education leads to 

a “loss of equity, economic and social justice, a loss of democracy and democratic 

accountability, as well as a loss of critical thought within a culture of performativity” (Hill 

2003, 5). Hyslop-Margison and Sears also observe: ‘'Consistent with the unquestioned 

faith in competition and micro level accountability as the means to correct all possible 

social economic ills, neo-liberalism demanded that schools and teachers be held directly 

accountable for student academic fortunes through the development of standardised 

testing” (2007, 304). This way of operating covers up social failures (for example resource 

inequity, economic disparity) in education, making them failures of individuals, also 

forcing the individual to solve problems, as they themselves are the 'source' of those 

problems.  

 

These control measures and the new accountability carry new roles and identities for 

teachers to endorse – it changes what they do, even who they are (Ball 2003, 215). Day 

(2002, 683) explains that teachers’ professional identity is deeply impacted by their 

personal identity in interrelated ways (self-image, self-esteem, job-motivation, task 

perception and future perspective). He explains also that reforms and changes to education 

and the teaching profession coming from government incentives are sometimes hard to 

take on by teachers, since such an important part of their professional identity is based on 

personal views, aspirations and values. Furthermore, Day (2002, 681) explains that 

teachers are still expected to feel and behave like professionals; however, reforms and 

society have changed the meaning of what a teacher is, turning many aspects into 

economic terms and altering the professionalism meaning of teaching. Sachs (2003) 

illustrated the former teaching professional role as activist in a more liberal understanding 
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of teachers, as opposed to entrepreneurial which is now more inclined towards efficiency, 

responsibility and accountability (as cited in Day 2002, 681). Ball (2000, 17), in a similar 

way explains that professional judgments are now being gradually replaced with 

commercial decision-making. On the one hand, teachers are told to be and feel like 

professionals, yet in order to do so, a sense of trust has to be there for one to feel 

professional. If and when trust is being replaced by incentives and constrictions of 

accountability, feelings of professionalism dissolve, and teachers become more like 

employees, accomplishing a task that is being asked of them. Ball (2003, 222) introduces 

the idea of performance measures bringing to teachers some kind of values schizophrenia, 

whereby teachers try to reconcile their commitment and relationships with their students 

with the necessity to perform well. Many teachers now feel fake in front of their students, 

trying to demonstrate genuine care for the students when they also have to care about and 

respond to what is asked of them: performance. “Structural and individual schizophrenia of 

values and purposes, and the potential for inauthenticity and meaninglessness is 

increasingly an everyday experience (…) Beliefs are no longer important – it is output that 

counts. Beliefs are part of an older, increasingly displaced discourse” (Ball 2003, 223). 

Teachers have to respond to the demands, and remain true to their ethic, but even within 

their ethic conflicts arise – the ethic of supporting students’ needs and the ethic of the task 

to be accomplished. Day (2002, 682) says that the moral purpose of teachers is threatened 

by the measurement age. “There is a 'splitting' between the teachers own judgments about 

'good practice' and students 'needs' on the one hand and the rigors of performance on the 

other” (Ball 2000, 6). Along with the ‘splitting’ explained by Ball, new expectations are 

placed on teachers as mentioned before by Steger in the section 3.1.3. They are still 

expected to respond to their own professionalism and to the genuine learning needs of 

students yet; they are now also expected to provide reports, labels and extra work with the 

same pay, time and resources as before. Those expectations come in part from the social 

imaginary, from ‘the normality’ of parents expecting their kids to get the maximum 

education quality (as mentioned in the human capital section), from ‘the normality’ of 

administration expecting of all teacher to provide what is expected of them to provide in 

this age of accountability and measurement. It is now part of the common sense to expect 

more of teachers, even sometimes from the point of view of teachers themselves, some of 

them having integrated the ‘habitus’ of Bourdieu, as described earlier. 
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This subsection displayed the changing roles, and it is important to show and understand 

them as it influenced the empirical data collection and analysis in a similar way that the 

next section also has. 

3.2.2 THE PURPOSE OF EDUCATION  

It is a difficult task to establish the purpose of education. I have not yet found a clear 

answer to this question and do not pretend to hold one. In this subsection, I present 

different authors’ discussion on the matter, almost all of them writing in neoliberal 

contexts. Without providing a definite answer to the question, this discussion will inform 

on the avenues and philosophies commonly observed and experienced, often not 

corresponding to what is officially declared, about the current purpose of education. 

 

As was mentioned in the subsection above, students' and parents' roles have changed. They 

behave and are considered now like consumers in most spheres, in the education too, as the 

schools' funding (sometimes survival) depends on their choice. Day (2002, 679-680) 

explains, in particular contexts but also in general or on a global scale, that schools are 

under the pressure of parental choice in market like pressures that also imply yearly 

improvements of teachers' and students' performances, displayed by an array of external 

inspections, increasing financial autonomy and putting a constant effort on school 

development plans and target setting. In such environments, for schools to be picked by the 

consumers, they have to prove they are the best and they need data to show for it. The data 

should be collected as easily and frequently as possible, to provide the consumers with 

information on which to base their decision and investments, in a market like approach. As 

Ball (2000) explained: “Apart from their 'official' functions, as responses to accountability, 

both main aspects of educational performativity – comparison and commodification – are 

linked to the provision of 'information' for consumers within the education market form” 

(p.10). Some problems lay here and one that is often observed is that the schools that show 

the best results are also often the ones that received the most applications of enrollment, 

which flips the choice onto the schools side. They are now the ones choosing the best 

students from among all the applicants, to show for the best results, and increasing 

inequalities among schools (Kumar & Hill 2008, 15). Other issues were observed by Hill 

(2003, 17-18) who explains that the neoliberal market approach to education falls short in 
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many ways, which explains in part why it does not operate uncomplicatedly. One of his 

arguments is that education is not a commodity as such – one can market the means to 

education but not education itself; as we cannot buy or sell one’s set of acquired skills, 

knowledge, values, behavior etc. Another argument is that in the market view, the 'selfish 

accumulation' of capitals makes the wealth as opposed to education where open access and 

circulation makes it rich. Thirdly, in a market approach, the motivation is to satisfy the 

demands of whoever has the money and addressing at the same time only those with 

money, unlike in education where motivations are more located in the understanding of the 

desirability, independently from who has money, and is more open to more people. 

Another argument he makes is the concepts of excellence and freedom are also very 

different between market imperatives and education – which is also a source of disjunction 

(Hill 2003, 17-18). Hill has a theoretical understanding of education and schools that 

parents in general might not have. Parents choose best schools on the base of their common 

sense which is often linked to the neoliberal social imaginary, hence parents’ idea of best 

schools may include market and performativity imperatives. The parental choice for 

schools is a reality and it impacts the purpose of education, as their common sense, 

impacted by the social imaginary, also leads them to have demands and expectations 

towards education and teachers that can cause the conflicts Hill mentioned – parents 

maybe having a different understanding of best schools and education than teachers do. 

 

For parents and students to choose the 'best' school, the data provided to them lies in the 

image schools project of themselves. Many factors contribute to this desirable image and a 

very important one is about achievement. The data about this is often provided in the forms 

of league tables and statistics collected from the students' exams results in those schools. 

The more data and easier it is to read, the better. Ball (2003), reports Boyle's (2001) saying 

that in our contemporary world, we continually collect statistics and we use them to 

understand life and things. The more data we have, the better informed we feel on the one 

hand but on the other, the more important truths escape us (p.215). This is true in an 

educational context as the more data we see from one school, the more informed we feel 

about it, even without knowing the origin and intent of the collection of such data or how 

to interpret it properly. In the same context, Biesta (2008, 35) talks about normative 

validity and discusses the idea that there is only so much we can indeed measure and in this 

desire for measurement, do we measure whatever we can in order to provide data and give 
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a lot of importance to the tangible which is just easily measured, or should we in fact find 

first what we want to give importance to and then find ways to measure it. If the former is 

true, and it is often the case, we end up prioritizing irrelevant data just because they are the 

easy ones to measure. We should be more critical and ask for what purpose we are 

measuring things. The purpose of education is present here in many ways: important 

decisions being made about it consciously or not, deciding what is important. As Biesta 

(2008, 30) puts it, we should not value what we measure but measure what we value. 

Different people with different agendas may agree with him or not; however, standardized 

testing and extensive (easy) measurements are part of the schools reality. Standardized or 

common testing is a popular and efficient way to measure the students' (and teachers') 

performances, to show in league tables, to the consumers and others. They require less 

time and money than other evaluations; one test is done for all the students regardless of 

their individual needs, all are done under similar strict directives. Standardized testing is 

often not reflecting the reality of students very well. The types of questions are often not 

the same as those asked in classrooms or in society. The way the tests are taken – same 

time, place, and questions for everyone – is not genuine as individuals are in fact different, 

in schools and in the world. Measures are usually taken to acknowledge individuality 

inside and outside the classrooms, but not in these tests. The culmination of the school year 

or several school years resting on a test that is not like other ones they took is not relevant, 

does not help students to understand better or help them to be more critical, and is not 

painting a realistic picture of what a student knows and does not know (Ediger 2001, 6). 

Biesta (2008) explains that many times standardized testing and measurements are destined 

to improve education, practices and performances but end up being used by agencies or 

governments to make decisions regarding education policies under the pretenses of 

standard raising: “the school effectiveness and improvement movement has played an 

important role in the idea that educational outcomes can and should be measured” (p.34). 

Biesta (2008) adds that this measurement culture impacts education practices on all the 

levels, from policy making to teaching, and that we should remain critical about what we 

measure, why and how, in order to give the sense that is intended to the measurements and 

not be led by them. “If we are not explicit about our views about the aims and ends of 

education (…) we run the risk that statistics and league tables will make the decisions for 

us” (Biesta 2008, 44). Ball (2003) goes in the same way saying: “Performance 

improvements may become the only basis for decision-making” (p.225). 
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The present day urge to measure is to account for the school's performance, in order to 

attract investors (students/parents or others) in a market like system. Schools increasingly 

operate according to business models, placing great importance on performance; however, 

many disjunctions occur as the business model is ill fitting to education for many different 

purposes and reasons (Ediger 2001, 8). Teachers have less say in what is valuable, 

purposeful or essential to evaluate than before. Incentives are now coming from 

administrations, who receive incentives from their superiors, and their superiors' superiors. 

Incentives may come from one's own country or not, in our ever growing policy network, 

being influenced by the (neoliberal) global scene. Policies are built or borrowed by 

agencies or governments, and are imposed on schools and teachers that have to work with 

them. Davidson-Harden et al. (2009, 62) explain that we can observe now more than ever 

before ‘’schooling reform is now more closely linked to transformations in the larger 

political economy of provinces and nations – a move to more globalizing, neoliberal 

economies, including tighter control over, but less funding for, public sector social 

institutions’’. It is not that policy makers do not care about teachers and students, or about 

education but the focus of care has changed and Ball (2003, 224) discuss this idea that 

before students were the main object of care, now excellence and performance are, in more 

marketable aims.  

 

At the level of policy making, similar data are used from the standardized test but for 

different purposes. They first were intended to improve practices, as was discussed earlier, 

but also to orientate education aims and policies in order to align them with particular 

agendas. Biesta explains that when people make decisions about education and its 

direction, there is inevitably a value judgment that comes along with it, discerning what is 

desirable educationally (Biesta 2008, 35). This supports well the assumption that whatever 

empirical data are used in this kind of decision making, a value judgment is made on an 

often non-empirical basis that affects the interpretation of the empirical data (Biesta 2008, 

35). If the value infusion in education does not lie at the teachers’ level as much as it used 

to, one can think it comes from the policies and those who formulate them. Rizvi & 

Lingard (2010) discussed this issue saying that policy makers have changed basic 

principles over time, filtering down new values in policies that will be in the teachers’ 

hands: 
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a reorientation of values from a focus on democracy and equality to the values of 

efficiency and accountability, with a greater emphasis on human capital formation 

allegedly demanded by the new knowledge industries, and required by nation-states 

to participate and compete successfully in the global economy (Rizvi & Lingard 

2010, 72). 

 

Hill & Kumar (2008, 21) claim: ‘’Business wants education fit for business – to make 

schooling and higher education subordinate to the personality, ideological, and economic 

requirements of capital, and to make sure schools produce compliant, ideologically 

indoctrinated, procapitalist, effective workers.’’ It could appear that the current goals of 

schooling are in line with a capitalist agenda. It is good in a way in a world geared towards 

neoliberal values, as students need to know how to navigate in this situation - we teach 

them to be performing, efficient, competitive etc. This way, schooling then becomes a 

channel for neoliberalism and neoliberal values to come forward, introducing the capitalist 

world to the new generation and what the market wants out of them. An alternative to this 

is successfully achieved when teachers remain critical and define with the students the line 

between the reality one may want to mimic or be an actor in, and the reality we based our 

values in. If the kids are taught to be competitive, they might become that way and be so 

convinced of it, they may teach their own kids to be even more competitive and better at it, 

having integrated this as a part of their social imaginary. On the other hand, to shift this 

social imaginary, if the kids are taught that it is expected by society to be competitive, 

looking at the value of competition from many angles could give the students options to 

choose where they want to stand. Critical thinking is crucial in this alternative – showing 

the students the world, how it works and what they should do in it to be involved actors, 

showing the students how to critique that world, how and what to reject if they choose to, 

how you find/build the alternative etc. Showing to student also how imaginaries operate 

and are shaped can help the new generation to become more critical and involved. While a 

critical thinking alternative is an important start, it may not be enough – if the 

measurement era is here to stay, it would be even better to additionally elaborate a clear 

vision of what is important, and how to measure properly what was designated as 

important. If a clear vision of what is important has been established for all, the 

measurement might be more difficult to do, but it would be more relevant, helpful and 

purposeful for the students. In many positive and possible alternatives to what we know 
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now, schools should not emulate a business of clients and providers. Schools have been 

progressively engineered in a business setting but one can wonder; was it done out of 

options, because there is no alternative? Was it to please some specific groups or agendas? 

One can also wonder why bigger changes are not operated if problems have been identified 

but as Biesta (2008, 37) mentioned: ''It is, therefore, first of all in the interest of those who 

benefit from the status quo to keep things as they are and not open up a discussion about 

what education might be.'' If the educational situation is profitable to some, it may explain 

in parts its current state and aims, but we can wonder who is defining/shaping the purpose 

of education? If it is a capitalist thinking group – critical thinkers may not be desirable, as 

they will be the ones criticizing and asking for changes. If other groups are deciding, 

critical thinkers may be desirable to forge a different future. Whoever decides, the values 

promoted in an alternative should be chosen meticulously rather than being imposed by the 

system. Schools could choose to teach these neoliberal ways in a critical, preventive 

manner, rather than just be enslaved by them. Determining what is important, and measure 

just that, is a great alternative but this would also imply major changes on all level of the 

education system, as we know. While it is not impossible, it does not yet seem apparent 

how to achieve this change in a practical way.  

 

This section combined the main elements of the theoretical framework in section 3.1, with 

the changing roles and the purpose of education. Bridging these topics together relate to 

the research question linking the teachers’ perceptions and experiences to a more 

theoretical base – theories explained in 3.1 and teachers’ world in 3.2. The section 3.2 

played an important role shaping the interview questions, the data collection and it’s 

analysis, as it will be displayed in the next chapters. 
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4 METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK - PHENOMENOGRAPHY  

Now that the theoretical grounds for the research have been laid, there will be a description 

of how the study was conducted, what is being studied empirically and what has informed 

the choices for the researcher to conduct of the research.  In this section, there will be a 

description of the choice of qualitative methods and specifically phenomenography – its 

origins and functioning. Then, the epistemological and ontological assumptions that 

support the frame of thoughts and research methodology will be discussed. Finally, there 

will be a description of the steps to go through in the data analysis process of a 

phenomenographical study before moving on to the empirical data. 

4.1 QUALITATIVE RESEARCH AND PHENOMENOGRAPHY  

Dey (1993, 16) explains that if we ask what is the colour of snow to most people, they will 

say white. If we ask some specific groups, like Eskimos, they would need specifications as 

some may recognize over 40 different types of white according to shades of snow and ice. 

This is a good example showing how qualitative research can be used in powerful ways, 

and, depending on what is studied, many different qualitative methodologies can be used to 

work with data, such as people's descriptions and experiences in specific contexts. The 

choice to conduct a qualitative study for this research was easy to make, as there is a lot of 

worthy and reliable qualitative work that has been produced and that has raised academic 

interests, especially in the education field. There is a strong tradition of such research in 

humanities and education, as well as in the education department of the University of Oulu. 

It has been argued by some colleagues that quantitative studies are more reliable and seem 

more seriously academic; however, numbers or statistics on how people perceive shades of 

white, their reality or their feelings about their experience are irrelevant. Qualitative 

research is useful to build understandings of confusing situations or phenomena that cannot 

be quantified, such as the object of this research, which is about teachers’ experiences and 

perceptions of neoliberalism in the Canadian school systems. In a qualitative frame of 

research, phenomenography was chosen and Reed (2006) succinctly defines its main 

characteristic as follow:  
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Phenomenography is a research approach that takes a non-dualist, second-order 

perspective describing the key aspects of the variation of individuals’ experience of 

a phenomenon. The results of a phenomenographic analysis are a hierarchical set 

of categories of description describing the variation in the way a phenomenon is 

experienced. (Reed 2006, 1)  

 

Since the main interest of this research is to discover and map different experiences, 

reactions and perceptions lived by teachers of the influences of the neoliberalism in 

schools, phenomenography was the right choice, also per informed by Trigwell and the 

map of figure 3. 

 

 

Figure 3. Choice of phenomenography (Trigwell 2006, 369) 

 

Trigwell explains with Figure 3 how phenomenography differs from other approaches. The 

philosophical approach of phenomenography is non-dualistic (explained in 4.2) hence, at 

point 1 of Figure 3; we branch to the right and again at point 2 choosing the qualitative 

side. At point 3, the second order perspective (explained in 4.2) is the method used in this 

research hence, we branch to the right as we do also at point 4. In phenomenography, a 

focus on the variations of the experiences of people is important in the analysis, as the 

outcome space (results) emerges from this range of experiences (variations). Finally in 
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phenomenography, there is an “aim to articulate the logical internal relations between the 

different ways of experiencing a phenomenon” (Trigwell 2006, 370). Common themes are 

looked at among the variations that form the categories of the outcome space. Hence, we 

take the final branch to the right on Figure 3, at point 5 yielding phenomenography, which 

has been distinguished from other methodologies in this process. 

 

Phenomenography‘s father is Ference Marton, and he drew inspiration from other 

methodologies to construct it, as Richardson (1999, 71) mentions: ‘'Marton sought a basis 

for phenomenography in phenomenology, grounded theory stemmed from symbolic 

internationalisms”. As Mann (2009, history) explains, this educational psychologist and his 

team, as well as others first worked with a special target in the mid 70s on this 

methodological approach for researching: mainly teaching and learning among teachers 

and students. The methodology has been developed ever since by Marton, collaborators 

and others, and is applied now to a wider range of qualitative studies. When talking about 

the umbrella covered by his methodology, Marton says: ‘’Phenomenography is a research 

method for mapping the qualitatively different ways in which people experience, 

conceptualize, perceive, and understand various aspects of, and phenomena in, the world 

around them” (1986, 31). It has been argued on the one hand that phenomenography can be 

considered solely as a data analysis method. On the other hand, phenomenography can be 

considered as a whole methodological approach as it already has its own ontological 

assumptions that also direct the epistemological assumptions. This research is somewhere 

in the middle – it uses phenomenography as a data analysis method, and also as a more 

encompassing research methodology to guide the research, but the epistemological and 

ontological views are not exactly the same, as will be discussed in section 4.2. 

 

From a phenomenographic perspective, humans experience the world in their own way and 

make their own constructions of what reality is, building their own conceptions of the 

world (Marton 1986, 28). Their ways of conceptualizing can be influenced by many 

factors, such as their family, location, emotional and professional backgrounds. Since 

everyone has their own perceptions of phenomena, it is interesting to investigate what they 

understand from a situation according to their respective backgrounds and see what are the 

themes and common trends that come out, as well as the divergent ones, from such a vast 

array of different backgrounds and perceptions. As Orgill (2009, 1) mentioned when 

writing about Marton, it is not about studying the world, it is about studying how people 
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experience and interpret the world (their relationship with the world). Moreover, Marton 

(1994) said: ''Phenomenography is the empirical study of the qualitatively different ways in 

which various phenomena in, and aspects of, the world around us are experienced, 

conceptualized, understood, perceived and apprehended'' (as cited in Ashworth & Lucas 

1998, 415).  In this light, it seemed natural to pick this methodology as it suits perfectly the 

research question which is: What are high school teachers' experiences and perceptions of 

the influence of neoliberalism in the Canadian schools systems? The perception aspect is 

interesting in this research; the second-order perspective in which the world is described as 

it is understood, is the one of choice. ''The subject and object of an experience are not 

separate and an individual's experience of a phenomenon is the internal relationship 

between them'' (Reed 2006, 2). 

 

Generalisation of phenomenographic results is not usually applicable since it resides very 

much in the context, in the choice of participants and their experiences. The goal here is to 

encompass what are the experiences and perceptions of neoliberalism in teachers’ 

experience, in order to see if the influences of neoliberalism are felt and if so, look for a 

variation of descriptions, and common problems to build ways for solutions.  

4.2 PHENOMENOGRAPHICAL APPROACH – EPISTEMOLOGY & 

ONTOLOGY 

Phenomenographic research is based on a second-order perspective. This is one distinction 

of phenomenography among many other approaches as in other types of methodologies; 

the researcher studies the phenomenon itself, in a more traditional first-order perspective 

where the world as it is is studied. A phenomenography researcher is interested in the study 

of the interpretation of phenomena by the participants, where their experience of the world 

is researched - through their explanations and descriptions of their relationship with the 

phenomena, as opposed to studying the phenomena itself. A phenomenography researcher 

is not classifying or searching ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ conceptions of a phenomena; in fact, the 

interest lies in all conceptions of the reality, even the ‘mistaken ones’ (Marton 1986, 32). 

Marton refers to his research approach as being relational – focusing one’s attention on the 

individual relationship with the phenomena, and pushing the idea further; it is also 

relational with the researcher and his/her conceptualisation of the data, the participant and 

the phenomena. 
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Gaps were reported in Marton’s ontological assumptions of phenomenography, to stay true 

to definitions of what can be said to exist or what is existence. Marton has mentioned many 

times that phenomenography relies on a ‘nondualist’ ontology, and says that ‘’there is only 

one world, a real existing world that is experienced and understood in different ways by 

human beings; it is both objective and subjective at the same time’’ (Richardson 1999, 66). 

However as Richardson (1999, 66) suggests, to be considered as truly ‘nondualist 

ontology’ in this context means objects and events exist only through people experiencing 

them; in a dualist view, there is the actual reality that has been experienced and the one to 

be experienced. Acknowledging that natural objects exist in themselves without the 

‘validation’ of human experience, Richardson says: ‘’we cannot describe a world that is 

independent of our descriptions or of us as describers’’ (Richardson 1999, 66) which 

makes sense in this context of phenomenon and sends us back to a nondualist ontology. 

Although this research will adhere to this ontological position, it is useful to describe and 

understand the subtleties and variations to display an informed choice. 

 

The realist view of Marton is adopted in this research also, assuming “that there is only one 

world, a real existing world” (Richardson 1999, 66), so this bent to the pure nondualistic 

ontology goes in line with what I believe about the nature of the physical world, existing 

independently of experience. Uljens (1996, 103) builds a philosophical argument of 

Marton’ phenomenography to be subjectivist, which seems contradictory to Marton’s 

realist idea of the world existing independently of it being experienced. I could make sense 

of those two antagonistic yet present ontological views of realism and subjectivism 

considering two worlds: the world of objects and the world of phenomenon. If we consider 

the world of objects only, Marton seems to be a realist. If we consider the world of 

phenomena, things happening and especially social relations and conceptualisation of 

interactions, then a subjectivist stand seems relevant and goes in the sense that Uljens 

talked about, regarding ontological assumption in phenomenography ‘’the only reality 

there is, is the one experienced. The essence of reality lies in the whole range of individual 

experience” (Uljens 1996, 114). If we remain only on the level of phenomenographic 

object of interest, which is the human’s perception, experience and interpretation of the 

world (phenomena), then the subjectivist claim of Uljens applies. It felt useful to clarify the 

above as the acceptance of an all-encompassing subjectivist view of the world is not an 

accurate view of my position. It is interesting to note that this conceptualisation of 

phenomenon by people is deeply rooted in the context and in the (neoliberal) social 
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imaginary – as it will show in the discussion. 

 

There are gaps reported by Uljens about the non-dualistic epistemological view of 

phenomenography such as ‘’A problem with the non-dualist position in phenomenography 

is that the differences between a radical constructivism and an epistemological idealism are 

unclear” (Uljens 1996, 116). Keeping this in mind, also that Uljens identifies a lack of a 

phenomenographic theory of learning at the basis of the cloudy epistemological views in 

phenomenography, he describes the non-dualist position as ‘naïve realism’ (p.117) still 

acknowledging the constructivist views of phenomenography. The epistemological 

position in phenomenography reported by Richardson (1999, 66-67) reflects realism with 

the idea that there can me multiple realities, and not one true reality as in objectivism 

/positivism. 

 

Remaining in the constructivist view of phenomenography, it is fair to consider the idea 

that the analysis of the data by the researcher is an interpretation, of the interpretation of 

the phenomenon as reported by the participants. One can rightfully say it places 

phenomenography far from objectivity. Richardson (1999, 68) suitably quotes Schutz 

(1954) regarding this matter: ‘’The constructs of the social sciences are, so to speak, 

constructs of the second degree, namely, constructs of the constructs made by the actors on 

the social scene”. Even if this second degree places us somewhat far from the 

phenomenon, results are still valid and important; moreover, the phenomenon itself is not 

the object of a phenomenographic research approach. It is important to define and clarify 

the former ideas, as those constructs of results of a second degree by the researcher in 

phenomenography are not to be confused with the second-order perspective of interest to 

the researcher in the participant’s relationship with the phenomena. It was also important to 

mention them as they had an important influence on the data collection and analysis, as 

well as on the discussion. 

4.3 DATA ANALYSIS IN PHENOMENOGRAPHY 

In this section, there will be a description of the outcome aimed for, and what were the 

steps to achieve it in a structured and reliable phenomenographic analysis of empirical 

data. The outcome that will be ultimately looked for in this phenomenological research is 

the outcome space, the space where all the variations between a minimum number of 
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categories of description, describing different aspects of the phenomena, will have been 

classified, linked and ranked among each other (Reed 2006, 3; Orgill 2009 3). The results 

of the outcome space will be presented in chapter 6 with the discussion.  

 

Assuming that there is in fact a limited number of ways for people to understand a 

phenomena, Marton (1986) explains that researchers should at one point of their data 

analysis find redundant descriptions (meanings and interpretation) related to the questions 

and topics studied, and that is what we are looking for. ‘’When investigating people’s 

understanding of various phenomena, concepts, principles, we repeatedly found that each 

phenomenon, concept, or principle can be understood in a limited number of qualitatively 

ways” (Marton 1986, 30-31). These redundant descriptions can form categories of 

descriptions as explained by Reed (2006, 6) and this is how the categories were formed in 

order to obtain the final outcome space. 

 

The results of a phenomenographic study are not known in advance, as opposed to other 

research methods that have a hypothesis that is tested with data. Here, the results are 

expected to emerge from the data, hence they are known only towards the end of the study, 

in a 'bottom-up' inductive way of working in the analysis (Mann 2009, Data analysis). This 

can complicate the report writing process as the theory and methodology have to inform 

the interviews yet, the interviews and the results emerging from there will in turn inform in 

a way the theory and methodology. It is a delicate, fluid, continuous and kinetic way of 

viewing and developing the research frame and report. 

 

To describe the analysis process that was followed in this research, it can be said that two 

slightly different yet complementary methods were chosen and intertwined – that of 

Marton (1986, 42-43) and that of Ornek (2008). After conducting 7 interviews, they were 

transcribed and one of them was translated from French to English. Each of the transcripts 

were read many times to have their general contexts and meaning in mind, in order to 

better discard the irrelevant parts to each interview, in regard to the research question. 

Then from each interview, each unit of meaning was highlighted, shortened and numbered, 

to obtain the shortest sentence for each. Those units of meaning were tabulated in a table to 

perform the coding. In that step, each unit of meaning was coded in a few key words. The 

coded units of meaning formed pools of meaning from which categories of description 

emerged; associating together the units of meaning based on their similarities and 
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separating them based on their differences to form the first level of categories of 

description. Categories of description have to fulfil three criteria to be considered 

phenomenographic; they have to be logically related, parsimonious and ''each category 

must completely describe a distinctly different aspect of the experience of a phenomenon'' 

(Reed 2006, 3). After the first level was established, categories were grouped in a similar 

process to obtain the second level of categories and then the third level of categories of 

descriptions. The set of all those categories is organised in a hierarchy for the final result – 

the outcome space, which will be discussed in section 5.3. 

 

Now that concrete theoretical grounds have been established, that origins and functions of 

phenomenography have been explained, that epistemological and ontological assumptions 

of the method have been displayed, it is time to get to the data. In the next chapter, the 

empirical data work will be displayed, where there will be first an explanation of the 

choice and a presentation of the participants, a description of the interview process and 

finally, an explanation of the analysis process of the data, which led to the outcome space. 

The results or findings will be presented and discussed in chapter 6. 
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5 EMPIRICAL DATA: DESCRIPTION, COLLECTION AND 

EMERGENCE OF THE OUTCOME SPACE 

This chapter will present the outcome space of the data and its analysis. In order to do so, 

there will be an explanation about how and why the participants were chosen and recruited, 

there will be a description of the interview process using various methods, including 

Skype. Then, the analysis will be presented showing how the outcome space was obtained, 

justifying each of the categories and levels based on their variations, similarities and 

differences. 

5.1 PARTICIPANTS – WHO AND WHY  

The choice of high school teachers is advocated as it is in that context that restrictions and 

accountability are felt more intensively, especially with the teachers of ‘academic’ courses, 

at grade 12 and 11 since it is here that the results of standardised tests are the most closely 

looked at and published. It is not assumed that those pressures are not felt at other levels, 

just that the stronger feeling in those levels may lead to a more evident data to collect. 

 

In order to acquire a rich pool of data, from many diverse experiences, the participants 

were chosen to fit a certain profile.  They must have been high school teachers in 

Yellowknife at some point of their career, they had to have a certain teaching experience 

and they had to have experienced in some ways other education systems in Canada (other 

provinces, hence education systems). The participants had to be distributed equally among 

gender, number of years of experience, different subject areas, and representing all three 

different high schools in Yellowknife, where they had evolved as teachers. They also had 

to have demonstrated a sharp critical sense and a notable level of integrity over the years I 

worked with them. These criteria and especially the sharp critical sense was important as 

ideal participants had to have discussed and reflected about their practice and career. For 

validity purposes, it is important to mention that they were not chosen because I expected 

them to be or to answer in a certain way, not because I thought I knew their point of view. 

Insightful participants were wanted and the criterion framed these people, along with other 

important qualities. Originally eight participants were considered to be plenty for this 

study. Ten teachers were asked to participate and they all but one said yes. Out of the 
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remaining nine, two interviews could not happen, so the study included seven (very 

generous) participants. To keep their identities blurry, there will just be mentions of what 

they represent as a group. The age group of the participants ranges from late twenties to 

sixties, with an adequate balance of men and women, representing all together the fields of 

social studies, senior sciences, physical education, mathematics, language arts, French, 

computer sciences and optional courses. They ranged from a few years of experience to a 

full career in teaching, some of them still teaching and others not. Most of them have 

taught in a different province, the others have at least studied in another province. None of 

them grew up in the Northwest Territories and they all have spent a considerable portion of 

their teaching career in one of the three Yellowknife high schools, the participants 

representing all three high schools. They received a written invitation where there was also 

an explanation of the research, showing general aims. They also received and signed an 

informed consent statement that explained the interview process and the implications of 

their participation. The fictive names of the participants, which have all fitted the profile, 

are Bernadette, Dalida, Jack, Laurence, Linda, Madison and Sebastien.  

5.2 INTERVIEWS – QUESTIONS AND METHODS 

Phenomenographic interviews should be conducted as a dialogue between the participant 

and the researcher, for many reasons. One reason is that we want to get to the core of the 

experience of the participant, to the essence of their perception and descriptions of the 

phenomenon. Usually in a regular questionnaire, no relationship is constructed between the 

parties, no real feeling of trust and openness is created and the answers may remain on the 

surface, not getting the deep level of introspection and answers one phenomenographic 

researcher is looking for. Moreover as Marton explained, ''The interview has to be carried 

out as a dialogue, it should facilitate the thematisation of aspects of the subject's 

experience not previously thematised. The experiences … are jointly constituted by 

interviewer and interviewee” (cited in Mann 2009, Data collection). An open discussion 

with the participants was indeed experienced in this research, allowing for the participants 

to be a part of the construction of it, going in different directions, building questions and 

meanings together as a team, participants and researcher. 

 

As Reed mentions: ''The typical phenomenographic interview is of a semi-structured 

nature with only a few key questions predetermined'' (Reed 2006, 5). As will be displayed 
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later in this section (Table 1), there were many themes and even more un-written questions 

when the interviews were conducted. However, those were present mostly as a guide, to 

remain focused, because in the end for every interview, only a few open-ended questions 

were asked and the participants drifted by themselves to most of the topics presented in the 

table. The questions asked to the participants were open, like: 'can you tell me about your 

experience as a teacher' or 'what is your level of autonomy' and they were asked to clarify 

certain aspects of their descriptions as they were talking.   

 

The piloting of the questionnaire is a suggested step for a phenomenographical approach to 

interviews (Bowden 2005 referred in Mann 2009, Data collection), as we need to get 

familiar with the structure, struggles and leads that tend to happen in this setting, in order 

to be and remain as efficient and open minded as possible. It was decided to perform one 

interview prior to the others, to help pilot the questionnaire that was planned on being use 

in the other interviews of the research. This allowed the researcher to gain experience and 

to reflect as an interviewer in an academic context - the piloting of the questionnaire was a 

very enlightening experience. The piloting participant was very generous of his time and 

answers provided 46 pages of typed interview. There was a need to work on the 

questionnaire as the interview lasted almost three hours – which is too long. Questions 

were cut for subsequent interviews and they were all much shorter. The written Skype 

format was excellent also for the piloting as it allows more time in order to really focus on 

the participant’s answers and follow up on his/her answers and thoughts, as opposed to 

being focused on notes and subsequent questions to ask. For the interviews in general, I 

have to say that I knew in great details my topic as well as all the questions I wanted to 

ask. In that sense, it is fair to say that solid interviews were conducted, following the flow 

of the participants discourse with relevant questions yet, structuring it enough to ask the 

questions that were interesting for the research.  

 

Since all the participants reside in Canada and the travel there for interviews was not 

possible, the interviews had to be conducted over the Internet. Acknowledging that the 

context of the interview is important, that it has some impacts on the answers one gets 

from an interview, and that this should be studied or at least taken into consideration, 

travelling to Canada was not an option but the alternative that was chosen instead provided 

insights in the context and allowed for a rich data collection, even from far. All the 

interviews were conducted through Skype(TM) on the researcher’s end. Two participants 
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had their interview on their phone, four of them through instant messaging (typing) in 

Skype(TM), one was a taped conversation over video. Four participants were home when 

they were interviewed, two were in their classroom after a school day, and one was in a 

public café. All interviews were done in English except for one that was conducted in 

French. 

 

The Skype(TM) technique was prioritized for many reasons and to mention them briefly, 

this technique was chosen as a personal preference for many participants. It is very 

convenient and cost free. At first, there were some concerns about using this technique and 

software in the data collection in the use of an academic research, but after reading that it 

was an acceptable way to operate (Bertrand & Bourdeau 2010, 70; Cater 2011, 1), and that 

many colleagues and teachers in the department approved such use of this software, it felt 

more comfortable to use it. The instant message way to communicate is preferable for 

many reasons, as it offers many advantages that were also discussed with many of research 

colleagues. The list of advantages starts with a slower pace and a different flow, hence 

more time to reflect on questions and answers on both participant’s and interviewer’s side 

of the table as opposed to usual verbal conversation. One can read what he/she expressed 

(reflective) and choose better, more precise words to express oneself. It is easier to some to 

address sensitive topics on such a platform - less emotion is shown than on one’s face - and 

it offers an edited down, more polished version of an oral discourse and, of course, another 

advantage is for convenience purposes. After doing this type of interview for the pilot 

interview, and discovered all the advantages that came along, it was hard imagining going 

back to another type of interview for this research project. However, not all the participants 

agreed or could manage to respond in an instant message format, the main reason was 

about the time factor. From what was observed from the interviews over the phone (live 

talk), one hour of questioning would yield a similar amount of data obtained in three hours 

on instant message, and understandably, some find it painful to type for that long when 

they can talk for a third of the time.  

 

The participants had all been informed about the topic of the research in writing without 

too many details in order to avoid leading their answers too much. They were made aware 

prior to the interview and again at the beginning of the interview that they were free to 

avoid questions and free to tell about topics that were not specifically inquired of. They 

had given their full consent in writing to use their answers in the thesis or research. The 
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same interview questions were used for all the participants and the related topics are listed 

in the table below as a part of a semi-structured interview. The topics of the table were not 

all questions asked, they were there as a focus aid. Opening questions were wide and 

participants generous enough to give long and deep answers that covered many of the 

topics present in the table. The fact that I knew all of them from before was very helpful as 

the trust was already established and they all talked to me freely and with ease, even on a 

platform that is not as natural as a real encounter in person. 

 

The questionnaire table is in two parts, the top part is about what is 'imposed' and the 

bottom part is about ideas and personal experiences. The bottom part was inquired first in 

all the interviews. Many of the answers overlapped, which is good as it cross verifies other 

answers, and may offer additional reliability. Through those interviews, it was a goal to get 

as many answers as possible to the questions described in the introduction of this paper, 

also to see if the informants see a connection between the neoliberal pressures put on 

schools, and the emerging frustrations teachers encounter working with possibly different 

intrinsic values.  
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Table 1. Interview guide 

Themes  Topics detailed   (from experiences) 

Values promo. in 

the work 

 Values promoted by the government / school board / administration / teachers  

 Values promoted through policies and curriculum 

Power and 

Hierarchy 

 Path for decisions/policies to get to you 

 Who makes ultimate decisions and input in decisions/policies 

 Who to respond to (how, what for, frequency, impacts, topics, consequences)? 

 Ultimate say in what happens in the classrooms 

Assessment of 

students 

 According to job description - purpose of assessment 

 Frequency and the goals for assessment 

 Types of assessment promoted and what to do with the results? 

Economics of 

education 

 Schools and money (funding) 

 Publicity or promotion done for schools  

 Actors in higher position (government, ECE, superintendent, etc)              

Background; do they have to be managers? How does that impact the leading style and 

the management of schools? 

 Hiring process to become a teacher in NWT 

   Pressures from above                 Personal teaching life experiences ¯ 

The purpose 

of educ. 

according to 

you 

 Purpose of education 

 Values promoted 

 Do you promote those values, and if not why, and which other ones do you promote? 

 Why did you become a teacher? 

 General impression of values believed and transmitted by teachers 

Teachers 

autonomy 

and 

Conse-

quences 

 Freedom to teach according to what you think is important 

 Can teachers in the school teach according to what they think is right as opposed to 

what is suggested? (freedom in reasonable context) 

 Feelings in the morning before work, and at night after work 

 Consideration / treated as a professional 

 Trust / not, who does not and how does that translate in your everyday work? 

Assessment of 

students  

 Necessity of assessment 

 What for, frequency, type, value, what to do with the results 

 Why do students do well or do poorly in general? 

Alternatives 

inevitability  

 Need for a change in education and if so, what kind of change 

 Freedom to try other paths 

Changes  Values and goals of education promoted in your teacher education studies 

 Values of education before and how have they changed? (Did it change?) 

 Teaching profession change over the years 

 Teacher perception before and level of autonomy? 

 Goal of education in the past, did it change and how (why) has it changed? 
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5.3 EXPLANATION OF THE EMERGENCE OF THE OUTCOME SPACE – AN 

ANALYSIS OF THE DATA 

This section is elaborated in order display rigour with the methodology, as 

phenomenographic validity and reliability also reside in the explanation of the outcome 

space and the transparency of its process of emergence – how it was obtained from the 

data. In this section, the existence of the outcome space and all its categories will be 

justified. The table below shows a summary of the outcome space formed after the 

transcription, coding and grouping. A more detailed outcome space is presented in the 

Appendix 1, and contains all the categories, all the levels and all the units of meaning 

associated with them, it also groups together Tables 3, 4 and 5. This section will illustrate 

briefly how the categories were formed, supported by extracts from interviews. The quotes 

that are included in this thesis appear as they were typed or expressed by participants, 

having made the conscious choice of keeping typos and other language errors. 

 

Table 2. Outcome space 

 

Units of  

meanings 

1st Level of 

categories of 

descriptions 

2nd Level of 

categories of 

descriptions 

3rd Level of 

categories of 

descriptions 

Outcome 

space 

... 2 categories A. Teachers' Philosophy i. IDEAL of teachers for 

education 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conceptions, 

perceptions, 

experiences and 

consequences 

... 2 categories B. Concrete ways 

... 8 categories C. Business approach ii. REALITY of teacher 

in education 

 

(Society changed over 

time to a competitive 

ideology) 

... 8 categories D. Accountability for 

educators  

... 8 categories E. Hindrance from within 

... 8 categories F. Hindrance from outside  

... 10 categories G. Negative consequences Iii. CONSEQUENCES 

of (IDEAL) vs. 

(REALITY). 

Consequences of the 

duality want-have  

... 3 categories H. Change desired 

... 2 category I. No change in sight 

 

The outcome space combines together three categories of description of the third level, 

which are subdivided in the other levels of description, and they are: the ideal of teachers 

(i), the reality of teachers (ii) and the conflicts and consequences of the difference 

between the ideal and the reality (iii). Categories are formed based on the similarities 
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and differences of their content. A special effort will be made in this section to show how 

the different categories were formed, highlighting more explicitly differences summarily, 

as the similarities mostly reside in the titles of the categories. There were many indicators 

helping to make the difference between the first two categories of description of the third 

level. For example, teachers talked about education in ideal (i) terms when they were 

talking about it on a theoretical level, and they used the conditional tense, they also used a 

lot first person (singular and plural). When they talked about the reality, verb tenses were 

not conditional (present and past), teachers had much more things to say, relating their 

everyday lives. They also used the third person singular and plural (s/he and they) much 

more. To keep it succinct, the following will offer an overview of how the categories were 

formed. 

 

Table 3. i - IDEAL of teachers 

1st Level of categories of 

descriptions 

2nd Level of categories 

of descriptions 

3rd Level of 

categories of 

descriptions 
Values desired in education  

A. Teachers' Philosophy 

 

 

 

i. IDEAL of 

teachers for 

education 

Purpose of education 

Role of assessment  

B. Concrete ways Role of teacher  

 

When teachers were asked about important values and the purpose of education or what the 

roles of teachers and assessment were, they answered in a way that shows the way things 

should be. They addressed these topics on two levels – on a philosophical/theoretical level 

and on a more practical/concrete level of everyday practices. Quotes like the following one 

showed what should be, in an ideal (i) education system, as illustrated on Table 3. 

 

I like to think that as teachers our goal is to get students to think, to discover 

themselves. I think also that it is about creating people with a value set that they 

understand, that they can defend, and that they can continually question. This is 

what helps to allow their own personal growth and lets them become individuals 

who continue to develop under their own guidance and who seek positive 

interactions with the world and with each other (Dalida) 
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Quotes like this one were coded, grouped and categorised on the first level of description, 

this particular quote being a part of the values desired in education and the purpose of 

education. In a similar fashion, these 2 categories of description were grouped together to 

form a category of description of the second level, which is teachers' philosophy (A). 

Quotes talking on a theoretical level about the desired role of the teachers and of 

assessments formed categories of the first level and these categories were joined together 

to form a category of the second level, which is concrete ways of teachers (B), meaning 

mostly the concrete role of teachers in everyday life, such as motivating and facilitating, 

and concrete role of assessment, such as formative assessments to monitor students’ 

progress 

 

Table 4. ii - REALITY of teachers 

1st Level of categories of 

descriptions 

2nd Level of 

categories of 

descriptions 

3rd Level of 

categories of 

descriptions 
Power   

 

 

C. Business 

approach 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ii. REALITY of 

teacher in education 

 

(Society changed 

over time to a 

competitive 

ideology) 

Promotion of schools  

Funding  

Competition for students  

Values of the business approach 

Politics  

Agenda  

Image  

Measures   

 

D. Accountability 

for educators  

 

End result  

Importance of labels  

Summative assessment  

Standardised tests  

Accountability goals  

Failure  

Performance  

Perception of teaching  

 

 

E. Hindrance from 

within 

 

Teacher qualification  

Motivation  

Little help for teachers  

Conservative profession  

Bad teachers  

Evaluation of peers  

Professional development  

Little respect as professionals  

 

F. Hindrance from 

outside 

Leadership  

Non-teaching tasks  

Parent involvement – often not desired  

Full classes – too many students  

Full curriculum  

Entitlement – of society and students  

Teachers seen as service provider  
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When the teachers were asked about how it was in their everyday practice, the reality (ii) 

became clearer and teachers started to talk about business approaches (C) to manage 

schools and teachers, high levels of accountability (D) for teachers in their practices and 

hindrances to praiseworthy education, from within (E) and from outside (F) schools and 

school actors, as illustrated on Table 4. The business approach (C) pulled together 

categories of description of the first level which are power, promotion of schools, funding, 

competition for students, values of business approach, politics, agenda and image. The 

following quote represents many of these categories of the first level. 

 

Admin and school board don't work with kids so its different. I think finances play a 

huge role. I think crisis management is a day-to-day thing. I think image plays a 

big role. I think most education types enjoy feeling in control. So at least an image 

of control is important. Schools are accountable to the public so there better be an 

image of calm and direction. In the public, this is a big part of a principal’s job. 

(Sebastien)  

 

The way education is described here could also be used to describe a company that worries 

also about finances, image, promotion, accountability, control and competition. This last 

category of description (C) is different from accountability (D) as the business approach 

(C) is about the operation of the education systems as the accountability (D) is about what 

is asked and expected, of teachers especially. Accountability (D) for teachers was 

described in so many ways that it forms itself a category of description of second level, 

including categories of the first level which are measures, end result, importance of labels, 

summative assessment, standardized tests, accountability goals, failure and performance. 

The following quote illustrate this. 

 

I think part of it comes from an accountability aspect. As teachers are not being 

respected as a profession as much, there are systems in place to allow outside 

parties to check and question what a student's mark is, where it comes from, etc. A 

teacher's professional judgment isn't trusted as much and so people feel there is a 

need to be able to have complete transparency. It is also a way to make sure all 

teachers are keeping on top of their marking and that teachers of similar courses 

are assessing in similar ways. (Laurence)  
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This quote shows in many ways how measurements, performance and control on teachers 

are perceived, and how accountability is described as a part of everyday life for teachers. 

This accountability (D) is different from hindrances to praiseworthy education from within 

(E), as the latter refers to teachers’ intrinsic views and motivations, and the former is 

mostly imposed on teachers. Hindrance from within (E) is related to the teachers 

themselves, their self-perceptions, those of their peers, those of teacher education, 

professionalism and qualifications. It also comes from within if we perceive teaching and 

teachers as conservative and static entities. This category of description of the second level 

includes categories of the first level that are perception of teaching, teacher qualification, 

motivation, little help for teachers, conservative profession, bad teachers, evaluation of 

peers and professional development. The following quote reflects many of these 

categories. 

 

If there truly is a problem with a teacher it most certainly should not be the 

students job to do something about it, it should be administrators, if these types of 

conflicts are truly born of professional incompetence (and some are) then the 

administration needs to be doing their job monitoring teacher practice to ensure 

that these individuals are removed, then there is no possible justifiable situation in 

which a student could choose a teacher. (Dalida)  

 

The ideas of teacher qualification, little help for teachers, bad teachers and evaluation of 

peers is visible in this quote, describing mostly hindrances from within. Hindrances to 

praiseworthy education from outside (F) comes from the society, expectations placed upon 

teachers or undesirable conditions imposed on teachers, that take time and energy away 

from them so that they cannot devote themselves to students. Hindrance from outside (F) 

is concerned with non-teachers’ views, and factors that have an influence on teachers such 

as society, parents, superiors, students along with schools and school districts. This 

category of description (F) on the second level includes some from the first level:  little 

respect as professionals, leadership, non-teaching tasks, parent involvement, full 

classrooms, full curriculum, entitlement of students, and teachers seen as service 

providers.  

 

Greatest frustration would be dealing with apathy, petty concerns of parents who 

seemed to have lost sight of what is important, and dealing with bureaucratic limits 
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and time-wasting (...) I think that comes down to a vision about the importance and 

value of education that is not only lacking within the system, but in our families 

and communities as a whole. I think that entitlement irresponsibility and privilege 

in our society have eroded our understanding of what education truly means for 

the human spirit. (Dalida) 

 

The discrepancy between what is perceived as ideal (i) and reality (ii) creates 

consequences (iii) and discomfort for education and its actors, as perceived by the 

teachers. The consequences (iii) is the last category of description of the third level that 

composes the outcome space. This category includes areas of struggles for teachers, as 

well as ideas about the future of education and teaching, as illustrated on Table 5. There 

are three categories of description of the second level included here, which are negative 

consequences (G), change desired for education (H) and no change in sight for education 

(I). This category of description (iii) of the third level is different from the two others as 

they have this finality aspect to them, they show results – as opposed to the previous ones 

that were more impacts and views on education in general terms. 

 

Table 5. iii - CONSEQUENCES from the discrepancy IDEAL vs. REALITY 

1st Level of categories of 

descriptions 

2nd Level of 

categories of 

descriptions 

3rd Level of 

categories of 

descriptions 
Diminishing quality   

 

 

 

 

G. Negative 

consequences 

 

 

 

iii. CONSEQUENCES  

of (IDEAL) vs. 

(REALITY). 

Consequences of the 

duality want-have  

Students-clients 

Teach to the test  

Values conflicting  

Teachers drop out  

Lack of coherence  

Lack of consistency  

Restriction on freedom  

Restriction on autonomy  

Integrity compromised  

What could be better   

H. Change desired Implementation of technologies  

Revolution is needed  

Change impossible  I. No change in sight 

Change is not really needed  

 

The negative consequences (G) on education viewed by teachers were expressed in many 

ways, including categories of description of the first level, which are diminishing quality, 
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student-clients, teach to the test, values conflicting, teachers drop out, lack of coherence, 

lack of consistency, restriction on freedom, restriction of autonomy and restriction on 

integrity. The following quote displays this:  

 

So I would say that I felt that in theory I had huge amounts of autonomy, but in 

practice I had very little. Things such as common assessments, curriculum 

restrictions, parents and student expectations all challenged that autonomy because 

students had the freedom to essentially choose their teachers, a teacher had to do 

certain things in order to keep those students in their class, this compromised 

autonomy at times because rather than pursue what was best professionally, I 

would modify what we did to try to suit the expectations of students and parents 

and so keep those students. I think that teachers really have little enough autonomy, 

or perhaps a great illusion of autonomy, they can do what they like, but really it is 

within a very tiny framework. Anything they do outside of that, they do without any 

backing and with great risk to their reputation and their professional career.  

(Dalida) 

 

This quote shows many problems caused by the ideal (i) and the reality (ii) coming 

together. Autonomy and freedom being perceived of as values desired in education, and 

yet not granted, or incentives coming from the business approach, such as image and 

funding, or from accountability for teachers, such as standardized testing impacts on the 

integrity and well-being of teachers. The consequences (G) are different from the idea of 

change (H and I) for education, as ideas of change are consequences of the consequences. 

When inquired about what to do about those consequences (G), teachers had perceptions of 

changes that would either be desired (H) or they did not see any change coming (I) because 

they saw changes as impossible, and some teachers did not really see a need for a change 

in education. For the teachers that saw a need for change (H), units of meaning emerged to 

form categories of description of the first level illustrating a need for change from limited 

itemized changes, to a whole restructuring of the education system. The categories of the 

first level are what could be better, implementation of technologies and revolution is 

needed. The following quote shows some of those changes that are perceived as being 

needed. 
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The education system certainly needs a change – it's not adapted to all kids. There 

is too much traditional style of teaching right now where the teacher is the centre, 

technologies need to be implemented with teachers being facilitators, we need to 

teach less content and more skills, critical thinking, logical thinking. We need to 

teach more tolerance, acceptance, open mindedness. (Madison)  

 

This shows specific areas of change that could be done, on many levels. Not all the 

teachers had the same idea about change, as some did not see the need for it or saw it as 

impossible (I), perhaps not allowing themselves to think of what kind of change would be 

best or what should be changed. 

 

I think this might require a rethinking of education on a very large scale, therefore 

I don't know just how realistic this is. (Jack)  

 

Whether changes are realistic or not, all the teachers had some idea of what could be better 

in their discourse but when the actual questions came, some stuck to their discourse saying 

what could be changed and some others froze or could not find anything to say in what 

could be changed. 

 

This section has displayed how the outcome space was formed, for validity and reliability 

purposes. The similarities and the differences between the units of meaning were explained 

in order to form the different categories. Similarities and most importantly differences have 

been displayed between the different categories linked together in the outcome space, 

which is the result of the analysis. 

 

Now that methods about the choice of participants and data collection have been explained, 

that the data has been codified and analyzed in order to form the categories that led to the 

emergence of the outcome space, the results will be displayed and discussed in the next 

chapter. The findings will be discussed in relation to the theoretical framework and the 

research question, about teachers’ experiences and perceptions of neoliberalism in 

Canadian school systems. 
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6 PRESENTATION OF THE FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

In this chapter, there will be a presentation of the result of the analysis linked to the 

research question, and to the different parts of the theoretical framework. It is a deeper 

description of the outcome space presented in the previous section (section 5.3) - which 

was only about presenting the emergence of the outcome space and its categories, for 

rigour purposes. The chapter 6 will be separated in four parts; discrepancy between the 

reality and ideal of teachers, teachers’ perceptions of neoliberalism, surprises and a look to 

the future of teaching and education – all according to the teachers participating in this 

research. It is fair to say that we had an answer already in the last chapter, with the 

outcome space and the categories presented, to the research question that is: ‘What are 

high school teachers' experiences and perceptions of the influence of neoliberalism in 

Canadian schools systems’ but there will be a more definite answer in the rest of this 

chapter. In order to answer this research question in the best way possible, it is useful to 

decompose it. When we talk about experience, we are addressing teachers’ everyday life, 

the interpretation and the description they make of it. Many aspects of it are affected by 

neoliberalism, and it was even more visible when contrasted with the rather liberal ideal, in 

the descriptions of teachers. When we talk about the perceptions of teachers, we are 

addressing their ideas about what they can see, interpret and make sense of phenomena, of 

what is and what should be. We will discuss their experiences and perceptions about the 

ideal, the reality and the consequence of the discrepancy of these two, teachers' 

descriptions of their experiences and perceptions showing neoliberalism in many ways.  

6.1 DISCREPANCY BETWEEN IDEAL AND REALITY OF TEACHERS 

One of the main findings of this research resides in the outcome space, where teachers 

have expressed themselves about their everyday experiences, describing what would be 

ideal for teaching and education, and what their reality is. It was clear already from the 

interview stage that teachers were answering the questions from two different perspectives 

– the one teachers believed in or wished for (liberal) and the one they had to live everyday 

(neoliberal). Some of the perspectives of a few teachers were similar regarding the ideal 

and the reality, however, on the level of the questions asked, the perspectives were quite 

different, showing an important disjunction between the ideal of teachers and their reality. 
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This discrepancy between the ideal and the reality answer the research question, in the way 

that the discrepancy was targeted as a problem, that takes roots in neoliberalism in 

education - neoliberalism influences being perceived in the uneasiness. Many of the 

influences of neoliberalism on Canadian education systems are described in the reality of 

teachers, and were made even more visible by contrasting them to the ideal of education, 

which is more liberal according to the descriptions of the participants. The discrepancy 

shows the discomfort, and leads to problems or consequences that will be discussed in this 

section. Teachers were asked about the desirable values and purpose for education 

according to them, and teachers answered in liberal terms for the most part.  

 

Things like inclusiveness, compassion, respect, cooperation, tolerance and 

understanding should all be promoted through good teaching. (Jack) 

Honesty maybe? Sort of tolerance and forgiveness and understanding of people 

and, obeying rules. (Linda) 

Responsible citizenship, hard work, life long learning, cooperation, respect, 

punctuality, open-mindedness, understanding, critical thinking, self-reflection, 

equality. (Laurence) 

 

They also described a reality that is different.  

 

I would say that they [schools] use to promote a lot of values, more than they do 

now. I think it’s become more about the money now. I really believe that. And I 

never use to feel that before. Kids could do whatever they wanted, we were more 

concerned about what kind of an education are they getting, what courses are we 

offering them.  Now it’s a big, money thing you know - they want all the kids. That I 

think sometimes they don’t even care so much what they’re offering, as we got to 

get the kids here and get more money. (Linda) 

Ultimately though, they [final exams] seem to end up becoming the end of 

education, the goal of it and its measure (Dalida)  

 

With so much emphasis on the final exams and performance, there is a disjunction between 

what is valued for education in a liberal way, and what is valued in the neoliberal reality, 

as perceived by the participants. The reality described by the participants highlights great 

concerns for finances, accountability and measurement as an important goal. This already 
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shows neoliberalism impacts if we consider the set of values, the description of human 

capital (section 3.1.2.) as well as the changing roles of teachers and purpose of education 

(section 3.2.). The different sets of values are confusing and cause to some extent values 

schizophrenia (section 3.2.1.) for teachers – having to conform to what is expected of them 

while stay true to their own ethic (see expectations in section 3.2.1). This values and goals 

mismatch also leads to coherence and consistency problems on many levels, which was 

described as constant problems for the participants.  

 

I think there is a big difference between the stated values and the ones we teach in 

the so-called "hidden curriculum" there we teach punctuality, obedience, 

conformity, not questioning deeply whereas officially we say we teach 

openmindedness, critical thinking, creativity, freedom, choice – and that is a 

problem, there is a major lack of alignment between what we say and what we do. 

(Dalida) 

but as they [values] are often not followed consistently they [curriculum and 

policies] don't really promote them the way they should. The biggest thing I see is 

that it is often difficult to understand what admin and district office actually 

promote. Their actions often differ or even contradict what they are supposed to 

value. (Laurence) 

 

It was surprising to see some participants’ reactions when they were asked about values. 

Many of them seem to rightfully find the question very difficult, while some of them had 

no idea what it meant and had to be conversed with and re-asked in many different ways, 

to get to values. Perhaps it was not a thought that had cross their minds before, or they did 

not know what to tell the researcher about it. Perhaps a common definition has to be 

worked on more carefully, when answers about values included achievement or discipline 

(classroom management). In any case, most participants described the values discord as a 

problem - disturbing and frustrating. It was even suggested off record by one of the 

participants that we should work on finding a goal for education together as a collective, to 

align what we do in it. It was said that if we chose the business model for example, so be it 

– but we have to be coherent and honest with it, and all the decisions will make more 

sense. As it is now, hypocrisy makes the whole system incoherent and that is a source of 

frustration and discomfort. Although this is an interesting thought, one can think that it 

would solve coherence problems while creating others. If the system as we know now is 
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familiar to the new teachers, as they have evolved in it, perhaps the lack of coherence and 

the frustrations will be felt less intensively since it is part of their reality, perhaps if it was 

materialised as common sense as a part of their normality, and as part of their social 

imaginary. It would be interesting to make an investigation about this coherence issue with 

the new teachers. 

 

Descriptions about assessment from teachers also showed a discrepancy between what 

should be (liberal), and what is (neoliberal); between the ideal and the reality of teachers. 

All the teachers have talked about this issue but one teacher was particularly clear about it. 

 

assessment should be used to push students, to help to bring to light their strengths, 

and perhaps more importantly their weaknesses so as to guide the continuation of 

their learning (Dalida) 

Because of the need to "regularly communicate student progress", through report 

cards and marks, there is a constant need to assess and have something tangible (a 

number to show for it). This undermines good teaching too, because teachers must 

administer frequent formal style evaluations (Dalida) 

 

The assessment ideal described by many participants is much different than the one in 

reality, which is also seen as a problem. Somehow some teachers had a hard time to 

describe a better way of operating than the one already in place, even if they could identify 

what would be the best way to assess. It seems that for some older teachers, the reality has 

been well integrated in their lives, so much so that it is difficult to imagine a different 

reality. Perhaps this is because these teachers have accepted these ideas as a part of the 

common sense in a neoliberal social imaginary and this renders the conception of 

alternatives difficult. Despite this difficulty, teachers all seem to have a clear idea of what 

assessment should be for, all in monitoring the progress of the students and of the teaching. 

This goes in the same ways discussed in the theoretical framework (section 3.2.2.), when 

Biesta’s (2008) ideas were discussed about the purpose of standardized testing - that 

started with ideas of monitoring progress in order to target where support was needed. 

However, none of the teachers mentioned that the role of assessment should be to respond 

to demands of statistics and reports, to account for the marks as an attempt towards quality 

and image preservation, as mentioned in sections 3.1.2, 3.2.1 and 3.2.2.  
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As the analysis went along, discomfort and disjuncture were identified, and the bigger the 

discrepancy between the ideal/reality dichotomy, the bigger the discomfort and level of 

frustration was observed, facing neoliberal realities with more liberal ideals. This section 

answered the research question showing influences of neoliberalism in Canadian education 

systems, the participants having described a discrepancy that causes problems and 

consequences, as the values and expectations for education are different, according to 

different agendas. Neoliberal influences in the Canadian education system were also 

described more specifically, as will show the next section. 

6.2 TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS AND EXPERIENCES OF NEOLIBERALISM 

The participants describing their teaching reality was enlightening, as indicators of 

neoliberal influences were observed in the teachers’ experiences and descriptions, 

answering here too the research question. This section will put an emphasis on those more 

specific indicators of neoliberalism, perceived by the participants, and on problems caused 

by neoliberal ideas and agendas. It is important to note that none of the participants 

mentioned ‘neoliberalism’ as such, but the association of their descriptions with neoliberal 

ideas and themes was evident. Discussing neoliberalism, it is helpful to keep in mind the 

various themes that are fundamental to the topic, and that were expressed at different 

points (and maybe in different terms) of the theoretical framework such as: efficiency, 

calculability, predictability, productivity, quality, control, accountability, competition, free 

market or trade, minimised government presence, privatization, profit, capitalism, 

consumerism, deregulation, decentralisation, conversion of social acts into market 

transaction. One of the most interesting, striking and lucid aspects of the perception of 

teachers of neoliberal influences on schools is about the current agenda for education. 

Teachers interviewed all seem to have an idea as to who sets up the agenda and who 

decides on what to do for education – for content, functioning and evaluation, in a 

neoliberal context, drawing elements of IGOs, government and powerful influences 

(section 3.1). 

 

as far as who sets the current agenda: I would say government and companies for 

sure, and they pander to the interests of the most powerful, most status quo and that 

makes for a reactionary system (...) The difficulty is that governments have goals 
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that don't align with the need for value revolutions in our education systems. 

(Dalida) 

That CEO mentality, which is what’s happening at the district level, and also 

starting to happen more at the principal level. (Bernadette) 

For schools and districts they [marks] are important as they [schools and districts] 

can use the marks their students get as a way to recruit more students which will 

increase their funding. (Laurence)  

 

A common understanding was observed during the interviews in regards to who set 

agendas and for what reasons (neoliberal ones). The CEO mentality speaks for itself, also 

acknowledging emphasis put on this even on school boards websites; superintendents 

describing themselves as CEO (Yellowknife Education District No.1 2013a, 

Superintendant), administrators and superintendants also being perceived by the 

participants as ordinary people off the street or CEOs, rather than certified educational 

experts. This was identified as a problem. It was equally clear from all the interviews that 

the agenda is set in regards to getting the most students and the most funding, in a business 

like way. In teachers' perceptions, people who set agenda seem to have financial priorities. 

We could extend and say that while social democratic goals are still desired, they became 

by-products of the new primary economic aims. This is an interesting shift, as it seemed to 

be working in the opposite way in previous decades; where the social democratic goals of 

education were the main ones and could cause beneficial economic by-products. All the 

teachers seemed to find that accountability, image, competition, measurement, funding and 

promotion are very important for those who set the agenda, and yet form the basis of many 

decisions that are taken which are detrimental to students – which is also problematic. 

These important factors in agenda setting are also indicators of neoliberalism. 

 

The school board does support teachers but they also have to worry about money, 

image and numbers. (Sebastien) 

For schools and districts they [marks] are important as they [schools and districts] 

can use the marks their students get as a way to recruit more students which will 

increase their funding. (Laurence) 

I think it started with the pressure from the government and mostly parents that 

wanted to enroll their kids in the best school. The best school being the one that 

generates the best results for the students. To find the best schools, they made 
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studies, generated standardized tests and ranked schools according to their results. 

(Madison) 

Going into the business model, the corporate model to me that is the biggest shift 

because it’s a shift in thinking about what students are, who the parents, the role of 

the parents, the role of the community, the role of the teacher. (...) We’ve moved 

from the teacher as the centre of knowledge to suddenly being the servant, which is 

very different. (Bernadette) 

Extra-curricular time that you spend I think is a minus because I think there’s more 

and more expectations on that than there used to be. (...) now there’s a lot more 

paper work, than there ever was, and a lot more long range plans, your mission 

statement and all that, but as well I don’t feel you get support of the parents 

anymore. (Linda) 

I think that most schools attempt to engage students and teach aspects of 

metacognition, but it seems to me that these important goals are often forgotten or 

at least not prioritized because we are forced to focus so much on massive 

curriculums and/or trying to prepare students for some kind of externally 

controlled examination, such as departmental exams. (Jack) 

 

The funding idea is increasingly important, as discussed in sections 3.1 and 3.1.1, because 

as national governments are providing less funding, schools have to compete for the 

limited funding. The competition aspect comes into play as the more students a school has, 

the more funding it gets. Since there are many schools relative to the number of students in 

Yellowknife, the competition to win the students is strongly perceived as a problem by the 

participants. 

 

there [is] way too many education systems; the catholic one and the public one and 

there should have been one. There isn’t a large enough population base. 

(Bernadette)  

Then you got, schools kind of bickering amongst themselves, again it all comes 

down to a money thing rather than what’s the best thing for all the kids that we 

have. Yeah I mean I understand that funding is important but I think maybe it’s 

gone a little too far. (Linda)  
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In the corporate mentality setting, participants perceived the ‘end result’ as a problematic 

ultimate goal to reach in their teaching. The end result can be the final exam, the final 

mark, the final measure of a student's performance (section 3.2), in a human 

capital/neoliberal way. This measurement is used for many accountability and 

categorization purposes, required by many groups, often measured with summative 

assessments that are encouraged in quantities, as described by the participants. This also 

points specifically to neoliberal influences on education. 

 

Because of the need to "regularly communicate student progress", through report 

cards and marks, there is a constant need to assess and have something tangible (a 

number to show for it). This undermines good teaching too, because teachers must 

administer frequent formal style evaluations. (Dalida) 

More report cards, more tests and more marks are asked of teachers. (Bernadette)  

 

The new 'necessity' of constant measuring and reporting changes the aim of teaching 

according to the participants, as do the aims and ways of assessing the students, taking 

aims away from the liberal sense, towards a neoliberal one. 

 

At the school level the focus remains summative assessment including high stakes, 

pen and paper final exams worth anywhere from 25 to 50% of a student’s final 

grade. We are also being encouraged from a governmental level to make our mark 

books available to parents online which would also encourage a focus on 

summative assessment instead of formative. (Laurence)  

 

Much of the measurement is done for accountability purposes, to account for the success or 

failure of a student, but also to account for the 'teaching quality'. Labels are then put on the 

students and teachers as the results and marks are published. Labels are used to categorize 

and brand students (see human capital section) and teachers (section 3.2.1 and 3.2.2) as 

described below. 

 

in many people's eyes, marks are a reflection of the quality of the teacher and so 

many teachers are concerned about how their student's marks will reflect on them. 

(Laurence)  
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Post secondary institutions find them [marks] important for admission reasons 

only. They want to be able to weed out the students that aren't as strong. 

(Laurence)  

 

Since the labels are considered important, so is performance because the label is correlated 

directly with it. In this context, failures are to be avoided by students even if it is not an 

outcome that should be eluded, as perceived by the participants. Also the teachers tell us 

that the performances to be evaluated for labeling purposes (of students and teachers) have 

become more standardized. Common department examinations and provincial final exams 

are a reality in that context - as described by the participants: 

 

because we have common final exams with other teachers, you could not cover 

something, or you couldn’t start cover other things because there wasn’t time to be 

doing that. (Linda) 

standardized testing - which indirectly is an evaluation of the teachers (though it 

absolutely should not be) is a big pressure here. (Dalida)  

 

The standardization is another indicator of neoliberalism (sections 3.1.3, 3.2.1 and 3.2.2) 

and teachers perceived it as a central and problematic phenomenon that happened in the 

education systems in the last decades. What is taught and how it is taught also changed 

since the goals themselves have changed. As the end result is important, along with 

performance and labels (section 3.1.2), the teachers are under high surveillance from their 

superiors, to ensure that all goes well, that the greatest number of students can perform 

according to standards. There is a great deal of pressure now for teachers to perform and 

account for it, as described by the participants. 

 

This is where the accountability comes in. with departmental exams and common 

final exams my reputation is on the line. (Sebastien)  

And so that’s very different because suddenly the pressure is on you as a teacher to 

make sure your students are at the top. And so you’re being assessed on things too, 

not just the students. (Bernadette) 

evaluations can be tools for learning, but they have nothing to do with learning 

itself, perhaps they help to hold teachers accountable. (Dalida)  
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Ill-fitting exams that do not represent well what was done in class or in life, or that fail to 

thoroughly assess students, and final exams are seen as important for the current education 

systems, but not to the teachers interviewed. Marks are important to label the kids 

according to neoliberal agendas, as teachers described it, but are the labeling purpose 

understood in the same way by all teachers, students, parents, and administration? This 

labeling of students means for teachers that they are labeling themselves at the same time, 

and the participants are very aware of that. They label themselves indirectly through the 

grades they give, which also act as a measure of the quality of their work, and the 

commitment they show to the schools and students, as it was described in the section 3.2. 

One of the most important units of meaning preventing education from being at its best 

according to the teachers' perception is all the non-teaching tasks they had on their agenda, 

on top of their teaching one. 

 

We are required to fill out month end reports that include the number of phone 

calls to parents, the number and type of activities connecting to aboriginal 

education, and what if any professional development you have participated in that 

month. I find the recording of the number of phone calls home to be both 

unnecessary and invasive. (Laurence)  

and there is just too many non-teaching things that people have to do now, and 

extra-curricular is one of them. (Bernadette) 

extra curricular - that is a big one, teachers are not hired with this as an explicit 

element of their contract, so it immediately creates tension, also, giving into parent 

demands. (Dalida)  

 

Extra-curricular or additional tasks expected of teachers on top of their teaching 

assignment were perceived of as a major problem by most teachers, as more is expected of 

them without proper extra resources, time or money (sections 3.1.1, 3.1.2, 3.1.3 and 3.2). 

An increasing attractiveness has to be created for schools to draw more students in 

(indicator of neoliberalism), and teachers have perceived this, viewing themselves as the 

ones carrying on their shoulders great parts of the extra weight of the new attractiveness of 

schools. The teacher’s task is therefore greater than it was before and yet, it is not always 

described in contracts, or financially compensated for, but still expected of them (see new 

expectations in the social imaginary section). We can observe from the participants' 

descriptions that parents are also involved in the pressures, either expecting more extra-
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curricular activities, or not supporting the teachers as much as they use to. Teachers talked 

about their experiences involving parents and most of those interventions are perceived of 

as hindrances to good teaching and education.  

 

I think it is also partly from the growing phenomenon of the helicopter parent that 

is obsessively involved in all aspects of their child's lives. (Laurence)  

Parents’ involvement is not desired in the teaching itself and most of the time it's 

not helping. (Madison) 

 

It is interesting and surprising to notice that all the parents' involvement described (in 

teaching) was not desirable. Perhaps it is because the encounters with parents feel bad to 

teachers - parents coming to school to evaluate the teachers themselves, to see which one, 

or what will add the best value to their kids, as described in the sections about human 

capital and new roles. The units of meaning above showed that parents are not supporting 

teachers as much, and probably are engaging in activities that the teachers would not find 

desirable and helpful – most of the time regarding marks being too low or things for the 

teachers to improve (see the social imaginary section). This involvement of parents can 

also reflect how little trust they have in teachers and education, as it may be a part of the 

neoliberal social imaginary to distrust teachers and expect more of them. This was 

translated for some participants into a feeling of disrespect towards them, making them 

feel that they were not trusted or treated as professionals. This lack of trust in teachers 

from parents, and the questioning of their professional competences to some degree, 

extended this mistrust to more people than just parents (social imaginary) and also hinders 

teachers and teaching, as was described by the participants: 

 

As teachers are not being respected as a profession as much, (…) A teacher's 

professional judgment isn't trusted as much and so people feel there is a need to be 

able to have complete transparency. (Laurence) 

up here, not all parents fully support the education system so it can be difficult. 

(Sebastien)  

It feels like administration or district office does not trust that you are doing your 

job. (Laurence)  
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I absolutely not felt trusted as a professional. I feel that it is one of the most 

disdained professions; few hold it in esteem. That said, the population in general 

does not respect teachers, students definitely do not. (Dalida)  

 

Since teachers are not trusted very much, little freedom is given to them through the 

curriculum – therefore they are very detailed, which is perceived of as a problem by the 

participants. An enhanced sense of control on teachers is felt from the administration and 

the government if a large number of objectives has to be covered for the final standardized 

exams – which also points to neoliberal influences. Many objectives have to be taught in a 

certain amount of time in order for the students to perform well on the standardized tests. 

Those brimming curricula do not provide room to individualize teaching in a more liberal 

way, and this is conceived of by teachers as a hindrance to good education. A detailed 

curriculum leaves little space to create better-adapted courses for the students, but also full 

classrooms are a difficult element to work with, preventing in many cases the improvement 

of some courses or individualization. Finances and other factors make teachers responsible 

for large classes - yet another indicator of neoliberal influences.   

 

Since many students and parents feel entitled to the best education and teaching possible, 

parents and students get involved in education as have seen before, but the attitude towards 

education and teachers is turning teachers into service providers (sections 3.1.2, 3.2.1 and 

3.2.2), in their own descriptions, and this impacts also on the nature and the quality of their 

work. The entitlement of parents and students in their demands of ‘quality education’ 

makes education feel more like a good to consume, and progressively takes the liberal 

meaning away from it. 

 

I think that entitlement, irresponsibility and privilege in our society have eroded 

our understanding of what education truly means for the human spirit (…) until we 

relearn the value and necessity for education as a privilege, and not just a right 

that we take for granted, I don't think any other system will do much better. 

(Dalida) 

teachers have to please everyone and make students progress (…) society and 

parents want options and shop for the best schools and teachers. (Madison)  
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As was mentioned before, teachers feel they are seen as service providers and this is 

associated with the new role of students being considered as clients, along with the 

parents. This new consumerism view for education points once more to neoliberal 

grounds, values and aims. 

 

I think that perhaps, in an effort to appeal to the broadest range of "clients - 

students/parents" the schools sacrificed integrity the model that was chosen was 

one based on pleasing the lowest common denominator of people in an effort to get 

everyone to want to go there. (Dalida)  

Well the student suddenly from going from a learner to a client, and again that’s 

the business model is like the student is consuming something. (Bernadette)  

teachers try to respond to the need to have strong results on these tests rather than 

focus on developing students in a more organic, less contrived or formatted way. 

(Dalida) 

teachers are focusing only on the final exam (the standardized one), they really 

focus their teaching not on learning so much but on how to be successful on that 

one exam. So students don't learn anything anymore else than performing. 

(Madison) 

 

In an effort to achieve the best results, often on standardized tests, teachers are mandated 

to teach to the test (sections 3.1.1, 3.1.2, 3.1.3, 3.2). That means the final exam is the goal, 

the ultimate evaluation that students have to perform on. Teachers usually know what is in 

the tests, so they teach skills and knowledge to perform well specifically for those tests, 

and this was described by teachers as problematic. With so much emphasis on the final 

exams and performance, in order to project an attractive image of excellence, there is a 

disjunction between what values are for education in a liberal way, and what is valued in 

the neoliberal reality, as perceived by participants. This leads to coherence and consistency 

problems on many levels, which were described as constant problems by the participants, 

and indicators of neoliberalism. This topic touches upon many others that have been 

described already, and the following extracts encompass coherence and consistency with 

issues described before. 

 

I also feel there is a misalignment between what is best for students and decisions 

that are being made at the school and district level. (Laurence)  



74 

 

I would say that I was jaded by the lack of coherence and vision. I did not feel like 

there was a clear sense of what the purpose of education was that was agreed 

upon. And if there was, what I found infinitely frustrating was the fact that I felt 

that while we would say it was about one thing, we would consistently undermine 

the very same things that would be required in order to achieve that vision. 

(Dalida) 

The biggest thing I see is that it is often difficult to understand what admin and 

district office actually promote. Their actions often differ or even contradict what 

they are supposed to value. (Laurence) 

districts they don’t even really look and see what’s the best, it’s just what’s ‘the 

thing’ that’s happening now that’s the way to go. And so everybody gets on that 

bandwagon. (Linda) 

there were many conflicting values at work, as if whoever was making the major 

decisions was hopping from one bandwagon to another instead of sticking to their 

beliefs, even in the face of criticism. This made me feel as though the entire 

institution was bending over backwards for someone else, compromising 

everything that it could possibly offer. (Dalida)  

 

With exams and marks considered as the main end result, with teachers teaching for the 

test and with different pressures put on teachers, there are restrictions imposed on teachers' 

freedom, autonomy and integrity, according to the participants. Many of those reported 

problems causing teachers to find their work increasingly difficult to do, thinking of 

quitting all together or at least not advising people to go into teaching. 

 

if somebody asked me now if they should go into education, I would say don’t go 

into it because it’s not as easy as it used to be. (Linda) 

it [teaching] seems to be getting harder and harder. I’m not sure why. (Sebastien) 

 

Being a teacher seems to be increasingly difficult for many reasons. Some of the reasons 

mentioned before demonstrates that teachers struggle with a liberal ideal of education 

facing the growing demands of neoliberalism’s incentives in reality.  

 

Many indicators were described by the participants showing they do experience and 

perceive neoliberalism in many ways, or consequences of it. The awareness of the 
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participants regarding the agenda setting and CEO mentality along with the described 

perceptions of financial priorities, accountability and transparency, image and promotion, 

competition for students, measurement and control, standardized exams and labeling, new 

expectations and additional tasks, student-clients and their parents, all lead to problems of 

coherence, consistency, integrity, autonomy and/or freedom for teachers. Many liberal 

aims and ways have been gradually replaced by neoliberal ones, freedoms being replaced 

by control and accountability for teachers and while most participants agreed on the 

negative consequences and impacts, some of them seem to accept their condition, and to 

some extent, ‘understand’ the new demands and aims, as they ‘make sense’, as the 

following extracts show. 

 

of course it would be fun to go off and teach something that I am interested in or 

seems to work better in the class but I understand that there needs to be some 

regulation from above.(1) 

my values and the school values line up pretty closely.(2) 

I think the government is spending a lot of money on education so they need some 

way to make sure that the teachers are teaching and the students are learning. We 

have the department exams. I think this is more for the government than it is for the 

kids. But it work for accountability. (3) 

our society seems to love labels.  Im not sure why but I also really want to have my 

own kids well labeled.  I think it is about competition. (4) 

kids need to be categorized into upper, middle and low level for future schooling 

and jobs. They way we do this is marks. It's tough but that’s how the system works. 

(5) 

I think there needs to be assessment for some accountability both for schools, 

teachers and kids. (6) 

 

These quotes show that some teachers accept the system as it is, in a way, as many of the 

actions taken (even detrimental ones) are sometimes justifiable as ‘common sense’ or 

‘normal’. Categorization, accountability, regulations, labelling and competition in 

education come from neoliberal agendas and influences but in these quotes, they somehow 

are ‘understandable’, they ‘make sense’ – they have made their way into the neoliberal 

social imaginary of people, into their common sense. Most people embrace a social 

imaginary without realizing it, without reflecting on it, and without criticism – they just 
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live it. They accept it as a natural phenomenon rather than a construction, as the previous 

quotes show, even justifying dysfunctional actions with ‘common sense’ arguments. When 

a concept is successfully integrated as a part of the social imaginary, it becomes common 

sense, normal, even desirable, if we think of the habitus of Bourdieu. Some other people 

are aware of social imaginaries, as they can see, recognize and criticize them. This thesis 

could now be extended to discover if the teachers are indeed aware of the dominant (here 

neoliberal) social imaginary, influencing education.  

 

The people who demonstrate 'critical awareness of social imaginaries' are the ones able to 

construct it, and are the only ones able to see, criticize, fight it, or to shape/construct 

alternative ones. Only the 'critically aware of social imaginaries' are part of the debate 

about its value and purpose. The other ones adhere to it and live it blindly, uncritically, as a 

part of the normality and common sense that was constructed for them. 

6.3 SURPRISES EMERGING FROM THE DATA 

Some surprises emerged from the answers of the participants - ideas that were not expected 

to come out, reflections that were eye opening or simply contradictions in the participants’ 

discourses. The contradictions are particularly interesting as it seems that teachers knew 

they should give a certain kind of answer in order to look a certain way (according to their 

descriptions of a good teacher), while behaving of discussing in another way, for many 

different reasons. Surprising themes have emerged especially among the hindrances of 

praiseworthy education from within (E), blaming teachers themselves for some problems 

in education. This came as a surprise as teachers often blame problems on other sources 

than themselves, but have become eye opener or more obvious now with the idea of the 

well-integrated bad image of teachers in the social imaginary. It was surprising also as 

some participants put the blame on teachers for problems that lay elsewhere, exactly like 

was mentioned above in the section 3.2.1, in the Blum & Ullman quote. 

 

Some surprising findings related to contradictions in participants’ discourses were to 

observe conservative practices, such as lecturing and note taking, still commonly 

happening in the participants’ classrooms, even in the full awareness of their conservative 

(and not necessarily positive) qualities. Even if teachers were able to identify 

conservative/obsolete ideas and behaviours in education, it seems to be difficult to break 
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free from them. For example, some teachers were still supporting pen-paper exams, or 

ideas of the purpose of education for acquirement of important knowledge and skills or/for 

a smooth transition in the job market. Another example of this antagonistic adherence to 

conservatism is when teachers say that teaching should be student centred - the teacher 

being mostly a facilitator monitoring students’ progress. While this was identified as 

advisable, many teachers still talked about their own teaching practices doing lectures, 

talking about discipline (classroom management) and supporting to some extent ideas of 

classifying students for the job market, citizenship or streaming. Perhaps those practices 

are consequences of what is expected of teachers, but it could also be that while teachers 

know what is good or what should be, they still chose other options for different reasons. It 

is easier to say we should exercise everyday because we know we should and yet, remain 

inactive (see status quo in section 3.2.1).  

 

It was also an eye opening surprise to observe that some older teachers seemed to be so 

involved in the changes that education has taken, that it was difficult for them to imagine a 

different way of operating, even if they all agreed on somewhat malfunctioning systems to 

be improved in many ways. They could identify minor things to change but since they 

seemed to have ‘evolve’ with the systems, their common sense for education seem to make 

them ‘understand’ and ‘accept’ the education systems as they are, having integrated to 

some extent the objective structure in their subjective one (idea of habitus described in 

section 3.1.3). It could also be that they gave in to the system, as is it easier than fighting it 

(section 3.2.1), or they accepted it to some extent, as it was the ‘modern’ way to go (see 

social imaginary part in 6.2).  

 

Another surprising finding was to observe collegiality and cooperation among teachers, 

being described as an issue. It is surprising in ways that teachers interviewed all seemed to 

be open to it, and seeing it as a positive thing to do. On the other hand, it is also not 

surprising as teachers identified more tasks to accomplish now without additional time, and 

cooperation takes time that teachers may not have anymore. Also if this idea of 

competition among teachers is real in that context (see sections about human capital, new 

roles and purposes), little cooperation and collegiality may be explained by the desire to 

appear as being the best teacher, and keep their good ideas and work to themselves.  

 

The biggest eye opening surprise of all in this research was to observe perceptions of 
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teachers, regarding their own profession and the judgement of it, and of their colleagues. 

Most of the interviewed teachers had a fairly good self-esteem and high opinion of their 

own practices, at the same time judging the ones of some of their colleagues. It was even 

often suggested by teachers to remove the ‘bad teachers’ instead of helping them, making 

at the same time judgments on their peers. 

 

I know how some teachers assess and I wouldn’t think that that’s very good 

because I don’t think they’re doing a good job of it. (Linda) 

In my arrogance (…) I think I'm good at it and see some other teachers that aren't. 

(Sebastien)  

I think we have a lot of people in the teaching profession that shouldn’t be 

teaching. (…) they’re giving a bad name to everybody, they should be out and we 

should have a better way of getting rid of bad people in the profession. (Linda) 

administrators and counsellors sometimes sympathise with certain students 

because they too judge teacher practice, on top of being professionally unethical, it 

destroys the credibility of teachers. (Dalida)  

If a teacher is not doing well then administration should work with them to 

improve and if necessary eventually removes them. (Laurence)  

We don’t help people either you know, I don’t see that admin ever comes around 

and help new teachers. So we don’t help our profession in any ways somehow and 

we don’t get rid of the bad ones in any way. (Linda)  

 

It seems that teachers themselves have a bad image of teachers for many reasons, one of 

which could be that judgments and expectations of (bad or untrustworthy) teachers had 

integrated the social imaginaries, making it common sense, as if they had integrated the 

objective structure in their subjective ones, according to the ideas of Bourdieu’s habitus 

(section 3.1.3). It is interesting to note that all the teachers interviewed mentioned how 

teacher training in Canada “is not good”. It even gave some teachers an excuse to say how 

some other teachers are bad and should be removed, yet it seems these same teachers 

failed to see that they were trained themselves in the same Canadian systems, and 

according to this logic, exposed to a similar judgment, even if most of them believe that 

they are good teachers despite the system. From this perspective, it would have been 

interesting and informative to ask these teachers what constitutes a good/bad teacher, and 

to see where they situate themselves on that spectrum.  
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All these surprises were interesting to observe, especially the ones regarding 

contradictions in discourses and the hindrances from within (E), since it was not expected 

to find that many emerge, or felt in such a profound way – teachers blaming themselves 

for many problems and for the bad image of teachers, or judging other members of their 

profession. The problems discussed with the participants brought them to talk about the 

future of their career and education, as the next section will inform.  

6.4 A LOOK TO THE FUTURE 

Ideas about the future of teaching and education also came out of the interviews, even 

without having a prior focus on it. Since the data collected has this important element of 

the future, it is crucial to discuss it here briefly. It was natural for the participants to discuss 

the future when they were discussing problems in education. The influences of 

neoliberalism experienced and perceived led to discomfort and a need for change – 

pushing the research question one step further. It was discernible that all the participants 

desired change, yet the exact nature, extent or content of the changes were difficult to 

imagine or to express by some participants. Perhaps teachers had an idea of what they 

‘should’ say in order to look a certain way in front of the researcher, perhaps they said that 

change was needed because they see problems, even without believing themselves that 

change really should happen. Many problems were pointed out but very few solutions were 

offered. The perspective of the future in education was raised many times, but in a rather 

negative light – none of the participants saw a nicer, easier or brighter future for education. 

Some remained positive on some aspects when looking at the future, but none believed in 

any major ‘positive’ change happening in the near or distant future of education. It was 

also interesting to observe that some teachers did not desire a return to a ‘romanticized 

idea’ of the past per se, but were talking about a revolution of education - moving on from 

where we are. Technologies to be implemented were mentioned by most participants 

talking about changes; however, few had clear or new ideas as of how to do so or what to 

do with the new technologies – a popular idea being for students to use technologies as a 

better way to motivate them, yet teaching in the same ways, just using different 

visualizing, reading and writing tools. Ideas of changes and alternatives would be 

interesting to investigate more, as this research could only touch on the surface of this very 

intriguing topic. 
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In summary, teachers interviewed experienced and perceived the influences of 

neoliberalism on the Canadian education systems in many ways, even without any of them 

mentioning ‘neoliberalism’ at any point of the entire interview process. One of the most 

important findings about perception/experience of neoliberalism is the teachers’ 

description of the ideal and real situation of education, the rupture between what should be 

happening in education (liberalism) and what is really happening in education 

(neoliberalism). Participants could identify in their reality that education is functioning like 

an enterprise in many ways, describing indicators and influences of neoliberalism, or 

problems caused by it, such as CEO mentality and neoliberal agenda setting, financial 

priorities, standardized exams and labelling, student-clients and their parents, new 

expectations and additional tasks, accountability and transparency, image and promotion, 

measurement and control. Teachers have identified these issues being at the source of 

disjuncture and problems of coherence, consistency, integrity, autonomy and freedom. 

Participants could also identify the (changing) roles of different actors in that context – 

students, teachers, parents, administrators, policy makers and society in general (section 

3.2). Despite some surprising findings, participants of this research described a neoliberal 

background for education as a problem, but do not see radically different alternatives 

happening, and do not seem involved in a deep way in changing how schools operate, even 

if they all agreed on a need for change. This may happen for many reasons but perhaps 

they do not believe in change as the neoliberal social imaginary has made those problems 

‘normal’, or as a part of the acceptable reality, and has disenfranchised them from an 

involvement in change. Perhaps they are still 'critically unaware of social imaginaries' and 

accept the 'reality' as it is, even if it is problematic, thinking this is how 'things are'. It 

would be very interesting to see if their level of engagement in changes would differ, if 

their level of awareness was raised, to make them a part of the 'critically aware of social 

imaginaries', understanding that they are in fact constructions, that they can alter and 

improve. 

 

The descriptions of perceptions and experiences illustrate the awareness of many problems 

and their sources, and this is encouraging as an agreement on a problem can also lead to an 

awareness or a hope of something better, and a joint action or commitment towards a 

solution. A common enemy (the problem) is a powerful force to rally people that are 

experiencing it, and suffer from it on a daily basis. If solutions come from the teacher level 
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in a bottom-up approach to resolution, it could be much more effective and sustainable 

than anything done otherwise. Reforms (good and bad) come from the top down to the 

teachers in many contexts, one after the other, and many of them fail, mostly as it was 

imposed on teachers who did not understand, believe or adhere to those new policies to be 

implemented. If teachers do not see the value in reforms, they will not take part in the 

project wholeheartedly and will dismiss them as much as they can, resting (sometimes 

effortlessly) on status quo. Now that it has been identified that teachers can see problems 

that they want to get rid of, then an education reform coming from the teachers, and 

diffusing from the grassroots could lead to a real sustainable positive change. However, 

some work has to be done at that level, if the problems have been integrated in the social 

imaginary and are perceived as ‘normal’, ‘common sense’ or ‘acceptable’. Teachers have 

to be made 'critically aware of social imaginaries' in order to see that things and problems 

are not set in stone, that they have some power of action on problems, and that the social 

imaginary they live in is a construction. Then, the problems teachers want to get rid of 

could be addressed in ways where they are not inevitable, not 'common sense' or 

'acceptable', and real positive change could happen, from the teacher level and diffuse to 

the greater group. 

 

Now that the results have been presented and discussed in relation to the theoretical 

framework and the research question, about experiences and perceptions of neoliberalism 

in Canadian school systems, additional considerations will be presented in the next chapter 

in order to inform the reader on validity, reliability and ethical concerns of this research. 

Moreover, successes and pitfalls of the research process will be presented and discussed, in 

order to conclude on an aware note. 
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7 ADDITIONAL CONSIDERATIONS 

This chapter will consider the research and researcher’s point of view, looking back at the 

process, evaluating choices and assessing validity, reliability, ethical concerns, final 

remarks and a location of this research in the field. 

7.1 VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY 

At earlier stages of the thesis, there were already mentions about validity and reliability 

concerns. However, since these mentions were quite short, this section will discuss the 

matter in greater details. Validity and reliability are more clearly defined or relevant when 

we talk about quantitative research; when topics such as repeatability and numbers are 

taken in consideration. In qualitative studies, individuality and uniqueness of the 

participants and their stories prevent such reliability on the basis of repeatability. 

Repeatability can even be considered faulty in some ways as Merriam (1988, 171) 

mentions that measurement, observations and people can repeatedly be wrong hence the 

logic behind the repetition to find the truth is not flawless. In qualitative studies, it is 

common to talk about validity referring to trustworthiness or credibility and transferability, 

and about reliability referring to dependability in a well-conducted research, to validate the 

findings and processes (Guba & Lincoln 1994, 115). Even if different terms are often used 

for validity and reliability in qualitative research, they still will be used here for clarity and 

conciseness purposes. Bracketing is also a way to insure validity and it has been done in 

the research. Bracketing is most commonly used in phenomenology, however it is also 

used in phenomenography, as the way to remain the most objective as possible is to 

control, expose and frame our subjectivity in all kinds of qualitative research. Ashworth & 

Lucas (2000, 297) talk about bracketing in ways that expose a clear understanding and 

development of the logic and the finding of results. This was done in this research (and 

suggested for phenomenography) to explain how categories are different and how one 

comes to conclusions. They also suggest empathy as a way to keep an open mind and 

accept what the participants say, even if they are believed to be wrong or (especially) 

marginalised (ibid, 299). Bracketing is and was also accomplished in the care and reasons 

taken to choose participants and conduct interviews, which was achieved in chapter 5. 
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Mann breaks down validity in phenomenographical studies into a few sections. For the 

communicative validity within the interviews, this research followed what she mentioned - 

participants were informed of the general aims of the interview, informed that the 

researcher wants to investigate their experience and view of the world, in a discussion 

without judgement, without right or wrong answers. This was all communicated to each 

participant, in a written way first, then in an oral way which all participants agreed to. Also 

as prescribed by Mann (2009, Data collection), the researcher had some pre-written 

questions before the interview to focus the aim; however, the interviews all remained on a 

conversational level as much as possible, asking open ended questions, which was also 

achieved in all the interviews.  

 

During the analysis, Mann (2009, Validity) explains that validity should be supported by 

the researcher keeping every extract of interviews in the global view of the whole 

interview. This task was difficult to accomplish with so many extracts and the exercise of 

de-contextualising them for categories of description in the way Marton suggests; 

however, it was accomplished as well as possible throughout the research process. A third 

aspect of validity brought up by Mann (2009, Validity) was also observed to some extent, 

her suggestion being to have another researcher or professional look at the data and find 

similar categories. This was not achieved here while admitting that the categorisation 

would be much easier to accomplish in a research team. However, Mann (2009, Validity) 

also suggest that validity can be obtained by getting feedback from other researchers and 

professionals of the field about the methods and results, and this was achieved with the 

thesis seminar, critical friends, supervisors and the EdGlo community.  

 

It seems appropriate in this section to explain one criticism of phenomenography that is not 

from literature but from various conversations with colleagues. It is claimed in many 

papers about phenomenography that there are a limited numbers of ways to see the world 

(for example, Orgill 2009,1; Marton 1986, 43). This claim is at the heart of the 

methodology – that these limited ways to experience a phenomenon will show through the 

data and analysis, and should show explicitly the similarities and differences in the ways of 

the phenomena is experienced. There seems to be a conceptual problem with this idea of 

limitations, thinking that each theme or description has various numbers of sub-themes, 

which have sub-themes of their own. It is difficult to conceptualise a 'finite' number of 

ways to experience a phenomenon. For example, in an inquiry about experiencing the bike 
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roads around Oulu; if we interview bikers, among them some may be biking for the first 

time, among them some may be scared of cycling, among them some may have been 

involved in accidents, among them some might have severe trauma etc. It seems logical to 

consider that there is a vast number of ways to experience one phenomenon, and even if it 

may not be infinite per se, it seems quite improbable to reach the saturation point of 

different ways to experience even if we have 5, 15 or 100 participants. This can probably 

be managed by the way the researchers frame their context and object of interest, but it 

seems challenging to find where to stop or how to clearly trace the boundaries. 

 

There is also the leading issue. As much as this has to be avoided, it seems impossible to 

avoid all leads as the interview process itself can be considered as an influence of the 

researcher on the participant. All the questions, as open and free as they can be, are 

focusing the attention on one issue that might not have been considered otherwise by the 

participants. This was fairly well accomplished with the interviews, within the limits of a 

realistic view of what leading participants entails. Keeping in mind that the interview is 

also an experience, the researcher deals with a conception (how he-she perceived the 

interview) of a conception (how the participant perceived their experience) in the analysis 

and the objectivity concern here is not relevant, (Orgill 2009, Validity) as objectivity in 

this context is not what we are looking for. We are looking at conceptions and perceptions, 

descriptions and experiences lived by participants through their eyes, their perceptions of a 

phenomenon and not really the phenomenon itself. 

 

Sandberg (as cited by Mann 2009, Reliability), reports a series of steps to go through in the 

evaluation of reliability of a qualitative research project. It revolves around the researcher's 

interpretative awareness. The first step resides in the research question, demonstrating a 

research interest in the variations of experiences rather than test a preconceived theory; this 

was successfully achieved. The second step is concerned with the selection of subjects; that 

they all respond to a certain set of criteria representing a wide diversity; this was also 

successfully achieved, seeing that even if the sample was limited, it represented many age 

groups, gender, provenance, disciplinary backgrounds, type of experience, school of work, 

years of experience etc. The third step is about the interview process and the interviews 

themselves; having a pilot interview which was done in this research, interview protocol to 

avoid leading questions as much as possible which was also done, interview protocol that 

allows for consistency among the interviews which was very successfully achieved, and 
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finally open ended questions focused on themes, which was also achieved in the interview 

process. The fourth step concerns the analysis of the data, making an effort to keep extracts 

in their context, which as argued before was not easy to do in this process. It also involves 

not trying to hide inconsistencies between transcripts during the analysis process, which 

was also done as well as the fifth and final step, which is interested with reporting the final 

categories of description: they have to show in the outcome space clearly with extracts 

from interviews as opposed to being cloudy and not supported by participants quotes. 

 

Still regarding reliability in the interview process, Bowden (as cited in Reed 2006, 5) 

argues that the researcher and the participant should discuss to get a common 

understanding of the phenomenon. As I have been working in that context for many years, 

I understand the context fairly well, I speak the same language and am aware of the issues 

they are talking about – so this proximity with the context bares this advantage; a common 

understanding of the phenomenon is shared, right from the beginning. However, if some 

meanings were not properly understood, clarifications were asked for, in order to come to a 

common understanding. At first, this knowledge of the participants was perceived as 

allowing for less validity or reliability, but after reading and mostly discussing with the 

professors of the department, this proximity was discovered to serve as an advantage, 

especially working from far, rather than an inconvenience. Mann brings to light a fair 

aspect to consider: ''What people think may be clouded by rhetoric that they have been told 

or read, whereas their experiences reveal more about their understanding of the aspect of 

the world of interest” (Mann 2009, Reliability). This shows to an even greater extent how 

important it is to converse with the participants, to try to get to the core of their experience, 

as opposed to just ask a series of pre-determined questions. 

7.2 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS  

Reed (2006, 6) warns of a danger in the interview process in academic research, implying 

a power relation between the researcher and the participants. This was not the case in my 

interviews, as all the participants knew me more from the time I was their colleague rather 

than from this short interview. They all still addressed me in the same way they did when I 

was their colleague, and I have not perceived any signs of discomfort or inferiority in the 

entire interview process. 
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Richardson (1999, 69) mentions that in the interview process, some participants 

experience a deep connection with the researcher since they are telling their story to 

someone that is truly and genuinely interested in their experiences.  While this is 

acceptable, the counsellor role should be avoided as researchers are generally not 

therapists, and this could in the end be harmful to participants. Even if some interviews got 

me closer to some participants, this therapist role has not been a part of my experience as a 

researcher. 

 

Usually empirical studies in qualitative research involve interviews or participants, and 

some ethical concerns that arise are regarding honesty, confidentiality, privacy, informed 

consent, or concerns with deception or general harm to participants before, during or after 

the completion of the research (Sin 2010, 311). All those concerns were taken into careful 

consideration throughout the entire research project, being one of the first priorities, and it 

is fair to say that on those bases, this research was conducted in an ethical manner. 

7.3 FINAL REMARKS 

This section will highlight what were the most successful steps of the research as well as 

the pitfalls. Some of those have been mentioned already in the research but this section will 

put an emphasis on the most important ones, it will illustrate the path followed to take this 

research to term and the tremendous learning experience it has been. There will also be 

additional remarks concerning the meaning of findings and some extrapolations. 

 

The way the thesis was developed was helpful, and would be repeated if this research were 

to be conducted again. A general theoretical framework was built to guide the data 

collection and a superficial data analysis. Then, a return to develop the theoretical 

framework much further, knowing what was relevant or not according to the data. After, a 

deeper analysis was done, with a more complete and helpful theoretical framework. This 

going back and forth between theoretical framework and analysis was a healthy and 

helpful process, to get to a level of engagement and deepness that could not have been 

reached otherwise. 

 

For further research, or if this research were to be conducted again, some aspects would 

change, as learning happened during the whole process, and considering myself now much 
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more knowledgeable on the way to construct a thesis, many changes would happen. For 

example, changes would be mostly done on the data collection stage. The pool of 

participants was great and fitted perfectly the profile and idea from the beginning of this 

project; however if it were to be done again, the profile would change in order to pick a 

narrower age group. It was difficult to get to the saturation point in the experiences since 

the participants had such a wide range of experiences. A narrower age group of more 

experienced teachers (for example, at the end of their career) would have been the best for 

this research. Also, more participants would have been better, and that can be explained as 

some literature and colleagues suggested picking 7-8 participants, which was enough, but 

as more literature was read after this interview period, 10-15 interviews was discovered to 

be usually prescribed in a phenomenographical study. One single interview could work to 

some extent, but more interviews would be conducted if it were to be done again in order 

to frame more precisely the perceptions, and get to the saturation stage more easily. The 

participants would also be contacted earlier in the process, as the response time was greatly 

underestimated - the period of time allocated to complete all the interviews. One month 

was planned from the time the first participant was contacted until the time all the 

interviews were completed, and unfortunately, it took almost 2 months to complete, which 

really put the work behind schedule.  

 

If this research were to be conducted again, the questionnaire would be piloted in a 

different way, more meticulously. It was piloted once and it was very helpful, but it still 

had too many questions and pitfalls that had to be fixed on the way, as the other interviews 

were conducted, when they should have been fixed from the beginning. Before the 

interviews, enough information was given to the participants, so they would know what the 

topic was without leading them. Afterwards (and after discussing with colleagues), it was 

realised that even less should have been said, so the participants do not have time to think 

or to prepare for their interviews, or to research about it and give answers they read or 

recently thought of. The spontaneity allows for better and more authentic connection to the 

experiences and perceptions, as opposed to something that was over thought or read about. 

It is easy for teachers to be good students, read and say whatever the ‘receiver’ wants to 

hear, as it is somehow at the heart of their career. It is however not what is wanted in a 

research like this one. There was an awareness, to some extent, that the context of the 

interview had an impact and should be considered, but the full importance of it was 

realised only after the interview period, so the individual interview contexts have not 



88 

 

impacted significantly the results of this research.  During the interviews, for many of the 

questions that were to be asked, there were obvious answers that came to mind and this 

was a danger that I was fortunately aware of, and could go with what the participants 

talked about without judgment. This research was made to find things that were not know 

already. This is why it was so important to remain open minded during the interviews, as 

the researcher has to place herself in a position where unexpected or ‘wrong’ answers and 

themes are also desired in the data collection (see bracketing in section 7.1). The researcher 

needs to let go of the pre-conceived ideas as much as possible, and let the participants’ 

answers guide him/her through the interview and data collection/analysis.  

 

One thing that was unfortunately taken for granted is that it was believed that all the 

participants were passionate about their career, but there was a realisation that they may 

not have had ‘the call’ and considered it just as a job. Half of the participants had not 

considered teaching as their future career going to university. Teacher education in most 

Canadian universities is short (1 or 2 years of pedagogy) after a bachelor in one particular 

area – which was the path taken by the vast majority of the participants. Teaching became 

(and is considered), as a backup career for many current teachers, and it is believed to 

make a difference between different kinds of teachers. The ones who chose it as a first 

career or truly wanted to be teaching, and the other ones having this career as a second or 

third pick, or just considering it as a job doing the minimum; not questioning it so much, 

taking it as it is with all the values and work passed down the education hierarchy.  

 

One can probably see that despite the awareness of my bias, bracketing and the efforts 

made in order to work in the most aware way as possible, those researcher’s biases and 

ideas are probably showing in the data collected and the way it was interpreted. I 

absolutely wanted to avoid researching for self-validation purposes, but as it is difficult to 

exclude oneself and claim objectivity (see chapter 2 – position of researcher), I am sure my 

conceptions show to some extent. The interviews were conducted successfully in a way, 

but I am also questioning the essence  – am I too emotionally involved with the topics and 

participants, are the themes and questions oriented too much on my vision? On the other 

hand, this involvement can be considered positive and appeal to a better focus. It is also 

believed the more different voices that were heard and analysed in this research, the quieter 

the researcher’s voice has become for the data and for findings to emerge strongly.  
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After having completed this research project, I feel I have learned from the work and the 

community that supported me, and I want to research more. I feel subsequent research 

would have an increased depth, and obviously more experience so that the ‘beginners’ 

mistakes’ would not be repeated. I would love to pursue this research path and keep 

working in this field to hopefully operate positive changes. 

7.4 THESIS CONTRIBUTION TO THE FIELD AND LIMITATIONS  

The ultimate goal of this research is not to demonstrate that the Canadian education is 

impacted by neoliberalism, as this has been researched and written about by Canadian 

authors such as Davidson-Harden; who has written extensively about Canadian education, 

reforms and neoliberalism, especially his collaboration on the article called Neoliberalism 

and Education in Canada. His article theoretically touched upon many topics of this thesis 

such as the spread of neoliberalism to Canada, and Canadian school systems focusing on 

many different Canadian provinces, policies and governments as well as the transformation 

of parents and students into consumers. Another somewhat influential Canadian pair of 

authors, Emery J. Hyslop-Margison and Alan M. Sears, wrote a book called Neoliberalism, 

Globalization, and Human Capital Learning. This book about neoliberalism talks about 

student-clients, critical thinking and social responsibility. Even if many themes are similar 

to the ones of this thesis, the context they use in the book is different and they have wider 

aims than high school teachers. Stephen Ball has written widely about neoliberalism, 

teachers and policies but in an article he called The teacher's soul and the terrors of 

performativity, he comes close to the topics of this thesis, explaining the phenomenon 

where teachers, and particularly high school teachers, have to respond to pressures of 

targets, indicators and evaluations. Where Ball’s article differed from this thesis, and 

where this thesis supplements his work is in the teachers' perspectives and the inclusion of 

neoliberalism as part of the social imaginary. Bronwyn Davies and Peter Bansel wrote an 

article called Neoliberalism and Education, which also touches upon many similar topics 

such as neoliberalism, establishing a new moral order for schools; they discuss the 

inevitability of neoliberalism as an ideology and policy; however, this thesis adds to the 

discussion with different approaches and contexts. Christopher Day has written about 

teacher’s professionalism affected by control, accountability and curriculum reforms. He 

also discusses quality, achievement and success linked to neoliberalism, but not in a way 

that includes social imaginaries, which is a contribution of this thesis. Fazal Rizvi has 
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written much about policies and globalisation with a philosophical perspective. In many 

articles and books, he discussed social imaginaries in local and global contexts, as Rizvi & 

Lingard said: 

 

We can understand globalisation in 3 ways – empirical facts to explain the shifts 

happening in the world, ideologies that cover political and powerful interests as 

well as social imaginaries 'that express the sense people have of their own identity 

and how it relates to the rest of the world, and how it implicitly shapes their 

aspirations and expectations (2010, 24).  

 

This has informed the topics and discussions of this thesis, but Rizvi’s discussion lies on a 

more theoretical level, while this thesis also draws on the practical level; teacher’s 

perceptions and aims in building pathways to solutions, increasing their 'critical awareness 

of social imaginaries', making sense of the common sense. The biggest contribution of this 

thesis is the second-order approach taken, linking together neoliberalism and its impacts on 

what teachers perceive (or not) neoliberal influences to be. Also, this research is 

approaching neoliberalism not just as a political or economic philosophy, but also making 

it a part of the common sense and social imaginary of people, that they can be aware of or 

not. Social imaginaries are harder to change than a philosophy only used in politics or 

particular areas. Combining neoliberal social imaginaries and the perceptions of high 

school teachers in a Canadian neoliberal context makes this research unique and important, 

contributing in a positive way, giving a voice to teachers so they can describe their 

perceptions and experiences, in order to target problems to eventually find solutions in a 

liberal or humanistic way, in a bottom-up approach to reforms.  

 

Even if broader themes were addressed, such as neoliberalism in education and neoliberal 

social imaginaries, the Canadian context and its neoliberalisation processes, as well as the 

context of high school teachers in a city do limit the scope of this study. The context where 

the participants have evolved affects the perceptions and experiences, and so does the fact 

that they are high school teachers. The phenomenographical approach informs on the 

perceptions of teachers, and is limited to the descriptions of seven participants, that cannot 

encompass all the different perspectives about all the topics addressed. 
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The next chapter will present the conclusions of this research, after having gone through 

the theoretical and methodological basis, empirical data – choices, it’s analysis and 

discussions, and after explaining additional considerations. 
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8 CONCLUSION 

It is very interesting to discover people’s perceptions and ideas about phenomena that are 

jointly lived everyday, yet described and conceived in similar and different ways; this 

justified the interest and choice of phenomenography. In this research, many problems 

were identified on a common front, being described as frustrating, disturbing and harmful 

to students, teachers themselves and education in general, when answering the research 

question of this thesis looking into teachers' perceptions and experiences of the influences 

of neoliberalism in Canadian school systems. The findings of this research can allow us to 

conclude that, according to teachers, the neoliberal agenda causes problems in education, 

where a discrepancy between the ideal and reality of teachers, and the many consequences 

emerging from this discrepancy, as well as a corporate way of managing education, are 

detrimental. This is in fact positive, as the identification of problems on a common front 

can allow us to conceive changes and alternatives. From the findings, we can also conclude 

that the discrepancy is mostly perceived in a dual set of values, the purpose of education 

and the role of education actors, especially teachers who commonly perceive education 

today as primarily holding economic goals. This perception by teachers could be a 

breeding ground at least for producing positive social democratic by-products for 

education and society. We can conclude that teachers seem to find economic based 

agendas, and accountability for teachers as being especially harmful, along with other 

indicators of neoliberalism identified by teachers such as the CEO mentality, financial 

priorities and transparency, student-clients and their parents, measurement and control, 

competition for students, image and promotion, standardized exams and labeling, new 

expectations and additional tasks. Other factors were also identified as causing hindrances 

to praiseworthy education from the teachers themselves, and from non-teaching members 

of the community. Teachers described how the quality of education was declining, how the 

teaching to the test, lack of coherence and consistency, along with restricted freedom, 

integrity and autonomy are problems in education. It is encouraging here too to see 

problems identified so clearly, as their being so astutely targeted means that we can 

conceive working on them. From the teachers’ perspective, we can conclude that many of 

these problems stem from the rupture between the rather liberal ideal of the teachers’ view, 

and the neoliberal reality that teachers experience. Some teachers blamed others for being 

'bad teachers', for creating problems and a bad image for teachers in general. We can 
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conclude here that parts of the social imaginary regarding the teachers’ image have 

integrated the reality or normality of teachers looking at their own profession, but this 

construction can be altered as well. Blame is attributed elsewhere too – for example, that 

teacher education in Canada is “not good”. From this perspective, it would have been very 

interesting and informative to ask these teachers what constitutes a good/bad teacher, see 

where they situate themselves on that spectrum and investigate what would make better 

teachers and teacher education. This would probably have helped them to see how they 

have perhaps embraced the neoliberal social imaginary as Canadian citizens, and not as 

much as professionals; that they have perhaps embraced the imaginary in their ‘common 

sense’ but not as much when they use their ‘professional sense’. 

 

 We have seen in this research that teachers have acknowledged problems, experienced and 

perceived problematic influences of neoliberalism; it would be intriguing to gather teachers 

together in order to tackle the identified problems, and work with policies and 

improvements from the grassroots up. This research based in Yellowknife demonstrates 

that teachers have in fact identified influences of neoliberalism on the education system, 

neoliberalism having in fact impacted the education system of the Northwest Territories, 

having also been integrated in many ways in the social imaginaries of people. Knowing 

this, it helps us to understand where teachers stand, and we could work on the teachers' 

critical awareness of the neoliberal social imaginary, in order to infiltrate it and start to 

shape it differently all together. The Yellowknife context in which this research was 

conducted provides an excellent opportunity to work on a whole education system on a 

small scale, most of the actors being more easily approachable living in a small 

community. This fertile land of opportunities is inspiring, and a further investigation in that 

direction is tempting. It could also provide opportunities to work with administrators on 

many of the different levels that constitute the imaginaries. Meng (2009, 66) suggested that 

as education is geared towards performance, which is perceived of as a problem, it could 

be interesting to “encourage and reward teachers who speak and act as if they believe in 

non-performative goals. Even if this seems to be pretence, there is at least a welcome 

exposure to alternative ways of thinking about issues in the education profession”. She 

raises an exciting idea, saying that this could also help teachers to reconnect with the 

values they believed in, making them bond again with a career they chose, and fuel their 

passion and imagination in order to get out of this age of performativity. The different 

alternatives created would be a good start in raising the critical awareness of the teachers 
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and administrators with regards the neoliberal social imaginary, allowing the alternatives to 

grow in people's minds and perhaps even become part of a new common sense, shaping a 

new reality for education.   

 

It was interesting to observe in this research that all participants saw problems influenced 

by neoliberalism, that most of the teachers desired changes, yet that none of them seemed 

so involved in instigating deep changes in education. We can conclude that there is an 

awareness of disjuncture and problems, but there does not seem to be recognition of what 

exactly caused them. Moreover, some of the problems seem to have been integrated into 

the reality and normality of teachers, hence a radical alternative for them may be difficult 

to imagine. If the critical awareness of the neoliberal social imaginary could be enhanced, 

perhaps the involvement in changes would be more appealing and purposeful for teachers. 

If the awareness is raised about social imaginaries being constructed, perhaps the 

possibilities to change them would become more accessible. The means to change the 

critical awareness, or to become engaged in positive changes are perhaps at this point 

absent, but it would be interesting to see what would happen with proper means, 

incentives, leaders and ways to operate change from the teachers’ level up. We could then 

be able to observe if the non-engagement comes from the non-awareness of the neoliberal 

social imaginary, from the lack of proper means and incentives, or from other sources. If 

we could put them in place, we could observe if teachers would then be more engaged with 

changes, possibly shaping or reconstructing the social imaginary themselves, to make it 

more relevant to the people in Yellowknife and more relevant to their own professional 

ideals At the same time, it would be exciting to conduct the interviews and extend this 

research project to the whole community of teachers in Yellowknife, in order to get a 

clearer and more complete picture of the reality of that system and the awareness of the 

participants, in order to implement changes on the whole education system scale, from the 

bottom-up. 

 

It is understood that the problems mentioned above are not located only in isolated 

locations and systems; rather they are increasingly globally interconnected. Davies & 

Bansel (2007, 254) explain that the hegemonic discourses of neoliberalism have forced 

people to believe in its inevitability, and to take on themselves responsibilities that were 

once provided by governments, once again having integrated 'problems' to the imaginary, 

as a part of the normality. Neoliberalism, along with its social imaginary, and governments 
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have shaped people's morals, desires, fears, hopes and ideals through the idea that they 

have to be responsible, providing everything for themselves and their families. Values to 

be (or fear of failing to be) independent, entrepreneurial and responsible induce pride in 

people who can be successful in providing for themselves. Even if it would be easy to 

remain where we are - embracing the status quo and letting others shape the imaginaries 

we live in - this passivity is not going to make situations better - we should be looking 

forward, looking for something else and better. Rizvi & Lingard rightfully claim:  

 

There is nothing inevitable or necessary about locating globalization within this 

imaginary. It is indeed possible to understand the facts of global interconnectivity and 

interdependence in radically different ways, with implications for rethinking 

educational values that do not simply call for a return to some romanticized past, but 

require us to engage with transformations brought about by recent developments in 

information and communication technology in ways that do not prioritize the 

economic over all other human concerns (2010, 91). 

 

This thesis allows us to look forward to positive changes – whether we are critically aware 

of the neoliberal social imaginary or not (yet), to find alternatives to the education system 

that would be less detrimentally affected by neoliberalism, that would be more coherent and 

relevant for the teachers, and students of today and tomorrow. With this mindset and 

awareness, with imagination and through building an alternative social imaginary, with 

passion and attitude, deep radical positive changes that are sustainable are possible and 

achievable, during and beyond the neoliberal era. 
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