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Abstract
Negative portrayals in the Australian media situate teachers as a problem and teach-
ing as a deficit practice. Society is positioning teachers, especially teachers of lit-
eracy, as the reason for poor student performance. In addition, negative media dis-
course around deficit initial teacher education, especially with regard to the teaching 
of reading and writing, is adding to the overall assumption that teachers of literacy 
are failing. This article highlights instances of teacher practice by literacy teachers 
during the global pandemic of COVID-19 which oppose the ‘problem teacher’ dis-
course. Snowball sampling was used to garner seven early years and primary school 
teachers for interviews, focussing on teacher perceptions of multimodal texts. A 
Foucaultian lens of governmentality and power and Fairclough’s approach to Criti-
cal Discourse Analysis (CDA) were used as lens and method of analysis. The find-
ings of this study indicate that these participant teachers have been sophisticated 
practitioners in their planning and practice during the pandemic, despite the insti-
tutional barriers and extreme disruptions experienced. On reflection, therefore, the 
constructed societal discourse around ‘problem teachers’ needs to be reviewed and 
adjusted.
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Introduction

Teachers and teaching have been devalued in society along with the tendency to 
hold teachers responsible for all that is wrong in society (Freire, 2009). Negative 
portrayal of schools, school leaders and teachers contribute to this discourse which 
situates teachers as the ‘problem’ in education systems (Baroutsis, 2016). In addi-
tion, media reports normalise defective and negative understandings of teachers and 
schooling which are then projected as “taken for granted” or “common-sensical” 
perceptions about education. These perceptions consequently build and perpetuate 
the ideology (Baroutsis, 2015, p. 614).

It is with this knowledge in mind that the current paper originated. The data 
from this paper emanated from a larger study which happened to coincide with the 
COVID-19 global pandemic and associated forced quarantine of many around the 
world. The original study was focussed on teachers’ perceptions of multimodal texts, 
and interviews were arranged with teachers, via the online communication platform 
Zoom, to discuss multimodal text use in the early years and primary years of school-
ing in Australia. During the interviews, it was apparent that COVID-19 was having 
an impact on teacher practice which opposed the ‘problem teacher’ discourse dis-
cussed earlier. This paper is the result of those findings which demonstrate that the 
literacy teachers interviewed are sophisticated practitioners, especially when work-
ing under extreme conditions.

The paper begins with a discussion on negative discourses in the media concern-
ing teachers and moves on to elaborate on negative media about teachers of literacy.1 
Extreme disruptions in education contextualising the global pandemic – COVID-19 
are discussed, and the authors further particularise the study with discussion around 
Foucault and his thoughts on power and governmentality. The design of the study is 
examined including methods of analysis outlining Fairclough’s approach to Critical 
Discourse Analysis (CDA) and how it was used. The paper then articulates the find-
ings and ends with the discussion.

Negative discourses and the media

Negative discourses about professional teachers and their performance are repeat-
edly, but not always, reported by actors external to education and within the media 
(Edling, 2015; Mockler, 2020). These negative discourses are problematised by the 
media as viewing education in a permanent state of crisis; as acting as spokesper-
son for teachers but excluding teachers’/educators’/educational researchers’ knowl-
edge and experiences and stereotyping the ‘good teacher’ while overlooking the 
task and relational complexities that go along with the roles (Edling, 2015). Media 
in this instance refers to various channels through which public information is 

1  At the outset and as caveat the authors are not taking the stance that all teachers are perfect; in addi-
tion, the authors acknowledge that media commentary is often politically motivated by interests separate 
from education and its stakeholders. The authors explore and highlight this commentary without adding 
to the negative rhetoric.
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disseminated, such as television, radio and the press, and taking the form of “news, 
documentary, magazine programs, dealing with politics, social affairs, science and 
so forth” (Fairclough, 1995, p. 2). Power exists within media and its dissemination 
of information being able to construct certain ideologies that include and exclude 
depending on how they are positioned (p. 14).

Narratives of distrust and performance in editorials about education in the Aus-
tralia media are evidenced: Distrust of teachers, their unions, principals and school 
bureaucrats; performance of students, teachers and schools, with the associated 
judgement of underperformance through comparison (Mockler, 2013). Mock-
ler reported the narrative of distrust outweighs that of performance in the editori-
als she surveyed. Similarly, more recent research suggests that 71% of teachers in 
Australia feel underappreciated by society (Heffernan et al. 2019). The same study 
reveals that teachers (n2444) want the public perceptions of teachers and teaching to 
be improved, furthermore adding that they want the public to trust them to do their 
jobs.

In opposition to the negative discourse in the media regarding teachers, the 
abovementioned study found evidence of some positive regard for teachers. The 
nationally representative sample of the public (n1082) perceived that teachers are 
both respected (63% moderately respected and 19% well respected) and trusted 
(60% moderately trusted and 33% trusted).

Similarly, an online survey was conducted with parents (n803) from New South 
Wales, Queensland and Victoria regarding their perceptions of home-based learning 
during the pandemic (Fahey & Joseph, 2020). The results show 55% of surveyed 
parents had a more positive opinion of teachers than previously documented; how-
ever, rural and regional parents show concern for the quality of curriculum and edu-
cational standards. Fahey and Joseph stress that the improved opinion of teachers by 
parents “has clearly lifted due to home based learning” (p. 14). Despite these reflec-
tions of public perception, however, this positive discourse fails to garner as much 
attention in the media as its negative counterpart.

Negative discourses and teachers of literacy

A prominent negative discourse in the media is the discourse on literacy. As in many 
other countries, literacy education in Australian schools has long been an area for 
contested accounts of what should be the correct teaching methods to enable and 
ensure effective learning (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000). In viewing education as an eco-
nomic priority rather than a social one, agendas for schooling systems are being set 
up as prominent areas for governments to demonstrate their improvements of over-
all standards. Literacy has become a focus of critique of stakeholders in education 
areas, particularly as results of standardised testing are published and deliberated 
(Thompson, 2016). Publication of data from these standardised testing practices is 
accompanied by negative suggestions about teacher performance as the cause of 
poor student performance (Moss, 2016, p. 508). For example “Young kids better 
on reading, but writing skills are falling” includes comment from Blaise Joseph, 
a research fellow at the Centre for Independent Studies, saying “Having something 
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like NAPLAN allows teachers and parent [sic] to identify early on if their child is 
falling behind or not being taught well [emphasis added]” (Bolton, 2019b, para 6).

In addition, media depiction of factors such as teacher accountability for student 
outcomes (Tuinamuana, 2011) and the ongoing and growing rhetoric about how best 
to teach reading and writing (Department of Education Tasmania, 2016) – alongside 
the negative media discourse around deficient initial teacher education relating to 
the teaching of reading and writing – add to the negative and contested accounts and 
discourses around literacy teaching, teachers and their practice (Literacy Baroutsis 
& Woods, 2019; Literacy Educators, 2019). For example, in the article, “Boys’ ina-
bility to write clearly is a new crisis in education”, Peter Goss, the program director 
for school education at the Grattan Institute, states, “It’s very hard to get any visibil-
ity into how writing is taught in classrooms”. This clearly references poor NAPLAN 
writing outcomes related to teacher practice. (Bolton, 2019a, para 11). Similarly, 
Baker, 2020, “Writing wrongs: ‘Our society is about to hit a literacy crisis’” and 
“The epidemic Australia is failing to control” which declares Australia has an ‘edu-
cation epidemic’ (Sahlberg, 2021) add to the rhetoric.

Student performance therefore also becomes a key component of the rhetoric. 
Due to the decline of Australian students’ performance on both national and inter-
national literacy assessments, the Australian Government commissioned a panel of 
experts in 2017 to provide insight into how to improve Australian student school 
achievement and performance (Australian Government, 2018). Their recommenda-
tions in ‘Through growth to achievement’ included, amongst others; personalised 
learning and teaching based on the child’s needs and creating the conditions to ena-
ble teachers and schools to successfully adopt teaching practices such as collabora-
tive planning. Furthermore, the panel recommended that schools and school systems 
need to adapt to changing contexts and needs, and to strengthen the attractiveness 
of teaching as a profession. To support this, conditions and culture need to be cre-
ated to enable more professional collaboration, feedback, mentoring and observation 
amongst teachers, and to provide teachers with high-quality professional learning.

Extreme disruptions: the pandemic

Constant disruptions are part of the teaching landscape and impact upon teacher 
practice, literacy learning and teaching as well as standardised testing results 
(Thomas et al. 2019). Epidemic-related school disruptions and interruptions impact 
educational attainment for students with long-term consequences (Meyers & Thom-
asson, 2020). The first cases of coronavirus (COVID-19) in Australia were detected 
in January 2020 (Australian Government, 2020). The virus originated in main-
land China and quickly spread worldwide causing the World Health Organisation 
(WHO) to declare a global pandemic in March 2020 (2020). Many countries in the 
world supported mass lockdowns, cancellation of planned social events and ulti-
mately quarantine for their citizens, in an effort to stop the spread of the virus and 
to keep their citizens safe. Global education has been impacted by the pandemic 
with schools closing in 107 countries including Australia (Viner et al. 2020), poten-
tially impacting 862 million children and young people (United Nations Educational 
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Scientific & Cultural Organization, 2020). Paradoxically, the disruption brought the 
professional expertise of Queensland teachers into focus, creating the possibility of 
a counter discourse.

Linking negative discourses and Foucault – conceptualising the study

Foucault provides a lens for examining how the reality of teachers’ sophisticated 
professional practices opposes the negative discourses presented in the media. The 
strength of Foucault’s theory clearly links media portrayal, truth/knowledge and 
power. Foucault, as the architecture of discourse, defines discourse as,

a certain way of speaking, a group of verbal performances that produced by 
the groups of signs, formulations, a series of sentences or propositions, the 
group of statements that belong to a single system of formation, incorporating 
not only what is said, but things unsaid... in a system of prohibitions and val-
ues, in a space in history. (1972, pp. 107,110,193)

Each society has its own system of ‘truth’, according to Foucault (1980), and 
there are certain discourses that make up that ‘truth’ – ‘regimes of truth’ (Foucault, 
1975). These discourses are procedures, ‘mechanisms’ or techniques put in place 
and agreed upon as ‘true’ with specialised people assigned status to verify what 
counts as ‘true’. These discourses and regimes of truth are linked very closely with 
power – “by a circular relation to systems of power which produce it and sustain it, 
and to effects of power which induces and which redirect it” (Foucault, 1977, pp. 13, 
14). The abovementioned negative media discourses about teachers can be viewed 
as current ‘regimes of truth’; the media and other members of society, parents, the 
education department and so forth, as the systems of power that produce and sustain 
these discourses.

Power relations between individuals only exist when put into action – “an action 
upon an action” (Foucault, 1982, p. 220). In order for the relationship of power to 
work, the person being controlled recognises and maintains the relationship. Fur-
thermore, a host of possible interventions, reactions, responses and results are 
achievable in the ‘power relationship’. As example, negative media discourses and 
decline in student performance result in government recommendations such as 
‘Through growth to achievement’ mentioned on page 5.

Ultimately though, power is situated in social networks where there is differen-
tiation – differentiation in relation to privilege, status, economic differences, differ-
ences determined by law or tradition, knowledge and so forth – power is therefore 
conditional upon and products of these differentiations (Foucault, 1982). However, 
power for Foucault is not always negative and oppressive, it can be productive 
and generate knowledge and cultural order (Foucault, 1978). Power is capillary, it 
“reaches into the very grain of individuals, touches their bodies and inserts itself 
into their actions and attitudes, their discourses, learning processes and everyday 
lives” (Foucault, 1980, p. 39).

Power/knowledge and control moves to the individual via ‘governmentality’ 
where there is “contact between the technologies of domination of others and those 
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of the self” (Foucault, 1988, p. 19). Accountability and responsibilisation are ways 
to discipline people and institutions, which includes self-discipline and self-reflec-
tion (Rose, 1999). The subject is constituted through practices of the self which are 
modelled by the society, social group and/or culture that surrounds them – the dis-
courses of their time (Foucault, 1997). These constructions are ever-changing, even 
when attached to the same individual, where different situations result in different 
relationships of the subject to the subject.

A further key Foucaultian concept concerns the modes used to transform human 
being into subjects. The modes are, first, the objectivising of the subject through 
inquiry such as classifying, analysing, normalising and disciplining. An example of 
this would be the naming and subject positioning of people, in this case teachers in 
the media being labelled and classified as ‘good’ or ‘bad’. The analysing takes place 
with standardised testing and in the media; the teachers reflecting good results are 
‘good teachers’ whereas the teachers with bad results are labelled – classified – as 
‘bad teachers’. This is all normalised in the media and those teachers who do not fol-
low with the ‘classification’ are disciplined, either in public discourse or by the edu-
cation department/school administration and so forth. Second, the objectivising of 
the subject occurs through practices of dividing and this can be a division from oth-
ers or a division within the subject themselves. As an example, the division between 
the ‘good’ teacher vs ‘bad’ teacher – ‘good teachers work hard; bad teachers are 
lazy’ (Alhamdan et al. 2014). The third mode by which human beings become sub-
jects is through self-regulation and self-inspection.

The three technologies of the self that Foucault identifies are: first, self-examina-
tion with respect to thoughts relating to reality; second, self-examination in relation 
to rules and third, self-examination with respect to “the relation between the hidden 
thought and inner impurity” (Foucault, 1997, p. 247).

Methods and analysis

As mentioned earlier, the data for this paper emanated from a larger study focussing 
on teacher conceptions of multimodal texts in classroom practice. The larger study 
forms part of ongoing collaborative research between two Australian universities 
with ethics approval received from the Queensland University of Technology prior 
to data collection.

Seven teachers from primary school and early years education contexts in Aus-
tralia were interviewed for approximately 45  min each. In the Australian context, 
the early years extend from birth to Year 2 and primary extends from Year 3 to 
Year 6. We chose this age group because literacy instruction is so important during 
this time (Comber et al. 2002). Informed written and verbal consent was obtained 
from each participant. Snowball sampling was used to garner participants purpose-
fully, as a type of “convenience sampling” (Heckathorn, 2011, p. 357), in order to 
achieve a broader reach into teaching communities in Queensland. The semi-struc-
tured interviews were conducted from May through June 2020, during the height of 
the COVID-19 isolation measures. They were recorded on the cloud-based virtual 
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communication platform Zoom, which enabled the participant teachers to interview 
safely, taking the isolation issues into account.

To set context, in Australia, individual states and territories were permitted by 
the Federal Government to decide how schools, in their own areas, would operate 
throughout the nation-wide pandemic restrictions. In Queensland where the study 
took place, schools remained open for those students of essential workers such as 
medical workers, grocery store workers and delivery truck drivers, amongst others. 
All other students in Queensland were required to work from home. The Educa-
tion Department supplied ‘online remote learning’ learning@home (Queensland 
Government, 2020) options to support these students. All seven participants from 
this study engaged in both face-to-face classroom teaching as well as remote/online 
teaching during this time.

Fairclough’s approach to Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) was employed as 
the analysis technique and uses a combination of language analysis, ‘text-and-inter-
action’ and a social-theoretical aspect of discourse (Fairclough, 1992). Fairclough 
uses the term discourse “very similar to how Foucault uses discourse” (Fairclough, 
2004, p. 11), as language-in-use; as an element of social life and as language that is 
interconnected with other elements; and in an abstract way of representing aspects 
of the world (Fairclough, 2003). The ‘critical’ aspect aims at highlighting hidden 
connections between power, language and ideologies within discourse as well as the 
constructive effects of discourse on social identities, systems of knowledge, beliefs 
and social relations (Fairclough, 1989).

The choice of fusing Foucault and Fairclough may seem unsuitable to some 
because Fairclough positions himself as a Marxist, while Foucault refused to com-
mit to any particular position (Fairclough, 2004; Foucault, 1998). Fairclough also 
focusses more in-depth on textual or linguistic focussed analysis while Foucault’s 
approach is more abstract and socially oriented (Fairclough, 1992). Fairclough does 
acknowledge Foucault’s approach to discourse analysis and uses his work to ‘heavily 
inform’ his own approach (Dremel, 2014). The solution to this combination is with 
the analysis itself. Foucault directs his approach more toward discursive practices, 
the rules of formation that define possible subjects or objects of knowledge and of 
the possibility of discourse (Foucault, 1972). His emphasis is on the capacity to con-
ceptualise knowledge and power and of the relationships between the discursive and 
non-discursive. Fairclough’s addition of real examples including text and context 
allows opportunity to show wider social processes (Fairclough, 2001) – “the social 
practice quality of discourse” (Dremel, 2014, p. 157) and hence why it was used in 
this analysis.

As a precursor to discussion about the findings, it is important to backdrop what 
the focus was in different areas when analysis occurred. Fairclough differentiates 
between three dimensions of meaning in a given text. These are:

Action or Genres – this defines ways of acting within a social event and how a 
text contributes to and situates within social action and interaction; for example, how 
teachers function within the social action and interaction of school, home, resources 
and policy during the pandemic. To analyse this dimension, Fairclough advises 
looking at semantic and grammatical relations between sentences and clauses 
amongst other things – looking at conditional, temporal, contrastive or concessive 
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relations, elaboration and additive relations that are both ‘local’ in the text as well 
as ‘global’. The analyst focusses on types of exchanges as well as grammatical mood 
and so forth (Fairclough, 2003).

Representation or Discourses – ways of representing certain aspects of the world 
and different perspectives of the world through the use of language. Here the analyst 
focusses on aspects such as hyponymy (meaning inclusion), synonymy (meaning 
identity) and antonymy (meaning exclusion) – Fairclough’s terminology – as a way 
of ‘lexicalizing’ the world. Things like collocations, patterns of words, words that 
precede and follow on, use of metaphors and assumptions, amongst other things, 
determine Discourses (Fairclough, 2003).

Identification or Style – ways of being or identities which are linked to how indi-
viduals speak and use language. Here the analyst will concentrate on things like 
evaluation, mood, predictions, modality and exchange types as well as phonological 
features such as intonation, rhythm, stress, pronunciation, vocabulary use and the 
interplay between body language and language (Fairclough, 2003). The ability to 
record body language and reactions such as facial expressions and hand gestures was 
facilitated by zoom recordings which aided analysis in this area.

Analysis and findings

The data from this study demonstrate that despite tensions regarding institutional 
boundaries and extreme conditions experienced during the global pandemic, the 
participants in this study are sophisticated literacy practitioners. The findings are 
discussed under the following sections: teacher confidence and the division of self; 
learning new ways of communicating; collaborative learning versus the institution 
– us vs them and last, power inequities.

Teacher confidence and division of the self

When talking about their teaching practice and decisions regarding literacy plan-
ning and implementation during COVID-19, the teacher participants’ knowledge 
and confidence in practice is demonstrated in their language use. A juxtaposition 
occurs in language use when participants discuss definitions earlier in the interviews 
which highlights their uncertainty. Data showing uncertainty about definitions, theo-
ries and some terms is evident when participants use modality in their language use. 
However, when talking about decisions, planning and practice during COVID-19, 
participants use more direct language choices which demonstrates their confidence 
in decision making.

Early in the interviews, the researchers asked questions relating specifically to 
definitions and knowledge about multimodal texts and multimodality. Participants 
used responses containing modality such as might, may, and probably and mental 
processes. Mental process clauses such as I think, I feel, I guess, and markers of 
modalisation show uncertainty (Liu & Fox Tree, 2012). Hedging devices such as 
these are used when the speaker is not confident in their response (Lakoff, 1975). 
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Hedging, as a linguistic device, is a sign of powerless language (Blankenship & 
Holtgraves, 2005) and used as a measure of vagueness (Jucker et al. 2003). How-
ever, in contrast, powerful language is the use of explicit emphatic responses (such 
as that shown in Table  1) used by people who are certain, confident and sure of 
themselves (Blankenship & Holtgraves, 2005). The use of modality and hedging 
suggests participants either lack knowledge in the topic and/or are unwilling to com-
mit to the statement of fact. Using the word probably functions as a modal adjunct 
of probability and is used to express speaker opinion as a middle ground between a 
definite no and a definite yes (Halliday, 2004).

Direct declarative statements of limited knowledge are also used by participants 
with I don’t know, I’m not entirely sure. Here again, the language use demonstrates 
the limited knowledge and uncertainty a participant has. The addition of the adverb 
entirely in this example, hedges their response and takes the middle ground in the 
cline of knowledge. The word entirely equates with complete or absolute. The par-
ticipants are adding the negation not [don’t] as a modal adjunct in mood (Halliday, 
2004), which is important in texturing identity (Fairclough, 2003).

Teachers use self-inspection and contemplation (Foucault, 1997) with words such 
as I think and I feel. There is a tenuous balance between power and knowledge in par-
ticipants’ reflections when replying to questions where they feel out of their depth. The 
teachers use phrases to cover themselves with “that’s what I think it is, I may be wrong 

Table 1   Language use: uncertainty vs confidence

Modalisation in language use Statements with limited to no modality

I don’t know what the word is… so it might be so we provided a grid of activities for the week 
which was just emailed out to the parents

I may be wrong here but I just uploaded it
ummm… I’m probably going on a tangent here but I had audio on OneNote. So I made sure that I did 

the audio as well, because they needed to hear 
my voice

I think, that’s my take on it anyway well, I already use Google classroom
that’s what I think it is it was a really good way of connecting all the kids
I think, yeah, so instead of, I believe. Anyway…. 

I’m not sure
we are going to use them as a tool in the future

I’m pretty sure, I’m pretty positive I’m trying to vary the different modes that children 
are interacting

I don’t know if it’s particularly a feature but um I 
think that

I definitely think there are a lot of good elements

well, my understanding I guess is… we were devising all of the lessons
I can’t really pinpoint anything, but I’m not entirely 

sure
so that’s how we’ve been sharing a lot of our online 

COVID-19 stuff
to me, and I don’t know if that’s right so when I talk to the parents about that, they’re 

always really keen for the kids to be involved
I don’t know, what do you mean? our team worked together again for that, and we’ve 

sent home procedures
I don’t know, Do you have a list that I could choose 

from
yeah, I don’t feel any pressure. I make it quite clear 

at the start
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here but, I think, that’s my take on it anyway, I hope that’s the right answer”. There is 
a division in their reflections – a division within self (Foucault, 1997); as professionals 
they feel they should know the answers; however, they back themselves and protect 
themselves from judgement with supporting discourse markers and hedging.

On the other hand, more direct language choices are made by participants when 
discussing their decision making and practice during COVID restrictions. Direct rea-
lis statements with limited hedging suggest participants are more confident in their 
responses and are used to show their “commitment to truth” (Fairclough, 2003). In 
addition, adverbs of degree or intensifiers such as really, definitely, quite are used for 
emphasis and increase the degree of emotional impact which strengthen the intent of 
the speaker (Parrott, 2010). These mood adjuncts serve to demonstrate a degree of 
finality and totality (Halliday, 2004) – participants are confident in their decisions and 
want the hearer to understand their standpoint and decision making.

The word so is used by participants as a causal semantic relation of consequence, 
and because is used as a semantic relation of reason (Fairclough, 2003) to demonstrate 
issues arising in their work and to support the decisions they have made in planning, 
articulating and/or practice. For example, Mrs Roberts talks about using One Note with 
the students and making audio clips for them. She relates the reasoning being that her 
students need to hear her voice. This may be because they are still young, or it may be 
that the concept/s she was teaching required her to articulate for understanding. Either 
way, Mrs Roberts is confident in her planning and application of work decisions.

Similarly, participants use the quantitative word just in their discussions about deci-
sion making and practice. Just is a minimising word (Parrott, 2010) and participants 
are using it to minimise their work. For example, Mr Johannsen speaks about a grid 
of activities that was designed for his students and it was just emailed out to the par-
ents; this comment shares a nonchalance with his audience about the requirements of 
his workload. He planned it and did it with no hype or ceremony about the successful 
outcome.

Additionally, demonstrating confidence in their decision making, planning and prac-
tice during COVID-19, the participants use adverbs of intensification such as really and 
quite which serve to strengthen the intent of their statements (Parrott, 2010). Mrs Rob-
erts is talking about sending work to her students and connecting her students online 
with “it was a really good way of connecting all the kids” and Miss Holland talking 
about her connection with parents and parent confidence in her work with “I don’t feel 
any pressure. I make it quite clear at the start”.

The participants demonstrate a confidence in decision making and recognise their 
moral obligation to the social rules, their mode of subjection (Foucault, 1978), about 
what the ‘good teacher’, ‘professional teacher’ is and does. They know what needs to 
be done for their students and they do it.

Learning new ways of communicating

The teachers’ recounts regarding learning new ways of communicating further 
established their positioning as sophisticated practitioners. Teacher participants 
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shared learning new ways of communicating during the COVID-19 lockdown, not 
only for themselves, but for students, parents and families.

We had to learn this whole new OneNote. And for us as lower teachers, we 
didn’t know OneNote. My kids had no idea what OneNote is. The parents 
didn’t know what OneNote is – Mrs Roberts

The participants commented on the interaction between family and school as 
being a closer connection than before, about parents being more involved and learn-
ing how ‘school was being done’, about teacher input and various learning/teaching 
practices. For example, Mrs Roberts shares, “but now, I think they’re [parents/fami-
lies] a lot more educated about different styles of learning” and Miss Downey and 
Miss Marvel share:

when I talk to the parents about that, they’re always really keen for the kids to 
be involved and like ‘oh’, you know, ‘I didn’t think they’d be capable of doing 
that’, or ‘didn’t think they’d be able to do, you know, a dance, or a drama skit, 
and stuff like that – Miss Downey
…there’s been a lot more parent communication in this time. I guess it’s been 
kind of really cool to see parents involved in their children’s learning in a 
whole new way, that they wouldn’t usually be. So, I think there’s been a lot of 
positives from it – Miss Marvel

Participants commented on different educational sites that previously would 
have been out of reach for them being freely accessible during lockdown. Many 
businesses opened access to their resources during lockdown as a way of sharing 
resources for teachers, parents and families, but also as a way of advertising. Both 
teachers and students benefited from this according to participants and the strategy 
seems to have been successful because various participants reflected on using the 
resources after the ‘free’ access is revoked.

…the stuff that I found was amazing. And I thought ‘wow, I can be using this 
– Mrs Roberts.
We’ve found some really great phonics type videos and songs that we’ve all 
continued to use…. And we’re actually planning to buy some of the books 
we’ve found through Oxford Owl – Miss Hemsworth.

Similarly, teachers voiced new ways of learning and interacting with students 
which made their work exciting, challenging, but rewarding, nonetheless. In addi-
tion, the ease of learning new ways of communicating and integrating this with their 
teaching practices during extreme disruption demonstrates the standard of sophisti-
cation of these practitioners.

I’m trying to vary the different modes that children are interacting…. – Miss Marvel
I definitely think there are a lot of good elements and there’s been a lot of learning opportunities happen-

ing at the moment – Miss Marvel
we put up One Notes and stuff like that and or paper copies that the parents could come and get... – Miss 

Hemsworth
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…those videos…we are going to use them as a tool in the future of a ways of [sic] communicating to 
parents – Mr Johannsen.

It was a really good way of connecting all the kids, and so they could see each other – Mrs Roberts
While it was time-consuming, home learning made us really think about how we were delivering every 

message – Mrs Roberts

Collaborative practice versus the institution – us vs them

Representation of collaborative practice between teachers and between teachers 
and families is clear in the data, but accompanying this collaboration, a divide 
between the collaborators and the institution. Despite the divide, the teachers 
continue to demonstrate their sophistication and professionalism.

During analysis it is important to note the use of personal pronouns in a text 
(Fairclough, 2003). The personal pronouns in this data clearly demonstrate the 
constructed ‘we’ community which can often be “elusive, shifting and vague” 
(p. 150), however, in this case elaborate on the connection between teachers. The 
use of we, we’ve us, our, demonstrate the collaboration and close connection of 
the ‘we’ teacher community. In addition, social actors are represented with words 
such as teachers, parents, students, the group, two teachers, our teachers; they are 
named and classified. This personal classification humanises actors (Fairclough, 
2003).

In demonstrating the collaborative ‘we teacher community’ other emotive words 
are used apart from personal pronouns. Words such as teamwork, coming together, 
group, sharing between teachers, really good relationship, involved, our teachers, 
our team, these two teachers, sharing, our teacher things, and teacher to teacher all 
reflect the close connection of the ‘we’ teacher community.

…we had to make it all happen quite quickly last term… there’s more things like teamwork, coming 
together, cause[sic] it was a group project – Miss Marvel

I do like the idea of sharing some of our teacher things Miss Downey
A lot of other teachers have come on board [with using technology] and then there has been a lot of 

sharing between teachers happening, which has been pretty cool – Miss Marvel
our team worked together again for that, and we’ve sent home procedures...– Miss Holland Our teach-

ers … were really keen and will change it [the programme put out by the state government] to suit us 
a little bit more, which was really good… they would just revamp it a little bit – Mr Johannsen.

…these two teachers were very good at supporting us all the time with it – Mr Evans
Underlined and bold font indicate specific words explained in text

The teacher participants also used language which demonstrates the close con-
nection between family, parent, student and teacher. Language of ownership such as 
my parents, our kids, connects the parent, family and student to the ‘we’ community 
of teachers.

no, I don’t have any pressure from parents, I’ve got actually a really good rela-
tionship with my parents – Miss Holland
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The linguistic choices made by participants share the collaboration and connec-
tion between fellow teachers and parents/students/families further demonstrating 
their sophistication in practice. However, the key to meaning in language is differ-
ence (de Saussure, 1959) and is highlighted when focussing on the ‘we’ community. 
As Foucault shared, we also need to focus on ‘things unsaid’ (Foucault, 1972) in 
order to make meaning. In this instance, the ‘unsaid’ is the difference, the ‘other’ 
– that which is not us, we, our therefore, the ‘them’. The use of hyponymy –mean-
ing inclusion, synonymy – meaning identity and antonymy – meaning exclusion, all 
lexicalise the discourse of the collaborative ‘we’ community as well as the ‘them’ or 
‘other’ community (Fairclough, 2003).

The underlying, hidden and/or ‘unsaid’ things noticeable in teachers’ linguistic 
choices show a variety of different ways of referring to the institution, ‘the other’ or 
‘them’. For example, Miss Marvel, when talking about choices to make when send-
ing learning home for students, shares:

It was like ‘What’s the right thing to, what’s the right video to fit what they’re 
saying’? – Miss Marvel

Here she uses the words “the right thing to… the right video”. What is ‘unsaid’ 
here is the opposite of right, ‘what is the wrong thing, the wrong video?’. It may be 
that Miss Marvel is talking about the wrong thing/video for the teaching she is plan-
ning for, or it may be that the institution will not accept her choices of video or way 
of communicating or teaching her students. The audience is still aware of the divide 
in this statement.

…because it’s expected to be done collaboratively with the parents – Miss 
Downey (on assessment)

Here Miss Downey uses the word expected which tells the audience that there is 
a pre-determined obligation; that ‘the other’ – the assumption being the institution 
– requires collaboration between parents and teachers. The verbalisation that partici-
pants share demonstrates their self-examination with regard to the rules; the rules of 
being the ‘good teacher’ and doing what is expected from the institution and what is 
the right thing to do (Foucault, 1997). This language use clearly demonstrates the 
professionalism and sophistication of the participants in their practice. The divide 
between the ‘we’ community and ‘them’ community is also evident in power inequi-
ties discussed below.

Power inequities

A clear representation in the data is power inequities. These power inequities exist 
between institution and teachers, between schools which have access to digital tech-
nologies and those who do not, and between students who have parents who can help 
at home during lockdown and those who cannot. However, mostly teachers refer to 
the power relationship between themselves and the educational institution. Many of 
the comments are not malicious statements, further highlighting professionalism and 
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sophistication in practice, but become visible in the data when analysis takes place. 
A main theme that emerged was permission and restriction.

Table 2 demonstrates the binaries that emerge in the data. When focussing on per-
mission it is clear to see words such as allow, allow us, permission, can’t, couldn’t, 
no, approved all demonstrate the link between consent and/or authorisation and pro-
hibition and/or prevention. Additionally, when looking at the larger linguistic offer-
ings with regard to restriction, the balance between limitation and control is evident 
in the words no deviation, absolutely no integration, complete ban, there was noth-
ing, we had nothing, didn’t have the capacity, didn’t use, didn’t have time, to name a 
few. These linguistic data show the complexity of restriction that the teacher partici-
pants experience.

Intertextuality connects “one text to other texts, to the ‘world of text’” and brings 
other ‘voices’ into a text, in this case, the department of education (Fairclough, 
2003, p. 40). Some of the participants use intertextuality in referencing the Depart-
ment of Education and their rules/regulations, for example, “Education Queensland 
said no, not an approved educational departmental thing, Queensland education” 

Table 2   Representations: permission and restriction

Permission Restriction

Allow us No deviation
Allowed Absolutely no integration
Get permission Put a complete ban on it
No, I can’t do that Education Qld said no
I couldn’t do it There was nothing
We couldn’t do it We had nothing
We couldn’t presume Our school didn’t have the platform
Not an approved education departmental thing ‘Bring your own device’ program
We’ve got a boss that says no, you have to 

cover the content
We couldn’t presume

Just wouldn’t cope
It just didn’t have the capacity
We didn’t do a lot
We didn’t use it and we didn’t use google slides or any 

of those
We didn’t have time
It was sort of our own time and our own resources
That’s one good way to get teachers off-side
There’s still that those targets [department requirements 

and benchmarking] haven’t shifted
We do more and more and more our job gets bigger and 

bigger and bigger
But you can do it in a way that suits you
They give us plenty of things to do
We’ve got enough to do with our own curriculum
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but also by using the more distancing personal pronouns they, them and assumed or 
‘backgrounded referencing’ such as “it says that”. 

we were not allowed Zoom… my parents wanted to set up zoom sessions, but the Qld Education put a 
complete ban on it. So I even said that I would go home on my own computer on my day off and do 
it, and Education Qld said no. I can’t do that. So for the lower school there was nothing. For the upper 
school, they had Seesaw, and not Zoom, but Microsoft Teams, so they use that. So for me, no, we had 
nothing… They [parents] were quite disappointed that I couldn’t do Zoom… so we couldn’t do it as an 
individual Zoom or connection. So our school didn’t have that platform – Mrs Roberts

I think we’re in a bit of a unique situation given the ‘bring your own device’ program… we couldn’t 
presume that they all had a device – Mr Johannsen

 …technically, you know it says that seesaw is not an approved education departmental thing so we didn’t 
use it – Miss Hemsworth

If we use technology, so I have to get permission – Miss Downey

The participants also use negation to effect in their discussions which demon-
strates the power relations and power inequality between the parties: no, not, didn’t, 
can’t, couldn’t, nothing. As a linguistic entity, negation is employed to express truth 
values on a cline between negation and affirmation (Dahl, 1979; Swart, 2010) and 
often used to express speaker position (Martin & White, 2003). Fairclough stresses 
that the use of negation can be used sincerely, ideologically or manipulatively in 
texts (1989). In this instance, the participants use negation when discussing restric-
tions and permissions sincerely, but with ideological undertones. They share with 
the researchers some of the frustrations they have encountered in not being able to 
do their jobs to the best of their abilities because of restrictions imposed upon them 
from the institution and broader society. These semantic relations between words 
described above often act as systems of classification and function as “unconscious 
instruments of construction” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 241). Participant lexi-
cal choices demonstrate that they are being constructed and classified according to 
Education policy boundaries, even when those boundaries restrict their practice.

Power in discourse is to do with “controlling and constraining the contributions 
of non-powerful participants” (Fairclough, 1989 p. 46). Here the institution is con-
trolling and constraining subject positionings the teachers can occupy in their teach-
ing practice by restricting their access to the students and their families.

Discussion

This study found the participants were knowledgeable and confident in decisions 
they were making in steering their teaching practice during the COVID-19 lockdown 
period. However, the teachers showed a division within themselves with reflections 
of self-doubt when discussing topics that they were unsure about. These reflections 
speak to current societal constructions and discourses – regimes of truth about ‘the 
teacher’ and ‘teaching’. The participants were nervous about saying the wrong thing 
because then they may be further ‘labelled’ and classified as being ‘bad’ teachers.

In learning new ways of communicating, the teachers were working on them-
selves as a form of elaboration of ethical work (Foucault, 1978) in this instance, in 
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building knowledge and expanding their repertoires of knowledge. In addition, they 
were spending time self-reflecting and self-examining aspects of themselves as well 
as aspects of their practice that can be improved upon. Many of the teachers were 
doing this as a form of responsibilisation; they were showing accountability to their 
students, the students’ families and the wider community (Rose, 1999).

Society has classified and named teachers as ‘good’ and ‘bad’ and in so doing 
these subject positions have been normalised. This classification also divides. 
Teachers are under pressure to situate themselves on the right side of this classifi-
cation at the best of times, but during the extreme situation of COVID-19, are now 
under more pressure to be seen as the ‘good’ teacher. Therefore, teachers are push-
ing themselves to learn new skills and ways of communicating in order to live up to 
societal expectation and constructions.

The study found that teachers were collaborating with each other despite the insti-
tutional boundaries. Teachers were working collaboratively because they wanted to 
position themselves and their students in the best light. The participants of this study 
were using capillary power to work collaboratively in order to produce effective/
engaging work for their students. They did this so that results from the inevitable 
future ‘big data testing’, will reflect positively on them and their practice.

Finally, power inequities were found to be evident in the data from this study. 
Power inequities are visible in participants’ linguistic choices demonstrating that the 
teachers recognised and maintained the power differentials in action. Power is not 
only visible from the institution but reflected in social networks between teacher, 
institution, ‘boss’, parent/s, families and larger community – ‘the social networks’ 
(Foucault, 1982, p. 224).

The system of differentiation is layered with differences between: schools – pri-
vate and state – those with access to digital technologies and those without; between 
teachers – those with access to and knowledge of digital technologies and those 
without; between students and families – those with access to and knowledge of 
digital technologies and those without; between students and families – those with 
access to time – those who can sit and work one-on-one with their children and 
those who cannot due to working commitments or family structure. However, even 
with these differentiations in place, the participants of this study showed sophistica-
tion in their practice.

Millions of families around the world have come to realise the importance of 
schooling as a face-to-face endeavour between teacher/facilitator and student and not 
just for childminding purposes. In addition, those families have also been reminded 
that ‘educating’ children is a very difficult venture which requires specialised knowl-
edge and expertise.

Yes, the lockdown and disruption of ‘ordinary’ school days will have an impact 
on students and their learning, both negative and positive, but it is the authors’ senti-
ment, that teachers are more artful at continuing quality education for their students, 
regardless of pitfalls. Society, (particularly the media) needs to be less judgemental 
of teachers and education professionals because, as the data from this limited study 
suggests, our participant educators are sophisticated practitioners who put their stu-
dents’ learning ahead of other concerns. These teachers are following outcomes 
of the report, Through growth to achievement: The report of the review to achieve 



363

1 3

The sophisticated literacy practitioner and the global…

educational excellence in Australian schools, (Australian Government, 2018) as 
discussed on page 5, which goes against the negative discourses about teachers of 
literacy in the broader social environment. The report details recommendations to 
improve school achievement and performance which these teachers have demon-
strated: they use collaborative learning and teaching, they have tried to adjust their 
practices to include personalised learning and teaching based on the child’s needs, 
they have planned collaboratively with fellow colleagues and they have taken part in 
mentoring and giving and receiving feedback.

Conclusion

As a society we need to reposition the constructed ‘teacher’ and the regimes of truth 
about teachers and teaching. This limited study demonstrates that some teachers of 
primary and early years literacy are sophisticated practitioners who are capable of 
fashioning competent teaching and learning opportunities despite institutional barri-
ers and extreme disruptions such as a global pandemic.
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