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Abstract
The term ‘extreme teaching’ refers to a combinaon of working condions that 
appear to make teaching impossibly diĸcult for indigenous teachers’ at the 
periphery of the Mexican educaon system. An aenon to the reality of tea-
ching condions ‘on the ground’ creates a counterweight to the theorecal uni-
versalisms of educaon policy, and more speciĮcally to the discourse of teacher 
quality that posion teachers as autonomous professionals, ‘free’ to become 
fully competent if movated and ‘incenvized’. A broad overview of the charac-
teriscs of indigenous teachers’ experience and working condions is followed 
by a discussion of factors inhibing all-important communicaon and crical 
dialogue between teachers. I argue that in the diminished professional envi-
ronment of extreme teaching the teacher quality discourse and its contempo-
rary policy technologies become parcularly dissonant, if not surreal. By way of 
conclusion I argue that the neo-liberal agenda can be beer contextualized and 
understood by paying greater aenon to teachers’ working condions, espe-
cially at the margins of educaon as they become increasingly permeated by 
its discourses. Such an aenon would help avoid a bad Įt between policy and 
reality and help create a more teacher centred agenda for educaonal change.
Kw: Teacher quality discourse, neo-liberalism, educaon policy, working 
condions, extreme teaching, educaonal change

Introduction

The issue of working condions inŇuences teachers’ experience of their pro-
fessional lives and will determine to some degree teachers’ movaon and 
ability to achieve meaningful teaching. However, these same working condi-

ons frequently remain unadressed by educaon policy and its aempts to improve 
teaching and learning. As Gitlin said in his study of secondary school teachers: “ For 
too long now, the working condions of teachers have been overlooked because it is 
assumed that teaching is a calling, a profession where one would work to overcome 
school-related obstacles regardless of their nature” (2001, pp. 254-255).

According to Ball (2003), the recent global wave of neo-liberal policies of per-
formavity seem set to consolidate a historical and systemic lack of caring for the 
subjects of educaon, for, as Ball states, “performance has no room for caring” 
(p.224). For an educaon system to care for its teachers and their job sasfacon, 
knowledge of their collecve experiences would need to inform policy decisions. 
The consistently high levels of teacher burn-out across developed countries is 
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evidence that this is not occurring (Macdonald. 1999); rather, evidence reveals 
that the neo-liberal performaitvity agenda is translang into increased teacher 
turnover and higher levels of burn-out and insasfacon amongst even the most 
accomplished of teachers (Lloyd, 2012). 

As van den Berg (2002) indicates, lived tensions between expectaons (policy) 
and on the ground working condions are not merely ‘technical’ or ‘bureaucra-
c’, they reach into the teacher’s subjecvity, forcing teachers to re-accommodate 
their sense of self. On a similar note, Ball (2003) argues that 

the parcular focus [of neo-liberal reform] […] is not primarily upon structures 
and procedures, but upon the re-forming of relaonships and subjecvies […] 
What it means to teach and what it means to be a teacher (a researcher, an aca-
demic) are subtly but decisively changed in the processes of reform (pp. 217-218).

Such reform agendas are therefore both ‘conservave’ in maintaining the pre-
vailing operaonal condions of schools, and ‘radical’ in their re-thinking of 
educaon’s subjecvies and relaonships. 

The 2013 educaon reform in Mexico appears to be no excepon to this gene-
ral rule with its central and predominant aenon to redeĮning the contractual 
relaonship between the state and teacher (Blanco, 2013; Gil, 2013; Keck, 2015), 
and by establishing and enhancing teacher evaluaon as the preferred mechanism 
for determining teacher promoon and permanence. Far from a concern to im-
prove teacher working condions in the broadest sense, the central thrust of the 
Mexican reform agenda would seem to be designed to undermine the contractual 
stability that being a teacher has tradionally oīered. 

In this sense the 2013 reform’s targeng of job security responds to internao-
nal and naonal pressure to ‘Ňexibilize’ the workforce in alignment with neo-liberal 
polical thinking and strategy, and also to the gradual and increasingly strident ‘de-
monizaon’ of teachers as the root cause of Mexico’s poor educaonal achievement 
(Muñoz, 2008; Bensusán & Tapia, 2013; Blanco, 2013). Characterizaons of teachers 
as unprofessional, lazy, corrupt and ignorant Ňourish in a context which systemaca-
lly ignores working condions. In recent years, for example, the media has roundly 
condemned a working culture that facilitates teacher absenteeism, yet there is no 
comparable condemnaon of important structural features such as the fact that 
Mexico has the highest student to teacher rao of all OECD countries (OECD, 2014). 

Debate about how best to improve schools is not well served by this distoron 
of the factors that limit good teaching and learning in Mexican schools. To this end 
this arcle arcle seeks to redress a relave silence around teacher experience by 
focusing on the working condions of indigenous teachers in Chiapas. Collecvely 
these condions give rise to the state of ‘extreme teaching’ named in the tle, a 
concept derived from the world of ‘extreme sports’ which require its praconers 
to Ňourish in a landscape which should render the sport impossibly diĸcult. I will 
argue that the features of the indigenous teachers ‘workscape’ explored here are 
parcularly hosle to teacher well-being and professionalism, lending a degree of 
absurdity to the discourse of teacher quality. 

Not least, I will draw on the evidence of non-communicaon among indigenous 
teachers to crique the 2013 reforms professed interest in promong teachers’ 
individual and collecve leadership (INEE, 2015). The reform’s ambion to bring 
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about educaonal change by culvang teacher reŇexivity and agency within 
professional learning communies, in the style described by Hargreaves’ Fourth 
Way (see Hargreaves and Shirley, 2009; Harris, 2011), sits uneasily alongside the 
working condions of indigenous teachers whose most deĮning characterisc is, I 
argue, professional atomizaon. 

To be more precise, this teacher atomizaon should be understood as a second 
order characterisc resulng from a number of Įrst order characteriscs that have 
less to do with individual teachers than with the structural, cultural, polical, eco-
nomic, administrave features of the landscape they inhabit. The proposed enga-
gement of indigenous teachers in a collecve search for improvement requires of 
the teacher an ethical and material investment in educaon that stands in contrast 
to many of the features of this landscape. Thus we could say that the 2013 reform 
requires of teachers that they should become exceponal individuals, able not 
only to overcome isolated obstacles but also to work against the grain of Mexico’s 
social fabric in a selŇess pursuit of the common good. 

If some features of the dimminished school environment are parcular to the 
indigenous or Mexican context, I would argue that an aenon to ‘extreme tea-
ching’ in Chiapas is relevant to the internaonal educaon community for three 
reasons: Firstly, there may be many commonalies with other educaonal realies 
across lanamerica where polical, social and economic condions oŌen conver-
ge; Secondly, as educaon coverage has expanded across the enre ‘developing 
world’, extreme teaching in precarious condions is becoming ‘mainstream’ (at 
least in terms of numbers of teachers employed). This numerical dominaon of 
the ‘periphery’ contrasts with a connued theoreco-polical dominaon of the 
educaonal experiences of ‘advanced’ market democracies. This imbalance of at-
tenon needs to be redressed in order to develop viable soluons to the idiosyn-
crac diĸcules that occur on educaon’s periphery. And thirdly, an examinaon 
of ‘extreme teaching’ permits us to see things about educaon that are obscured 
by the highly developed raonales and sophiscated pracces of the ‘western’ 
instuons that oŌen set the educaonal trends that colonize and dominate 
educaon’s peripheries. 

For example, it is easier to understand Freud’s inclusion of teaching among his “im-
possible professions” in the light of the challenges faced by the indigenous teachers 
of this study. For Freud the impossibility of teaching is located in the gap between 
educaon’s need for certainty and uniformity and the uncontrollable, unforeseeable 
mulplicity of experience (Britzman, 2009). The peripheries of educaon beer re-
veal this divide between theory (universal) and reality (local), a divide also present 
– though moderated - in the ‘mainstream’ classrooms at educaon’s centres. I hope, 
therefore, that teachers operang within educaon’s ‘centre’ will be able to recognize 
some of their own tensions in the lives of these indigenous teachers.

Methodology
Ball (2003) contrasts an appearance of “hyper-raonal” objecvity and a reliance 
on “simple Įgures and categories of judgement” with the “complex social proces-
ses and events” that educaon reform aempts to describe and control (p.217). 
He invokes the imperave to “get behind” the surface of reform to examine the 
social identy of teachers who have become its objects. In keeping with Ball, this 
study seeks to de-raonalize and de-simplify reform agenda in Mexico by mapping 
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elements of the ‘workscape’ ignored by the smooth surfaces of policy technologies. 
This arcle can be understood as ethnographic in that it aempts to generate 

an impression of some features of the working life of indigenous teachers. This im-
pression is formed not only through interview, but also from experiences in the Įeld 
over a period of years. The data derives from a broader case study that documented 
and analyzed teacher learning and transformaon as a result of their parcipaon in 
a parcular training process. This training process (Being a teacher, being a person: 
Towards an ethic of the care of self) consists in three three-day retreats spread over 
nine months. It is being piloted among indigenous teachers in Chiapas, Mexico. 

Teachers parcipang in the training worked in a variety of sengs from single-
teacher mul-grade schools in remote communies to the supervisor’s oĸce in 
the regional ‘capital’, and ranged from beginning teachers to teachers close to re-
rement. The sample of teachers interviewed reŇected this distribuon. All names 
in the sample have been changed to ensure anonymity. 

Table 1. Descripon of teachers interviewed

Name (alias) Sex Age Mother 
tongue Role Type of School Number of 

Interviews 

Paula F 35 Tseltal Techical 
Adivsor

School 
supervision 3

Araceli F 48 Tseltal Teacher Complete 3

Marco F 48 Tseltal Director Complete 3

Roberta F 39 Tseltal Teacher Uni-teacher 3

Ariadna F 42 Tseltal Teacher Uni-teacher 3

Iván M 38 Tseltal Teacher Complete 3

Martha F 27 Tsotsil Teacher Tetra-teacher 3

Patrocinio M 29 Tsotsil Teacher Bi-teacher 3

Mariana F 24 Tsotsil Teacher Complete 3

Mario M 21 Español Teacher Uni-teacher 4

Alberto M 35 Tseltal Director Complete 3

Ana F 30 Tseltal Teacher Complete 4

Marn M 43 Tseltal Technical 
Advisor

School 
supervision 3

Inocencio M 42 Tsotsil Technical 
Advisor

School 
supervision 3

Jorge M 31 Tsotsil Technical 
Advisor

School 
supervision 3

Alfredo M 45 Tseltal Technical 
Advisor

School 
supervision 4

Norberto M 43 Tseltal Supervisor School 
supervision 1

Sabina F 38 Tsotsil Director Complete 1

Carolina F 31 Tseltal Teacher Complete 1
Note: Where teachers were interviewed four mes or once it is because they parcipated 
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in a video interview post-training.

Interviews provided a means of understanding the nature of teacher learning and 
transformaon during the training process. In the majority of cases three interviews 
were conducted – before, during and aŌer – with a view to establish the entry pro-
Įle of teachers and their subsequent evoluon. The Įrst interview sought to gene-
rate informaon about the teachers’ problemazaons of their role and experience. 
Subsequent interviews built upon informaon from the Įrst interview with the view 
to see how new learning was helping teachers to understand or address the pro-
blems idenĮed in the Įrst interview, or to reconĮgure their relaon to their teacher 
identy. As part of the aempt to understand teacher transformaon the interviews 
explored teacher experience in general, especially in those aspects of their work 
they experienced as most diĸcult. Most of the data drawn on for this arcle stems 
from the Įrst interview which included quesons such as: “What causes you most 
anxiety or diĸculty in your school at this moment?” and “Could you describe how 
you feel that your character or personality aīects you as a teacher?” 

A total of 54 interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed to idenfy cri-
cal moments considered representave of indigenous teachers’ lives and learning. 
Categories were generated from the boom up and a Įrst compilaon of tesmony 
was organized into three Įelds (Organizaonal Climate, Leadership, and Vocaon). 
Subsequently, these Įelds were further divided using the following sub-categories – 
tolerance, responsibility, solidarity, crical and systemic awareness, and parcipaon. 

Whilst data analysis originally responded to the intenon of documenng the 
impact of the training, it became apparent that tesmonies also merited being read 
through the lens of teachers’ working condions. Data poinng to ‘extreme tea-
ching’ was drawn principally from the Įelds of organizaonal climate and leaders-
hip. However, given my interest in framing the arcle from the teachers’ perspecve 
(i.e. what does it feel like to be at the ‘extreme’ end of educaon), it became appa-
rent that the construcon of an overarching narrave organized around the themes 
of “separaon” and “diīerence” would be a more adequate vehicle for organizing 
and communicang a psycho-emoonal perspecve on teacher voice, and also a 
means of characterizing some central components of ‘extreme teaching’.

Interview data was supplemented by data from school visits occurring as part 
of the training process’ networking with schools and teachers, or as part of the 
interviewing process (most notably where interviews were being Įlmed). Visits 
were not supervisory, nor was the physical presence in schools understood to be 
a ‘formal’ part of data gathering; rather, this data has been used to enrich teacher 
tesmony and provide perspecve. 

Results
1. Separaon (distance, alienaon and ambiguity)
Indigenous teachers commonly referred to themselves as removed from the thrust 
of the world. They use phrases like “lost in the jungle” or “lost in the mountains” 
to refer to their existence on the outer edges of the educaon system. Paula, a 
technical advisor working out of a school supervision, uses the word “below” both 
to locate and deĮne it; “there, below”, she says, “apathy rules.”

Marginality is manifest in the me taken, distance travelled and money spent in 
geng to their assigned schools. Early in their careers, geng to work frequently 
involves journeys of up to 12 hours. Accidents on diĸcult roads, robbery, and assault 
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make ‘commung’ potenally dangerous, especially for women. Where travel mes 
are longest, teachers are away from their homes for 12 days at a me, creang a 
dramac work-life schism. A common work cycle will be one weekend ‘at home’ 
followed by one week, one weekend, and one week living in the community. 

There are signiĮcant implicaons for teachers’ work life. Most notably, ca-
reer paths are equated with the reducon of journey me through a mechanism 
known as the ‘cadena de cambio’ (the chain of changes). This longstanding admi-
nistrave procedure (a structural ‘relic’ of the educaon system) shuŋes teachers 
through schools, zones and regions and is governed by a complex set of rules, re-
gulaons and personal relaons. For teachers, a primary object of moving through 
the ‘cadena de cambios’ is to be assigned to a school closer to home, but it may 
also respond to the desire to leave a problemac school or community. 

Mario, a mulgrade teacher at the beginning of his career, was encountering 
diĸcules with his unruly group of 40 students from 1st to 6th grade. Having tried 
both the ‘Ňexible friend’ and ‘tough teacher’ approach, he seems resigned to de-
feat and admits that he doesn’t know “what they [the children/the community] 
want or expect” from him. He laments a generalized disinterest in educaon and 
feels deeply his solitude as the lone representave of educaon’s orders: “by my-
self, by myself, by myself! Killing myself [with eīort], and they don’t do anything! 
That is ring”. Mario is speaking from Mexico’s educaonal ‘underworld’, the one 
or two-teacher primary schools at the farthest reaches of the school network. 
A characterisc feature of educaon in Chiapas, mulgrade schools account for 
69.7% of all primary schools (INEE, 2010). 

Mario’s tesmony perfectly captures the condion of ‘extreme teaching’ which 
is lived as geographically and culturally separated from the thrust of educaon’s 
orders. Being the lone teacher in that distant and hosle community was a situa-
on to be endured, a means to access a more worldly future. “What other people 
say to me is that I won’t always be there […] I will be able to get to a school where I 
really will […] be able to work how I want […] That not all my years of teaching will 
be spent there, there, there! No!” (Mario).

In the case of Paula, distance from her own children is a deĮnive condion of 
her experience of teaching. Paula, a single mother, is separated from her children 
for days at a me and so pays a high price for being a teacher. She remarks on the 
irony of dedicang her life to other people’s children, whilst her own children are 
brought up by their grandparents. Her working obligaons clash painfully with her 
ideal of motherhood. If teaching puts food on the table, it also radically removes 
her from a dedicaon to her children whom, she says, “I have, praccally speaking, 
abandoned […] the only people who are seeing them grow up and fulĮlling the 
[parental] dues are my parents […] So it’s this, perhaps, that doesn’t allow me be 
happy as a person” (Paula).

Teachers with families pay a high psycho-emoonal toll for their fractured existen-
ce, and the loss of a stable home does not appear to be compensated for by coming 
signiĮcantly closer to something else –to colleagues, to a community, to a deep sense 
of vocaon; rather, teachers occupy a ‘no man’s land’, neither fully engaged with a 
home life, nor fully engaged with the professional life which takes them way. Evidence 
of the messiness of a ‘nomadic’ existence (replete with alcoholism, inĮdelies and 
absenteeism) is juxtaposed with an ideal of family closeness that has a signiĮcant pla-
ce in Mexican culture. In eīect, these teachers spend much of their lives structurally 
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separated from the ingredients of a ‘normal’ life and its domesc rhythms. 
As opposed to the ideals of family and profession, images of teachers at home or 

at work are frequently distopic. Alfredo, a teacher with over twenty years experien-
ce, reŇects on a ruinous life as a philanderer, drunk, and shirker. He describes himself 
as mediocre, and evokes the image of a stunted, leaŇess tree to describe his wor-
king life. Alfredo’s alienaon from a deep sense of professionalism is shared across 
the sample through a common anxiety around professional competence. Paula, for 
example, suspects that “deep inside us we feel that we are lacking something [pro-
fessionally], but we don’t know what”. Paula describes how this doubt is accompa-
nied by a paralysis prevenng construcve engagement with professional enhance-
ment. Mariana, a young teacher just beginning her career, has already come to the 
conclusion that her colleagues do not have the “personal or professional capacity to 
talk about or to solve things as a team”. And Ana, a mid-career teacher, remarks on 
her own inability to talk in staī meengs for fear of ridicule, as if she has remained 
in a permanent idenĮcaon with the condion of ‘novice’:

My problem is that I can’t express myself freely with my colleagues. What I think, and 
more what I feel. Or even more in the elaboraon of a project. It’s very hard for me 
[…]. I have this fear that they will make fun of me –‘you don’t know’ or something […] 
and I think this is an obstacle for my advancement as a professional … (Ana).

Ana’s fear of exposure as ‘unknowing’ is common among the teachers inter-
viewed, and high degrees of insecurity frequently hinder teachers from fully em-
bodying their professional identy. Unsurprisingly, the feeling of being out of their 
depth is generalized amongst the teachers interviewed. Defensive posions and 
survival strategies abound. Ana held back from parcipang in staī meengs for 
fear of being ridiculed. Alfredo, whilst acng as school supervisor, feels he lacked 
the moral authority required to enter into dialogue with staī and hides behind 
regulaons. Norberto lacks the courage and clarity required to confront staī. And 
Sabina has come to see the issue of “self-esteem” among her staī (and herself) as 
central to the diĸcules experienced in her school: 

I believe that in general here at the school what we are lacking is conĮdence […]. 
For example, in the case of the teachers, [conĮdence] in what they teach and in 
who they are. In my case, as director, [conĮdence] in what I say and in being un-
derstood by them [the teachers] (Sabina).

Worse than the material scarcies and geographic instability is a lack of profes-
sional authority and value among indigenous teachers. For Sabina the most im-
portant thing she learnt in the reŇexive training around which the research took 
place, is that she, as a person and as a professional, has value.

If teachers are separated from embodying an identy rooted in a mutually 
supported competence, similarly, they have become separated from their indige-
nous roots. It is no small irony that teaching has oŌen required teachers to absent 
themselves from the pracces and rhythms of agricultural life that make up a sig-
niĮcant part of indigenous identy. Comments made by some community mem-
bers on one visit to a school reŇect a view of the indigenous teacher as ‘other’, 
as someone who no longer belongs. Mariana’s ambiguity around her students is 
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typical. She appears culturally sensive, and is aware of the misĮt between the 
naonal curriculum and the indigenous world, but, paradoxically, she is frustra-
ted by her students’ ambions of geng married, having a family, and culvang 
the land. Mariana’s lamentaons, like Patrocinio’s exhortaons to parents to help 
their children ‘become somebody’ through educaon, present us with a vision of 
educaon’s elism. If educaon professes the spirit of equality, this is the equality 
of opportunity (to become somebody) and not an equality ‘being’. Indigenous tea-
chers in this situaon are both separated from their context by their professional 
status, and professionally bound to bring about that context’s separaon from 
itself by liŌing its populaon into the freedoms of ‘modernity’. 

2. Diīerence (conŇict, mistrust, and fear)
Teachers interviewed had been caught up in the strike acon against the 2013 edu-
caon reform. For Sabina, believing that her only recourse as school director was 
the strict applicaon of regulaons with striking teachers, it represented a tough 
challenge. Maintaining this posion came at a cost and in hindsight she feels that 
she overplayed her hand, entrenching the divisions between herself and her staī: 

… it was a trial by Įre that they [her staī] put before me, because they entered 
into a very rebellious phase, in response to which I had two possible paths to 
follow: or I […] applied the rules or I let everything go and let them do what they 
wanted, no? What I did was to follow the rules, so I think I was very rigid – a posi-
on that didn’t contribute anything to the work place. On the contrary, I think we 
went through very tough situaons, very negave (Sabina).

If Sabina subsequently modulated her reacon and smoothed out some of the di-
īerences with her young teachers, her tesmony illustrates the divided response 
of the teaching body to the government reform agenda. 

This climacc situaon is indicave of a permanent condion of low-intensity con-
Ňict among teachers. Indigenous schools are rarely the expression of collecve pur-
pose, and have become sites of ‘sectarian’ conŇict between two facons, one aligned 
with the longstanding Sindicato Nacional de Trabajadores de la Educación, and the 
other with a breakaway teachers’ union, la Coordinación Nacional de Trabajadores de 
la Educación. Teachers’ tesmonies aest to the non-communicaon, contrariness, 
boycong, inmidaon and sabotage permeang relaons between the two facons. 

Whilst at educaon’s ‘centres’ teacher identy tends to be mediated by an ove-
rriding appeal to professionalism, vocaon, and service, in Chiapas we witness 
the teacher as a polical animal in the raw. The ‘fact’ of polics, and in parcular 
the dynamics of resistance or capitulaon, impregnates the lives of indigenous 
teachers, creang a world within a world, a parallel script situated within the more 
instuonal consideraons of hierarchy, or the educaonal consideraons of pe-
dagogy, or the gobernmental consideraons of policy implementaon. To work 
within this policized culture requires ongoing risk management and negoaon 
of allegiances. Mariana, for example, is parcularly troubled by what she deĮnes 
as the ‘ideological’ struggles transecng schools. She pines for a more collegiate 
work environment, one in which teachers form a cohesive unit and colleagues 
might be trusted rather than feared. 

Paula repeatedly uses the word ‘conĮanza’ (meaning both ‘trust’ in the other 
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and ‘self-conĮdence’) in relaon to her professional experience. ‘ConĮanza’ in her-
self and in her professional relaons is what Paula most desires to culvate. Her 
tesmony, however, reveals a fundamental mistrust of her professional relaons, 
and a free-Ňoang anxiety around her need to feel accepted by colleagues. Her 
queson “What can I do so that they will accept me?”, lurks behind her acons 
and the permanent possibility of rejecon feeds on her professional vulnerability, 
carrying with it the threat of humiliaon. 

Paula recounts a school visit in which she feels that her ‘overseeing’ presence 
was resented by its teachers, who declared on her arrival that they needed to be 
elsewhere and were unable to receive her. As they drive oī in their shared car she 
is leŌ to fend for herself on the side of the road in a rural community in Chiapas - a 
gesture whose hoslity is hard to ignore. Resistance to her instuonal ‘authority’ 
overlaps with resistance to her ‘person’ and to her physical manifestaon in their te-
rritory. In interview she recounts how the humiliaon of this rebuī led her to refrain 
from school visits for eighteen months. Although she has taken to vising schools 
again, she remains sensive to signs of rejecon that lurk within the codes of pro-
fessional and personal civilies. Paula clearly feels herself to be an unwelcome and 
irrelevant interloper at the periphery, and her right to be there implicitly quesoned:

Somemes I get dispirited because I feel that I am not accepted in [the school at] 
Lagunas, and if there is not complete acceptance whatever I say is not going to 
maer to them, even if they are listening […] or half taking notes […] [Later they will 
say], “the technical advisor came but I can’t even remember what she said”. So it’s 
that that gets me down, that there isn’t acceptance, or any desire to change (Paula). 

Such stand-oīs are omnipresent in the tesmonies, and at every level ‘authori-
ty’ is experienced as uncomfortable. Authoritarian excess is a common response 
to this tension. Sabina, Alberto and Inocencio are all school directors whose ma-
nagement has been over-regulatory in an eīort to stem a possible epidemic of 
absenteeism and abuses. Alberto described his own evoluon with respect to his 
‘management’ of teachers’:

… before I applied the rule-book to anyone involved in misconduct. But I came to 
understand that that isn’t the way. That violence should not be met with violence. 
Rather, you have to be understanding with them, talk to them, because all human 
behaviour has its cause, which is something that I didn’t know before… (Alberto). 

Flexibility in the exercise of authority is problemac where the ‘other’ is feared 
and the professional ethics and vocaon of teachers are not trusted. Alberto’s 
reference to the idea of ‘violence’ and ‘counter-violence’ to describe the provo-
caons between teachers and authories is telling, evoking Foucault’s (1980) 
permanent provocaons of power. The complexity of ‘policing’ educaon’s peri-
pheries is present in Alfredo’s aempt to Įnd ‘workable’ means of countering the 
threat of ‘anarchy’ and to ‘persuade’ teachers to inhabit the orders of schooling. 
An alternave response to the permanent provocaons of teachers’ agendas is a 
strategic abdicaon of ‘policing’. Judging from Paula’s account of her work culture, 
her boss (Norberto) resorts to this strategy (“You are you, you can do what you 
want”), and pracces an ethical relavism and professional atomizaon that con-
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tradicts the collecvisms of union discourse. 
The prevalence of excessive force and excessive leniency point to an organizao-

nal environment short on meaningful collaboraon. The silence of Ana, the seduc-
on of Paula, the regulatory knee-jerk of the school directors, and the leniency of 
Norberto, are evidence of a work culture stripped of construcve dialogue. Sabina is 
clear that what she most needs as a school director is to Įnd the balance between 
Įrmness (policing), and Ňexibility (listening), and we can infer from her self-analysis 
the existance of a desire to inhabit a dialogue between two ‘ethical’ equals. 

Discussion
In their analysis of the 2013 reform Brach and Zorrilla (2015) state that “auto-
nomy in relaon to school management can be seen as one of the most aracve 
and transcendent beneĮts to be introduced” (p.35, my translaon). Reforms that 
propose school autonomy are rooted in the noon of the school as a relavely 
stable composite of diīerent actors united around a shared goal and capable of 
construcng and coordinang an agenda for educaonal change that situates the 
school as “a centre for signiĮcant decision making in the system” (ibid., my trans-
laon). And yet the closer we get to teacher experience, the more obvious it beco-
mes that condions of extreme teaching on the ground are not amenable to the 
sort of dialogue and decision making the government is demanding of teachers as 
it hones its discourse on teacher quality. 

The contrast between centralized educaon policy and local reality is more 
keenly felt by indigenous teachers who face an enourmous inequality of condi-
ons when aempng to implement policy. Teachers in this study made constant 
reference to the misĮt between naonal policy and indigenous realies. Alfredo, a 
school director, points to the gap between the experts who create policy and the 
teachers in charge of its implementaon: 

What has been missing, I think, is parcipaon. A proposal [for educaon] that 
comes from below. Because, normally, it is made from above, elaborated by re-
searchers and ‘hot shot’ academics. But they haven’t taken into account our expe-
riences, our life story, our needs, what work we do do as subjects. What is missing 
in educaon is that they take us into account, yes, our experiences, experiences 
grounded in our strengths, and also in our needs (Alfredo).

So whilst agreeing with Bracho and Zorrilla’s posive assessment of the reform’s 
autonomy principle, it would seem imperive to crically qualify our enthusiasm 
in the light of the evidence that points to the connued existence of ‘extreme 
teaching’ in what can be understood as a parallel universe to educaon policy. 

Looking at this evidence on balance, I would especially argue in favour of paying 
greater aenon to the professional atomizaon of teachers and to those featu-
res of the ‘workscape’ that undermine meaningful peer to peer communicaon. 
Such communicaon has been idenĮed as both “the path and the obstacle in the 
process that leads to … self-realizaon in teaching” (Esteve 1994, p.150; for the 
importance of communicaon see also Abraham, 1975; Amiel-Legibre 1980; Vonk, 
1983; Bullough & Baughman, 1997; Giles & Wilson, 2004). Esteve claims that 

the connuing development of teachers must suppose the constant availability of 
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a network of communicaon that should not be reduced to the area of academic 
content but, in addion, also include the methodological, organizaonal, personal 
and social problems that connually introduce themselves within teaching situa-
ons (ibid., p.152, my translaon).

Three notable condions work against communicaon in indigenous educaon: 
teacher mobility, polical polarizaon, and professional fragility. Most extraordi-
nary of the three is teacher mobility. The administrave mechanism, which moves 
teachers around the school system like pieces on a chess board, generates radical 
instability in schools and teachers’ lives, and hinders eīecve communicaon. The 
colloquial descripon of the teacher as a ‘mochila veloz’ (or ‘Ňying rucksack’) gives 
expression to the Ňeeng and unseled quality of teachers’ lives on the periphery 
of educaon. Thus, educaonal policy whose object is school improvement comes 
into radical conŇict with a polical-administrave status quo that undermines the 
necessary collegiality on which school improvement would depend. 

Likewise, the omnipresence of polarized ‘blocks’ of teachers (in the form of the 
oĸcial and unoĸcial teachers’ unions) marginalizes communicaons that are not 
mediated by ideology and concerned with polical struggles. Teachers pressed 
between the state, the union and the community are expected to absorb and con-
tain these compeng interests. Whilst they appear to do so, the loss of meaningful 
professional communicaon and collaboraon is a high price to pay.

The third obstacle to communicaon is the fragility and alienaon within tea-
cher identy. Poorly educated, unprepared for leadership in the new, dynamic and 
dialogic classroom, and usually movated by a stable salary rather than a teaching 
vocaon, the ‘average’ indigenous teacher identy is constructed above a professio-
nal abyss. These are teachers self-conscious about their awkward wring, spelling 
mistakes, and spoken Spanish. For such teachers, the true communicaon of diĸcul-
ty that could push against a culture of silence and toward professional development 
would perhaps be the expression of themselves as somehow ‘outside’ educaon, 
as culturally and experienally alienated from modern schooling. This alienaon is 
qualitavely diīerent from the ‘western’ teacher having diĸculty in a parcular sub-
ject, or suīering a crisis of conĮdence or classroom discipline. Indigenous teachers 
face an ontological crisis of legimacy, not only regarding their own ‘performance’ as 
teacher, but also the inseron of schooling within indigenous communies. Whilst 
Paula, Mariana, and Ana communicate a yearning for collegiality, for the possibility 
of trust, acceptance and parcipaon in a meaningful collecve experience, they ne-
vertheless have succumbed to silence. Non-communicaon, professional isolaon 
and stagnaon are easier to swallow when the communicaon of radical diĸculty 
would throw so much of teachers’ assumed identy into the air. 

Whilst diverse studies in Spain, England, Australia and the United States draw 
aenon to the good social and professional relaons between colleagues (Mar-
chesi, 2007; Hargreaves, L.; Cunningham et al., 2007; McKenzie, Kos et al., 2008; 
Liu & Ramsey, 2008), the present study corroborates the diĸcules that Lana-
merican teachers face in the negoaon of their school relaons and professional 
identy, diĸcules that partly stem from a reform agenda that over-instrumenta-
lizes teachers’ work, ignoring the “irraonal” elements that deĮne the role and are 
rooted in cultural, ethico-moral and polical consideraons (Ten Fanfani, 2005). 
Goodson, speaking from a European context has the following to say about the 
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tendency to over-instrumentalizaon: 
The assumpon is held that the clear enunciaon of objecves, backed by a bat-
tery of tests, accompanied by accountability strategies, and conĮrmed by a range 
of Įnancial incenves and payments by results, will inevitably raise school stan-
dards. The teacher is posioned as a key part of this delivery system, but techni-
cal aspects of teacher professionalism are stressed, rather than the professional 
biography –the personal missions and commitments that underpin the teacher’s 
sense of vocaonalism and caring professionalism (Goodson, 2007, p. 137).

According to Goodson, what he calls “the personality of change” is all too oŌen 
seen as the “stumbling block” of real reform, rather than as a crucial “building 
block” (ibid., p.138). 

It should be no surprise, then, that this research reveals evidence of a disengaged 
and hyper-cauous teaching body uncomfortably straddling the gap between poli-
cy and reality. Whilst the themes of separaon and diīerence are consistent with 
exisng studies of teacher vulnerability (see Kelchtermans, 1996; Bullough & Young, 
2002), what stands out is the intensity with which work condions press in upon 
these indigenous teachers. Whilst, for example, a conŇict between home and school 
life is a commonplace for teachers, the requirement that teachers remain away from 
home for up to two weeks contains a violence of sacriĮce in its work-life imbalance 
not experienced by the teacher at the centre. In this polico-administrave culture 
the work of teaching takes on new meanings, perhaps characterized by a profound 
lack of caring that extends from top to boom of the Mexican educaon system. 
Similarly, a recent study of teacher experience within the neo-liberal policy para-
digm points to how teachers frequently come into conŇict with an ‘uncaring’ policy 
imposion (Ball, 2014). Ball refers us to tensions between educaonal ‘visions’ that 
occur in the United Kingdom in the following terms:

Two regimes of truth are in opposion here, two systems of value and values. One 
produces measurable teaching subjects, whose qualies are represented in cate-
gories of judgement; the other is vested in a pedagogy of context and experience, 
intelligible in a set of collegial relaons (p. 92).

In the case of Mexico’s ‘extreme teaching’ we see an even more stark opposi-
ons –on the one hand pressure is building incrementally to produce an entre-
preneurial teacher identy wholeheartedly commied to connual and relentless 
improvement of student learning (as determined by standardized tesng). And, 
in contrast, we have a teaching body whose value and values are rooted in a ‘cul-
ture’ of (self-) survival amid parcularly hosle socio-economic and working con-
dions. Pedagogic or learning concerns have historically remained secondary to 
the weight of teachers’ circumstances. As long as a need for ‘survival’ remains 
a prominent feature of teacher experience the discourse of performavity risks 
being subsumed within this culture as teachers adopt a simulated ‘performave’ 
response as a new necessity of survival (Ball, 2003). 

Perhaps of most concern, however, is the possibility that the longer teachers’ 
working condions remain sidelined in the policy debate, the easier it will be to 
blame teachers for educaon’s failings. As Moore (2012) points out, one of the 
‘side-eīects’ of neo-liberal policy agendas, with their emphasis on the importance 
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of teacher quality, competency and leadership, is that as ‘teacher power’ becomes 
emphasized structural, polical, administrave, social and cultural condions re-
cede from the spotlight. Likewise, the discourse of school autonomy can also be 
confused with the discourse of teacher responsibility, and it is not so diĸcult to 
imagine a situaon in which the government denies responsibility for educaon’s 
failings to the degree to which it has supposedly devolved signiĮcant decision ma-
king to teachers. How can such devoluon of decision making be realiscally taken 
up by an unconĮdent and lone teacher facing a group of 50 primary students of all 
grades in an isolated community 12 hours travel away from their home?

The work of giving voice to teacher experience and of returning the educaonal 
debate to the issues beyond teacher quality and competence is one of the ways 
in which we can insist that the government take up its share of responsibility for 
educaonal failure and for educaonal change. Gil’s (2013) image of the educaon 
system as a dilapidated bus on a pot-holed road is a useful analogy here. As Gil 
argues, this arcle hopes to shine a light on the Įgure of the teacher (the driver) 
without loosing sight of the pot-holed road (Mexico itself) and the dilapidated bus 
(the educaon system). Hopefully, the sketches of ‘extreme teaching’ presented 
in this arcle will serve as a reminder of how the teacher is situated and how their 
possibilies of acon and transformaon are conngent on a multude of factors, 
many of which beyond their immediate control. At a me when the polical and 
policy pressure on the teacher is being turned up, it is important to constantly 
remind ourselves of the features of teacher experience that are so easily sidelined 
as an-teacher rhetoric becomes an accepted feature of ‘cultural’ life in Mexico.

Whilst it is true that teachers are guilty of abusing the system, I would argue 
that the system has also abused the Mexican teacher, especially those teachers at 
the periphery. If it is all too easy for the general public to become outraged by tales 
of parasic teachers leeching oī the state, and to resonate with the stereotyped 
portrayals of teacher, we must simultaneously ask if we would accept the small 
print of their working lives? In the case of indigenous teachers (and probably many 
others), the acceptance (or tolerance) of their extraordinary working condions 
would seem to be largely based on the compensaon of a stable salary, and this in 
turn acquires its importance in relaon to Mexico’s economic inequalies, which 
will oŌen mean that the job of teacher is one of a very few possibilites for escaping 
poverty and economic insecurity. 

Might it eventually turn out to be the case that the 2013 reform’s Ňexibilizaon 
of the workforce will remove the only eīecve incenve for recruing teachers 
to the periphery? Were this to occur, the government would perhaps be obli-
ged to reconsider the give and take of the social contract that mediates relaons 
between teachers and the state. One of these reconsideraons might involve an 
acve recognion of the mulplicity of factors that determine what happens or 
doesn’t happen in a classroom, or in a school, and to cease to lean so heavily on 
teachers, at the same me as beginning to address those structural features con-
dioning teacher experience. 

Conclusion 
Evidence of separaon and diīerence within indigenous teachers’ lives points to 
the existence of what I have termed ‘extreme teaching’ within the indigenous edu-
caon system in Mexico. The implicaons of ‘extreme teaching’ on teaching iden-
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ty concur with the conŇicts idenĮed in van de Berg’s (2002) review of teacher 
subjecvity. Indigenous teachers on the periphery of Mexico’s educaon system 
struggle to respond to student needs, to occupy the role of leadership, to unders-
tand professional competence, to Įnd the balance between public-professional 
responsibility and bureaucracy, and to arculate the ‘big changes’ of reform agen-
das within chronically fragile circumstances. 

From this ground, non-communicaon among indigenous teachers was singled 
out as an example of how structural features of the educaonal landscape stand in 
opposion to teacher quality. To counter this situaon among indigenous teachers, 
work would need to be done to address how collegiality and communicaon might 
be fostered. To do so would require a holisc reform agenda capable of formulang 
and addressing serious and diĸcult quesons about the polics and administraon 
of educaon, and about how teachers can be adequately supported to collecvely 
confront a hollowed out teacher identy. To aend to this patchwork of issues, and 
to listen to teachers’ talk about their lives on the periphery, requires acknowledging 
the complexity of educaon and the nuances of teachers’ experience. This sensibi-
lity to the local stands in opposion and resistance to the universalizing tendencies 
in dominant educaonal discourses and the noon of ‘experse’ that drives much of 
the policy borrowing that occurs within and between naons. 
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