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Introduction

I encountered my research problem as a result of a need to find answers to a specific situation in my daily teaching life while discussing the novel ‘Goodnight, Mr. Tom’ (GMT) by Michelle Magorian. This text is used in the Grade 9 Language classroom as a tool in order to promote more interest in the students for the subject ‘English Literature' in the target school (TS). While working in the capacity of an English Language and Literature teacher in the TS, I suddenly realized that the English teachers of the parallel Grade 9 classes did not always discuss the topic of child abuse when exploring this specific text. Thus, I was inspired to investigate this phenomenon as child abuse in terms of physical, verbal, and emotional abuse is a subtle, yet prominent topic embedded within the novel.
In order to explore this phenomenon six teachers from two schools located in the Colombo District who teach the target text to students of Grade 9 as part of their Language lesson were chosen.

Methodology

This research adopts a qualitative research paradigm. As Hughes (2006: p.4) cites Burns (2000: p. 9-10) this approach focuses on “…those who are studied to speak for themselves, to provide their perspectives in words and other actions. Therefore, qualitative research is an interactive process in which the persons studied teach the researcher about their lives.” Furthermore, qualitative research attempts to engage in the lives of the participants, their work and experiences (Hathaway, 1995; Merriam, 1988, 1998). Thus, this approach was clearly suitable for the exploration of Sri Lankan English teachers’ perceptions and attitudes towards exploring topics which may be viewed as controversial social issues, prevalent in literary texts scrutinized in classrooms, as this allowed me as a researcher to get actively engaged in drawing out their narratives instead of neutrally attempting to map their social and personal realities in line with their professional realities. This was crucial especially as these were identified as possible variables which may impinge on their classroom decision making through my initial appraisal of the target situation.

Moreover, in line with the chosen data generation methods and tools, the narratives of the teacher participants (TPs) are viewed as a form of construction of their past, reality as well as experiences using language. This is further supported by King and Horrocks (2010; p.22) who state that “language has the potential to construct particular versions of reality,” as especially in this research context, it is these varied realities of the TPs that are explored. Thus, the epistemology of this study is rooted in ‘social constructivism,’ which considers not only the reality constructs of the TPs but also of how the researcher contributes towards the construction of meaning within this study.

Through adopting such an episteme, this study simultaneously focuses on ‘epistemological reflexivity’ as well as ‘personal reflexivity.’ Epistemological reflexivity contributes towards this study by making the researcher reflect upon assumptions made during the research about this particular research problem. At the same time, the element of personal reflexivity has aided in considering the ways in which the researcher’s beliefs, interests, experiences and multiple identities as an insider and an outsider of a continuum of this research, impact the study.

Butler – Kisber (2010: p.63) cites Bruner (1986: p.11 -12) who has described the term ‘narrative’ as “clusters of thought used in thinking to create a form of argument through formal description and explanation.” Butler - Kisber (ibid) argues further that these narratives due to their “lifelikeness” highlights “the way humans account for their actions and events around them and shape their everyday experience.” It is due to this very nature of narrative constructions that this specific research approach was chosen as the objective of this study to draw out TPs’ stories about their personal and professional experiences. Additionally, through re-describing of events and experiences, the TPs were encouraged to think reflectively about their classroom decisions and how they are influenced by internal and external forces in their lives and teaching contexts.

Furthermore, multiple research methods such as TP’s background profile questionnaires, narrative interviews in the form of semi- structured interviews, ongoing journal notes, analysis of the primary literary text- GMT, secondary literature review by the researcher as well as a participatory workshop on ‘Handling Controversial Topics in the Language Classroom’ were employed to gather necessary data as well as understand the research context and substantiate the findings.
A non-probability sampling method is being employed in this study. Thus, the chosen sample is a purposive and convenience sample. As stated by Cohen et al. (ibid: p.132) this sample “…derives from the researcher targeting a particular group, in the full knowledge that it does not represent the wider population; it simply represents itself,” especially as the findings of this study are rooted in context. This purposive and convenience sample consisted of three female English teachers of Grade 9 from the boys’ school (BS) and three female English teachers of the same grade from the target girls’ school (GS).

It is important to note that all the TPs are homogenous only in terms of gender. Initially a background profile questionnaire was used to generate more information about their personal and professional lives. Also, the sample size was limited to three from each target school, foreseeing possible obstacles in the future of the research process in the event a TP decides to withdraw due to various reasons. Furthermore, this particular study is designed to conduct an in-depth study of the TPs to build a comprehensive socio-cultural profile of them rather than  researching  extensively in terms of the size of the sample, especially as generalizability of the findings of this research is not an important criterion due to this study being rooted in a particular context.

The data analysis follows the qualitative research tradition.  The data generated through the questionnaires was used to build a profile of each TP. This helped towards building an in-depth socio-cultural profile of the TPs along with the analysis and interpretation of the other data generated through narrative interviews, primary and secondary literature. All audio interviews were recorded and transcribed by me as this gave me the opportunity to observe recurring patterns and make other observations (Duff, 2008). All interviews were transcribed verbatim and stored in separate soft files created for each participant, along with their narrative interview data and other individual details.

According to Riessman (2005) there are four models of narrative analysis which are suitable for investigating personal experiences. They are structural analysis, thematic analysis, interactional analysis and performative analysis. In her descriptions, she notes that “in practice, different approaches can be combined; they are not mutually exclusive and, as with all typologies, boundaries are fuzzy” (p. 2). In the present study, the narrative data collected from TPs was analyzed using a thematic approach. Other than for pragmatic reasons, this thematic approach was used to address the research questions. The recurring themes in the narratives and group interview were identified and cross examined with the data generated through primary and secondary literature. This process was aided by the method of ‘narrative structural analysis’ devised by Labov and Waletsky (1997) cited by Butler – Kisber (ibid; p.65 – 79). This structural method of analysis used alongside the thematic approach “was used to produce a shorter and synthesized narrative account of sequential and non- repetitive language” (Butler – Kisber, ibid; p.68). Then “these condensed stories were written in the third person to illustrate the presence of the researcher in the account” and these synthesized narratives were examined further […] to elicit common and more conceptual themes across the narratives using an adapted version of constant comparison inquiry using concept mapping (Butler – Kisber, ibid; p.24 – 42).  This combination of methods in analysing aided me in acquiring a deeper understanding about the TPs’ perspectives and attitudes towards topics, which may be viewed as controversial social topics, which are embedded in literary texts studied in the Language classroom. Furthermore, these methods contributed towards managing the rich and overwhelming quantities of qualitative data. These also aided to interpret the data, constantly comparing through concept mapping and triangulation. 
Results and Discussion 

It was quite evident from the data generated through the narrative interviews that all TPs  recognized the importance of discussing socially controversial topics or topics which maybe  sensitive depending on the teaching context in order to create awareness among students, to create a safe environment, as well as to use as a tool for positive reinforce through using Mr. Tom as a positive example in a world of negativity, as in the case of a classroom in which the teacher was aware of having a student who was undergoing similar experiences as the protagonist of the novel – physical abuse. 
When looking closely at the narratives, the TPs identified topics such as child abuse, sexual abuse, bullying, adultery, divorce, sex and homosexuality as topics which are ‘sensitive’ or sometimes ‘socially controversial’ due to the ‘emotionally – charged reactions’ projected by the audience during the discussion of such topics. However, it was highlighted that such reactions mostly depended on how these were approached by the teacher. Thus, it was quite clear that these topics cannot be identified as ‘taboo’ as pointed out by the TPs since the current student population is exposed to a range of topics which makes them quite expressive during classroom discussions.
In relation to GMT, the sensitive topics as highlighted by the TPs are when the readers are made aware of the fact that Willie is physically abused by his own mother , secondly when the baby making process is explained by Zack breaking down the religious beliefs of Willie at that point of story and finally the death of Zack. All the TPs emphasized that the element of physical abuse in this novel becomes socially controversial in their teaching context due to the mother abusing her own child. Furthermore, during the discussion of the ‘baby making process’ in the novel, it is evident that TPs of the BS had summarized the chapter rather read through like other times based on their previous experiences of teaching the same set of students assuming that they would either create an unnecessary disturbance or make irrelevant comments which would make the TPs uncomfortable. On the other hand, TPs of the GS had felt quite comfortable to talk about these topics which clearly highlights the comment of one TP who happens to be a former teacher of the BS and a current teacher of the GS who stated that she is comfortable to discuss such topics with female students rather than with male students. This revelation however seems to consist of many layers. 
The TPs who mentioned that they were comfortable teaching male students always contributed it to the fact that they had male children of their own which as a result made it easy for them to empathize and comprehend their behaviour and way of thinking. Whereas the TPs who felt comfortable teaching girls were ones who had daughters of their own and they gave credit to the fact that female students were easy to discipline and teach while TPs who preferred to teach male students contradicted this claim to a certain extent by stating that female students were difficult to understand and that boys were easier to handle in the classroom.

When looking at the reception of the students in general towards GMT, it was stated by the TPs of the BS that the students were largely disinterested in the text due to the lengthy chapters and the fact the students were preoccupied by their interests in technological driven elements. In contrast, the TPs of the GS mentioned that at least 75% of the students were fully engaged with the text despite the lengthy chapters and the disinterest of the remaining 25% was contributed to reasons such as lack of language proficiency. 
Many factors seemed to have influenced the TPs in their teaching context when making classroom decisions regarding the discussion of topics which maybe perceived as sensitive or socially controversial. Based on the responses of TPs of BS, it is evident that the discipline of the students, time limitations, disinterest of students in the lesson, mixed ability groups in terms of language proficiency, high number of students, personal inhibitions as well as negative opinions of other teachers regarding specific student groups have influenced them in making them either decide to discuss the topic, gloss over the topic or avoid it altogether highlighting the ‘benefit-risk’ dilemma faced by teachers. However, it is interesting to note that tow TPs out of the six interviewed specifically mentioned that topics discussed should be “age appropriate” and that especially “…certain boundaries should not be crossed” when discussing such topics whereas others seemed to hold the opinion that the discussions should be led by the need of the students and that they should be provided authentic information as this will make sure they do not believe in false information they might get to know from another source. Some of the TPs also believed that teachers need to build a rapport with the students especially if the teachers expect to discuss such topics and expect to receive an engaged reaction rather than where students will be passive listeners in the classroom. One TP of the BS mentioned that although she thinks that discussion of such topics is important, a professional in the field needs to handle them.
Moreover, when unravelling the various roles played by the TPs in their day to day lives and how these impinge on their  teaching and their classroom decisions, the overall observation made by the teachers was that the different roles they play such as a mother, daughter, sister, wife help them in their role as a teacher to understand and empathize with their students better and cater to their individual needs. While one TP mentioned that she observed a marked difference in her approach to her handling of classroom issues after becoming a mother, another stated that an individual does not necessarily have to be a mother to be able to empathize and cater to the needs of students as individuals have the ability to learn these skills through their day to day associations with others in society as well. In contrast another TP stated that if she was not a mother, she believed that she would not be able to understand her male students.
Conclusion and Recommendations

In conclusion, although all TPs recognized the importance of discussing topics which may be viewed as sensitive or socially controversial in the classroom, it was clear from the interview data generated that none of the TPs employ any strategy for the discussion of such topics other than summarizing the specific topic in order to gloss over it, avoid it altogether or have an open discussion. It was evident that a knowledge gap existed regarding the discussion of topics in the Language classroom. 

It is apparent that a wide range of topics could be discussed in Sri Lankan classrooms if the teachers approach them equipped with the knowledge to handle such topics. Thus, it is to fill this knowledge gap that a participatory workshop was designed by me with the aid of a professional development pack for the effective teaching of controversial issues implemented by the Council of Europe. Using the framework outlined in this training pack for teachers, I designed a half- day activity based session for Language teachers offering these new insights and stimulating their thinking about different strategies which could be employed to discuss sensitive or socially controversial issues in the classroom. 

Gender stereotyping of society is very clear from the reactions of the students in both target schools as well as the TPs themselves as all of them view the role of the mother as a nurturer which is in total contrast to that of Willie’s mother who physically and verbally abuses him as well as at the end of the storyline is being responsible for the death of her own baby. Thus, the students are appalled by the element of abuse running through the plot.

When exploring the ‘benefit- risk’ dilemma experienced by the TPs in their teaching contexts when dealing with such topics, it is quite clear that their teaching decisions are influenced by factors pertaining to internal as well as external factors. Furthermore, TPs who had daughters seemed to prefer teaching girls while TPs who had sons preferred to teach male students contributing to the assumption that they were able to understand them and cater to their needs better as a result of having children of the same gender.

It could be concluded that the novel GMT had a better reception at the GS than at the BS maybe due to better discipline of the students or the class control the teacher possessed and the fact that the TPs felt more uninhibited to discuss topics prevalent in the novel which were perceived as sensitive in the GS rather than at the BS. 

Finally, it is clear that a majority of the TPs believed that their role as a mother helped them in their teaching while some others upheld the opinion that in order to cater to the individual needs of various students, a teacher did not have to be a mother. 

Thus, this research has shed light on the fact that Sri Lankan English teachers need to be better equipped with the knowledge necessary to handle controversial social topics they may come across in discussions in the classrooms. In order to do this, it is important for teachers to recognize this need and engage in teacher collaboration and self-development.
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