






LEARNING WHAT You CANNOT SAY:

PUBLIC SCHOOL TEACHERS AND FREE SPEECH,

AN EXPLORATORY QUALITATIVE STUDY

by

JOHN L. HOBEN

B.A., Memorial University, 1995
B. Ed., Memorial University, 1996

L.L.B. University of Western Ontario, 2001
M.Ed., Memorial University, 2006

A dissertation submitted to the
School of Graduate Studies

in partial fulfillment
oftherequirelllents

for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy

Faculty of Education
Memorial University of Newfoundland,

Copyright © John Hoben



Table of Contents
Table of Contents .ii

Supervisory
Committee v

Abstract vi

Acknowledgements vii

1. Introduction: Democracy & Free Speech 1
1.1 Summary & Overview... . 1
1.2 Reclaiming the Idea of Democracy in Education 1
1.3 Why Speech? Education & Expression... .. 8
1.4 Revisiting the Knowledge Factory: Socializing Consumers or Citizens? 16
1.5 Revisiting the Idea of Democracy as Education... . 20
1.6 Research Focus & Aims... . 27
1.7 Conclusion: Assessing the Terrain 32

.. ..39

.. 119

.. 134

. 52

.. 68
.. 81

2. Review of the Literature: Rethinking Democracy in Education 36
2.1 Summary & Overview... . 36
2.2 The Participatory Critical Tradition .36

2.2.1. Introduction: Why Democracy... . 36
2.2.2 Dialogue & Democracy -Creating Communities of Meaning... . 39

2.2.2.1 Dewey, Freire & Illich-Education and Empowerment within
Democratic Learning Communities ...
2.2.2.2 Giroux & Apple: Speech, Contested Publics &
Teachers as Transformative Intellectuals ...
2.2.2.3. Free Speech & Egalitarianism: Towards a Viable
Critique of Liberal Progressive Schooling ..
2.2.2.4.Performativity,Narration&TheSpeakingSubject. ..
2.2.2.5. Imaginative Counter-Publics-The Language of Possibility
& The Language of Critique... .. 93
2.2.6. Summary-Critical Pedagogy, Speech & Empowerment....................... ..101

2.3. Qualitative Studies: Assessing the Gap..... .. 102
2.3.1. Teachers Legal Knowledge and Democratic Education.. . 102
2.3.2. Teacher Attitudinal Dispositions and Democratic Education... . 107
2.3.3. Community Values and Speech... III
2.3.4. Work Autonomy, Pedagogy & The
Organizational Context of Speech ....
2.3.5. Curriculum, Activism and Speech IL.J

2.4. Summary....

3. Methodology: Using Constructivist Grounded Theory to Frame Teacher Insights 160
3.1 Summary & Overview..... . 160
3.2. Introduction... .. 160

3.5. Research Questions .. ...151



3.6.:::>lgnllTlcal/lce DL

3.10. Comparing Explanation and Writing the Theory... .. 175
3.5. Conclusion: Finding Interpretative & Narrative Realities Through Theory 178

4.
4.1 Summarlf& ()verviev,I 183

4.3. Teachers and the Meaning of Free Speech: Overt & Tacit Limitations 187
4.4. Free Speech & Public Knowledge... . .. 191
4.5. Speech and Curriculum .. .. 194
4.6. The Chilling Effect of Censorship..... .. 201
4.7. Confidentiality, Compartmentalization & Speech.... .. 209
4.8. Rights & Duties in Conflict... . . 217
4.9.lnsularity,Selflnterestedness& The Gentle Infringement .. 224
4.10. Conclusion: Freedom & Community...... .. 232

5. The Role of Community & Culture 239
5.1. Summary and Overview.... .. 239
5.2. Introduction: Starting With Culture..... .. 239
5.3. Culture, Talk & Educational Change... .. 240
5.4. School Culture: Leadership & Classroom Talk... .. 245
5.5. Inclusion, Exceptionalities& Parental Pressure... . 253
5.6. School Culture & Community Norms... .. 259
5.7. Power & Community Speech... . 264
5.8. Conclusion: Coordinating Schooling & Community Values 274

6. The Reasonable Limitation As a Disciplinary Norm 278
6.1. Summary & Overview... .. 278
6.2. DisciplinaryPower&Professionalism.. ...279
6.3. Power & Subject Positions... . 282
6.4 Self Censorship & Speech: Proprietary & Integrity... .. 292
6.5. Pragmatic Speech: Politics & Context... .. 300
6.6. Reasonableness,Tolerance&Care... . 308
6.7. Conclusion: Reasonable Limitations-Weighing Values... . 319

7. Conclusion & Implications: Leaving it All At the Schoolhouse Gates? 325
7.1. Summary & Overview... .. 325
7.2. Introduction: Lessons Learned... .. .. 325
7.3. Study Limitations... .. 330
7.4. Teacher Uncertainty Over Rights... .. 331
7.5. Teacher Reluctance to Exercise or Invoke Legal Rights... .. 335
7.6. Teacher Professionalism & Democratic Ideals... .. 339

7.9. Recommendations & Implications ...
7.10. Conclusion: Speech&theFutureofDemocraticSchooling

. .351
.........355

iii



Bibliography 362

Appendices 390
Appendix A-Sample Interview Questions.. . 390
Appendix B-Sample Letter of Informed Consent (Interview Session) .. 392
Appendix C-Sample Letter of Informed Consent (Focus Group Session)... . 393
Appendix D-Participant Recruitment Advertisement... . 394
Appendix E-Ethics Approval from ICEHR... . 395

iv



Supervisory Committee

Learning What You Cannot Say:
Public School Teachers and Free Speech,

An Exploratory Qualitative Study

by

© John L. Hoben

Supervisory Committee

Dr. Elizabeth Yeoman, (Professor, Faculty of Education)
Supervisor

Dr. Rosonna Marie-Claire Tite, (Professor, Faculty Education)
Committee Member

Dr. Andrea Rose, (Professor, Faculty of Education)
Committee Member

Dr. John Scott, (Honorary Research Professor, Department of Philosophy)
Committee Member



Learning What You Cannot Say: Public School Teachers and
Free Speech, An Exploratory Qualitative Study

This thesis examines the impact of teacher perceptions of free speech on teacher
identity and school cultures. Based on interviews with twenty-two teachers in
Newfoundland and Labrador, the research explores how perceptions of free speech
influence teachers' understanding and performance of their professional identities.
Results suggest that teachers are uncertain about the nature and meaning of free speech
and that this has a detrimental impact on teaching and learning as well as their ability to
participate in school governance initiatives.

Informed by critical, democratic theories of education, the study explores
demands faced by teachers as employees who are also professionals. Participants
described a type of professionalism that was rooted in service, obedience and compliance
and, which, along with the notion of the reasonable limitation, acted as a disciplinary
norm. Significantly, when talking about free speech most teachers emphasized the
importance of learning what one cannot say. More specifically, many teachers
commenced their exploration of the concept of free speech by focusing on the notion ofa
reasonable limitation rather than considering the nature and existence of any right.
Teachers treated free speech in the workplace as more of a privilege than a right and
expressed great reluctance about speaking critically in the public sphere where their
views could contribute to an informed public dialogue about contemporary educational
issues.

Free speech, participants suggest, rather than being speech without limits, is the
ability to express oneself with minimal administrative interference and often within the
context ofa "troubled agency". The latter results when teachers are forced to contest
professional identities in school systems whose objectives are sometimes at odds with the
best interests of students. Between the poles of speech and silence a broad range of
speech practices and conceptions of free speech exist. Collectively, these findings suggest
a need for further research as well as a renewed emphasis on the democratic role of
public schooling within professional associations, teacher-education programs and
schools themselves.
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Chapter 1: Introduction: Education & Free Speech

1.1. Summary & Overview

This Chapter explores the meaning of free speech as it relates to the public

schooling context. I describe a well publicized incident of censorship and its effects on

the cultural climate within Newfoundland and Labrador"s schools. I begin to examine the

implications of teachers' perception of their employment role in light of public

schooling's democratic function. Often neglected aspects of speech are discussed,

including the relevance of personal expression as a form of social speech closely tied to

identity formation. I argue that creating forms of expression which are intimately

connected to local spaces and democratic learning communities centered on creativity,

caring and ecological sustainability is key to a critical democratic socialiability.

1.2. Reclaiming the Idea of Democracy in Education

"Language is no longer linked to the knowing of things, but to men's freedom."
(Foucault in Emerson, 1983, p. 245)

"The conception of education as a social process and function" says John Dewey

(2005) "has no definite meaning until we define the kind of society we have in mind" (p.

202). All teaching and learning is, in some respects, localized and historical.

Newfoundland culture is one with deep, longstanding, connections to language:

Newfoundlanders share a cultural identity marked by a rich, imaginative tradition of

storytelling, song, and folklore told in dialects which, like the stories and the people

themselves are closely tied to a sense of home, community and place. Indeed, if we take

seriously Wittgenstein's dictum that, "the meaning ofa word is its use in the language"

(Wittgenstein in Atkinson, 2008, p. 229), then the ability to use language creatively is an



important, even vital part, of the construction of public knowledge. Given such a critical

framework, education is a mode of living which is concerned with human knowing and

learning for the purpose of adaptation and growth within social communities (Dewey,

1963,2005). Expression forms the primary mode of social interaction: it is the means

through which teachers and students, not only present themselves-but also the primary

mode of educational activity-the medium of teaching and learning itself (Freire, 1970,

2007).

Free expression deals intimately with the relationship between the speaker, speech

and those actual or potential listeners who belong to a public culture governed by laws,

norms and ideals. This is a type of speech which is often ignored or neglected by liberal

rights discourse, but it is also one which can be deeply transformative, and, hence,

political. As Eisner (2002) notes, expression reminds us that, "personal signature is

important and that answers to questions and problems need not be identical" (p. 197).

Expression, like culture, is concerned with the particular: how a situated subject makes

meaning. from the world in which s/he lives. Expression creates the bonds of

community, in the form oflanguage and institutions though which we communicate our

social expectations and shared notions of consequence.

[n Newfoundland and Labrador, the shared legacy of colonialism, the ecological

catastrophe ofa failed fishery, years of turmoil and scandal in the Church, the end of the

denominational educational system, and the challenges raised by economics and

geographical isolation mean that what is at stake is not only individual rights but the

future of communities. Effective education within such an historical context is about

community building: about giving students the opportunity to explore who they are so



they can use the knowledge they are given to bridge divides between past and present to

explore the intimidating, or even threatening world outside of their community. These

tensions between the local and the global, the modern and the premodern are even more

salient as we become aware of the need to develop models of education which build

human relationships from the ground up-as a means of developing strong democracies

and ecologically sustainable communities.

This qualitative study grew out ofa recognition of the complex problems faced by

teachers working in increasingly centralized, intensified school environments. As a

sessional instructor in a Faculty of Education [ often heard teachers speak of their

reluctance to express their views regarding educational problems. Despite a desire to

participate in public educational forums regarding problems arising from school

consolidations or closures, changes in curriculum or policy. On a personal level, I have

worked as both a teacher and a lawyer, bringing a unique perspective to these issues. My

father, my mother, my uncle and many of their closest friends were teachers-most in

rural areas of the Province-where the school is seen as an integral part of community

social life.

Growing up during the time of the moratorium, I saw rural communities face

enormous ecological and social challenges which forced those living in them to ask often

difficult questions about who they were and what was it about rural life which made such

intense commitments worthwhile. The abrupt closure of the fishery was a catastrophic

event for isolated communities in which it was the major-and often only- source of

employment (Cadigan, 2009; Scott, 1993). While one response to the crisis was

government sponsored retraining, rural people faced an identity crisis, since many did not



want to leave their homes, and the new futures offered by formal schooling were often

tied to the grim reality of leaving a culture and a way of life which was for many the only

one they had ever known.

For me, as for many people, teachers played a special role in relating formal

schooling to the lives of those within the community. Rural teachers were often capable

of bringing the curriculum to life because many of them grew up in the communities in

which they taught. They represented a convivial aspect of teaching and learning whereby

a teacher was seen as more than a set of skills or a body of substantive knowledge which

they carried under their arms like a bundle of books. They were a part of a broader

community culture which animated the school and brought it to life.

Schooling ofa different kind, of course, played a role in the moratorium. Many

fishers and plant workers were retrained for jobs which often did not materialize, though

many learned basic literacy, academic, and technical skills. It was, in many ways, a type

of education which, from where I stood, seemed like a last resort, a palliative treatment

for those with a dire prognosis-fatal attachment to place. Of course, some people did

move away, although many more stayed-the young among them. But communities

changed. In many cases, they were consolidated in a type of resettlement by attrition; this

was done by many means including simple population decline and the consolidation of

public services.

This of course, included schools. For many people, the loss of the school was

about much more than missed curricular activities and the dangers oflong drives on icy

winter highways. The school was, and remains, a hallmark of a viable community, a vital

part of the community's social life, as schools, like churches, are places where sports are



played, assemblies and award nights hosted, and seasonal concerts of all types--often

involving local talents-performed. The prospect of losing one's school represents a

severing of the community bond, a break, and a discontinuity with this tradition of

homegrown teachers which perhaps reassured the community that it could grow into the

school, rather than seeing the school as something branded on the body of the community

and its social life.

But even more than an end to conviviality, the end of the community school also

raises the problem of community leadership. [n many small communities teachers plays a

strong role in community organizations and local politics, yet quite often they are

conspicuously absent from campaigns to save neighborhood schools. This was also the

case in my own community. In fact, after hearing about the rumored closure of our old

high school [ remember asking a friend if the community was going to band together to

try and stop this from happening. His response was something along the lines of "well,

the teachers don't care, they aren't doing anything, so why should anybody else?" That

response bothered me. Mostly because I knew that many teachers felt that they were not

allowed to speak out publicly against the closure.

For this reason local teachers stayed away from public meetings on the issue,

resorted to having family members write editorials, or passed on secret communiques to

parents and friends. While our school survived, thanks mainly to the efforts of

community members, my friend's comment stuck with me. It was a case where a forced

silence had been taken to mean something which those who had been silenced deeply

disagreed with. There seemed to be something tragic and contrary to the way community

schooling worked in that-indeed, something deeply at odds with the basic ideals of



democracy itself. This was an event which hinted, perhaps, at "the traditions of silence,

and [the] deep unwillingness to communicate on real issues which divide us" (Scott.

1993, p. 236).

Much later when the Avalon East incident garnered public attention, I was again

struck by the seeming injustice of what went on. In January 2006 Mario Simon and James

Dinn, two teachers from the Avalon East school district in Newfoundland, were

suspended one week without pay for remarks made at a NLTA workshop on teacher

stress related to the absence of resources for classroom teaching and substandard

professional development. I Ironically, one of the members had criticized the board for

ignoring teacher concerns and for creating a climate where "teachers feel they cannot

speak out on matters affecting them and fear addressing those issues with the board,,2.

The teachers' public remarks were deemed by Darrin King, the Director of the District, to

be "insubordinate" and "derogatory".) Only after intense public pressure and the threat

of protests were the suspensions lifted.

Despite the fact that the disciplinary measures facing the teachers were later

rescinded, many teachers expressed disbelief at the heavy handed nature of such

sanctions imposed for the expression of honestly held beliefs. Moreover, teachers also

expressed uncertainty regarding the limits of permissible speech, and, as a result,

expressed a reluctance to make even general public statements regarding educational

issues. Indeed, during the course of that dispute teachers were advised by their own

association that "it would not be advisable for teachers to participate in any form of

I "No Tales Out of School", The Telegram, Saturday, November 3, 2007, p. A.I.
2 "No Suspensions for Teachers", The Telegram, Tuesday, January 17,2006, p. A. I.
3"StJohn'steachersreceive suspension notice" The Western Star, Thursday, January 12,2006,p.4.
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