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S a n d r a A c k e r ' s r i c h s o c i o l o g i c a l e t h n o g r a p h y of a n E n g l i s h p r i m a r y s c h o o l a n d 
its teachers m a y be read i n a v a r i e t y of w a y s a n d for a v a r i e t y of p u r p o s e s . H e r 
stated i n t e n t i o n is to w r i t e about " teachers ' w o r k . . . at this t ime, i n this place , 
i n this cons te l l a t ion of p o l i t i c a l , d e m o g r a p h i c , e c o n o m i c in f luences . . . . T o t h i n k 
about t e a c h i n g a n d teachers ' w o r k " (p. 198). She encourages o u r t h i n k i n g b y 
means of a series of l i n k e d chapters about v a r i o u s d i m e n s i o n s of l i fe a n d 
o r g a n i z a t i o n a l c u l t u r e at her research site. 

A l t h o u g h one chapter , " T h e Teacher a n d the C l a s s , " offers " c l a s s r o o m 
s n a p s h o t s " as a s ta r t ing p o i n t for a d i s c u s s i o n of teacher-student-class, the 
a u t h o r g i v e s m o s t of her at tent ion to d i m e n s i o n s of s c h o o l l i fe that extend 
" B e y o n d the C l a s s r o o m " (Chapter 5). T h e y i n c l u d e l eadersh ip , career d e v e l o p 
m e n t , a c u l t u r e of c a r i n g , a n d s c h o o l - c o m m u n i t y interact ions. A n y of these 
chapters m i g h t p r o f i t a b l y be read o n its o w n , a n d i n d e e d several earl ier v e r 
s ions of s e v e r a l chapters a p p e a r e d as f ree-s tanding articles e lsewhere . T a k e n 
together, t h o u g h , the chapters a n d a p p e n d i x p r o v i d e us w i t h a n u a n c e d ac
c o u n t of H i l l v i e w teachers ' w o r k l ives i n " t h i s p l a c e " c a l l e d H i l l v i e w P r i m a r y 
S c h o o l , d e s c r i b e d as a l i v e l y a n d p o p u l a r "centre [but not inner] c i ty s c h o o l " (p. 
7). 

" T h i s t i m e " a c t u a l l y s p a n n e d a p e r i o d of over 10 years f r o m the late 1980s to 
the mid-1990s . T h e author ' s p r i m a r y onsite data co l l ec t ion began the year 
before the passage of the 1988 E d u c a t i o n R e f o r m A c t i n the U n i t e d K i n g d o m 
a n d c o n t i n u e d to the e n d of 1990. A c k e r has w i s e l y c h o s e n to a c k n o w l e d g e a n d 
discuss the c h a n g i n g p r o f e s s i o n a l l andscape ( C l a n d i n i n & C o n n e l l y , 1995) 
associated w i t h the i m p l e m e n t a t i o n of that l eg is la t ion , w i t h o u t a l l o w i n g those 
changes to b e c o m e the centra l topic of her b o o k . She discusses this d e c i s i o n 
about h e r o w n focus , g i v e n a w i d e s p r e a d shift to research that w a s invest igat 
i n g the i m p l e m e n t a t i o n a n d i m p a c t of the re forms themselves . A s a n academic 
c o n d u c t i n g research i n a C a n a d i a n p r o v i n c e that has recent ly exper ienced a 
series of g o v e r n m e n t - m a n d a t e d s c h o o l " r e f o r m " in i t ia t ives , I f o u n d A c k e r ' s 
references to h e r o w n s i t u a t i o n a n d decis ions about her o w n or ienta t ion inter
e s t i n g a n d h e l p f u l . That s a i d , A c k e r ' s analys is of the effect of g o v e r n m e n t 
p o l i c i e s o n teachers ' w o r k l ives i n a p r i m a r y s c h o o l s u c h as H i l l v i e w (Chapter 
11, " C h a n g e at H i l l v i e w " ) is a s t r o n g a d d i t i o n to the l i terature o n school 
r e f o r m . H e r d i s c u s s i o n s of in tens i f i ca t ion a n d of " o v e r c o n s c i e n t i o u s n e s s " are 
e s p e c i a l l y v a l u a b l e for h o w she takes gender in to account . 

T h e s t u d y p a r t i c i p a n t s for w h o m this t ime a n d place f o r m e d the context 
w e r e the 10 or so teach ing staff m e m b e r s at H i l l v i e w . D u r i n g the p r i m a r y 
p e r i o d of d a t a - g a t h e r i n g (1987-1988), the teaching staff c o m p r i s e d a h e a d 
teacher, a d e p u t y h e a d , f ive f u l l - t i m e , a n d three par t - t ime teachers. A l t h o u g h 
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the 200 s tudents w e r e f r o m a m i x of s o c i o e c o n o m i c a n d ethnic b a c k g r o u n d s , a l l 
b u t one of the teachers w e r e w h i t e . The teachers ' ages r a n g e d f r o m the late 20s 
to the 50s, a n d m o s t w e r e m a r r i e d w i t h c h i l d r e n . Subsequent ly , f ive of the s ix 
y o u n g e r teachers ( i n c l u d i n g those w h o w e r e par t d m e i n 1987-1988) m o v e d o n 
to a d m i n i s t r a t i v e or other f o r m a l l e a d e r s h i p a p p o i n t m e n t s . W h i c h b r i n g s us to 
the topic of e d u c a t o r s ' careers. 

A c k e r ' s s c h o l a r l y d i scuss ions about careers are a l w a y s t h o u g h t f u l a n d 
b a l a n c e d ; her t reatment of the topic i n this b o o k is n o except ion . She notes that 
"career as a concept is at once a n i n d i v i d u a l cons t ruc t ion a n d a s t ruc tura l 
constra int a n d a p p r o a c h a b l e at severa l po in ts i n b e t w e e n " (p. 153). T h r o u g h o u t 
this b o o k , b u t p a r t i c u l a r l y i n C h a p t e r 10, "Teachers ' C a r e e r s , " she a m p l i f i e s her 
agency-s t ruc ture c o n c e p t u a l i z a t i o n , espec ia l ly i n her descr ip t ions of the career 
d e v e l o p m e n t of H i l l v i e w ' s teachers. F o r e x a m p l e , she observes that " T h e ten
d e n c y to l o o k at one's o w n experience rather t h a n analyse s t ruc tura l c o n 
straints l e d s o m e teachers to h i g h l i g h t ' m i s t a k e s ' they h a d m a d e i n the p a s t " (p. 
157). A c k e r elaborates severa l themes that " i l lus t ra te w a y s i n w h i c h careers 
c o m b i n e e lements of chance, in tent ion , a n d e x p e r i e n c e " (p. 155). O f p a r t i c u l a r 
interest are t w o sections, one about the role of chance a n d another about 
w o m e n ' s careers. A c k e r c o n c l u d e s C h a p t e r 10 b y d e s c r i b i n g careers as 
" p r o v i s i o n a l , k a l e i d o s c o p i c cons t ruc t ions . . . s u r r o u n d e d b y d i m l y p e r c e i v e d 
s t r u c t u r a l constra ints a n d charac ter ized b y c h a n g e " (p. 166). I agree! 

I n a d d i t i o n to the other strengths that I m e n t i o n , The Realities of Teachers' 
Work: Never a Dull Moment is a readable " e t h n o g r a p h i c s t o r y " (p. 198). I w i l l 
r e c o m m e n d it to graduate s tudents as a w e l l - c r a f t e d account of e t h n o g r a p h i c 
research c o n d u c t e d f r o m a s o c i o l o g i c a l a n d femin is t perspect ive . The a p p e n d i x 
is a c o m p a n i o n c o m m e n t a r y that offers sophis t i ca ted ref lect ion o n severa l 
m e t h o d o l o g i c a l issues that h a v e pert inence for a n y of us w h o are engaged i n 
c o n t e m p o r a r y q u a l i t a t i v e research. T h i s sect ion a lso p r o v i d e s a m o r e p e r s o n a l 
take o n the author ' s experiences of c o n d u c t i n g a n d r e p o r t i n g this s t u d y . 

O v e r a l l , then , I be l ieve that S a n d r a A c k e r has p r o v i d e d us w i t h a v i v i d 
p i c t u r e of " the teachers ' w o r k p l a c e c u l t u r e at H i l l v i e w " (p. 191). T h i s b o o k is a 
t h o u g h t f u l c o n t r i b u t i o n to the l i terature o n teachers ' w o r k l ives a n d careers i n 
the context of schools as e v e r - c h a n g i n g w o r k p l a c e s . Par t of A c k e r ' s cont r ib 
u t i o n is h e r s k i l f u l in tegra t ion of her o w n analys is w i t h a w i d e range of 
s c h o l a r l y l i terature f r o m several countr ies . She manages to a v o i d b l a n d gener
a l i z a t i o n s w h i l e r e a c h i n g b e y o n d d e s c r i p t i o n of i n d i v i d u a l cases a n d specif ics . 
H e r in terpreta t ions are not the capt ives of a s ingle i d e o l o g y — s h e has dec lared 
c o m m i t m e n t s , b u t her perspec t ive r e m a i n s " c r i t i c a l l y o p e n . " T h i s b o o k is b o t h 
a g o o d read a n d a g o o d reference for n e w a n d exper ienced e d u c a t i o n a l re
searchers a l ike . 
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