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ABSTRACT

This study sought to explore Bahraini teachers’ beliefs about teaching and
learning as they related to their daily work and their interactions with the
contexts in which they worked and lived so as to construct a deeper
understanding of their professionalism. It particularly investigated the effects of
contextual factors, in light of the recent educational reform initiatives in Bahrain,
on the professional lives of practicing Bahraini school English language
teachers who completed a Post Graduate Diploma in Education (PGDE) at
Bahrain Teachers College (BTC) between 2008 and 2012. Research data were
collected through face-to-face semi-structured in-depth interviews with twelve
teachers in the primary, intermediate and secondary schools, whose

experiences ranged between four to ten years at the time of the interviews.

The research revealed that the teachers’ professional lives were influenced by
three main contextual factors: intensification of teachers’ work, marginality of
teachers and control in education. These factors were found to be complex as
they were not only influenced by the educational system and the environment in
which the teachers worked and lived but also by personality issues. Hence,
although these factors significantly impacted upon the teachers’ professional
autonomy and commitment, created moral dilemmas for them, and brought with
them the question of what it means to be a teacher under increasing scrutiny,
the findings showed that the consequences of these factors on the teachers’
professionalism varied from teacher to teacher and from context to context,
emphasising that this impact was largely mediated by the teachers’ values and

sense of professional identity.

The study highlights the situated nature of teachers’ beliefs and the importance
of considering teachers’ professional identities, values and moral purposes in
any educational reform attempts that aim to improve teacher practice. This
study also has implications for teacher beliefs and knowledge, teacher

professionalism, and teacher education.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

Teaching today takes place in a world that is characterised by speed, rapid
change, compression of time, complexity, instability and uncertainty
(Hargreaves, 1994; Day, 1999). In today’s rapidly changing educational
landscape, change for teachers does not seem to be optional as today’s global
society ‘requires political, organizational, economic, social and personal
flexibility and responsiveness’ (Day, 1999: 8). This situation can pose great
problems and even ‘threats’ to teachers as it creates ‘accelerated change,
innovation overload and intensification in teachers’ work’ (Hargreaves, 1994: 9).
In this contemporary time, it is argued, the world cannot be understood by
appeal to ‘one over-arching system of knowledge’ (Burr, 1995: 9). As a
consequence, the knowledge base of teaching is increasing and changing fast,
making it almost unavoidable for teachers to adapt in order to stay even
(Prensky, 2010).

Within this context, teachers are grappling with many issues in their profession
within school environments that are increasingly demanding and more
bureaucratically controlled (Day, 1999). Pressures have been mounted on
teachers to change in order to meet the new demands of the contemporary
world. Educational reforms have been initiated by governments in many
countries around the world with the intension of improving standards of teaching
and learning and raising the competency levels of teachers and students to
enable them to cope with the unsettling political, economic, social, and personal

circumstances of today’s society (Day and Smethem, 2009).

These societal changes seem to have influenced life within the Kingdom of
Bahrain, where this study takes place. This phenomenon is characterised by
diversification of Bahraini society, a shift from primary reliance on public
(government) employment to extension of work opportunities into the private
sector, increased use of information and communication technology, as well as
greater reliance on English language in international communication networks

(Bahrain’s Education Reform, 2006 in PGDE Concept Paper, 2013). Such
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transformations have raised the imperative for the Kingdom to maximise its
most valuable asset — its human resource by developing ‘a flexible workforce
within a populace of problem solvers, who value society over self and exhibit
passion in working toward the greater good of all Bahrainis’ (PGDE Concept
Paper, 2013: 1).

Central to this enterprise are English teaching and English language teachers.
There is consequently increasing demand in Bahrain for competent English
teachers and for more effective approaches to their preparation and
professional development. There is increasing demand for teacher education in
the country to broaden its output from developing a teaching cadre that is
mainly competent in delivering subject matter knowledge to encompassing new
objectives (PGDE Concept Paper, 2013). This ‘paradigm shift’ required from
Bahraini teacher educators to redefine their goals to prepare school teachers
with a commitment to developing learners who are able to be adaptive to
changing economic and social needs as well as value life-long learning
(Bahrain’s Education Reform, 2006 in PGDE Concept Paper, 2013). Following
the recent trends in language teacher education, which began to shift towards
sociocultural epistemologies (Johnson, 2009a), language teacher education
programmes in Bahrain have pledged to give emphasis to the cognitive,
physical, social, emotional and spiritual development of teachers to prepare
them to take up productive roles in furthering Bahrain society through the

education of its young people (PGDE Concept Paper, 2013).

This study looks into Bahraini teachers’ beliefs regarding the effects of these
reform mandates in education in Bahrain and the context in which they are

supposed to be implemented on the teachers’ lives and professionalism.

1.2 Significance of the Research

Although there has been a growing number of studies that addressed language
teachers’ beliefs as related to their work and lives in second language teacher
education in the last two decades or so (see Borg, 2003; 2006; Barnard and
Burns, 2012), there seems to be little known about practicing EFL teachers’

beliefs (i.e. those teachers who have completed their initial training and work in
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classrooms), whether novice or experienced (Borg, 2009a; Borg, 2011), about
their professionalism and contextual factors, particularly in changing times (i.e.
in the context of educational reforms). In terms of the contexts in which the work
on what teachers think, know and believe has been conducted, Borg (2009)
argues that there has been a number of studies that have emerged from the
United States, the United Kingdom and Australia, where English is taught as a
second language (ESL). However, he claims that there remain many L2
education contexts where the study of the beliefs of teachers of English as a
foreign language (EFL) has yet to make an impression. Additionally, Johnston
et al. (2005) claim that there is a paucity of research on how contexts impact
upon the beliefs and experiences of in-service teachers who have enrolled in
educational programmes, particularly in relation to the contested notion of

professionalism and the teacher’s identity as a professional.

As far as the context of the study is concerned, there has been a scarcity of
research which looked into Bahraini school English language teachers’ beliefs
regarding the impact of contexts and reforms on their professional lives. In this
regard, Kirk (2012) conducted a study on Bahraini teachers which aimed to
explore teachers’ views about how recent political, social and educational
reform changes impacted upon teacher education in Bahrain. He encourages
more research on teachers’ lives in Bahrain because of the recent educational
and political reforms which endeavoured ‘to address many social and economic

inequalities that exist’ in the Bahraini society (Kirk, 2012).

Hence, this study seeks to redress this gap in the literature by exploring
teachers’ beliefs about the impact of educational reforms on their work, lives
and professionalism. In particular, it focused on the Bahraini, government
school, practicing, English language teachers who completed a Post-Graduate
Diploma in Education (PGDE) course between the years 2008 and 2012 at
Bahrain Teachers College (BTC). The reason why these teachers were
specifically chosen for this study was that the PGDE course they did was part of
wider educational reform initiatives in Bahrain that aimed to reenergize and

redirect teachers’ practice in the country (see the Context Chapter). Therefore,
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studying the context in which these reforms are being implemented and their
impact upon the teachers, though the eyes of the teachers’ themselves, might
enable us to see how the recent reforms in Bahrain aligned with the teachers’
subsequent experiences in schools and what might be needed for a more
effective implementation of these reforms. This study intends to make a
contribution to the body of literature on teacher beliefs and knowledge, teacher

professionalism, educational reforms, and teacher education.

1.3 Research Aims and Questions

This study seeks to explore Bahraini school practicing English language
teachers’ beliefs about teaching and learning in the context of new educational

reform initiatives in Bahrain. It poses two questions:

1) What are the beliefs of Bahraini English language teachers who
completed a PGDE course at the BTC between 2008 and 2012
regarding the impact of new educational reforms on their lives and

their professionalism?
2) How do these beliefs impact upon the teachers’ professionalism?

In this research, the teachers’ beliefs regarding the impact of the new
educational reforms on their lives and professionalism are considered to be
primarily shaped by contextual factors (see the Theoretical Framework in
Chapter 3). Contextual factors are defined as factors ‘which act as resources,
constraints, and direct influences on teaching and learning’ such as ‘rules,
facilities, values, expectations, and personal backgrounds’ (Posner, 1985: 2, in
Richards, 1998: 12). My view of ‘impact’ refers to the reactions and feelings
(Kirkpatric and Kirkpatrick, 2006 in Borg, 2009b) of the teachers towards the
contexts in which they are supposed to implement the new educational reforms
in Bahrain after at least one year from being exposed to these reforms in the
PGDE course, and the effect of these reactions and feelings on their
professionalism at the time of collecting the data. A comprehensive discussion

and definitions of the two key constructs in my research guestions above,
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namely, professionalism and teachers’ beliefs, will be provided in the Literature

Review Chapter.

While | recognize that other voices play a role in what goes on in education,
teacher voice takes central stage in this study because it can have an impact on
practices for others like students. Indeed, Johnson and Golombek (2011:
preface) argue that focusing on teachers can serve the interests of students as
well, because ‘teacher professional development, it is commonly argued, is the
key to improving the quality of student learning, the ultimate goal of any
educational enterprise’. In addition to this, discussing teachers’ views can
provide insights for those involved in curricular reform and teacher education
into what might be needed to resolve the possible conflicts that might arise
between teachers’ beliefs and the contexts of their work and might hinder an

effective implementation of reforms in Bahrain.

1.4 Organization of the Thesis

Following this introductory chapter, the second chapter discusses the historical,
social, political, and educational contexts of Bahrain where the current study
took place. It also outlines the structure and organization of education in the
government schools, the kinds of English language courses taught in these
schools, and the PGDE course that the teachers participating in this research
did at Bahrain Teachers’ Collage. Chapter Three (Literature Review) provides
an overview of the two main constructs in my research questions, namely,
professionalism and teachers’ beliefs, by discussing and defining them, and
reviewing key studies relevant to each one of them. It also discusses the
theoretical framework that was used by this research to explore the teachers’
beliefs about teaching and learning in order to provide a theoretical justification
for the research reported and analysed in my thesis. Next, Chapter Four
(Methodology) aims to show how | conducted the research and answered the
research questions. It describes the underlying paradigm, methods of the
research design and the processes of data collection and analysis adopted by
the research. It also discusses the research quality, ethical dimension and

limitations.
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In Chapter Five (Data Presentation and Analysis), | reflect on the research data
to determine the contextual factors that impacted upon the teachers’ beliefs
about their work, lives and professionalism under the new reform initiatives in
Bahrain in order to answer the two research questions. | argue that the
contextual factors that the teachers thought impacted upon their work and lives
were: intensification of teachers’ work, marginality of teachers, and control in
education. After that, in Chapter Six (Discussion of the Results), | consider
these contextual factors in light of the wider literature in the field of teacher
education, both in mainstream and second language teacher education (SLTE).
This chapter also discusses what might be the dominant factor in the teachers’
lives that mediated their professionalism and offers insights into what might be
needed for enhanced teacher professionalism.

Finally, Chapter Seven (Conclusion) summarizes the key findings that emerged
from my thesis to directly address the research questions. In addition, it
explores the pedagogical implications of my findings in terms of how these can
feed back into my local situation and inform professional practice, and what
might be recommended for a more effective implementation of reforms in
Bahrain. It also discusses how the findings can contribute to a deeper
understanding of the notion of teacher professionalism, outlines the limitations
of the study, puts forward some suggestions for further research and concludes
with a reflection on my own learning from the research and how it might affect

my practice in the future.
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CHAPTER 2: CONTEXTUAL BACKGROUND

2.1 Introduction

This chapter discusses the historical, social, political, and educational contexts
of Bahrain where the current study takes place to help others better understand
the research and how I arrived at my conclusions. It consists of four sections.
The first section will provide a brief history about the country and its recent
educational and political reforms. The second section will outline the structure
and organization of education in government schools. The third section will
discuss the state of English language teaching in government schools and the
kinds of materials used in teaching. The fourth and final section will concentrate
on teacher education programmes in Bahrain, particularly the PGDE course that
the participants did at Bahrain Teachers College.

2.2 A Brief History of Bahrain

The Kingdom of Bahrain is an archipelago consisting of 33 islands, the largest
and most inhabited of which is the island of Bahrain. Bahrain, which is literally
translated as ‘two seas’, is one of the most densely populated countries in the
world, with a total landmass of 760 square kilometres. To the southeast of
Bahrain is the State of Qatar, and to its west lies the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia,

with which it is connected by a 25 kilometre causeway.

According to the latest census, the total number of people residing in Bahrain as
to the year 2010 was 1,234,571. Of these, 568,399 were Bahraini citizens
(46%) and 666,172 were expatriates (54%). Of the total population of Bahrain,
70% were Muslim, while the remaining 30% were Christian, Hindu, Sikh, Jewish
or followers of other faiths (GoB Census, 2010). The official language in Bahrain
is Arabic, but English is used on a large scale in various business fields
(Ministry of Education, 2008).

Bahrain became a British protectorate in 1861 until it declared independence on
15 August 1971, following the withdrawal of the British troops that were
stationed on the island since 1861 (Leonard, 2013). It joined the United Nations

(UN) and the League of Arab States upon independence in 1971. It is also a
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member of the Gulf States of the Cooperation Council (GCC), which also
includes Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates, Oman, and
Yemen. The GCC was established in 1981 as a forum for coordinating policies
in various areas, including security and economic development (Ramazani and
Kechichian, 1988). Formerly a state, Bahrain was transformed into a Kingdom

in 2002 when a new constitution was enacted.

In 2008, a comprehensive economic project for Bahrain, formally called the
Economic Vision 2030, was launched by the government and aimed to develop
economy and society over the period between the years 2008 and 2030. The
development plan pledges to improve the Bahrainis’ standards of living as well
as reform the government, education, health sectors, increase privatization, and
enhance the quality of life in Bahrain (Economic Vision 2030, 2008). This shift
towards privatization and diversification has been characterized by an increased
use of information technology and greater reliance on the English language in
international communication networks (PGDE Concept paper, 2013).

In the education sector, Bahrain Vision 2030 aims to invest in education and
training to provide ‘every citizen with educational opportunities appropriate to
their individual needs, aspirations and abilities’ (UNESCO-IBE, 2011: 3) as well
as to ‘realise the full potential of all [young Bahrainis] who are joining the
workforce’ (Economic Vision 2030, 2008). As it is the responsible body for the
administration of public education in Bahrain, the Ministry of Education (MOE) is
the official authority responsible for executing the Bahrain Vision 2030
educational plan through directing the educational system at all levels and

drawing up training programmes.

To ensure that education in Bahrain schools is congruent with Bahrain Vision
2030 as well as the current developments in education around the world, a
Quiality Assurance Authority for Education and Training (QAAET) was set up in
2008. The QAAET is said to be an independent national body that is supervised
by the Council of Ministers. It aims to review and assess the quality of the
performance of the education and training institutions in Bahrain, publishing
reports about the general status of education and training in the Kingdom,

17



identifying areas of strengths and areas in need for improvement in education
and training, and finally, collaborating with regional and international
organisations to facilitate the quality assurance processes and the international
transfer and exchange of information (UNESCO-IBE, 2011).

Politically, the Kingdom of Bahrain was rocked by a large-scale civil and political
unrest at the beginning of the year 2011 (Kirk, 2012). As a result of these
political developments, the government of Bahrain recognized the need for
addressing ‘the social and economic imbalances’ in the Bahraini society that
might have triggered the unrest (Kirk, 2012). Therefore, it initiated a national
dialogue that aimed at unifying the country, reforming the government and
allowing normalcy to return. According to Kirk (2012: 1), the ‘national dialogue
instituted by the Government of Bahrain have, in the light of the recent unrest,
shaped educational reform and teacher education which have now become part

of wider policy shifts, linking national economic and social development’.

2.3 Structure and Organization of Education in Bahrain

Given that this study focuses on the beliefs of government school teachers in
Bahrain, this section will only outline, in brief, the structure and organization of
education in government schools. In Bahrain government schools, boys and
girls attend separate schools with teaching staff of the same gender. Because
of staff shortages in male teachers at primary schools, however, a growing
number of boys schools have been managed by women since the academic
year 2003/04 (Ministry of Education, 2008). Education in government schools is
free of charge and basic education (the first nine years of schooling) has
recently been made compulsory for children aged between 6 to 14 years old
(UNESCO-IBE, 2011). Arabic is the medium of instruction in government
schools while the English language is taught as a subject class starting from

Grade One (Directorate of Curriculum, 2006).

As shown in Figure 1 below (adapted from Ministry of Education, 2008:20), the
education in government schools in Bahrain is divided into four cycles: Primary
(Cycles 1 & 2), Intermediate (Cycle 3) and Secondary (Cycle 4). The Primary

Education Cycles target children aged between 6 — 11 years while the
18



Intermediate Cycle caters to pupils whose ages range between 12 — 13 years
old. After finishing these stages, pupils move to the Secondary Education Cycle
where they choose from different curricula, such as the Unified Tracks (which
includes Science, Literary, and Commercial), or the Technical Track (UNESCO-
IBE, 2011). School time starts at 7:00 in the morning and finishes at 13:15 in the
afternoon for Primary and Intermediate levels, while the timing for the
Secondary level has recently been extended one hour (i.e. till 14:15) in line with
the new educational reforms in Bahrain. Starting from the academic year
2014/2015, school time for the Intermediate level will also be extended one

hour.
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FIGURE 1: Structure and Organization of Education in Bahrain
2.4 English Language Teaching in Government Schools

In this section, | will briefly discuss the state of the English language teaching in
government schools in Bahrain along with the materials used in teaching and
the expected outcomes of the English courses. The aim of this discussion is to
give an idea about the expected accountabilities that teachers have to meet in

their job in light of the new reform initiatives.
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2.4.1 Primary Education (Cycles 1 and 2)

In addition to introducing English as an essential subject in Primary Education in
the past few years, the MOE has introduced a Guided Reading Programme
(GRP) in an effort to improve the English language proficiency level of
government school students. The main aim of the GRP is to develop
independent and silent readers who have a love for reading English stories and
books (Directorate of Curricula, 2011).

The weekly timetable of a primary school pupil includes 5 periods (each period
lasts for 50 minutes) for the English language subject. Children in Grades 1 and
2 study the textbook series Happy House by Maidment and Roberts (2008) and
those in Grade 3 do the Happy Street textbook by the same authors. The
English education in Primary Cycle 1 aims to enable pupils to learn English in
chunks through play and other enjoyable activities, such as songs (See
Appendix 1, for lists of specific materials and objectives for Cycle 1).

In Primary Cycle 2, students start to be injected with linguistic structures in
small doses. These structures are embedded in the Reading and Listening
components and practiced through the Speaking and Writing components. The
course book that the pupils work on at this stage is called Back Pack by Herrera
et al. (2009) (See Appendix 2, for lists of specific materials and objectives for
Cycle 2).

2.4.2 Intermediate Education (Cycles 3)

Intermediate Education is an important stage in the pupils’ educational lives as
it prepares them to choose from a variety of disciplines in Secondary Education.
At this stage, the focus on the four language skills (i.e. Listening, Speaking,
Reading and Writing) in the English subject is more intensified although the
same amount of time is maintained for each studying week (i.e. 5 periods). The
books Upstream by Evans and Dooley (2008) are used for all the three grades
at this stage (i.e. 7 — 9). English Education in Intermediate Cycle 3 builds on the

content in Cycle 2 by introducing more sophisticated linguistic and social
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activities and emphasizing the four language skills. (See Appendix 3, for lists of
specific materials and objectives for Cycle 3).

2.4.3 Secondary Education (Cycles 4)

Secondary Education aims to prepare students for Higher Education as well as
life in general by providing students with ‘vocational training’, ‘values’ and
‘knowledge’ about ‘scientific trends’ in order for them to become ‘productive
members’ in the Bahraini Society (Ministry of Education, 2008). Based on a
credit-hour system, students who choose to do the Unified Track have to do 12
core courses in English and other 5 optional ones, while those involved in the
Technical Track do only 10 core courses in English.

Secondary English education aims to enable students to analyse, synthesize
and apply into practice the language communicative skills and knowledge they
acquired in Primary and Intermediate education, and helps them develop a
competency in English so that they can access literature relevant to their study

fields in Higher Education.

The books that are used to deliver these courses are the following: (1)
Opportunities by Harris et al. (2005), (2) Business Goals by Knight et al. (2011),
(3) Flights of Fancy by Koh and Holmberg (2010), (4) Cover to Cover by Day
and Yamanaka (2009), (5) Elective Academic Writing by Savage and Shafiei
(2009), and (6) Introduction to Academic Writing by Oshima and Hogue (1997).
Each course of these is worth 4 credit-hours, which means that students do four
50-minute periods every week for each course (See Appendix 4, for lists of

specific materials and objectives for Cycle 4).

2.5 Teacher Education for English Teachers in Bahrain

An important part of the Bahrain Vision 2030 educational plan was the
establishment of Bahrain Teachers College (BTC) in 2008 by the Government
of Bahrain with the mandate of preparing teachers, educational administrators,
and other specialists (Ministry of Education, 2008). The college, which is
administered by the Ministry of Education, is the only educational body that

provides teacher preparation programmes in the tiny island. Among the many
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courses that the college offers are the Bachelor degree in Education (B.Ed)
programme and the Post-Graduate Diploma in Education (PGDE) programme.

The present study concentrated on the beliefs of PGDE graduates who were
teaching English at government schools at the time of the study. The PGDE is a
full-time intensive10-month course that is divided into two semesters. According
to the PGDE Concept Paper (2013), the programme was designed by the
National Institute of Education (NIE) of the Nanyan Technological University of
Singapore to prepare effective subject specialist teachers in post-primary
schools (i.e. Cycles 3 & 4) in a variety of subjects such as Arabic, English,
Mathematics, and Science. However, it is not uncommon that PGDE graduates
are assigned to teach at the primary level after their completion of the
programme, probably because of shortages in teachers at primary schools,
particularly in male primary schools as | pointed out earlier in this chapter.

Specifically, the purpose of the PGDE programme is to prepare teachers who
demonstrate ‘core personal and professional knowledge, skills and values’
appropriate for appointment within the teaching cadre of the Ministry of
Education in the Kingdom of Bahrain. The programme engages teacher
candidates in a range of teaching-learning strategies such as lecture, tutorial,
group work, role play, interactive communication technology, project work,
micro-teaching, peer-coaching, behavioural analysis, field work, and self-
reflection (PGDE Concept Paper, 2013: 5). It includes two practicum periods,
one in each semester (25 days and 50 days respectively) to enable teacher
students to apply the knowledge and skills they gained in the programme into
the classroom. Teacher candidates are expected to demonstrate competence in
two main areas: (1) planning, teaching and evaluation; and (2) personal and
professional quality outcomes (see Appendix 5, for more details about the

specific objectives of the programme).

The PGDE teacher candidate (graduating with one teaching specialism) has to
complete 33 credit hours of study. There are four key components in the
programme: Education Studies, Curriculum Studies, Studies in Communication
for Educators, and Professional Practice (applied studies). (The relative

22



proportion of the programme components are shown in Appendix 6). The
Education Studies (i.e. Societal Context of Schooling, Adolescent Learners and
Psychology of Learning, Managing Learning, Information and Communication
Technology for Teaching and Learning) and Studies in Communication for
Educators (i.e. English for Educators) are taken by all candidates regardless of
their subject study. However, each specialization incorporates study of a series
of three specialized courses (Curriculum Studies) that prepare participants to
teach only in that specialization. For example, PGDE participants who do the
subject of English have to do courses that train them to teach English only after
their graduation, such as teaching Reading in English (Teaching & Learning in
Specialism 1), teaching Writing in English (Teaching & Learning in Specialism
2), and teaching Speaking and Listening in English (Teaching & Learning in

Specialism 3).

The PGDE targets Bahraini teachers who have been recruited by the Ministry of
Education, who already possess a post-secondary credential (i.e. a Bachelor
degree, which is the minimum requirement degree for employment in the MOE),
who have no teacher training qualifications, and who have some or no
experience in the MOE classroom. PGDE participants who already have started
teaching in the MOE classroom but do not hold any teacher training qualification
get a release time from their work to attend the programme as an in-service
course, alongside the pre-service new MOE recruits who have never taught in
the MOE classroom. The current study focused on the beliefs of practicing
English language teachers who completed the PGDE in the subject of English
as an in-service programme and were teaching English only in their schools. All
of the participants in the research held at least a Bachelor degree in English
Language plus a minor specialization in Translation, Information Technology,
American Studies or French before they were recruited by the Ministry of
Educat