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Abstract

Liberal Studies is a compulsory subject under the New Senior Secondary
curriculum, which aims at promoting critical thinking and cultivating
students to be active citizens in the future. Using Danielewicz’s pedagogy
for identity development as the framework, this study aims to identify the
tension and negotiation experienced by pre-service Liberal Studies
teachers amid the heightened political atmosphere in Hong Kong.
Through engaging in dialogues of inquiry with the interviewees, it was
found that student-teachers generally faced the challenges of classroom
misbehaviour and the decline of criticality among secondary school
students. In light of the enquiry-based and cross-disciplinary nature of
Liberal Studies, the pre-service teachers were able to devise various
strategies to negotiate with the challenges, including the use of
questioning skills and reflexive practices to improve teaching. Moreover,
it was discovered that the integrity of teacher lay in the capacity to
connect with students, both within and beyond lesson time, which
ultimately affirmed the indiscernibility and emotional infusion of

teaching.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

Liberal Studies is a compulsory subject under the New Senior Secondary (NSS)
curriculum, which aims at promoting critical thinking and cultivating positive values
among students, enabling them to become active citizens in the society (CDC and
HKEAA, 2015). Nevertheless, the promulgation of Liberal Studies has not met
without criticisms and controversies. Legislator Regina Ip Lau Suk-yee criticized the
subject for being too focused on discussing topical events, lacking theoretical support
as the over-arching theme for the curriculum. She called for a reversion of the subject
back to an elective — as it was in the Hong Kong Advanced Level Examination
(HKALE) syllabus (SCMP, 31% January, 2014). Meanwhile, another lawmaker
Priscilla Leung Mei-fun lamented the subject for its emphasis on political events,
which underlies an instillation of anti-Chinese mindset among secondary school
students. She then advocated the substitution of the subject with Chinese History

(Yeung, 15" July, 2015).

Departing from the conventional knowledge-based approach to teaching, Liberal
Studies is taught with an issue-based approach, which involves the discussion of
social issues from various perspectives, hoping to achieve a more comprehensive
understanding of society before stating their stances with justifications. From a
broader perspective, Liberal Studies also marked the watershed of the paradigm shift
towards knowledge-based societies and life-long learning. Liberal Studies teachers are
then assumed a greater role in developing critical thinking and reasoning skills among

students through a cross-disciplinary curriculum.

Given the novelty of Liberal Studies as a compulsory subject and its specificity in
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Hong Kong education system, the amount of literature devoted to this area has been
minimal; among the available studies, the majority tend either to focus on the macro
level, addressing the area to the broader narratives of education policies and
curriculum studies (see e.g. Fung and Yip, 2010; Cheung and Leung, 1998), or to
discuss the topic with reference to political transition and post-colonialism (see e.g.
Morris and Chan, 1997). Studies on the micro level, particularly at Liberal Studies
pre-service teachers, who receive authentic Liberal Studies training in their
undergraduate programmes, have largely been neglected. Therefore, this study aims to
identify the tension and negotiation experienced by pre-service Liberal Studies
teachers amid the heightened political atmosphere in Hong Kong. This study is
significant in two aspects. First, it helps to enrich the understanding of NSS Liberal
Studies through the perspective of pre-service teachers of this subject, revealing how
teachers devise pedagogies to promote critical thinking among students. Second, the
recent heightened political atmosphere provides a timely opportunity to address the
social conditions of schooling, exploring the impact of social change on both the
pre-service teachers and the students under school settings. It is hoped that this study
can shed light on the process of professional identity formation among Liberal Studies

student-teachers in Hong Kong.



Chapter 2 Socio-political Background

2.1 Curriculum Reform and Liberal Studies

Different waves of education reform in Hong Kong over the past few decades have
introduced new paradigms of teaching and learning as well as managerial principles in
public education. Nevertheless, structural problems and gaps between policy and
practice still exist. Cheng (2009) attributed the impotence of various education reform
endeavours to the “bottle-neck effect”, which refers to the phenomenon that despite
good will, new initiatives are often unable to be actualized in school settings. As a
result, frontline teachers, who are already limited by their institutional roles, may

continue to suffer from additional burdens and stress.

One of the most significant reforms can be dated back to the millennium. In response
to global trends such as ‘Education for All’ and the increasing plurality of societies
(UNESCO, 2015), the Education Commission produced the document “Learning for
Life, Learning through Life, Reform Proposals for the Education System in Hong
Kong” (Curriculum Development Council, 2000) to denote a paradigm shift regarding
teaching and learning. Departing from the conventional mode of teacher-led learning,
the authority proposed pedagogies that revolve around student-centred learning, with
teachers functioning as facilitators rather than knowledge dispensers. Adhering to the
notion of life-long learning, Liberal Studies was later made a compulsory subject
under the NSS curriculum. According to the Curriculum and Assessment Guide (CDC
and HKEAA, 2015), Liberal Studies adopts an issue-based approach to teaching,
which differs from other conventional subjects such as language and science with a

relatively more identifiable content knowledge. As an integrated curriculum, Liberal
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Studies is characterized by its breadth and flexibility, which enables subject teachers
to adjust their teaching materials according to the current social affairs. Also, in terms
of pedagogy, students are encouraged to analyze social issues from multiple
perspectives, allowing them to understand the values and beliefs embedded in the
stakeholders and critically evaluate the validity of their arguments. Ultimately, Liberal
Studies aims at cultivating students’ generic skills rather than implanting a specific

stock of knowledge.

2.2 Liberal Studies and the Politics of Education

The controversy of Liberal Studies is only tip of the iceberg when it comes to the
larger dynamics of political transition and citizenship education. Dated back to the
post-war period, citizenship education took the form of “Social Studies” (1953-1996)
in primary education and “Civics” (1942-1965) — later to become “Economics and
Public Affairs” in junior secondary education. (Tse, 2010). These subjects inclined to
provide mere background knowledge regarding the social development of Hong Kong.
In other words, citizenship education was only achieved at a rather superficial level,
discussions of political issues and cultivation of civic virtues were largely
downplayed. Nevertheless, negotiations between the British colonial government and
the Chinese authorities in the 1980s raised concerns regarding the future of Hong
Kong among the public. Citizenship education, upon the transfer of sovereignty,

became one of the acute issues to be addressed in the agenda of education policies.

It would be too naive to assume that education is free of politics. While NSS Liberal
Studies, at its early stages of promulgation, was regarded as another milestone of

advocating active citizenship education in response to the emergence of knowledge
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societies and the significance of life-long learning, Scott (2000) argues that the liberal
constituents in Liberal Studies, including critical thinking and independent learning,
are fundamentally in tension with the maintenance of the state. Through illustrating a
‘disarticulated’ political system in Hong Kong, he revealed the conservative agenda
from the government, which accounted for the gaps between the policymakers and
their implementation in schools. Framed in the dynamics of de-colonization and
re-sinicization (Tse, 2010), Liberal Studies is then placed at the very heart of various
threads of political struggles for cultivating politically vigilant students to challenge

mainstream social values and beliefs.

Aside from the citizenship education narrative, the increasing dissatisfactions with the
political development of Hong Kong among the citizens also correspond to the
post-materialist shift of social values (Wong and Wan, 2009). Inglehart’s
modernization theory (1997) argues that value conflicts served as an instrumental
drive for social development, in which young people, who grew up in the period of
economic prosperity and social stability, tend to develop a different world view than
their previous generations and are inclined to embrace values such as human rights,
civil liberty and democracy. The phenomenon of youth political activism has been
evident from the emergence of new waves of social movements over the last decade,
including the Anti-Article 23 Legislation March in 2003, the Anti-Express Rail Link
in 2010, the Anti-Moral and National Education campaign in 2012 and, more recently,

the Occupy Movement (Umbrella Movement) in 2014.
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Chapter 3 Literature Review

3.1 Becoming a Teacher: The Learning Experience

Thanks to mass education, nearly all of us have had our times as students, which
typically feature scenes of classroom teaching, catching up with homework and
extra-curricular activities. Such student experiences are of particular importance to
individuals who aspire to become teachers in the future, for the mass experience of
schooling has enabled them either to be inspired by passionate and excellent teachers,
or to come across those whose teaching methods did not interest them, but, at the
same time, maintain their conviction that learning can be an enjoyable process. As
Britzman (1991) gracefully puts it, to enter the profession of teaching is to “come to
terms the old version of the self” (p.2). To these teacher-wannabes, it was no longer
about how they come along to become what they are, but about how others learn,
what learning means for students and what teachers have to do to achieve the
educational goals. In capturing the beauty of teacher-student interactions, Britzman
(1991) further states that teaching is not a static process of encoding and decoding,
but as a dynamic process of inquiring and negotiating. It is through these encounters
can the pre-service teachers embark on a life-long journey of reflection and

improvement.

3.2 The Complexity of Teachers’ Work

Therefore, it follows that the novelty of a school teacher is to master the skills of
inquiry in classroom teaching, and that underlies their careful selection of experiences

which are conducive to learning. Such conception of the teaching profession
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resembles the thought of the great British educator John Dewey on the continuity of
experience. Dewey (1963) is a pivotal figure in drawing the relationship between
experience and knowledge. While there is a multitude of experiences in our daily lives,
he is wary of the fact that some experiences are not beneficial to learning, or what he
terms “mis-educative”. He argues that some experiences are regarded so because they
“promote the formation of a slack and careless attitude” (n.p.). That is to say, these
experiences have failed to draw relevance in the students’ daily lives and thus the
students conceive them as discrete stories that they are unlikely to make sense of. For
Dewey, continuity as the criterion of experience refers to the connectedness we feel
towards our social world, and the teachers are precisely in this position to make such
endeavours to facilitate such process, enabling students to transform experience to

knowledge about self and the world.

With that criterion in mind, it becomes clear that teachers’ work is far more complex
than simply the delivery of knowledge. As pointed out by Connell (1985), the labour
process of teaching cannot be easily discerned into discrete objects. In other worlds, it
is often difficult to specify the object of teachers’ labour. As the pedagogy, knowledge
and authority become entangled with the teacher-student interactions, the dynamics of
learning then are manifested as a rigorous, critical process of inquiry and dialogue
between the teacher and students. The teaching profession has always been compared
with other service professions such as nurses, salespersons and customer-service
officers. Nevertheless, as these service professions are mainly characterized by their
employment contracts and the direct contribution to the economy, the teaching
profession, which is mostly about preparing successive cohorts of children for the
adult world, is somehow effectively demarcated from the service ideal, since teaching

has been publicly perceived to contain a strong element of moral calling instead of a
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member of the business industry.

Granted the perplexity of teaching, it has not deterred scholars from attempting to
understand the interconnectedness of classroom dynamics. One of the pioneer studies
on the school teacher was conducted by Eric Hoyle, who produced a rather
comprehensive account of what a typical school teacher was and the tasks he or she
engaged. In terms of classroom teaching, Hoyle discovered that, aside from the formal
roles of a teacher, which is to deliver content knowledge to the students, the informal
ones taken up by the teacher were equally essential in the constitution of a meaningful
learning experience. Hoyle (1969) further categorized the informal roles of teachers
into two interrelated but not easily distinguishable groups, namely functional roles
and facilitative roles. The former refers to roles that serve a practical purpose in the
classroom; whereas the latter helps to create favourable conditions for student
learning. Hoyle’s frame of analysis offers a handy tool to delineate the particulars of
the teaching labour. For instance, in a typical lesson, when the students prank on the
teacher, he or she may turn into a detective to spot out the rule-breakers; whenever
students encounter difficulties in learning, the teacher then take the role of a scholar to
explain a particular concept; whenever a student feels depressed, the teacher may then
become a motherly figure to comfort him or her. It is important to note that the above
scenarios merely capture one of the many facets of teaching; they can occur
concurrently and unexpectedly, and much of it depends on the capability of the
teacher. It is such intertwinement of teaching that makes it indiscernible as opposed to

other service professions.

Aside from the job nature of teachers, the other point made by Connell (1985) is that

teaching involves creating relationships between the teacher and students, and more
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importantly, these relationships are often emotionally infused. As suggested by
Danielewicz (2001), a good teacher is an invested teacher, a person who actively
engages with the students in the course of learning. Such engagement can be
understood in two senses: one being that most secondary school students are in the
stage of adolescence, which means that they are in the process of establishing their
identities. Given the well-known conception of adolescence as “storm and stress” in
the field of educational psychology (Hall, 1904), the teacher has to be vigilant in
managing the emotional fluctuations of students. The other sense is that secondary
school students happen to be in the stage of developing their independent thinking,
which involves the acquisition of thinking skills and the cultivation of moral values
(Erikson, 1950, 1968). Such transition may not be smooth and frustration may arise in
the course of learning. Therefore, the gist of the teacher is to identify the right mix of
confidence and frustrations which help create adequate curiosity to sustain the

learning motivation among the students.

3.3 Social Conditions of Schooling

The time-honoured debates on the role of teachers in the society were closely related
to the economic agenda. After the Second World War, many countries were on the
course of reconstruction, which required a substantial amount of manpower in the
long run. Birth rates were rising in response to that projection and it brought along the
development of schooling system, and its primary function was to socialize the young
into the ways of mainstream culture and equip them with the necessary vocational
skills so as to meet the needs of the labour market (Jenlink, 2014). Thus, teachers
become a key constituent in the schooling system to help the young realize their life

goals in relation to the expanding economy. Nevertheless, the economic agenda of
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education began to lose its credibility when the global economy reached its peak in
the 1980s and started to recede after a few decades of prosperity. The shift from
labour-intensive industries to knowledge-based economies compelled the government
officials as well as academic scholars to confront the pitfalls of the existing public
schooling system, which was criticized for encouraging conformity, compliance and

maintaining social inequality.

Meanwhile, the education for social justice agenda began to gain currency, which is
evident from the “Education for All” campaign initiated by UNESCO (2015).
Education, with its literal meaning of “leading the people to better than before”, came
to be realized as the key to fighting against poverty and achieving social justice. In
this regard, the role of schools has switched from being conservative to being
transformative. Such change is partly attributed to the prevalence of knowledge-based
economies, where growing proportions of jobs require specialized knowledge and
post-secondary education. The other part of the change is triggered by the need of
cultivating future leaders who can challenge existing social structures and bring about
a more equitable society (Bell, 2007). As Astuto et. al. (1994), put it, “the schools are
active participants in the reconstruction and reinvention of a more effective social

order” (p.23).

3.4 Teaching in Post-Modernity

The reasons for the changes in the role of teachers as well as the schooling system are
to be found in the wider context of post-modernity and its challenges brought about to
teachers are best illustrated by Andy Hargreaves. In his work “Changing Teachers

Changing Times: Teachers Work and Culture in the Postmodern Age”, Hargreaves
16



(1994) indicated that school teachers are subjecting to at least two broad dynamics in
post-modernity, namely professionalization and intensification. Arguments concerning
the trend of professionalization revolve around the struggle for the realization of
greater professionalism, which can be achieved through extensions of the teachers’
role. In other words, the professional status of school teachers is to be recognized
through an array of administrative tasks beyond their lesson teaching, leaving little
time for reflexive practices and lesson preparation. As for the intensification thesis, it
refers to the occurrence that teachers’ work is becoming more routinized and deskilled.
Resembling a Marxist perspective on the labour process, teachers are depicted as
being increasingly “monitored by mandated curricula and step-by-step methods of
instruction” (p.118). The point about intensification thus becomes the outcome of the
trend of professionalization. The two trends are perceived to be eroding the autonomy
and bargaining power of teachers, posing the stark contrast to the conventional
impression that teachers were autonomous professionals bestowed with the power and

expertise of discretionary judgment in classrooms.

At times of social change, teachers have often been made scapegoats in various crises.
Hargreaves (1994) noted that, in moments of economic recession, there have always
been moral panics about how we are going to prepare the generations of the future for
the upcoming uncertainties of the global economy. Such concerns were eventually
transferred to the schooling system, with the teachers being charged with the mission
of increasing the competencies and global competitiveness of students at the
international stage. Hence, the teachers were told to place more emphasis on science
and arithmetic subjects, which were perceived to be credible indicators of academic
subjects. At stances of social instability, especially those involving youths, teachers

were often blamed by the public for failing to instill appropriate moral values and
17



virtues to the students. Hence, the teachers were instructed to strengthen moral and
national education in an attempt to downplay radical political sentiments in campus.
Such disproportionate expectations on teachers belie the pervasive image that a
teacher should “go beyond and above the call of duty for the benefit of the young
people, with no expectation of extra reward, much less even adequate compensation”

(Alsup, 2006, p.20).
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Chapter 4 Theoretical Framework and Methodology

4.1 Theoretical Framework: Pedagogy for Identity Development

The indiscernibility and emotional infusion in teacher’s labour, alongside the
disproportionate expectations on them and changing roles of teachers over the past
few decades, just add to the heterogeneity of what characterizes a school teacher.
Amid the competing conceptions of teachers, there is a need to pinpoint the very
distinctive feature that defines teachers from the existing literature. Danielewicz
(2001) proposes that the essence of becoming a teacher lies in the mastery of
pedagogy, which happens to be the key to the construction of teachers’ professional
identities. Distinguished from simply methods which are de-contextualized practices
that seem to be transferrable to other teachers, she conceives pedagogy as “ways of
structuring activities and conditions that facilitate student learning” (p. 15). Identities,
as she further argues, are not fixed or unified entities inside individuals, achieved
moment by moment in the course of establishing relations between individuals; rather

they are the representations of recognizable selves at critical junctures.

Therefore, Danielewicz (2001) advocates for a critical pedagogy comprising of ten
principles, of which two of them are of particular relevance to this study, given the
nature of NSS Liberal Studies as an inter-disciplinary humanities subject that aims to
cultivate students as critical citizens (CDC and HKEAA, 2015). The first one is
deliberation, which refers to teachers selecting elements of habits and impulses
according to the characteristics of class and predicting their responses to address
learning outcomes. The second principle is reflexivity, which points to the propensity

of a teacher to review his or her performances in order to achieve a deepened
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understanding of himself or herself in relation to the critical moments of teaching.
Danielewicz makes a clear discernment between reflection and reflexivity. While the
former may be casually regarded as quiet thinking with no inherent critical function,
reflexivity involves a person’s “active analysis of past situations with the explicit

purpose of attaining an understanding that can lead to changes in thought or behaviour’

(p.155).

4.2 Research Questions

RQ1: How do pre-service Liberal Studies teachers perceive their professional
identities in relation to their job nature as well as the curriculum and
assessment guide?

RQ2: What are the difficulties and challenges encountered by pre-service Liberal
Studies teachers amid social changes?

RQ3: How does the professional identity of pre-service teachers help mediate

the struggles in these tension and negotiation of their teaching career?

4.3 Methodology

In this study, qualitative methods will be employed. As teaching concerns the totality
of the learning experiences between teachers and students, conventional methods such
as semi-structured interviews may not be adequate in capturing the essence of tension
and negotiation encountered by teachers. As an alternative, “dialogues of enquiry”
happen to be a suitable method to explore the inner landscape of student-teachers.

According to Kwo (2004), dialogues of enquiry involve the participants recounting

their critical incidents, in which they come across situations that challenge their
20



beliefs and values. Resembling the nature of narratives, which are defined as
“sequence of events into a whole so that the significance of each event can be
understood through its relation to that whole” (Elliot, 2005, p.3), these incidents are
then presented as personal stories, before engaging into deeper reflexive practices so

as to incur a heightened awareness and deeper understanding of the events.

4.4 Data Collection

The data will be drawn from the final-year cohort of the Bachelor of Education
(Liberal Studies) programme at the University of Hong Kong. A total of four students,
three women and one man, will be invited to engage in two rounds of dialogues of
enquiry with the researcher to explore their journey of undertaking teaching education
and to recount their struggles throughout their previous teaching practicum. The real
names of the interviewees will be kept confidential and pseudonyms will be used. The

dialogues will be audibly recorded and transcribed into word form.

4.5 Data Analysis

The stories collected from the dialogues of enquiry will be analyzed according to the
pedagogy for identity development framework as suggested by Danielewicz (2001).
First, difficulties and challenges that invoked reflections from the interviewees are
identified by the researcher, followed by sorting them into common themes. Second,
the themes are then analyzed according to the two pedagogical principles, namely
deliberation and reflexivity, to reveal their aspirations for Education and their
expectations on students. Third, such negotiations are then discussed in accordance to

the broader perspectives of teacher identity and social change.
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Given that the dialogues consist of numerous stories, which requires a thematic yet
holistic account to offer readers a vivid representation of the pre-service teachers, the
use of portraits, also known as portraiture, enjoys the advantage of systematically
arranging the events with an explicit aim of evoking reflexive practices
(Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis, 1997). Such method of portrayal pays particular
attention to the immediate context of the incidents, allowing the researcher and

readers to appreciate the totality of episodic experiences retold by the interviewees.
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Chapter 5 Portraits of Pre-service Teachers

For each teaching practicum, student-teachers are being fresh to the environment of
the placement school, their existing practices and, more importantly, the students.
Therefore, the primary task for pre-service teachers is to come up with a way of
introducing themselves, or what Moore and Atkinson (1998) termed “modes of
identification”, which concern how these teacher-wannabes want the students to see
them. Presented in the form of portraiture, this section explores the inner landscape of
the student-teachers, discussing how they would present themselves in front of the

students and their sources of aspirations for Education.

5.1 Natalie

In constructing her teacher image, Natalie liked to present herself to the students as an
open-minded teacher. This was due to her belief that an open classroom atmosphere is
the pre-requisite for constructive discussions. Throughout the conversation with her,
she was aware of the social changes brought about by post-modernity and

post-materialism, as she said,

“[1]t is important to create an environment that students are not afraid of
expressing their ideas. All ideas ought to be discussed freely.”

(Appendix | - Natalie, Episode 6)

Natalie’s aspirations for education originated from her choice of stream when she was
studying in her associate degree at a local community college. Owing to her in-born

sense of willing to interact with people, she chose social work, but eventually turned
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to Education when it came to university applications,

“being a social worker is quite similar to being a teacher, and teaching is more
about witnessing the change in students’ growth and development. I like that.”

(Appendix - Natalie, Episode 2)

She learnt about the reality — mostly about hardships — of a teacher’s life from her
sister, who is now an in-service primary school teacher, but that did not deter her from
entering the field, though she stated her bottom line is whether the school values
promoted directly contradicted her own principles. For instance, if the school forbids
the teachers to discuss a particular controversial issue, then she is unlikely to consider
the job vacancy as she thought such practice in fact deprives the students of the

opportunity to learn about the world.

5.2 David

David shared quite a lot of similarities with Natalie, in that he saw good classroom
atmosphere as the crucial element for effective teaching. His aspirations for Education
drew partly from her mother being a primary school teacher for almost twenty-five
years, partly from his part-time job at a tutorial centre, where he came across students
who were in fact willing to learn but were constantly frustrated by the pedagogies of
their school teachers. Therefore, when asked about how he would present himself in
front of the students, he opted for a friendlier image of a teacher. His premise was that
if the teacher actively places himself or herself in a less intimidating manner, the
students would then feel more comfortable in expressing their ideas. Throughout the

conversation with him, David has mentioned several times how his three teaching
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practicum had equipped him to be a competent in-service teacher, not in terms of
content knowledge, but in terms of caring about the well-being of students. During his
teaching practice, David once questioned about his determination to become a teacher
due to his passive personality, but he soon navigated a way to make himself

presentable in front of the students,

“I know that some teachers are hilarious and charismatic, like telling a lot of
Jjokes, but lacking these qualities does not mean you cannot be a teacher. Let's

say, I can be a caring teacher instead.”

(Appendix Il - David, Episode 2)

5.3 Carol

For Carol, she has come a long way before entering the Bachelor of Education
(Liberal Studies) programme at the University of Hong Kong. Born and raised in
mainland China, she grew up in an environment where aspirations for university are
higher than that in Hong Kong. Nevertheless, the high school she studied provided her
a nice retreat from the fierce sense of competition, allowing her to be exposed to a
wide range of extra-curricular activities, which eventually made her realize that
academic results are not the sole determinant of a person’s success; it is also about
developing interpersonal skills and connecting with people. At the beginning of each
teaching placement, she favoured portraying herself as a teacher who is willing to
communicate with the students. Although she did not shy away from acknowledging
her mainland background to the students, she perceived that as an opportunity to learn
from the students, enabling her to place herself at a more egalitarian position in class.

She began to come to terms her aspirations for Education when she came across a
25



university friend from another programme who dedicated himself to helping
underprivileged students to improve their English and organizing workshops for the
children to enhance their learning. Nevertheless, such encounter yielded mixed
feelings for her. On the one hand, she was touched by his classmate’s selfless act to
help the disadvantaged students; on the other hand, through her teaching practicum,
she realized that being a frontline teacher could do little to rectify the education
system. Granted such pessimism, she remains confident that something can be done to

help the students beyond the school environment.

5.4 Olivia

Olivia has not started to consider her teacher image until her first teaching practice in
her second year. Initially, she wanted to present herself as a ‘flexible’ teacher, in that
class rules were generally negotiable. Building on the premise of mutual trust, she
hoped that reaching a consensus prior to the commencement of teaching will facilitate
teacher-student interactions. Nevertheless, she soon found that her kindness was
constantly abused by her students. After such unpleasant encounter, she is now
considering tightening the grip on setting ground rules with the students at the

beginning.

“It is often easier to loosen the grip than tightening the grip; sometimes being
too friendly does not work,”

(Appendix IV — Olivia, Episode 4)

she admitted, after gaining words of advice from her mentor. Having said that, being

stricter with classroom discipline did not mean that she would establish herself as an
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intimidating teacher; rather her aspirations for Education derive from her experience
in interacting with people in games and activities at university. She thought her talents
in designing group games could be put to use in educational settings. Therefore, it
would not be surprising to see that games and creative activities form an essential part
of her pedagogy. In her opinion, if games were helpful for students to make sense of
the lesson, she would not mind spending extra time playing in order to achieve the

lesson objectives.

“Kids just love playing, and, through relating abstract Liberal Studies concepts
to fun games, students will find it easier to recall the knowledge for their

revision.”

(Appendix IV — Olivia, Episode 6)
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Chapter 6 Difficulties and Challenges Faced by Pre-service Teachers

6.1 Generation Z: Misbehaving Students

Given that teaching is a highly relational activity, the presence of an authentic
classroom environment during the teaching practicum thus constitutes a crucial step
for student-teachers to actualize their personal pedagogies and equip themselves as
competent educational practitioners. As Britzman (1991) puts it, interacting with
students is like coming across students’ diverse learning biographies. As for the
interviewees, it was through these interactions that enabled them to realize the
changes between students in their old days and those nowadays. Such discrepancies
were best delineated with the views of generation theorists, who tend to categorize
various cohorts of students into population strata. In this regard, the pre-service
teachers in this study belonged to “Generation Y”’; whereas the students they taught
generally belonged to Generation Z (also known as Generation Me), who are often
depicted as self-centred individuals with strong attachments to the digital world
(Rosen, 2010; Twenge, 2014). This echoed with the impression from Natalie that
students nowadays generally lack empathy and politeness. Some of the other

characteristics were correspondingly manifested at various instances of teaching.

During the conversation with Olivia, she recounted an incident that frustrated her.
When she was teaching the module “Public Health”, she wanted her class to give a
presentation on the various understanding of public hygiene among different cultures,
given the diverse cultural backgrounds in class. Ensuring that the students could
deliver in the end, Olivia took to great lengths at preparing the students for the activity,

as early as one week prior to the commencement of Easter holiday, such as devoting
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one whole lesson for them to form into groups and discuss their preliminary ideas.
Nevertheless, after the long holiday, only one out of five groups did manage to do the
presentation, and, worst still, they mentioned little about public health, so she had to
wrap up everything. Eventually, she was furious and told off the class for not

following her instructions. Her anger soon turned to frustration,

“l totally give up the comments section, just letting them present. | felt so
frustrated back then as | have tried out various methods, like chalk and talk,
games and presentation, but they end up like this, I really exhaust my methods. ”

(Appendix IV — Olivia, Episode 7)

Classroom misbehaviours among students have not been uncommon, but its
aggravation, as noted by Olivia, could be partly explained by the post-materialist shift
as suggested by Inglehart (1997), who argues that younger people tend to emphasize
post-materialist values such as autonomy, self-expression. Other scholars have also
contributed to this thesis by denoting the sense of entitlement prevalent among the
millennial generation (Bauerlein, 2008). In this regard, students’ disrespectful
attitudes towards teachers could be interpreted as one of the ramifications of

self-centredness.

6.2 Digital Natives: Lack of Criticality

In response to the growing significance of life-long learning, NSS Liberal Studies is
positioned as a key constituent in developing generic skills among secondary school
students. According to the Curriculum and Assessment Guide (CDC and HKEAA,

2015), generic skills are fundamental and transferrable attributes which facilitate the
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acquisition of knowledge across different learning situations, of which critical
thinking skills are listed as one of the essential abilities. Nevertheless, the data
collected from the interviewees noted a general lack of criticality among the students.
In other words, just because this generation of students are becoming more connected
to the Internet does not necessarily mean they are more critical. Such weakness

among the students was best captured by David,

“Let’s say for a phenomenon to occur, the order should be A leads to B, then to C,
lastly to D. Most students simply just made hasty conclusions by jumping from A
toD.”

(Appendix Il — David, Episode 3)

David noted that his students might be coming across a lot of news information, but
most of them obtained merely a superficial understanding of the social issues. This
was revealed by several occasions of misquotes from the students due to inaccurate
information. For instance, when David talked about political parties in Hong Kong,
which falls under the module “Hong Kong Today”, most of the students knew about
the Democratic Party, but they were unable to name its corresponding lawmakers in
the Legislative Council. Some of them even mistook Jasper Tsang Yuk-shing,
chairman of the Legislative Council, as a member of that party, but in fact he is from
the Democratic Alliance for the Betterment and Progress of Hong Kong. Such
scenarios were also experienced by Natalie, who across students giving brief stances
without the intention to further elaborate, which cost her extra efforts to probe their
ideas. It is a common practice that discussions of social issues necessitate a sufficient
understanding of the background information, and, owing to the issue-enquiry nature

of Liberal Studies, such occurrences are expected to pose great challenges to Liberal
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Studies teachers in general as they have to devote extra efforts in ensuring that
students have been acquainted with accurate information, before engaging in open

discussions.
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Chapter 7 Professional Identity: Negotiating with the Challenges

It is prevalent for student-teacher to acclimatize themselves with the schooling
conditions and such adaptations are commonly referred to as pragmatic repositioning
(Ball and Goodson, 1985), which involves educational practitioners making
settlements in face of the tension between their personal pedagogies and changes in
education policies. As in the case of Hong Kong, Liberal Studies is positioned as an
audacious attempt to depart from subject knowledge-based teaching to promote
critical thinking within a cross-modular curriculum. The four pre-service teachers,
despite the challenges from disciplinary issues and the lack of criticality among
students, employed various strategies to negotiate with these tensions, through which

they embraced the ideals of life-long learning and uphold the integrity of teachers.

7.1 Deliberation: Questioning

In view of students’ general weakness in critical thinking skills, most of the
interviewed student-teachers perceived their role as facilitating the development of
arguments. Natalie pointed out that the students were generally weak in showcasing
analysis from multiple perspectives when discussing when analyzing social issues. In
light of this, she relied on the use of questioning skills in order to sustain the
conversation (Lai and Lam, 2011). The following excerpt from Natalie’s recount best

illustrated the scenario:

Teacher: In the District Council elections, why did some of the veteran candidates
lost to young political figures?

Students: Because they all belong to the Democratic Alliance for the Betterment and
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Development of Hong Kong (DAB)!
Teacher: What is so special about this party?
Students: They often secure votes through bribery and material rebates (42276 #7)!
Teacher: Then why did these material rebates work in the past?
Students: (momentary silence, with some puzzled faces)

(Appendix | — Natalie, Episode 7)

Through a series of follow-up questions, Natalie deliberately followed the logic of
students, which eventually led to a dead-end — what accounted for the different
election results if the DAB were to use to same methods to secure votes? Her
intention was not to silence the students to establish teacher authority; rather it was to
open up spaces for discussion, guiding them to compare the demography between the
elder voters and young voters, thus revealing the factors affecting socio-political
participation. The case of Natalie revealed a very typical scenario in a Liberal Studies
lesson — critical thinking is developed through challenging take-for-granted claims in
the public sphere (Anderson, Howe, Soden, Halliday and Low, 2001). Eschewing
from making judgmental statements on student responses, Natalie intentionally played
the role of a genuine person who intellectually co-walked with the students and
invited students to elaborate more on their answers, which echoed with the fact that
questioning encourages students to reflect on their own logic of thinking and thus

increase engagement in class (Cotton, 2001).

7.2 Deliberation: Student Empowerment

Despite the decline of students’ criticality, little evidence was shown among the

interviewees that they lay the blame onto the students. Instead, with the ideals of
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whole-person developments and life-long learning in mind, the student-teachers
generally regarded the students as the key actors in facilitating effective teaching. In
her recent school placement, Natalie encountered an Attention Deficit and
Hyperactive Disorder (ADHD) student who was in fact talented in Mathematics,
which was evident from his fondness of numbers. While acknowledging the Special
Educational Needs (SEN) label, she was initially skeptical about the perceptions from
other teachers, who found the student particularly hard to deal with during lesson time.
She felt that such stereotyped thinking implied that the student was hopeless and
would suffer from further stigmatization. In an attempt to bring back his attention in
class, Natalie came up with a plan, which was to make him responsible for counting
the number of student responses in class to serve as participation marks — an existing
practice at her school, given his fondness of statistical figures. As a result, the student
began to pay attention in class since he would be under the scrutiny of his classmates
in doing the counting. Such change of attitude from the boy eventually brought huge
satisfaction to Natalie, which was evident from her concluding remarks about this

incident,

“We cannot assume a student is inherently or fundamentally bad [...] even
so-called bad students can have a bright side. The trick is to find the magic key
that unlocks his or her potential.”

(Appendix | — Natalie, Episode 11)

Viewing this incident from another lens, the delegation of task by Natalie served two
purposes. In Hoyle’s terms, the task was functional as the student was responsible for
recording the number of student responses; it was facilitative since the boy would

have to stay vigilant throughout the lesson upon scrutiny from his classmates,
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meaning that he had a greater chance to grasp the teaching content and be attentive in
class. Natalie’s pedagogy honoured one of the core notions of student-centred learning,
which is to empower students through guiding them to recognize their value in the

course of learning.

7.3 Reflexivity: Teachers’ Choices

Moore (2010) conceives the struggles experienced by teachers as tensions between
private and professional selves, given the strong elements of emotional infusion and
value education in the teaching profession, and thus calls for reflexive practices to
reconcile seemingly conflicting ideologies between personal beliefs and school
conditions. Pre-service teachers, who are mostly at the stage of developing their
pedagogies, are often frustrated by the discrepancies between what they have planned
and what the lessons have turned out, which means that they have to revisit the critical
moments and decisions they made in their teaching in order to achieve a deeper
understanding of the situations. During the conversation with Olivia, she recalled an
incident in which one of her students kindly asked for the reason why he was picked
on during the lesson, which prompted her to recall the scenario and reflect on the

decisions she made:

“I thought I was fair. They were both reading books during lesson time. | told
them to put away the books; his classmate did, but not the boy himself, that s why
| told him off. In the next lesson, he reacted the same way, but | realized others
were off-task as well, so | then understood why he thought | was picking on
him.”

(Appendix IV — Olivia, Episode 9)
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As argued by Danielewicz (2001), the distinguishing feature of reflexive practices
from genuine reflections is that the former is carried out with an explicit aim of
modifying one’s behaviour or thought. Through visualizing the situation and
revisiting her decisions, she obtained a revised understanding of the question asked by
her student. Back then, her act was right in the sense that she rectified an off-task
behaviour, yet her response was inappropriate in the other sense that the boy was
sanctioned whereas the remaining others were spared. That is to say, her narrowed
vision at that moment conveyed a sense of unfairness to the student as he thought
Olivia was privatizing the punishment, which eventually explained why he thought
she was picking on him. Since then, she continued to spot off-task behaviour in class,
but she also made clear that all off-task behaviour would receive the same punishment
without preferences, denoting a sense of just and fairness. Such reflexive practice
from Olivia was crucial, as a seemingly trivial case of classroom discipline entailed
intricate issues of punishment and fairness, which ultimately affirmed that fact that

teaching is both indiscernible and emotionally infused.

7.4 Integrity of Teachers: Recognizing the Hidden Voices

Educator Parker Palmer (1997) has always emphasized the importance of passion in
teaching, as he famously puts, “good teaching cannot be reduced to technique; good
teaching comes from the identity and integrity of the teacher.” (p.10). When it comes
to identity and integrity, he refers to teachers’ capacity for connectedness, advocating
pedagogies that acknowledge the teaching self and, at the same time, inspire other
selves among the students. As for the four student-teachers, they all came to realize

that developing relationships with students, both within and beyond lesson time,
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played an instrumental role in achieving effective teaching, from which some of them

even discovered the untold sides of students’ stories.

Natalie realized that, when discussing controversial social issues, most students were
inclined to reside with a particular stance, and those students who held different views
would be immediately bombarded with ferocious criticisms. In one occasion, when
she was discussing the topic of socio-political participation using the issue of the
Occupy Movement, the majority of students viewed that the incident affected Hong
Kong negatively, citing examples ranging from aggravated traffic congestion to the
loss of business in the retail industry. During the group discussion, Natalie found that,
in one of the groups, a student secretly told her that he had a different view in mind,
but was too afraid to voice out his opinions. In face of the populist sentiments, Natalie
decided to take the students’ view and presented his ideas anonymously as a
dissenting view, stimulating the students to think from alternative perspectives.
Knowing that her comments might be received with hostility, her courage to be the
villain exemplified how she utilized her teacher authority to bring marginalized voices
back to the picture, which affirmed the significance of analyzing issues from multiple
perspectives and honoured her aim of cultivating mutual respect among students — one
of the positive values promulgated by the Curriculum and Assessment Guide (CDC

and HKEAA, 2015).

For Carol, who believes that education is about personal development, accidentally
discovered the talents possessed by her students through several encounters. The first
occasion took place a week before the school open day when one of her students
brought some cookies to the staff room as a treat. It was then when Carol realized that

the student she taught was in fact talented in home economics, but more to that was
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her virtue of sharing and showing gratitude to teachers. As for the second incident,
Carol was teaching the concept of stress, and, as part of the class activities, she played
a person suffering from stress, and invited students to devise any plans or strategies to
deal with the situation. Eventually, it turned out to be a self-sharing session of their
stressful encounters among the students. Upon talking to them, Carol appreciated the
sincerity of her students who, despite not knowing the appropriate methods, tried their

best to empathize with the patient played by Carol.

“l was so touched [by their efforts of trying to comfort me]. | realize they are really
competent in terms of interpersonal skills. I remember some scholars mentioned about
8 generic skills, right? Some are physical, some are intellectual, and some are
emotional. | believe their talents lie in the emotional domain.”

(Appendix Il — Carol, Episode 7)
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Chapter 8 Conclusion

This study aims to identify the tension and negotiation experienced by pre-service
Liberal Studies teachers amid the heightened political atmosphere in Hong Kong.
Liberal Studies in the New Senior Secondary Curriculum is positioned as a subject
that emphasizes critical thinking and cultivates generic skills in response to the
increasing uncertainties in the global world and the growing significance of life-long
learning. Upon a critical interrogation with the particulars of teachers’ labour, it was
found that teaching entails more than the delivery of knowledge and the very
distinctive feature of being a teacher lies in the mastery of pedagogy, which is

instrumental in facilitating the formation of teachers’ professional identities.

Through engaging in critical dialogues with four student-teachers, it was revealed that
teaching practicum allowed them to immerse into the authentic school environment
and experience the complexity of teachers’ work, in that their recounts generally
affirmed the indiscernibility and emotional infusion of teachers’ labour. Challenges
encountered came in the form of disciplinary issues and language literacy among the
students, which was partially explained by the proliferation of Internet technology and
the Generation Z thesis. Nevertheless, such difficulties have not deterred the
pre-service teachers from pursuing their career in the field of Education. The
enquiry-based nature of Liberal Studies, alongside with its emphasis on criticality,
offered opportunities for teachers to challenge students’ habit of mind and develop

their reasoning skills through deliberation as a pedagogical principle.

Their unfailing endeavours to encourage student participation, both within and

beyond lesson time, underlay their bon fide passion for teaching, their vision to
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cultivate virtues such as empathy and mutual respect among students, and to promote
the attitudes of critical citizens in the future. The dynamics of social change, to a
certain extent, have made teaching Liberal Studies a challenging task, but these
difficulties compelled the teachers to engage in reflexive practices in accordance to
the notions of life-long learning and moral education, which enabled them to navigate
their directions amidst the competing discourses regarding the social role of teachers.
Therefore, the case of Liberal Studies pre-service teachers offered a nuanced account
of how the modern-day teachers construct their professional identities through
interrogating the tensions with critical pedagogy, which comprises of the interplay of

skills, reflexivity and, ultimately, passion.

It is acknowledged that this study draws from a relatively small sample of pre-service
teachers and may run the risk of over-generalization. Also, the exclusive focus on the
perspective of pre-service teachers implies that most of the stories told are derived
from the personal recalls of the interviewees without verification from other sources,
which may cast doubts on the credibility of their statements. Moreover, this study
tends to neglect other factors such as classroom dynamics, school culture, colleagues’
rapport and students’ responses. Nevertheless, it is hoped that this study, to a certain
extent, is able to shed light on the inner landscape of pre-service Liberal Studies
teachers in Hong Kong, understanding how teachers maintain their integrity and
construct their professional identities through various critical pedagogical principles
and the capacity to connect with students; more research focusing on the teaching
dynamics of Liberal Studies lessons and the students’ responses are suggested in order
to generate a more comprehensive picture on the extent to which Liberal Studies has
promoted critical thinking and life-long learning under the New Senior Secondary

Curriculum.
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Appendix | — Dialogues with Natalie (Excerpt)

1% Interview
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N : Natalie
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[Episode 4: Aspirations for Education]
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[Episode 8: Portrait of Teacher and Aspirations for Education]
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[Episode 9: Aspirations for Education]
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Appendix 1V — Dialogues with Olivia (Excerpt)

1% Interview

R : Researcher
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[Episode 1: Revised Understanding of Teaching Liberal Studies]
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[Episode 2: Characteristics of Students Nowadays]
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[Episode 7: Characteristics of Students Nowadays]
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Appendix V — Consent Form for Participants

THE UNIVERSITY OF HONG KONG
Faculty of Education

Professional Identity of Pre-service Liberal Studies Teachers:
Tension and Negotiation amid Social Change

You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Yan Kin Cheung
Adrian, undergraduate student from the Faculty of Education at the University of
Hong Kong.

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

This study attempts to explore how pre-service Hong Kong Liberal Studies teachers
cope with the challenges and difficulties in teaching the subject under the
rapid-changing social atmosphere in the recent decade. Utilizing the concept of
teachers’ professional identity, this research aims to investigate how student-teachers,
placed at the frontlines of Education, mediate the tension and negotiation amid the
heightened social atmosphere in Hong Kong society.

PROCEDURES

You will be invited to participate in at least two sessions of individual interviews
lasting for about 20 minutes each, in which I would like to learn about your beliefs
towards education, your course of learning in undergraduate training and your
personal experience in teaching New Senior Secondary Liberal Studies during the
previous teaching practicum.. The interviews will be recorded in audio and | may take
notes throughout the process.

CONFIDENTIALITY

All information obtained in this study will be used for research purpose only. To
ensure confidentiality, 1 will use an assigned code to identify a subject. No school,
individual or personal information will be identified in any of the publications and
public dissemination activities. All of the obtained information will be securely
stored in encrypted folder in my personal computer, and will be destroyed after the
dissertation grade has been approved. You may review the audio-recording at any
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time you wish, and | will erase the entire or parts of them upon your request. If you
want to withdraw from the study, | will erase all the data collected from you.

PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL

Your participation is voluntary, which means that you can choose to stop at any time
without negative consequences.

QUESTIONS AND CONCERNS
If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to me (tel.
69041616), or my supervisor, Dr. Ora Kwo (tel. 2859 2539). If you have questions

about your rights as a research participant, contact the Human Research Ethics
Committee for Non-Clinical Faculties, HKU (tel. 2241 5267).

SIGNATURE

I, (Name of Participant),

understand the procedures described above and agree to participate in this study.

I ** wish / do not wish to be identified. (if the procedures will involve personal
interviews)
(** Please delete as appropriate.)

Signature of Participant Date
Date of Preparation: 29/01/2016
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