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ABSTRACT 

Teachers and their work are crucial in today’s society, where education is deemed highly 
important. For teachers to be given the best opportunity to carry out their job, it is important 
to understand their working conditions. A number of reforms have been introduced in the 
upper secondary school in Sweden. This implies changed working conditions for the teachers. 
The teaching profession certainly can be categorised as a people-profession. In addition to 
dealing with their clients –the pupils – teachers also interact professionally with a number of 
actors in the organisation where they work, for example their fellow colleagues and the 
headmasters. In addition, they have to relate to both national and local policies, such as the 
national curricula. Two of the key issues in teachers’ work, as with any profession, are those 
of autonomy and discretionary power. This is a study dealing with teachers’ working 
conditions, focusing on the concept of discretion. It examines the ongoing negotiation process 
of shaping, and re-shaping professional work. The objects of study are upper secondary 
teachers, a group of professionals, and their perceived discretion in their school contexts. The 
aim of the study is to explore and problematise upper secondary teachers’ discretion.

The context in which this study takes place can be described in terms of a changing school 
system, with governance as well as organisational changes being introduced. Many reforms 
during the last couple of decades have their origin in the new public management discourse 
where effectiveness, efficiency and economy are key words. The public sector needs to 
become more efficient, it has been claimed, and the question is what that means for the 
professionals, in this case the teachers. In this study the perpetual issue of the tension or 
dynamics between profession and organisation is examined; teachers’ discretionary power 
will be problematised, using teachers’ voices as the point of entry. The study is based on 
interviews with upper secondary teachers in an upper secondary school.

The results point at the tension between profession and organisation. In the interviews, four 
main relationships emerged as crucial when it comes to the creation of discretionary power. 
These relationships are with policies, headmasters, colleagues and pupils. This relationship-
based approach helps to unveil a dimension of teachers’ work and an arena of where and how 
discretion is created – a social dimension. In these relationships we can see different 
proportions of power, control, demand, social support, governance and trust. These social-
psychological concepts help to illuminate the social process in which discretion is created. 
These concepts are enabling and constraining in various ways. In addition, the concept of role 
identity is central in understanding how the teachers perceive their level of discretion.

Key words: discretionary power, profession, organisation, school change, educational reform 
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Part 1 – Point of departure 
This first part of the thesis consists of the introductory chapter and the background chapter, as 
well as the theoretical framework and the methodological considerations, and finally also the 
analysis model chapter. These chapters make up the framework for the interpretation of the 
results and the discussion of the results.
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1 Aim, delimitations and outline of the study – introduction  
This is a study of upper secondary teachers’ discretionary power. The definition of discretion 
in this study is “having the power and control to exercise one’s own professional judgment in 
carrying out and making decisions in the daily work”. It is a study of the ongoing negotiation 
process of shaping, and re-shaping, professional work. The objects of study are upper 
secondary teachers, a group of professionals, and their perceived discretion in their school 
contexts. The aim of the study is to explore and problematise upper secondary teachers’ 
discretion.

Teachers’ work can be studied from a broad range of angles and perspectives. This is a study 
of teachers’ working conditions, from a sociological perspective. Teachers are members of a 
profession where practising the profession involves being employed in a politically governed 
organisation; hence teachers are members of both a profession and an organisation. Indeed, 
most Western societies have undergone considerable changes during the last decades, and 
these changes have had effects on professionals and their relation to politics, management of 
organisations, and their clients (Svensson & Karlsson, 2007). This is a study where the 
tension between profession and organisation; the relation between the two, is dealt with, 
bringing both organisation theory and theory of professions to the fore. This study of 
teachers’ discretionary power can in a broader sense be seen as a study of the working 
conditions of professionals.1

The reasons for studying teachers and their work are manifold; some of the main reasons will 
be discussed here. First, education, and thus implicitly the teaching profession, is important in 
our society, as an economic, social and moral assignment. Teachers’ work is of great 
importance in complying with the educational goals of society. However, the teaching 
commission, as a tool for building the society, is complex. Another complexity of teachers’ 
work, the theoretical motive for the study, has to do with the more theoretical issue of the 
tension between profession and organisation – governance of professionals. The tension can 
be described in terms of a negotiation between the two in defining what can and what cannot 
be done, when, where and how.

The importance of education, and thus of the schools in which formal education takes place, 
constitutes a clear basis for studying teachers and their working conditions. In today’s society, 
education is deemed highly important. Education in our Western societies, as a matter of fact, 
is deemed the factor of success. The ways of improving the quality of education have varied 
over time; education is a political project indeed. Signs of how important education has 
become can be found in various ways. That education has become increasingly important in 
the Western world is, of course, no news; Hansén (1997:1) claims that “No social institution, 
aside from the family, is considered to shape young people’s future as much as the school”2.
In Sweden, almost 100% of the youth finishing year nine, the last year of the compulsory 
schooling, continue and enrol for upper secondary school, which is a civil right. The 
compulsory schooling (in theory nine years, but in practice twelve years) makes the school as 
an institution one of the main rights but also main responsibilities of Swedish citizens. In fact, 
the Swedish government has a goal that 50% of the entire population should continue to 

1 The term professional is used in everyday language referring to widely different things; in this study the term 
refers to a member of a profession, and more specifically the teaching profession.   
2 Author’s translation.  
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university no later than five years after graduating from upper secondary school.3 Thus, it can 
be argued that the educational system has a large impact on Swedish society as such (see for 
example Imsen, 1999; Liljequist, 1999; Lindblad, 1994). Teachers’ working conditions are 
essential to continuously gain knowledge about, because they are part of creating the 
conditions for their pupils and the pupils’ attitudes toward school and learning, as Bowden 
and Marton (2004) claim. With a view of the educational system and the school as an 
important social institution, the teachers hold a key role.

There is extensive research that places emphasis on the importance of the teaching profession 
in today’s society (see for example Ginsburg et al., 1995; Hargreaves & Goodson, 2003). 
Hargreaves and Goodson assert that the teaching profession is a key agent in today’s society 
when it comes to change. The school is often used as a tool when the aim is to implement new 
political ideas. Teachers face the situation of being the executors of these ideas. However, at 
the same time as teachers are executors they are also active shapers of these ideas; as 
Ginsburg et al. (1995) says, teachers are not neutral, and there is a political dimension to their 
work. The school is used as a socialisation agent and integration agent, though in different 
ways depending on government. Teachers contribute to the forming of both future citizens 
and a future work force (see for example Lindblad, 1994). Hargreaves and Goodson (2003:ix) 
use the metaphor of “midwives” when describing teachers’ role in the knowledge society: 
without them the future will be malformed and stillborn. These changes will unquestionably 
have an impact on teachers’ work and their working conditions, as Moos (2004) puts it; it is 
impossible to implement changes in the public sector, where teachers work, without 
simultaneously influencing the teachers’ working conditions.

In a society such as Sweden, where education is very highly valued, it can in fact be argued 
that teachers are a, if not the, tool for continuing to develop society. The complexity of 
teachers’ work cannot be emphasized enough.4 The social assignment is complex and the 
teachers’ work is fringed with contradictions. A few examples can be given to highlight these 
contradictions.

The teaching commission involves direct contact with citizens – the pupils. A fundamental 
condition for work with people is that the professional encounters the clients directly, at the 
same time as the clients’ needs should be considered and the frames set up by the organisation 
should be taken into account. This means that the professional constantly faces two realities: 
on the one hand the clients and their needs, and on the other hand the organisation and the 
frames and conditions of the organisation (Leppänen et al., 2006). At the same time as each 
individual’s need should be considered, teachers should take as a starting point each 
individual pupil’s prerequisites and other special conditions, at the same time as the teachers 
should be able to pass all pupils by the end of each course. Limited resources can make these 
two tasks contradictory at times. Furthermore, the commission involves on the one hand 
giving each individual pupil, with his/her individual needs, a good education; on the other 
hand it involves preparing the pupils to become useful citizens in society. The educational 
system thus addresses both a right and a responsibility for the citizens. To use Greiff’s (2004) 
words, on the one hand the commission is a democratic issue; the entire population has the 
right to education. On the other hand, education in the school system involves a structural and 
hidden agenda; it is the state’s tool of control and indoctrination. At the same time as 

3 This refers to the social democratic government that was in power between 1994 and 2006. With the current 
conservative government this goal is no longer valid (www.esv.se/snabblankar/statsliggaren). Still, the new 
government has a goal that all youth should complete upper secondary education.  
4 For a more elaborate discussion on the issue of the complexity of teachers’ work, see Chapter 2.  

http://www.esv.se/snabblankar/statsliggaren
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teachers’ commission involves change and renewal, it also involves preservation. The school 
should be characterised by being an arena for passing on the Swedish cultural heritage, a link 
to the history of the Swedish society, a link to previous generations (Lpf -94)5. At the same 
time, the school should be an arena for creating the “new” society. The contradictions deal 
not only with the commission as such but also with demands for higher efficiency. As Sachs 
(2003:1f.) argues, the teaching profession, along with other professions, is “under a critical 
public gaze and where standards, accountability and quality of provision or service stand at 
the core of criticism”. Carlgren (2005) discusses the centrality of teachers and their work in 
today’s knowledge society. She points at the paradox of teachers’ centrality; their work 
should be central, but there are numerous indications of deterioration regarding teachers’ 
work and working conditions, as shown by the ongoing debate regarding the changes; the 
terms “intensification” and “professionalisation” versus “deprofessionalisation” are often 
used to describe the state of things. In addition, or perhaps as a consequence, it is difficult to 
recruit new teachers. Lindblad (2004) describes the school in Sweden in terms of changed 
conditions at the same time as the professionals’ responsibility has been increasingly 
emphasized.   

Not only are the teachers important to study in terms of their role as executors of a highly 
valued service to the citizens. They are also of interest to study, referring to the conditions 
under which they work, in the intersection between a politically run organisation and a 
profession. Teachers can thus be said to constitute a crucial group in the education system; 
teachers practise their profession in schools, and their work is situated within the educational 
sector. Lipsky (1980:3) uses the term “street-level bureaucrat” when referring, for example, 
to social workers, police and teachers. He identifies street-level bureaucrats as “public service 
workers who interact directly with citizens in the course of their jobs, and who have 
substantial discretion in the execution of their work”. Vinzant and Crothers (1998:164) argue 
that teachers, just like other street-level bureaucrats, are important. Teachers have “a central 
position in the governance system” because they have “the power to make politics meaningful 
for citizens”. In other words, teachers are crucial when it comes to executing the teaching 
commission. As executors, the teachers are the extended arms of the formally set goals in 
society. In that way, society or the state is the buyer of a service which the teachers, in their 
capacity of professionals, are to deliver; but also in the capacity of professionals, they partly 
shape themselves. 

The theoretical motive for studying teachers’ working conditions, their discretionary power, 
deals with the tension between profession and organisation. Evetts (2006b:515) argues that 
“the concepts of profession and professionalism are increasingly applied to work and 
workers in modern societies”. However, at the same time, “the conditions of trust, discretion, 
and competence, which historically have been deemed to be necessary for professional 
practice, are continually being challenged or certainly changed” (ibid.). These conditions 
symbolize a tension, or a dilemma, for professionals today. The conditions under which 
teachers work, as members of a profession, but also of an organisation, and in this case a 
politically run organisation, are in some senses common to other professions, which possibly 
makes the applicability of the results wider than the teaching profession only. Not only does 
teachers’ work take place in terms of the contradictions mentioned above; in addition, 
teachers, as members of a profession, have a certain amount of discretionary power, at the 
same time as they belong to the school organisation and thereby are politically governed and 

5 The current national curricula will in this study be referred to as Lpf -94, which is the common abbreviation 
used.  
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constrained, which is yet another aspect of the complex and often contradictory terms under 
which teachers work (Berg, 2003). The teaching profession can thus also be described as 
being governed by, for example, formal rules and regulations that are set up by the 
organisation, at the same time as the teachers are to use their own professional judgment in 
their job. These two traits of the conditions under which teachers work are often described in 
terms of the tension between profession and organisation (Bertilsson, 1990; Brint, 1994; 
Macdonald, 1995). These conditions can also be referred to as duality of work (Aili, 2002). 
On the one hand the employee is governed, on the other hand the employee is autonomous. 
On the one hand the employee needs to take resources, legislation and regulatory policies into 
consideration, and on the other hand the employee should care for the individual’s needs (in 
this case the pupil’s needs). Teachers are to relate to these often contradictory conditions, and 
take on board new ideas as they are introduced to them.  

The teaching profession can be described in a number of ways, each pointing at characteristics 
of the profession. Lipsky (1980) uses the term street-level bureaucrats, and human service 
work is another term (Hasenfeld, 1983); yet another is to describe the teaching profession as a 
relations profession (Moos, 2004). These terms indicate that the teachers are the last 
executives in a chain, that they provide a service to the citizens and that it involves 
developing and cultivating relationships. This also implies that teaching is one of many 
professions where the individual professional deals with other people (not only clients but 
also their relatives and colleagues) and their emotions (Leppänen, 2006). The emotional 
dimension of the job involves encounters mainly with clients, trying to influence their 
emotional state in one way or another (Hochschild, 2003). This emotional dimension of some 
occupational groups’ work is sometimes referred to as “emotional labour” (Macdonald & 
Sirianni, 1996).6 In this study the teachers are to motivate the pupils on a general level, but 
also to see every individual and his/her needs (Lpf -94). This involves trying to change the 
emotional status of the pupils in many cases.   

As members of a people-profession (yet another term), the professionals work with people, 
sometimes called clients, in order to give them a service. However, not only is human service 
work about providing a service (Persson, 2006). Applying a power perspective, Persson 
claims that in addition to just providing a service, teachers (through the teaching commission) 
are to construct citizens. Relationships to various actors are central in this type of professions. 
“Teaching is an interactive, relationship-based activity par excellence” Goodson and Sikes 
(2001:57) argue. The single most important factor for teachers’ work is the encounter with the 
pupils, Rhöse-Martinsson (2006) maintains. She describes the relationship to the pupils as 
special in that it is characterised by being protracted (in time), often three years long, and in 
regard to the frequency with which the teachers and their pupils meet; most often they meet at 
least once or twice a week during the term. Another relationship that teachers face is with 
their colleagues – a relationship which has become an increasingly important part of teachers’ 
work, largely due to new ways of organising teachers’ work (ibid.). In addition, the 
headmasters and also policies (although not in the form of a physical person) are actors to 
whom the teachers must relate to somehow. These are just a couple of examples of 
relationships in which the teachers are involved in their professional activity. Moreover, 

6 Macdonald and Sirianni (1996:3) mainly discuss workers, not professionals, in the service sector. However, the 
emotional proletariat in their definition is “front-line service workers and paraprofessionals engaged in 
interactive work”. Still, they acknowledge that some managerial and also professional work entails emotional 
labour. The main difference is that in managerial and professional positions there is usually no direct supervision 
or control.   
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parents, government officials and other citizens in both a local, a national and a global 
perspective can be identified (Ginsburg et al., 1995).

To summarise, this is a study of teachers’ working conditions, focusing on the concept of 
discretion. In this study the perpetual issue of the tension or dynamics between profession and 
organisation is examined; teachers’ discretionary power will be problematised, using 
teachers’ voices as the point of entry. The motive for studying teachers and their discretionary 
power thus lies partly in their relevance to society and partly in a theoretical relevance. 
Teachers’ work can be seen as a tool for societal development in the context of the important 
educational sector. The theoretical relevance of the study lies in the tension between 
profession and organisation – the governance of professionals. 

1.1 Aim of the study and research questions 
This thesis can be said to be situated chiefly in the research field of sociology of professions, 
as it deals with a group of professionals’ working conditions (teachers’ discretion), but it also 
borders on sociology of organisation (teachers practising their profession in the school 
organisation). The aim of the thesis is to explore and problematise upper secondary 
teachers’ discretion. 7 In other words, the thesis is an attempt to highlight one aspect of 
teachers’ working conditions, in order to gain essential knowledge about their work, which in 
turn is necessary for developing both teachers’ work(ing conditions) and the school (as an 
organisation executed by professionals). The research questions which have been the guide in 
complying with the aim of the study are the following: 

How and where is upper secondary teachers’ discretion created?

What does discretion mean for the teachers?

What enabling and constraining processes, in the creation of discretion, can be 
identified?

How can the creation of discretion be explained with the help of the enabling and 
constraining processes?  

1.2 What this study is and what it is not – delimitations 
The study has a number of delimitations, theoretical as well as empirical. The theoretical 
delimitations will mainly be dealt with in Chapter 3, the theoretical framework chapter. The 
empirical delimitations will mainly be dealt with in Chapter 4, the methodological 
considerations chapter. In this section a brief description will be presented, to be continued 
and developed in the theoretical framework and the methodological considerations.    

First, this is a study of teachers and their working conditions, as an example of a professional 
group, rather than a study of teachers’ work focusing on the didactical aspect of the job. 
Working conditions comprise a rather broad concept; in this thesis the concept of discretion, 
as one aspect of the working conditions, is in focus. The concept of discretion becomes 
central when studying teachers’ working conditions and the teaching profession, due to the 
fact that discretion is an important, not to say crucial, aspect of the job. However, it should be 
noted that even if discretionary power are seen as an inherent aspect of teachers’ work, this by 
no means implies that the concept of discretionary power is unproblematic. As will become 

7 The concept of exploring will be discussed and defined in Chapter 4, Methodological considerations.  
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clear, the reality is rather the opposite; discretion is a crucial yet problematic aspect of 
teachers’ work.  

The teachers who participated in the study, as well as the case itself, will be described in the 
methodological framework. Still, some of the more important empirical delimitations need to 
be pointed out. The participating teachers are all situated in a medium-sized town in the north 
of Sweden. Both male and female teachers have been interviewed. Most of them have worked 
for at least 15 years, although a few are newly graduated. They all work in the same school 
(although spread at three different units). The case school is specific in that the teachers are 
physically organised on the basis of a joint group of pupils, i.e. inter-departmentally, rather 
than on the traditional subject departments. With 15 participating teachers, no statistical 
generalisations can or should be drawn from the results; rather the generalisations that are 
possible to make rest upon an analytical foundation. 

The results can be linked to a broader societal context of change when it comes to government 
and municipally governed businesses. The public sector has for a long period of time been 
subject to change in terms of efficiency and accountability. These conditions are applicable to 
other Western societies as well as Sweden, and thus this study can claim to have relevance not 
only in a Swedish context. The relevance or underpinning of this study thus lies in the tension 
between profession and organisation, and in the tension between the teachers’ discretionary 
power and outside political governance of the teaching profession. The conditions under 
which teachers work are in many senses similar in various Western societies. In fact, Lindblad 
and Popkewitz (2000) claim that there is a consensus in the educational research field that 
teachers are situated in a context of global changes. Ozga and Jones (2006) use the term 
“travelling policies” to describe the international reform trends in the educational system. 
Lundström (2007) gives examples of travelling policies: life-long learning, decentralisation 
and freedom of choice, to name a few. These changes have similarities as well as differences 
in various places (see for example Lindblad & Popkewitz, 2000; Ozga & Jones, 2006). Thus, 
even if some conditions are similar between countries, such as a changed governance of 
teachers’ work, this does not mean that the implementation is exactly the same, which is due 
to local political, historical, social and cultural contexts, for example. Still, the global can 
certainly be discussed and understood through the local.

It could rightfully be argued that teachers, in the capacity of members of a profession, and the 
school, in the position of being a work organisation and a social institution, have already been 
thoroughly studied. However, as Carlgren and Marton (2000) claim, things change. The 
characteristics of being a teacher and teaching itself change over time, often due for instance 
to societal changes that influence the governance of the schools.

In addition, it should be noted that even though this study has a specific focus, it does not 
mean that this is the one and only way of studying teachers’ working conditions and teachers’ 
discretion. This is one way of studying teachers and their work. Nor does it mean that other 
perspectives have been disregarded as unimportant in any sense. In fact, many different 
perspectives are necessary to apply in order to learn more about teachers’ work. One example 
is to apply a broad societal perspective on teachers’ working conditions. Placing teachers’ 
work in a broader context as do Lindblad and Sohlberg is certainly very important. Lindblad 
and Sohlberg (2005:4) point at changes in the educational sector: “education restructuring”
as part of broader social and economic changes in society, not only in Sweden but globally. 
Therefore, they claim, “if we are interested in teachers’ work and life under late modernity 
we need to look outside the education system and consider if their locations have changed as 



Upper secondary teachers’ creation of discretionary power – the tension between profession and organisation 

9

well as their orientations in society”. While society constitutes a contextual frame of 
reference for this study, the focus here is first and foremost on teachers’ own perception of 
their discretionary power.

1.3 Outline of the thesis 
The thesis is divided into three parts. The first part includes Chapters 1-5, where the focus is 
on investigating the field and presenting theoretical and methodological standpoints. In this 
part the abstraction level goes from higher to lower. The second part includes Chapters 6-10, 
where the empirical data is presented. The third and final part consists of Chapter 11, where 
the results are discussed, summarised and linked to the theoretical framework. The second 
and third parts of the thesis go from lower to higher level of abstraction.

In Chapter 2, earlier research on the teaching profession in more broad, general terms will be 
presented, along with a discussion revolving around the concept of discretion in relation to the 
teaching profession. Teachers’ discretion in their profession will be discussed. Structural 
changes, often in the form of reforms with resultant organisational changes that have 
influenced the teaching profession, will then be examined; these changes will be presented 
along with their consequences. Subsequently, the focus will move to two different ways in 
which the teaching activity can and certainly has been studied: first a physical level with 
frame factors such as how the schools are physically built, size of the classrooms and so on, 
then moving to school culture.  

In Chapter 3, an argumentation for focusing on a third way to study the teaching profession 
and teachers’ discretionary power will be presented. Here a presentation of a social interaction 
approach as the theoretical basis will be put forward. It will be argued that this approach can 
contribute to more and new knowledge about teachers’ work and what, in practice, shapes it. 
To grasp the idea of the social interaction approach and the importance of relationships in the 
creation and maintenance of discretionary power, the theoretical framework will be presented, 
going from a general view of action theory to a presentation of more specific concepts which 
can fruitfully be applied in order to explain the creation of teachers’ discretionary power.

In Chapter 4, the methodological choices and considerations made will be brought up. The 
methodological approach can, in short, be described in terms of social interaction; the 
teachers’ views and experiences are believed to be created and recreated in interaction, just as 
the results in this thesis are an outcome of interaction between me as a researcher and the 
teachers. The method of data collection used in this study is qualitative interviewing. In this 
chapter the focus will be on the benefits and shortcomings of this qualitative interview study. 
In addition, this is where the case is described.

Chapter 5 is a concretization of the theoretical framework. The reason for placing this 
concretization here instead of joining it with the theoretical framework is for the sake of 
closeness to Part 2, where the empirical findings are presented. It will be argued that the 
teachers’ views on what it is/should be to be a teacher, their role identity, and a number of 
relationships they are involved in, are crucial to the creation of discretionary power. Their role 
identity and relationships can be seen as arenas for creation of discretionary power, it will be 
argued.

Part 2 consists of a presentation of the empirical data. First, the four main relationships that 
the teachers are involved in will be examined (Chapters 6-9), then turning to the teachers’ role 
identity (Chapter 10). The order of the empirical chapters is the reverse of the presentation in 



___________________________________________________________________________

10

the theoretical framework as well as the analysis model presented in Chapter 5; the 
relationships come before the chapter on role identity. The reason is that the role identity 
synthesises all the results, and thus is best discussed at the end.

The third part consists of one chapter. In Chapter 11, a discussion revolving around teachers’ 
discretionary power and problematising the concept in relation to a broader context will be 
pursued. This chapter has the same structure as the empirical part, where the relationships 
come first and the concept of role identity last. The most important findings will be discussed 
by applying the theoretical framework.  
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2 Working conditions in the teaching profession – background 
Discretion is a feature of the teaching profession which arises in the intersection between the 
individual professional and the organisation and its ways, or rather goals, of governing the 
teachers and in a broad sense, the entire school organisation. Thus, this chapter deals with the 
working conditions of the teaching profession in various ways. First, teaching as a profession 
will be dealt with. Next, teachers’ working conditions will be discussed in terms of tensions, 
changes and their effects. Subsequently, the concept of discretion will be examined in terms 
of its essentiality yet also its problematic qualities. Finally, various approaches to studying 
teachers’ work will be presented, along with the approach on which this study is based.  

2.1 Teaching as a profession 
As with any commonly used concept, a range of different definitions can be found for a 
profession. The research on professions has had various foci over time. Indeed, during the 
first part of the 20th century, research on professions focused on finding characteristics that 
could describe the essence of the “real” profession and the dominant point of departure was 
functionalist.  The definitions have changed over time, and the entire field has shifted focus, 
away from definitions and applying an action rather than structure approach; see for example 
overviews such as Macdonald (1995). For an overview of research on teaching as a 
profession, see for example Strömberg (1994). What is essential to distinguish here is what 
the term profession refers to in this study.  

The term profession, in everyday ordinary usage and to most people, refers to an occupation. 
Traditionally, to be considered a profession a number of requirements had to be met; the 
activity in question had to rest on a systematic theoretical ground which would be attained 
through higher studies, it should be categorised as being autonomous, and the members 
should share ethical standards and demand authorisation of each other. With such a definition, 
not many occupations qualify to be called professions. The definition depends on cultural and 
social conditions in society. Thus, it can be said to be a dynamic concept which has changed 
over time. Important to point out is that, as Hellberg (1991:16) claims, the concept of 
profession is a relational concept. It “is impossible to ascribe occupational groups 
professional status without at the same time including those who award these occupational 
groups this status and the occupational groups’ aspiration to reach and maintain it”.8 Here it 
becomes clear that not only does an occupational group’s own ambitions count; in addition, 
there are other actors involved in defining a profession. Hellberg (1995) claims that the 
interplay between the profession, the state and the clients is central to understanding 
professions. Hence, the concept of profession is defined and redefined in interaction between 
actors in society. This can be linked to teaching not having had the status of being defined as 
a “pure” profession in its orthodox sense.

One point of entry in studying a profession is through themes such as status, which can easily 
be linked to a gender perspective. Women have, in a historical sense, not been represented on 
the public employment arena until fairly recently. The entrance of women to the labour 
market was initially in caring occupations of various kinds; caring has been characterised as 
natural for women (Gannerud, 2001). Gannerud continues: the gender regimen (with 
patriarchy as the norm) in the school system has brought with it a downplaying of social and 
emotional relationships and their significance. This line of argument also implies that 
occupations with several “female” characteristics are not defined as proper or real professions 

8 Author’s translation.  
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just because those characteristics do not count. A gender perspective can certainly be applied 
when studying the teaching profession. According to Alvesson and Due Billing (1999), 
applying a gender perspective means analysing the importance, meaning and consequences of 
what are culturally defined as masculine and feminine ways of thinking, feeling, valuing and 
acting. The gain in applying a gender perspective is the highlighting of social, cultural and 
historically rooted norms. Hasenfeld (1992) discusses human service organisations, a category 
under which the teaching profession can be found, in terms of gendered work. Historically, 
caring has been dominated by women, and so it has continued when caring has become 
institutionalised in society. Hasenfeld claims that “the fact that most of the frontline workers 
in human service organizations are women has profound implications on the attributes of 
these organizations” (ibid: 1992:7). The gender regime exhibits itself more or less clearly in 
different organisations, including the school (Gannerud, 1999 & 2001). For example, 
employees in human service work organisations are often less well paid than employees in 
other organisations. The status of human service work organisations can thus be said to be 
lower than many other organisations. These are just a couple of examples of the impact that 
gender may have on the teaching profession, and teachers’ work. In this study no initial 
gender perspective has been applied, but it should certainly still be acknowledged as a 
perspective that can shed light on professional work, and how it is shaped. What can be said, 
however, is that the higher the level, the more male teachers there are. This is the case today, 
as the distribution between women and men in the upper secondary school is about 50/50, 
whereas the compulsory school has about 75% women and 25% men (www.skolverket.se).
The higher the level, the higher the status. For an elaborated description of the teaching 
profession, using a gender perspective, see for example Gannerud (1999, 2001).  

Whether teaching is a profession or not clearly depends on how the concept of profession is 
defined. Carlgren and Marton (2000:105) claim that: 

 The classical sociological definition [of the concept of profession] 
says that a profession is an occupation that above all is characterized 
by a theoretical knowledge base, long education, autonomy in the 
practicing of the occupation/profession, control over who are let in 
respectively who are excluded from the body, control over the 
knowledge development within the occupation (knowledge monopoly) 
and ethical issues.

With an orthodox, exclusive definition it is questionable whether the teaching profession is or 
ever has been a profession. Sachs (2001:149) claims that whether the teaching profession 
actually is to be defined as a profession or not is still debated. She continues:

Some would say that it is in the best interest of government for 
teaching not to be seen as a profession as it gives greater opportunity 
for regulative control of the profession. Others would suggest that 
given the specialized knowledge base of teachers, the increased 
demand for professional standards and the great demands for teachers 
to see themselves as knowledge workers, then they have earned the 
status of being a profession in a more orthodox sense.

However, here it is not of interest to go into a debate on what the pros or cons can possibly be. 
In this study the focus is not on what constitutes a profession, and hence whether teaching is a 
profession or not will not be thoroughly explored here. Teachers strive to win influence over 

http://www.skolverket.se
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their work and their working conditions (Aili et al., 2003). It can be noted that in Sweden the 
teachers’ unions are striving to develop teaching towards gaining professional status; see for 
example “Makten över läraryrket” [Power over the Teaching Profession] (2004) by one of 
the two teacher unions. Supported by Sachs (2003:8), for this purpose it is enough to say that 
professions are, and here she refers to Brint (1994:262), “occupations that the higher 
education system chooses to treat as requiring advanced formal training and for which no 
acceptable training exists outside of the higher education system”. This means that teaching 
should be seen as a profession. Thus, the concept of profession in this study is not used in a 
traditional orthodox sense of the concept of profession, with the three original professions of 
law, medicine, and priesthood as the only three having the specific characteristics. Teaching is 
considered in this study as a profession mainly because of the characteristic of the job that 
makes it impossible to routinise entirely.  

2.2 Teachers’ work and working conditions 
Teachers’ work can be described in various ways, from various perspectives. For example, it 
can be described in terms of working conditions, dilemmas or characteristics, as has already 
been touched upon in the previous chapter. Aili et al. (2003:27ff) apply the concept of street-
level bureaucrats to the teaching profession, by describing eleven issues characterising the 
job. Firstly, the teaching profession implies distributing public utilities and benefits. In 
Sweden education is a right for everyone, which is mediated through the teachers. Second, the 
teaching profession means adjusting to situations – there is continuous balancing; hence the 
teaching profession is not easily run by strict rules. Third, the teaching profession means 
direct contact with the citizens. Most often, the contact with the citizens, mainly the pupils, is 
situated in a classroom, where usually a rather large number of pupils are present at the same 
time. (This is a condition that is dissimilar to many other relational professions.) Thereby the 
teachers have to deal with reactions to their actions and decisions. Fourth, the teaching 
profession involves the handling of political controversies since the teachers are the executors 
of political decisions. Political compromises, and the underlying assumption that being 
visionary and efficient is positive, mean that the governance often can become vague or even 
contradictory. Fifth, the teaching profession is characterised by boundarylessness. The vague 
governance and the contradictions make it possible for the teachers to perceive their work 
differently, and hence conflicts can arise regarding what the job is and should be. Sixth, the 
teaching profession has traditionally been characterised by a lack of insight from managers.
This is still the case to some extent, Aili et al. claim. Seventh, the teaching profession 
chronically suffers from a shortage of resources, and thereby teachers develop strategies to 
cope with the situation. Eighth, the teaching profession implies the handling of contradictory 
expectations and role conflicts; this is due to the fact that the goals of the school are 
ambiguous and vague. Ninth, the teaching profession implies not knowing whether one does 
the right thing, for example regarding methods. Tenth, the teaching profession is a job within 
a segment of the whole school organisation. Lastly, the teaching profession involves working 
with the involuntary. Even though the upper secondary school is not compulsory by law in 
Sweden today, it can still be said to be almost compulsory since a General Certificate of 
Secondary Education (GCSE) today is not sufficient when applying for hardly any job.9

When the relationship to the pupils is not functioning well, it can be a huge source of 
frustration; and by the same token, when functioning well it can be a huge source of joy 
(Rhöse-Martinsson, 2006). In fact, Persson (2006:21) argues that it is with the pupils, and in 
what he refers to as the “close working conditions”, that teachers find the meaning in their 

9 For a brief overview of the Swedish school system, see Appendix 1.  
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work. The above-described issues give a broad picture of what the teaching profession 
comprises and what situations face teachers on an everyday basis. The teachers must 
somehow relate to these conditions. As can be seen, the job includes not only relating to given 
physical conditions, but also building and maintaining relationships, for example to policies, 
headmasters, colleagues and pupils.  

Vinzant and Crothers (1998:4) put forward yet another way of describing the complexity of 
street-level bureaucrats’ work. Firstly, “they [street-level bureaucrats] confront a wide 
variety of complex and unpredictable problems and situations”; secondly, “the problems are 
often multifaceted, intractable and emotionally laden”; thirdly, “they confront a decision-
making context that is complicated, fluid, and politically charged”. What it means to be a 
teacher also depends on, for example, which pupils one is teaching and where one is working 
– in a big city or in the countryside, to give a couple of examples (Carlgren & Marton, 2000). 
Another way of describing teachers’ work is through a number of content dimensions. 
Gannerud (2001) categorises it in four dimensions: the pedagogic-didactic, the social, the 
emotional and the administrative dimension. The pedagogic-didactic dimension involves, for 
example, teaching, subject content, work procedures, and planning of the teaching. The social 
dimension deals with the tasks that involve relationships to the pupils, the parents and 
colleagues. The emotional dimension is where trust and collaboration between the teacher and 
various actors are created. To handle emotions has historically been a “female
characteristic”, even though today both men and women deal with emotions in their 
professional work (Dahlgren & Starrin, 2004). It has been a highly valued characteristic if we 
look at, for example, the time given to this aspect of the job. The fourth and final dimension, 
the administrative dimension, is about administrative and organisational issues of various 
kinds. The administrative part of the job has been claimed to have increased during the last 
decade or two. These dimensions are most often interwoven in practice, which yet again 
points at the complexity of teachers’ work, Gannerud (2001) argues.

At the same time as teachers’ work can be described in terms of complexity and being highly 
discretionary, to some extent it is still routine work, Day (1999) argues. In fact, Aili (2006) 
claims that approximately 22.7% or 7.5 hours of the time outside the classroom, the non-
teaching time, is qualified work. The remaining time is devoted to unqualified tasks such as 
copying, tidy up the classroom, marking/correcting assignments and transcribing notes.

It has been argued that the teaching commission, the content of the teaching profession, 
should be described in terms of an extended commission today. The commission focuses not 
only on actual teaching but also on the social dimension; the pupils’ social situation should be 
considered as well as more emphasis on administration. These are often described as an 
extended dimension of the commission. Nonetheless, just as Landahl (2006) claims, in a 
longer historical perspective an increase in the social tasks is actually not easily identifiable. 
Landahl (ibid.) studies documents throughout the 1900s, and the social tasks are presented as 
part of the profession throughout the century. Regardless of being a new dimension or not, the 
social dimension certainly is a reality today.  

Carlgren and Marton (2000) describe the work of teachers as lying between, on the one hand, 
the teachers’ intentions and ambitions and, on the other hand, the actual conditions of the job. 
Both the conditions and the job description change over time. By conditions Carlgren and 
Marton refer, on the one hand, to issues not directly linked with the school – conditions 
having to do with changes in society, such as unemployment and immigration. On the other 
hand there are conditions that can be directly linked to the school: resources of various kinds, 
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such as accessibility to computers, offices and timetable. Conditions like these are often 
referred to as frame factors.10 Carlgren and Marton (ibid.) continue by claiming that whether 
teachers experience being victims within these frames, or whether they experience that they 
control them, differs from teacher to teacher. Lindblad (1994) describes teachers’ work of 
taking their position in the educational sector as a point of departure. He claims that teachers’ 
work takes place in the periphery of the educational system. This means that teachers have a 
subordinate position. They are to follow a number of conditions such as the school law and 
the resources available.  

In his now classic work, Lortie (1975) used three key terms to describe teachers’ work: 
traditionalism, presentism and individualism. By traditionalism Lortie refers to the 
conservative tendencies he discovered in his study; personal values, and also past experience, 
thus serve as guidelines in the work. Gannerud (2001) on the other hand argues that, once 
having stabilised in the profession, many teachers devote themselves to experimenting and 
exploring. She continues and claims that the teachers who find their work the most satisfying 
are the ones with long experience in the profession, who thus often put a lot of energy into 
renewing the work in the classroom. Presentism means that few teachers plan to teach for a 
long continuous period: “teachers are more likely to experience reward if they can punctuate 
their work, concentrating on short-range outcomes as a source of gratification” (Lortie, 
1975:212). Finally, by individualism, Lortie refers to the isolated context that teachers 
traditionally work in; there is usually only one teacher at a time in the classroom. Research 
suggests that these characteristics have continued to pertain for a long time; see for example 
Berg et al. (1999). Lortie goes on to explain why these characteristics have come about. The 
teachers have become individualistic because, among other things, when teachers start 
working they have to learn how to cope by themselves, in Lortie’s words through “the swim-
or-sink technique”. Another example of what forms the characteristics of the profession is 
that the core task consists of the pupils and the teaching in the classroom, which may make 
collaboration seem to be an additional work task. Collegial norms influence newcomers, and 
thus the culture endures. Lortie suspected that, if there has been a revolution as to how the 
schools are organised, it has occurred in the expectations of the organisations of schools 
rather than in practice. Lortie’s study is rather old by now, but the same features have thus 
been found fairly recently as well (Berg et al, 1999).  

As has been touched upon above, teachers face a dilemma in being governed on the one hand 
and being autonomous on the other hand. Aili (2002) claims that there are two ways to behave 
in these circumstances: either the employee takes only the resources, legislation and 
regulatory policies into consideration, or he/she stretches the rules in order to gain more 
discretion. Since this duality is present in the employees’ daily work it is important that the 
employees understand, can and want to follow the regulations (Lundquist, 1987). Lipsky’s 
(1980) classical study, Street-Level Bureaucracy – Dilemmas of the Individual in the Public 
Services, deals with the borderland between policy and practice among street-level 
bureaucrats. He claims that the street-level bureaucrats not only execute decisions made on a 
management level, but also develop a kind of policy in their professional role. In Lipsky’s 
view there are three circumstances that open up for creating discretion. Firstly, there is the 
juridical aspect, secondly, the organisational aspect and thirdly, the moral aspect. Rules and 
regulations, making up the juridical conditions, are often indistinct and inconsequent, and thus 
the street-level bureaucrats have to interpret the rules and regulations themselves. Through 
doing so, they create a policy. Indeed, with goal-oriented governance, their own 

10 The frame factor theory is part of the curriculum research field, and focuses on the relation between results, 
the course of the teaching and external constraining conditions.  
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interpretations certainly are opened up for. The organisational aspect, or the social context in 
which the street-level bureaucrats work, is characterised by being unpredictable and complex, 
and therefore it is not possible to govern their work by detailed rules. In addition, the 
discretion that these circumstances create makes the street-level bureaucrats able to carry out 
their work according to own preferences to a large extent, applying their own moral values. 
Nevertheless, during the last decade or two changes have occurred, involving more control 
stations. Evetts (2006a:7) claims that “the management and organisational control models of 
audit and accounting have replaced trust and discretion in manager/professional relations”.
Power (1997:135) argues that this can be seen as “an institutionalized distrust in the capacity 
of teachers, social workers and university lecturers to self-regulate the quality of their 
services”. A clear shift can be identified in terms of governance and the implications it has on 
the teachers’ work. This we will now look closer at.  

It is clear that the teaching profession contains many different parts; in many ways the 
profession can be characterised as complex. Even if there is room for discretion, there are 
various constraints which constantly frame the possibilities to use one’s discretionary power.

2.3 Structural and organisational changes – reforms in the teaching 
profession
The teaching profession as such, like the teachers participating in this study, works in a 
context of organisational change.11 To generate an understanding of this, some general 
remarks on organisational change will be made. Subsequently, more specific changes in the 
teaching profession and particularly in the case school will be touched upon, along with their 
effects.

Change is often described as a fundamental part of human existence (Morrison, 1998; Newton 
& Tarrant, 1992). Change can be defined as “A dynamic and continuous process of 
development and growth that involves reorganisation in response to `felt need´” (Morrison, 
1998:13). There are many reasons why organisational changes of various kinds can be 
needed, such as political and economic reasons. No matter what the reason is, the members of 
the organisation will be affected. The members take action in various ways; various strategies
may be used to handle the changes. Depending on the level of discretionary power, the 
members of the organisation may resist the proposed changes to various degrees if they want 
to. Whether the member(s) of the organisation embrace a proposed change or not, they need 
to relate to the situation somehow. Following the theory of action approach, there is always a 
choice for the individual to act or do otherwise (see for example Aronsson, 1990; Berglind, 
1990; Giddens, 1984). Newton and Tarrant (1992) describe the same phenomenon, applying 
the concepts of proactive and reactive actions. A proactive action involves active action, not 
just passive action or reaction. Either way, the member(s) of the organisation base their 
actions on what they perceive that they want to do and can do. A further distinction can be 
made, between what is possible and what is not possible. There is always a question of levels 
of possibility, and of what one can refer to as an absolute definition (i.e. whether the action is 
in contradiction with natural laws) or a relative definition (i.e. what the commonly agreed 
norms would define as possible) (Berglind, 1990).  

Due to organisations such as the school, having a large number of members, change thus 
involves social processes among the members. The members are themselves implementing, 
or not implementing, proposed changes. In the literature, what makes the members of 

11 At the time of collecting the data, an organisational change was under implementation.  
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organisations positive or negative towards change is often discussed. Angelöw (1991) 
presents the following factors: changed employment safety, changed social contacts, changed 
content in work tasks, changed benefits, the competence of the management, changed status, 
willingness to change, level of participation, level of self esteem, the level of information, 
choice of time, and finally whether the change is perceived as a threat or a challenge. For 
example, it is important that the members of the organisation participate in the change 
process and throughout the process know what the next step will be, in order to feel secure. 
Depending on how these issues are dealt with, the members will become either positive or 
negative towards the change. Newton and Tarrant (1992) claim that change tends to fail 
when individuals are told what to do, especially if they have not been part of the changing 
process. This claim is supported by Prosser (1999:47) who discusses changes in the school as 
an organisation: “Real improvement cannot come from anywhere other than within schools 
themselves, and ‘within’ is a complex web of values, beliefs, norms, social and power 
relationships and emotions”. It then becomes interesting to define which changes count as 
improvements, and indeed for whom. Sarason (1982) claims that the stimulus for change 
primarily has come from outside the school, which gives an indication of why changes in 
school organisations often fail. What is seen as an improvement from one perspective may 
not be seen in the same light from another point of view.  

Lundquist (1987) presents three conditions that should be fulfilled in order to reduce the risks 
of an unsuccessful implementation. These are that the executive needs to understand the 
decision, have the possibility to implement it and have the will to implement it. The 
distinction between these three factors is slightly ambiguous. They are closely related, but are 
here separated in order to make the distinction clearer. In order for the executive to 
understand the decision, clear and direct governance is crucial, Lundquist (ibid.) claims. The 
second condition Lundquist presents, the possibility to implement, presupposes that the 
executive has enough resources in the form of material and staff, for example. Also important 
to point out is that, in this study, more than one level of executives can be identified; not only 
the teachers but also the headmasters, for example, can be seen as executives. The teachers 
can be seen as the last executives in the hierarchy of decision-makers and executives – after 
the headmasters, various leading positions on the local government level, and finally the 
various leading positions on the national government level. If the teachers understand and 
have the resources, i.e. the possibility to implement a proposed change, they are more likely 
to want to do so than if the first two conditions are not met.  

Johansson (1997) discusses three different issues that are crucial as to whether the 
management of an organisation will make the members do what it wants them to. These are 
whether the preferences of the management are the same as the preferences of the members, 
which means that the members have to want the same thing as the management. The second 
issue deals with the members’ degree of dependence on the organisation. The third issue 
deals with the management’s possibility to supervise its members. This leads me to the issue 
of the management’s connection with implementation of change. Among many others, 
Morrison (1998) claims that the management is of great importance as to whether a proposed 
change is being implemented in an organisation. Teachers as members of the teaching 
profession, as well as the executives in a politically run organisation, are to execute proposed 
changes. A problem may arise if proposed changes go against the ideas of what the 
professionals identify as being the content of the profession.

There is no doubt that changes have occurred in the educational sector, where teachers are 
professionally and organisationally situated. In fact, Menter et al. (1997) talk about a state of 
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constant change since the 1970s in the educational sector. These changes can be described in 
different ways. First, more general changes or reforms will be dealt with; subsequently 
changes on a national level will be brought up, and finally changes on a local level will be 
presented. Lindblad and Popkewitz (2004) use the term “restructuring” to describe the 
changes that have taken place. They exemplify what restructuring is about; decentralisation, 
deregulation, marketisation and professional accountability are the terms used here. In other 
words, restructuring is about a change in governance. The changes in governance, or 
restructuring, will now be discussed.  

Changes in working conditions partly stem from the forms of governance. Andersson and 
Nilsson (2000) identify three phases during which the governance in Sweden can be 
described as having changed. The first phase, which occurred between 1842 until the reform 
of 1919, involved a strengthening of the nation-state. The control was centralised during this 
phase. The second phase, from 1919 until 1980, was characterised by modernisation, the 
authors claim. The school system has now become part of the democratic project in which 
the school is a key to the welfare state. The third phase, between 1980 until 2000, can be 
described in terms of weakened central state power. Local and regional governance is 
encouraged, at the same time as supranational and global influences increase. The third phase 
is described, for example by Menter et al. (1997), in terms of neo-liberal12 or marketised 
principles. Changes in working conditions for teachers can also be said to come about due to 
general social changes in society (Allgulin Sjölin, 2003; Lindblad & Sohlberg, 2003).

During the 1990s the political governance of the Swedish upper secondary schools, and 
hence the working conditions for the teachers working there, changed quite drastically. These 
changes are by no means specific to Sweden; rather the trend is global. Menter et al. (1997) 
claim that since the 1970s there has been a phase of constant change in education in many 
parts of the developed world. Apple (2004:30) suggests that “there has been a shift in the 
relationship between the state and the ‘professionals’”. Menter et al. (1997) describe this 
shift by suggesting that states are moving towards being small and strong, largely guided by 
market needs – which inevitably entails reduced status and power for the professionals, 
managerialism being the lead word. The reason for the change in governance was said to be 
to encourage more democratic decision-making (which can be contrasted to the above 
description of the school mainly as a democratic project until 1980), in order to suit the 
governing of the schools to local conditions. Rhöse (2003) claims that one of the main 
reasons for changing the governance in the schools in Sweden stems from an idea that the 
schools were too centrally run, which caused problems. The change in responsibility, which 
for the sake of simplicity will be referred to as municipalisation, can be traced to the new 
public management (NPM) trend which was introduced in the UK during the 1980s, and 
spread to a number of OECD countries, including Sweden. NPM was supposed to be 
promoting democracy with more transparency in the system (Persson, 2006). This meant that 
the state delegated the responsibility for the schools to each local municipality. During the 
1990s these NPM ideas became a reality in the Swedish school system.  

12 Neo-liberalism may be problematic to use as a descriptive word for the changes or restructuring that has 
occurred because it denotes “the promise of progress from conservatives and as the roots of the evil that the left 
sees as taking away all form of the won benefits of the security nets of welfare state care” Lindblad and 
Popkewitz (2004:xix) claim. Using neo-liberalism as a conceptual framework to understand the changes in 
question may be problematic because often both the traditional right wing parties and governments and the left 
wing parties and governments maintain the same politics but under different rhetorical forms. Thus, Lindblad 
and Popkewitz (ibid) that claim neo-liberalism can be seen as a symptom rather than a cause.   
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NPM involves new, or rather changed, principles for governance, administration and 
organisation of the public sector in the Western world. Svensson and Karlsson (2007) 
describe NPM as a system where rational-legal and hierarchical authority based on rules are 
tools of governance, rather than collegial authority based on knowledge and ethics. NPM has 
been used as a recipe for the costly and often also (claimed to be) inefficient public sector. In 
fact, Sachs (2003) describes the three tenets of NPM as effectiveness, efficiency and 
economy, where effectiveness refers to managing change better, efficiency refers to focus on 
the result and outcome, and economy refers to doing more with fewer monetary resources. 
Sachs (2003) further claims that the reforms introduced (she refers to changes that involve 
new public management) are based on an assumption that the application of market theory 
and private-sector management principles, procedures and structures to the public sector will 
result in increased efficiencies, improved quality of service and greater accountability. NPM 
has often been compared to the principles for governance in the private sector (Svensson, 
1998), and indeed the terminology traditionally used in the private sector was transferred to 
the public sector and hence also to the school (Liljequist, 1999).  

Even though many reforms and changes can be described in terms of “travelling policies”
(Ozga & Jones, 2006), how they are translated in different contexts differs. Lundahl (2006) 
claims that in Sweden, for instance, simultaneously with ideas of neo-liberalism, 
accountability and standardisation, the state has emphasized the value of decentralisation and 
the possibilities for local decision-making. We will now take a look at some of the reforms 
and changes that the Swedish upper secondary schools – and their teachers – have been 
subject to during mainly the last couple of decades.  

The formal governance of the Swedish upper secondary school – a national level
The specific changes on a national level brought up here are the SIA reform, the 
municipalisation. Change in responsibility for the school, a new national curriculum, a new 
employment and labour law, and the new marking system.  

In 1975 a government bill dealing with SIA (Skolans Inre Arbete/“the school’s internal 
work”), the working environment in the schools in Sweden, was passed (prop, 1975/76:39). 
During this time much research had the issue of implementation as the centre of attention 
(Blossing, 2004). One of the conclusions was that the teaching profession was a lonely 
profession, which was not seen as positive. As a way of meeting this problem, schools should 
be organised to invite more collaboration. For example, planning should be done on a 
collective basis (ibid.). The government bill, often referred to as the SIA reform, can be seen 
as a milestone in reforms focusing on the schools and the organisation of teachers’ work.  

The Swedish government introduced cutbacks in the public sector for a number of years 
during the 1990s, due to the economic crisis. In addition, during the same period of time (in 
1991), it was decided that the Swedish government no longer would be the responsible 
authority over the schools. This shift is described in terms of shared responsibility for 
organising the school. The goals are set by the national government, but the financial issues 
have been handed over to the local municipalities. This means that instead of stating how the 
activity should be designed, the government today states what the goals are and what results 
are expected (Carlgren & Marton, 2000). The responsibility for results falls on the local 
governments, the municipalities. However, the national government still has some juridical 
responsibility; the overriding goals are set by the national government, but the local 
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authorities (kommuner13) are responsible for the budget; the governance is double in that 
sense (Engström, 2005). This change can be described in terms of decentralisation, but need 
not be. Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson (2000) make a distinction between decentralisation14

as deregulation and reregulation, claiming that the latter is more relevant; it is not certain that 
the governance has been weakened, rather it has been changed. Even if the school system is 
deregulated, with the local municipalities having gained responsibility, this does not 
necessarily mean that the actual power has become decentralised. As Wahlström (2002:247) 
puts it:

“If one takes a power perspective and ascribes power to the agency 
that formulates goals, guidelines, laws and rules for the activity, then 
the state has substantial power over the Swedish compulsory school. If 
one ascribes power to the institution which, according to the school 
law, is the principal agent of the activity, then it is instead the 
municipalities which occupy the centre of the power field.”15

In addition, or rather as a consequence of the changed governance, a new national curriculum 
was put into effect in 1994: Lpf -94. This curriculum puts more emphasis on goals that 
should be attained, rather than as in the former curriculum; where there were a number of 
rules to be followed. The changes in the governance of the school can be related to the 
introduction of NPM.

In the beginning of the 1990s, along with the changed responsibility for the school system, it 
was decided the school was to be governed by objectives, rather than rule-governed as it used 
to be. In the curriculum review committee’s official report before the current national 
curriculum (Lpf -94), it is stated that “Goal and result orientation implies that the activities in 
the schools neither need to be nor should be governed primarily through rules and 
regulations, but by the nationally set goals”16 (SOU 1992:94, p 15). The responsibility for 
attaining these goals was to lie on a local level.  

The teaching commission is expressed through the national curriculum, syllabus and 
timetable. These documents change over time, in response to a changing society. Generally, 
regarding the teaching commission, at all levels of schooling, it has been argued that the 
commission has been extended. Not only should the actual teaching and learning be in focus, 
but the teachers should also take on a social responsibility for their pupils. However, in the 
current curriculum for the upper secondary school, there is no explicit expression for this 
extended commission. In addition, the core commission of teaching has shifted in meaning, 
Carlgren and Marton (2000:23) argue:

“The teaching profession is shifting from a how- to a what-culture, 
where the emphasis is shifting from teaching to learning, from how the 
teacher does things to what the pupils perceive, from going through 
entire textbooks to developing the pupils’ abilities and attitudes, from 
viewing abilities and attitudes as pretty words in the curriculum to 

13 Kommun refers to a kind of local authority or municipality. In this thesis the terms kommun, local authority 
and municipality will be used interchangeably.   
14 Decentralisation can be defined as “the processes that transfer responsibility and authority from more central 
to more peripheral bodies” (Svensson, 1998:3).
15 Author’s translation.  
16 Author’s translation.  
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gaining an insight into their nature and being guided by it in the 
professional activity”17.

In addition, a new employment and labour-law agreement was agreed upon by the two teacher 
unions and the employer, the Kommunförbundet. The agreement goes under the name ÖLA 
2000, and was established in 1996. It made two main changes in the teachers’ working 
conditions. An individual salary system was put into effect, as opposed to the former system 
where collective bargaining and years of working for the government/municipality would 
decide one’s salary. In addition, formerly the hours of actual teaching were centrally 
governed; this was now replaced by an obligation of being at the work-place 35 hours per 
week. However, due to the long summer holiday, the average obligation of hours at work 
became 45.5 hours per week. One of the goals with the agreement was to encourage 
collaboration, both between disciplines and in general (Rhöse, 2003). By increasing the 
number of hours that each teacher should be at the work-place, the possibilities for more 
interdisciplinary activities would increase.

Yet another change in the school system which has had implications for the teachers’ working 
conditions is the changed marking system. It changed from being a relative marking system, 
to becoming goal-oriented. This means that each pupil needs to reach a certain goal in order 
to receive a certain degree. The old system was relative in that it followed a “normal
curve”18, and hence only a certain number of pupils from each year could get a passing mark, 
another number of pupils could get a distinction, and so forth; the level of knowledge did not 
necessarily correspond between different pupils receiving the same marks. The shift means 
that all pupils now have to attain the same goals in order to merit the same marks. Thus, even 
if all pupils in a certain class attain the goal set for the course, all of them can receive the 
highest mark. It also implies that the teaching is now based on what goals are to be attained, 
and how this is achieved is up to each teacher.19 Along with the values, guidelines and 
objectives, some wider issues are worth mentioning here. It is stated that “Developments in 
working life mean, inter alia, that traditional boundaries between vocational areas need to be 
revised and demands are imposed on our awareness of not only our own but also the 
competence of others. This in turn imposes demands on the school’s working structures and 
organisation” (www.skolverket.se). Further, it is stated that each teacher “shall co-operate 
with other teachers in the work of achieving the goals of education”.

The changes in the governance of the schools – exemplified by the SIA reform, the current 
curriculum, the ÖLA agreement, the way of organising teachers’ work and the changed 
marking system – can be connected with the NPM trend that has swept over many Western 
countries. These changes bring with them changes in the teachers’ working conditions, as has 
been shown above and as will be described throughout this chapter. For a more elaborate 
presentation (see for example Linde, 2000; Svensson, 1998).

The most considerable changes regarding governance in the Swedish upper secondary school 
(and hence the upper secondary teachers) are the municipalisation (1991), the new curricula 
(1994) and the employment and labour agreements regulating the hours.

17 Author’s translation.  
18 It was based on the so-called Gaussian curve, i.e. normal distribution. 
19 However, the individual teachers do not work in isolation; for example, they also need to take colleagues’ 
and/or the work teams’ ideas of how to achieve things into consideration.

http://www.skolverket.se
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The formal governance of the Swedish upper secondary school – a local level 
At a local level one major issue needs to be discussed. It deals with the case municipality’s 
project of building a new upper secondary education. From the teaching profession’s point of 
view, the major change deals with a changed organisation of the teachers’ work.

A local interpretation of the national curriculum has been done in the case municipality. In 
the school where this study has taken place, a clear shift in how the teachers’ work is 
organised can be identified. They are now supposed to work rather differently than before. 
Traditionally teachers have worked intradepartmentally, with colleagues teaching in the same 
discipline if not in the same subject. Today the teachers are to work interdepartmentally, or 
cross-disciplinarily, based on a group of pupils rather than a subject, as is stated in the local 
school plan (www.lulea.se). In addition, interdisciplinary projects are encouraged by the 
management. According to Siskin, departments20 do matter. In Realms of Knowledge (1994) 
Siskin discusses certain issues about high schools in the US, focusing on the issue of 
departmentalisation. The US context in which Siskin’s study was carried out is different from 
the Swedish context. For example, educational, societal and cultural aspects may differ. 
However, her findings are still interesting to take into consideration in this study due to the 
similarities; teachers’ work has had the same tradition of intradepartmentality. In addition, 
Arfwedson and Arfwedson (1992:1) discuss ways of working in schools, both with the pupils 
and together with colleagues. They make a general claim that pedagogical methods “not
seldom are characterised by being in-things”21, which means that they pop up, encouraged 
by a number of proponents as the way of doing things, only to eventually fade and become 
one out of many methods. The can be described as buzzwords. Some kinds of collaboration 
may even be more of a disturbance than beneficial for the teachers. Siskin (1994) found in 
her study that it was within the departments that teachers found their “realm”. There are 
different paradigms, or views, of how to approach the teaching task, within different subjects; 
and with different views and emphases, clashes may emerge. What to do, how to do it, and 
why may differ – which implies that changing this tradition of subject-based departments 
may be problematic. 

In addition to the change of organising teachers’ work on an interdisciplinary basis, the 
emphasis on interdisciplinary projects for the pupils implies that the teachers of a team not 
only in theory, but also in practice, have to work together. According to Engström (2005) this 
change can be described as teachers having gone from working in solitude, holding on to 
their discretionary power, to being members of work teams in the school organisation, where 
many aspects of planning are done formally and collectively. Hargreaves (1994) describes 
collaboration, when initiated from a management level, as “contrived collegiality”.
Collegiality based on contrivance is not a successful way of generating collaboration which 
the teachers themselves find useful, Hargreaves claims, and this is supported by Arfwedson 
and Arfwedson (1992). In fact, at the same time as teachers are given more time outside the 
classroom, they are expected to use it frequently for collaboration with colleagues, often 
initiated by a management level. Hargreaves (1994) argues that the concept of time is 
essential in teachers’ work. Time sets boundaries for what can be done and what cannot be 
done; it sets boundaries for how things can be done and how they cannot be done. The local 
interpretation of the national curriculum, in various ways, and as has been pointed out, goes 
against what current research suggests. In a way these changes can be seen as a 
suboptimisation of the system. Even though it is possibly good for the pupils to see the 

20 Departments refer to academic disciplines. 
21 Author’s translation.  

http://www.lulea.se
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connection between the subjects, if the teachers do not see it as beneficial at the same time, 
the question is whether it will be successful.   

The changes presented above have, as has also been implied, practical and actual effects on 
the teachers’ working conditions. How each and every change, or reform, impacts on the 
teachers’ working conditions is difficult to examine. This is because they are often 
implemented simultaneously. In addition, educators are in some respects a homogeneous 
group but in other respects a heterogeneous one, and thus different contexts (historical, 
social, cultural and geographical, for example) influence how they act or do not act (see for 
example Ginsburg et al. 1995). What specific change or reform has what result is therefore 
often hard to distinguish.

2.4 Effects of the changes 
Various studies have been made where the effects of changes in, for example, governance 
have been in focus. Arfwedson and Arfwedson (1992) claim that top-down changes, initiated 
by the government, are not very successful because there are many other circumstances and 
conditions that have a greater effect. However, there is also research suggesting that changed 
governance implies changes for the teachers.  

The effects of the structural and organisational changes can be found on both a structural and 
an individual level (Sachs, 2003). Sachs claims NPM to be problematic when applied in 
schools, for example. Apple (2004) goes a step further in claiming that the neo-liberal 
policies, with market solutions, which have been implemented in many nations’ educational 
sector, for instance, tend to reproduce traditional hierarchies of race and class rather than 
subverting them. The structural changes and their implications deal with the accountability of 
various external stakeholders, as well as with political pressure directing both the process and 
the provision of education in schools, and a simultaneous stress on delivering more efficient 
and economic education. At the individual level Sachs (2003:18) claims that the changes and 
their implications deal with the expectation on teachers to be “skilled practitioners” solving 
any problems that arise, at the same time as they are expected to continuously develop quality 
in the learning by reflecting; they are to cope with changes both inside and outside the 
classroom. Persson (2006) argues that in Sweden, with the introduction of NPM the teachers 
have partially lost influence over their own job, and the schools have become a severe 
working environment problem.  

Thus, the effects can be described in terms of a contradiction. The changes in the teaching 
profession and the contradictions they imply are described by Sachs (2001:150): “the 
teaching profession is being exhorted to be autonomous while at the same time it is under 
increasing pressure from politicians and the community to be more accountable and to 
maintain standards”. She explains this by saying that the recent reforms which concern the 
schools, and hence teachers, have entailed a number of paradoxes. “The first is that the call 
for teaching professionalism, related to a revision of occupational identity, is occurring at a 
time when there is evidence that teachers are being deskilled and their work is intensified. 
The second is that while it is acknowledged that rethinking classroom practice is 
exceptionally demanding, fewer resources are being allocated to teacher learning”. Menter et 
al. (1997:9) also discuss managerialism and how it “acts discursively to internalize and justify 
very fundamental changes in professional practice, and to harness energy and discourage 
dissent”. These studies’ claims suggest that the teaching profession is under vast pressure, 
often in contradictory terms. There is evidence of intensification of teachers’ work, deskilling 
and increased stress and dissatisfaction with the job, according to Goodson (2003), Sachs 
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(2001), Sachs and Blackmore (1998), and they are not alone. Sachs’ view can be compared to 
that of Hargreaves (1994), who also talks about work intensification, which should be 
considered a sign of deprofessionalisation. The intensification means less time for reflection 
and contemplation, less time to keep up to date in one’s own subject, chronic work overload 
which leads to less time for making individual judgements, and lower quality due to deficit of 
time. It is often claimed that the managerialist policies with their ideas of accountability make 
teachers’ work deprofessionalised (see for example Apple, 2004; Menter et al., 1997). Apple 
(2004) supports this view in claiming that there is evidence of a growing lack of both 
emotional and physical resources for the teachers – and headmasters – as a result of the 
intensification, which in turn is a result of the increased accountability. Goodson (2003) 
argues that intensification has become a fact as more and more regulations are forced upon 
teachers. This, Goodson claims, has reduced, for example, the highly valuable opportunity to 
reflect. Indeed, there are plenty of research results suggesting a proletarianisation of the 
teaching profession, as noted by Forrester (2000). 

As a result of the work intensification, the stress among teachers and their workload is said to 
have become higher (Aronsson & Svensson, 1997; Månsson, 2002, 2004, 2006). On the 
other hand, there is research indicating quite the opposite: a professionalisation of teachers’ 
work. McCulloch et al. (2000) suggest that changes in professions are a global phenomenon. 
They assert that new skills are required for teachers, such as achieving good relationships 
with different stakeholders than before. The changed conditions for teachers and their work 
are seen as a sign of “reprofessionalisation”. What can be noted is that, in Forrester’s words, 
“teachers’ professional autonomy appears to be increasingly displaced by managerial 
control” (2000:137). With a governance system that is based on goals rather than rules, and 
on controlling how the goals are followed via, for example, evaluations of various kinds, it is 
reasonable to claim that the managerial control has increased. Perhaps not control in minor 
and specific issues, but in larger and more comprehensive issues, which in turn may affect 
the minor and specific issues. Whitty et al. (1998) approach the discussion of 
deprofessionalisation or its opposite by stating that what is clear is that there is a struggle 
between various stakeholders regarding the definition of teacher professionalism22 and 
professionality.

Berg (2000:197) discusses what the changed governance system is a reflection of. He claims 
that currently the emphasis has shifted from being given clear and precise directions to 
controlling the activity via evaluations.

“Generally speaking, the educational reform implies that the steering 
structure aims more at evaluating and controlling rather than giving 
direct instructions as to how the schools’ daily activity should be 
formed. Further, one can say that the change of the state steering of 
schools reflects the fact that the view of the school’s equality, which is 
linked to the Swedish welfare model, has been replaced by a more 
pragmatic, and perhaps also more market-oriented, concept of 
equality. This implies that the educational reform in question must be 
understood in its social-structural as well as its education-institutional 
context.”

22 A more elaborate discussion regarding the concept of professionalism can be found in Chapter 3, Theoretical 
Framework. 
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Hargreaves (1994) argues that the teacher role has come to comprise new problems, tasks and 
responsibilities, at the same time as not much space for these issues has been given. Teachers 
are to do more and more things with the same time available. It was claimed that what was 
referred to as decentralisation would give much more discretionary power at the bottom end 
of the organisational structures. Decentralisation can on the one hand lead to more or 
extended discretion among the professionals when decision-making is moved to the 
partitioning professionals; on the other hand, decentralisation may lead to difficulties 
(Hellberg, 1991). Even though some decisions were moved to the street-level bureaucrats, a 
new machinery of control, often in the form of documentation and evaluations and various 
other forms of audit, was introduced (Power, 1997).

Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson (2000:722) describe the changes, or reforms, in terms of 
constructing organisations. They claim that the attempts to implement reforms are attempts to 
changes ways of “managing, controlling and accounting”, rather than “the products of the 
public sector”. In fact, Carlgren and Englund (1996) argue that the changes in governance 
from being a rule-oriented to a goal-oriented system have been claimed to be decentralising 
decisions, for example. In their view this is not the case; rather, with the goal-oriented system, 
a centralisation of goals and evaluations has occurred. Regarding the schools in Sweden, it is 
the National Agency for Education that is responsible for making sure that the goals set are 
attained. Furthermore, the new system has been claimed to be introduced to give the 
opportunity for each municipality and each school to choose means and methods in order to 
strengthen the professionalism of the staff in the schools, which in turn would increase 
creativity and well-being among the staff (Hedenquist, 1999). Nonetheless, as has been 
presented above, this can be seen as a rhetoric for changed governance. Studies of teachers 
(see e.g. Persson, 2006) show that teachers are not satisfied as employees, although they are 
satisfied with the actual teaching and with being teachers. The time with the pupils, the 
teaching and preparation and marking, are a source of joy, whereas escalating tension between 
the time devoted to the core of the profession and other tasks that are introduced to the 
teachers can be identified (Månsson, 2004).23

The shift in governance has often been described in terms of an extended local freedom of 
choice for local schools and teachers; see for example Linde (2000). However, Falkner (1996) 
suggests an alternative way of describing changes such as the decentralisation: instead of 
understanding the changes as power having being moved from a central system to the teachers 
themselves, she suggests that the change can be described in terms of a shift in responsibility 
rather than power. Similarly, Andersson and Nilsson (2000:158) claim that the last part of the 
twentieth century can be described in terms of a transfer of both decisions and responsibility 
“from the central authority to the municipality and the local schools”. To some extent these 
changes in governance can also be described as “decentralisation of power and control”. Not 
surprisingly, the authors claim that it has been easier to find changes in policy than to see 
changes in practice.  

Falkner (1996) goes on to assert that the teachers have extensive influence over the “how”
aspects as opposed to the “what” aspects, a claim which is supported by Andersson and 
Nilsson (2000:158): “many more decisions than before are made by individual teachers and 
schools”. According to Carlgren and Marton (2000), a consequence of this new form of 
governance is that on the one hand a number of “musts” are no longer valid. On the other 
hand, the teachers are left without guidance and help; they are given goals, but how to attain 

23 Colnerud and Granström (2002) identify the teaching as the core of the profession, along with preparation and 
marking.  
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them is up to the teachers themselves, and depending on the local management and budget 
this may become a rather problematic task. In addition, it could be suggested that the “what”
aspects influence the “how” aspects. If the “what” aspects are contradicting the “how”
aspects, for example, the possibility to choose how to do things becomes smaller.  

Carlgren and Marton (2000) claim that the recent reforms deal with demands on the teachers 
outside the classroom. Quite a hands-on effect of the changed governance system is the way 
in which teachers’ work is, or can be, organised. In the case school, it has been decided that 
the teachers should be organised in work teams, as opposed to the former subject affiliation. 
These work teams are based on a group of pupils rather than the teachers’ subject affiliation; 
they are interdisciplinary. In addition, interdisciplinary projects are promoted by the 
management level. With the traditional organisation based on subject affiliation, 
collaboration within the subjects was allowed for and encouraged. Siskin (1994) claims, as 
was noted above, that in many cases it is within the departments that teachers find their 
realm. This is supported in a recent study (Månsson, 2004) where it is stated that teachers 
miss having close contact with their subject-based colleagues; they find it harder to keep 
updated on a pedagogical as well as on a subject-based level within the subject. The work 
organisation of today has contributed to breaking, or at least shrinking, the arena of learning 
and support between colleagues sharing the same subject.    

The time spent in class with the pupils has traditionally been between one teacher and her 
pupils. There is research suggesting that the teaching profession by tradition has been a 
lonely profession (see for example Fullan & Hargreaves, 1992; Lortie, 1975). This may be 
due to how teachers’ work has been organised. This change in organisation of the teachers’ 
work thus conflicts with the traditional way, and can be said to impact on, for example, the 
teachers’ choice of whom to collaborate with. Arfwedson and Arfwedson (1992) suggest an 
alternative way of viewing teachers’ work. It is indeed a job where team work and groups are 
central; the teachers work with their pupils and are in that sense seldom alone. A relevant 
question to bring up is what is meant by “lonely”. In the classroom the teachers, from one 
point of view, are certainly not alone; they usually have 20-30 pupils. When it comes to 
planning, it can be argued that teaching has been a lonely job, if one considers the formal 
organisation of teachers’ work. On the other hand, informal collaboration between teachers 
may still have been a prominent characteristic, although not formally recognised.    

Hargreaves (1994) suggests that the work intensification, and the increasing demand for 
result responsibility, make the situation for individual teachers constrained. Questioning 
things might imply that the teacher does not cope with the situation, and thus the teacher will 
refrain from questioning things, with guilt as a consequence. Carlgren and Marton 
(2000:185) sums up the contradictions in the effects of the changes regarding the teachers’ 
work: “At the same time as the teachers’ possibilities to control the activity increase, the 
government’s possibilities to control the teachers are increased”24.

Persson (2006) found in a study of teachers in Sweden that 70% of the participating teachers 
were working in a context of reorganisation. Of these, more than 80% perceived having had 
rather little or hardly any influence over the reorganisation. This is indicative for the above 
section on the effects of the changes. Teachers themselves often feel that they have very little 
or no say in issues that will affect them in their everyday work context. Menter et al. (1997) 
suggest that with numerous changes proposed, at the end of the day, teachers do not have the 

24 Author’s translation.  
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time to think too much about the changes; instead they focus on the immediate tasks with the 
pupils. Månsson (2004) argues that today’s working conditions for teachers in Sweden deal 
with a more intense workload than before, and that the level of social support is too low, 
leading to a sense of a constrained level of discretion.

As has been shown, teachers are faced with a number of contradictory terms in their 
professional activity, some of which are constant and some an effect of changed governance. 
Changes are often problematic to implement, it has been argued. These contradictions have 
arisen during the last couple of decades, largely due to the changed governance of teachers’ 
work. Whether the changes in teachers’ work should be described in terms of 
professionalisation or deprofessionalisation is a debated issue.

2.5 Discretion as essential yet problematic  
Discretion can be described as an essential yet problematic feature of the teaching profession. 
Much research points at both participation and discretion as positive aspects of, for example, 
teachers’ work. It is often claimed that any employees, and their employers, will prosper from 
a high level of employee participation. Newton and Tarrant (1992) and Angelöw (1991), for 
example, maintain that a high level of participation among employees is beneficial to the 
work organisation and the employer at all times, and especially so in times of change. 

Extensive agreement that discretion is an important feature for teachers in their profession, 
and for other professional groups, can easily be found (see for example Alexandersson, 1999; 
Aili et al., 2003; Lipsky, 1980; Madsén, 1994; Mintzberg, 1993; Vinzant & Crothers, 1998).  
Not only is discretion said to be an important feature of the teaching profession from the 
teachers’ point of view; it is also claimed to be beneficial for the school organisation. To 
exemplify, Meier & Bothe (2001) showed that the performance level among minority students 
is higher in schools where discretion among the teachers is high. Discretion can thus be 
described as a crucial feature of teachers’ jobs, due to the fact that the tasks cannot be fully 
routinised.

Whether or not teachers enjoy a high level of discretion is a debated issue, which will not be 
regarded as finally either verified or falsified at this stage. Rather it is an issue which will be 
examined throughout this thesis, from various angles. Mintzberg (1993) claims that a great 
deal of power, or control, over the operating work rests at the bottom of the structure, among 
the professionals, in what he calls professional bureaucracies25. This is supported by Vinzant 

25 Mintzberg (1993) distinguishes between five types of organisations: the simple structure, the machine 
bureaucracy, the professional bureaucracy, the divisionalised form and the adhocracy. He claims that they are 
built on combinations of coordination within the organisation, power distribution and spreading within the 
organisation, and various demands and conditions in the organisation’s environment. The school as an 
organisation is an example of the professional bureaucracy. According to Mintzberg (1993:23) it is based on 
“standardization of skills, in which the operating core is the key part”. Hence, the professional bureaucracy 
relies on the standardisation of skills for coordination and its associated design parameters, training and 
indoctrination. A great deal of power, or control, over the operating work rests at the bottom of the structure, 
among the professionals. Control over work, according to Mintzberg, means that the professional works 
relatively independently of his/her colleagues, but closely with his/her clients. Direct control over how work is 
carried out is not used very much, and through the high level of specialisation the professional bureaucracy is 
difficult to change. Another way of describing teachers’ work is illustrated by Hasenfeld (1983). In the welfare 
state, the private welfare has become a public issue. Human service organisations can be described as defining, 
preserving and changing human beings. Persson (2006) makes a translation to the context of schools and the 
power relations it involves. He talks about the human-changing aspect (e.g. learning and fostering) and the 
human-defining aspect (e.g. marks/grades), as well as presenting the aspect of human-transporting exercise of 
power (e.g. compulsory attendance at school).   
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and Crothers (1998:6) who claim that street-level bureaucrats, such as the teachers in this 
study, “regularly exercise significant amounts of discretion as they do their jobs”. In the 
National Labour Market Board (AMS) description of the teaching profession, it is stated that 
“Common for the teaching profession at all levels is that the teacher most often has rather 
free hands when it comes to planning the work, but at the same time has to follow the goals 
stated in the national curriculum”26 (www.ams.se). This implies that teachers have a 
relatively high level of discretion. This is supported by Beckman (1994), Sannerstedt (1988) 
and Liljequist (1999), Berglind (1995) who all claim that teachers enjoy a high level of 
discretion. Svensson (1998) claims that teachers’ work has been characterised by a 
considerable level of discretion when it comes to the classroom, but that they still have been 
governed by fairly strict central regulations. Berglind (1995) claims that there is always a 
certain amount of discretion for one’s own judgments and own decisions among street-level 
bureaucrats. Aili et al. (2003) state that teachers in Sweden strive to win influence over their 
work and working conditions, thus suggesting that the satisfaction is currently incomplete. 
Certainly, Menter et al. (1997:7) claim that the neo-liberal principles which have been 
implemented in the educational sector, influencing teachers’ work, are indeed a “means
towards destabilizing professional bureaucratic expertise and diminishing professional 
autonomy”.

Even though discretion is an essential aspect of the teaching profession, it is not 
unproblematic for either the teachers themselves or the organisation. Terum (2003) identifies 
six dilemmas when it comes to the concept of discretion: the issues of asymmetry, 
boundarylessness, conditionality, predictability, disclaiming responsibility, and individual 
values. Asymmetry deals with the relational aspect of the concept of discretion; one party 
may have resources that another party legitimately needs or wants, which means that the 
resource owner can place demands on the other party to get the wanted resources. The issue of 
boundarylessness deals with the often unclear or vague conditions that apply when it comes to 
discretionary power. From situation to situation, varying decisions to act can be made. This 
lessens predictability; when various choices to action (or inaction) are possible, their 
predictability diminishes. Since it is not possible to have strict rules when it comes to 
discretionary power, it becomes possible to disclaim one’s own responsibility. Lastly, 
discretionary decisions are often based on individual values and norms of the decision-maker, 
which means that clients may get different treatment even when the very same conditions 
apply. These dilemmas of the teaching profession’s concept of discretion make clear that it 
certainly does entail problematic issues; nonetheless it is part of being a professional, and it is 
necessary for carrying out the job in a professional way. Galligan (1990) claims that officials 
exercising discretionary power need to comply with rationality, purposiveness and morality.  

There is research that illuminates the extent and consequences of discretion for individuals 
and organisations. However, it is important to bear in mind that there is an inherent conflict 
in the role of a street-level bureaucrat: the conflict between being a representative for an 
organisation and being human (Johansson, 1992). This conflict can arise when the street-
level bureaucrat (in this case the teacher) identifies specific needs which have not been 
decided upon on the management level. Since the street-level bureaucrat always has a certain 
amount of discretion, she becomes an abureaucratic feature in the bureaucratic structure 
(ibid.).

26 Author’s translation.  

http://www.ams.se
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What dilemmas can be identified when it comes to the concept of discretion also depends on 
whose perspective is applied. Mintzberg (1993:208) identifies a problem in the professional 
bureaucracy: “discretion not only enables some professionals to ignore the needs of their 
clients; it also encourages many of them to ignore the needs of the organization. To many, 
the organization is almost incidental, a convenient place to practice their skills. They are 
loyal to their profession, not to the place where they happen to practice it.” Less strongly, 
but with the same message, Alexandersson (1999) claims that from a management 
perspective it can be difficult to control the employees, but on the other hand it may bring 
beneficial dynamic effects. Ahrne (1994:35) claims that “generally it is too strong to say that 
people act against their will when they act on behalf on organizations. On the other hand, it 
is rarely accurate to say that they act according to their will. Actions on behalf of 
organizations are normally, although not necessarily, characterized by a dual involvement; a 
duality of action.” He continues in addressing the issue of discretion by saying that it is not 
possible to take away all forms of discretion from the street-level bureaucrats, due to the fact 
that they are the ones who must bring about laws and rules which are not always adjusted to 
each specific situation and in many cases are rather weak. This means that the street-level 
bureaucrats need to exercise a certain level of discretion in their job. Lipsky (1980) assumes 
that there is a conflict between personal and organisationally built behaviour. To sum up, 
there are two important aspects of street-level bureaucrats’ work: their tasks are too complex 
for simple rules, discretion has to exist and, hence, the work they carry out is difficult to 
control. In addition, work that includes people, particularly in the public sector, can be 
characterised as containing a number of dilemmas (Lipsky, 1980).  

The view put forward here is that discretion in itself is seen as a necessary trait of the 
teachers’ job, in that the tasks are too complex to be completely routinised. However, this can 
be seen as both positive and negative from the teachers’ own perspective, and certainly as 
problematic from a governance perspective.

2.6 From frame factors to school culture – what influences teachers’ 
discretionary power 
The issue of governance of professionals (i.e. teachers) in the public sector has been dealt 
with above, regarding changes in governance and their effects. Indeed, professionals’ work, 
and in this case more specifically upper secondary teachers’ work, can be studied from a 
broad range of perspectives and angles. Gannerud (2001) claims that psychological studies of 
teachers’ work often ignore the conditions of the work and the institutional context; on the 
other hand, sociological studies often ignore personal and relational aspects. In this study, 
relationships are central, at the same time as the context in which they take place is 
considered.

The overview of teachers’ work has so far focused on teaching as a profession, changes in 
governance and the consequences of these changes. Here, we will continue the overview by 
focusing on how teachers’ work can be understood, in terms of what shapes it, in addition to 
formal governance which has been dealt with above. The research overview of teaching as a 
profession is quite general and should not be considered as an attempt to cover the entire 
field. The aim is rather to serve the purpose of presenting the context in which the results can 
be understood for the purposes of this thesis.

Research on teachers and teaching is often described through three main traditional themes 
that have been central since the 1960s: teacher effectiveness, teacher thinking and 
socialisation of teachers. Teacher effectiveness refers to investigations of teachers’ work in 
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relation to pupils’ performance, focusing on methods that can make teaching and the outcome 
of teaching as effective as possible. Teacher thinking refers to how teachers themselves think 
about their teaching, in order to find the individual traits that makes a teacher a good teacher. 
Socialisation, the third theme, focuses on the process of becoming a teacher. A sub-category 
of socialisation is teacher culture, where the concept of culture is used to explain teachers; 
here not only pedagogical issues are at the centre of attention, but also other aspects of the 
profession. Yet another theme, or rather a development from the socialisation tradition, which 
has emerged lately, is often referred to as teachers’ professional lives. Goodson (2000, 2003), 
who is prominent in this stream, claims that research on teachers should be focused more 
broadly on teachers’ life and work, not solely the pedagogical practice in the classroom. Here 
teachers’ own voices are highlighted; in addition not only pedagogical issues, but a contextual 
focus, is used to study teachers. The interest is in applying a comprehensive approach. 
Moreover, the teaching professionalisation, concerning occupational groups’ claims for 
position and status in society, and the teaching professionalism track, concerning the internal 
quality of the work, are in focus (Lemar, 2001).  

Much of the earlier research on teachers and teaching has tended to be rather normative – 
finding measures for effective teaching, finding characteristics that make a good teacher, for 
example. Various ways of approaching or viewing what shapes teachers’ work and working 
conditions can also be identified. Formal governance, local school cultures, and individual 
teachers’ teaching style are factors which are often mentioned. What is interesting to take a 
closer look at here is what existing research claims actually to steer or govern teachers’ work, 
i.e. which factors are of most importance to the teachers in their professional activity. 

Teachers’ work from a perspective of the sociology of professions is in focus in this study. 
The research field of sociology of professions can be described as investigating occupational 
groups’ character, position, conditions and interests, and also strategies to improve their 
position (Torstendahl, 1989). Teachers’ working conditions are thus one aspect of what is 
studied in the sociology of professions. Various perspectives can be applied when it comes to 
viewing what in practice governs teachers’ work. The so-called frame factor theory was 
introduced in the late 1960s by Dahllöf (1967, 1969), and was further developed by Lundgren 
(1972, 1977). The frame factor theory deals with the teaching and learning process. It uses 
frame factors as a point of departure for explaining what governs the actual teaching and 
learning process. Dahllöf’s definition of frame factors is physical and temporal. Lundgren 
developed the definition to include goals and formal rules and regulation. Imsen (1999:308) 
uses a broad definition of frame factors: “conditions that influence the teaching process”27.
She presents five sub-categories, still pointing at their interrelation. These are the pedagogic
frames (e.g. laws and curriculum), administrative frames (e,.g. organisational structure and 
timetables), resource-related frames (e.g. physical design of the workplace and teaching 
material), organisation-related frames (e.g. school culture and leadership), and finally frames
related to the pupils and their background (e.g. their motivation and their parents). Frame 
factors can indeed be relevant when discussing what governs teachers’ work. In a recent study 
from an Australian context, the timetable is described as governing the teachers like a tyrant 
(Brady, 2006). Aili and Brante (2004) point at formative conditions from an organisational 
perspective, emphasizing that teachers’ work needs to be arranged, or rather is arranged, with 
factors such as time and space. They exemplify the argument: grades cannot be given at the 
beginning of a term, and mushrooms cannot be picked inside the classroom. This is supported 
by Hargreaves’ (1994) observation that time is a crucial factor in teachers’ work.  

27 Author’s translation.  
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Imsen’s (1999) definition of frame factors includes the impact of work-place culture, which 
can be categorised as a particular school of research when it comes to studying teachers’ 
work. Often an umbrella term is used: organisational culture. The organisational culture 
involves, for example, a set of values, norms and praxis. Other concepts such as social 
structures, roles, status and control are often mentioned when describing organisational 
culture (Prosser, 1999). There are many definitions of the concept. Some define it only as 
“The way we do things around here” (Deal & Kennedy, 1982:4), whereas others define it as 
“A pattern of shared basic assumptions that the group learned as it solved its problems of 
external adaptation and internal integration, that has worked well enough to be taught to new 
members of the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems”
(Schein, 1992:12). Sometimes it is easier to define a specific culture when a “rule” is broken 
than trying to ask members what the culture is based on. Alvesson (1993), however, 
problematises the issue of organisational culture, for example by claiming that it is often 
confused with management ideology, and he asserts that the issue of organisational culture is 
often used in a trivialised way. No matter what definition is chosen, it clearly deals with a 
complex relationship between human beings. There is also interaction between the members 
and the organisation and vice versa; hence the members’ behaviour can be seen as a product 
and a source of the culture.

Some say that organisational culture is the most determining factor in teachers’ work; the 
norms, values and roles that are established within an organisation also lay ground for the 
individuals’ discretion (Berglind, 1995; Johansson, 1992; Stewart, 1983). Indeed, it has been 
shown that it is often other issues than the formal sources of governance, such as the national 
curricula, that decide what actually governs the school (see for example Berg et al, 1999; 
Fink, 2000; Håkansson, 1995; Madsén & Risberg, 1994; Morrison, 1998; Newton & Tarrant, 
1992). In other words, informal governance or organisational culture is important to bear in 
mind when governance is discussed; it influences every organisation in one way or another. 
Hargreaves (1994) identifies four teacher cultures: individualism, collaboration, contrived 
collegiality, and balkanisation. These have various implications for teachers’ work. 
Noteworthy is that collaboration cultures are characterised by, for example, spontaneity, 
volunteerism and unpredictability. Contrived collegiality, on the other hand, is characterised 
by administrative regulations, compulsory participation and predictability, and is set in time 
and space. The lack of flexibility makes the latter culture negative for the teachers; their 
professionalism and discretionary power are set aside in favour of administrative demands 
that are not well suited for the teachers’ work.

The impact of organisational culture often becomes apparent in times of change. Due to 
strong informal governance, for example in the form of organisational culture and local power 
structures, political decisions do not always lead to the intended outcome (Lindensjö & 
Lundgren, 1986). However, if the members of the organisation in question, in this case the 
teachers, find some kind of profit for themselves, they will be less reluctant to change 
(Blossing, 2000). This is because teachers are opposed to any changes that they feel are 
initiated by politicians and can be seen as having a more or less diffuse connection with the 
school (Berg et al., 1999). Generally, it is very difficult to implement changes successfully. 
Fink (2000), Newton and Tarrant (1992) and Prosser (1999) all show that this certainly 
includes school organisations. In the field of implementation research, it is said that 
implementation of decisions is not something that happens automatically, even if all parties 
involved agree on the decisions. Instead the implementation happens through interaction 
between people, and therefore it is crucial to take a closer look at this process if an 
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understanding of the reasons for how and why things are or are not implemented is desired 
(Björkemarken, 1995). The school is an institution in Swedish society, and also an 
organisation. Alexandersson (1999:21) talks in terms of governance concerning schools that 
“what actually happens in the teaching is determined less by the politicians in the parliament 
than by the teachers in the classrooms”.28 The professional and collegial influences are of 
very high importance.

This touches on Berg’s (1999) discussion of the governance of schools. He divides the 
governance in two parts: the governance of the school and the governance in the school. The 
governance of the school refers to the influence the formal documents have, whereas the 
governance in the school refers to the informal influences with a basis in historical and 
societal aspects. The governance in the schools is presented through the school culture. Berg 
claims that the school culture, which he defines as invisible rules and habits, consciously 
and/or unconsciously rules and limits the personnel’s and the pupils’ working conditions, and 
is crucial for changes within the school. Berg (1981) also says that the school can be seen 
from different perspectives – the societal, the actor and/or the organisational perspective. No 
matter what perspective is used, he stresses that the structure of the school is very complex. 
Another researcher in the field, Scherp (1998), claims that the school as an organisation can 
be characterised by being very difficult to change. It is stability, rather than change, that 
characterises the teaching pattern in schools, he asserts. This is not new; for example, Lortie 
made a similar discovery in 1975 in his study The School Teacher – A Sociological Study.
Many researchers other than those mentioned above have found, in looking at schools from 
different angles, that schools are very difficult to govern, and hence difficult to change. There 
are many influential factors as to why and how schools and teachers work in certain ways. It 
is important to point out, however, that in each and every organisation there is more than one 
culture existing simultaneously. Often there is said to be a difference between the culture, or 
rather the management ideology, and the culture of the employees, for example (Alvesson, 
1993).

As a part of organisational studies regarding teachers, there are studies focusing on the social-
psychological processes. Much of the literature on the social-psychological processes focuses 
on the school, including the classroom situations for example, rather than on the teachers. In 
addition, some of the literature tends to have been around for a few years (see for example 
Arfwedson & Lundman, 1984; Hansén, 1997; Rosenholtz, 1989; Sarason, 1982).

Various points of entry have indeed been applied in studying the teaching profession, as 
regards both disciplines and themes. In this study it will be argued that a social-interaction 
approach is fruitful to apply when studying teachers and more specifically their discretionary 
power.

2.7 Summary
It has been argued that teaching should be seen as a profession in this study. It has also been 
noted that a number of changes regarding teachers’ working conditions have occurred during 
the last decade or two, that terms such as intensification, accountability and 
professionalisation/deprofessionalisation are central, and that the terms under which teachers 
work are often contradictory. In addition, it has become clear that a wide variety of possible 
angles in the research on the teaching profession can be identified. In this overview it should 

28 Author’s translation. 
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be evident that much of the research on teachers’ work takes pedagogy as its point of 
departure. The approach in this thesis is sociological, focusing on the creation of discretion.

It has been suggested that frame factors such as physical design of the school and timetables, 
as well as informal governance, often referred to as organisational culture, have a 
considerable impact on teachers’ work. In this thesis it will be argued that a social-interaction 
approach is fruitful when it comes to explaining how discretion is created.

Turning to the theoretical framework, the social-interaction approach will be discussed 
further, and a definition of the concept of discretion will be made.   
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3 Exploring upper secondary teachers’ discretion – theoretical 
framework
In this chapter the general theoretical framework and the theoretical key concepts will be in 
focus. The theoretical framework lies on a more comprehensive level than do the key 
theoretical concepts, which rather aim at explaining specific phenomena. In other words, this 
chapter is devoted to theory, which can be said to consist of abstractions and generalisations 
applied to explore a certain phenomenon, in this case teachers’ discretion. Firstly, the general 
theoretical framework applied in this study will be presented, and then the more specific 
theoretical concepts used to help explore the teachers’ discretion will be brought up. The 
concepts that help explain the process, or negotiation, of the creation of discretion can be seen 
as pieces in a puzzle; they are all needed to make the picture complete.   

Theory, including specific theoretical concepts, makes up an imperative part of any scientific 
study. Theory sets the perspective and frames for the results and conclusions that are 
attainable. This is supported by Walford (2001) who claims that theory is a vital element in 
any analysis. This is because no pure description is ever possible; it is always generated by 
theories. Even though a qualitative study is not designed to simply test hypotheses or theories, 
theory still plays an important role. “The trick is to make this [theoretical] framework 
explicit,” Merriam (1998:45) claims, which is the purpose of this chapter. Indeed, “reality” is 
too complex for us to say that there is one and only one model for exploring and 
understanding it. Different points of departure can be applied, contributing different 
knowledge. In Säljö’s (2000:141) words, “It is through constructing special perspectives at 
reality – to consciously enlarge or stress certain components and disregard others – that 
knowledge and proficiencies grow and become useful”29. Säljö calls this “perspectivication”,
a result being valid through the specific lenses applied. It should also be noted that any model 
is a simplification, often in the form of a visual illustration of variables and how they are 
interrelated (Turner, 1988). Consequently, in this study, the aim is not to give the picture of 
the teachers’ discretion, but rather the theory can be said to consist of concepts or models of 
various kinds to abstract the empirical data. One perspective on reality will be grasped. This 
chapter devoted to the theoretical framework can be described as the theoretical terminology 
through which the empirical findings will be drawn and abstracted, and which is the tool for 
explaining the findings. Through the theoretical framework the aim of the study and the 
research questions will be answered.

Having emphasized the importance of theory, it should be noted that in this study no 
predetermined theoretical model for analysis was decided upon at the outset. This approach, 
which is supported by Hansén (1997), is due to the fact that the aim was to explore/explain 
teachers’ discretion by using a qualitative method. Being committed to a strong theoretical 
framework from the start could have limited the possible findings. Hence the theory and 
empirical data have been closely linked, while the data themselves have been a guide for the 
data analysis (model). However, this does not mean that the model was only introduced 
towards the end. When commencing the study, a theory of action framework was applied, 
which here simply refers to the fact that enabling and constraining processes were kept in 
mind as central terms. These terms can also be described in terms of Giddens’ (1984) rules 
and resources, as will become clear in this chapter. In fact, the concepts of rules and resources 
are one way of synthesising processes that influence the creation of discretion. Ginsburg et al. 
(1995:8) claim that:  

29 Author’s translation.  
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Everything that educators do in and outside their workplaces is 
dialectically related (a) to the distribution of structural and 
ideological power used to control the means of producing, 
reproducing, consuming, and accumulating material and symbolic 
resources and, thus, (b) to the distribution of material and symbolic 
resources. Educators’ actions (and inaction) are constrained and 
enabled by such relations of power and resource distributions, while 
at the same time through their daily activity and historical struggles 
educators are engaged in reproducing, resisting, and transforming 
existing power relations and resource distributions.

According to Merriam (1998) a theoretical framework can be said to be derived from the 
stance that the researcher brings to his/her study. She uses words such as structure, 
scaffolding, and frame to describe what a theoretical framework is. Firstly, one can begin by 
clarifying what discipline one belongs to, which in this case is sociology, studying the 
teaching profession. The study takes the teachers’ point of departure as its starting point. The 
study can be positioned in the intersection between sociology of professions and sociology of 
organisation. The teachers are members of a profession, the teaching profession. To be able 
to practice the profession, they need to be members of an organisation – the school 
organisation. As members of the school organisation, they give up part of their control over 
their actions to the organisation (Ahrne, 1994 and Svensson, 2007). Svensson (ibid.) 
continues: organisations can certainly be seen as necessary for professional work because of 
their resources (which can be exemplified by salary, equipment or symbols, such as the 
reputation of the organisation, boundaries and relations to the surroundings). In addition, a 
number of institutional rules apply, such as decrees, norms and routines. Some of these 
features are more desirable than others, from the professionals’ point of view. This is often 
described as the tension or dynamic between profession and organisation. Further, Merriam 
(1998) suggests that relevant theoretical concepts be presented and discussed to clarify the 
theoretical stance. A number of specific theoretical concepts are central when it comes to 
exploring teachers’ discretion. The concepts of power, control, governance, demand, social 
support and trust are means by which the concept of discretion is defined in this study. These 
concepts demonstrate themselves via the key relationships the teachers are involved in. In 
addition, role identity is a central term.

The methods of acquiring knowledge are numerous. The general theoretical framework in this 
study is based on a theory of action approach. Theory of action, to describe the concept in a 
general sense, deals with the interaction between external conditions and how they are 
perceived and valued, issues such as enabling and constraining processes of social action. 
Individuals’ actions should be understood in terms of their intentions. Thus, generally within 
the sociological theory of action, the focus is not on causes but on enabling and constraining 
features for action. As applied in this study, it is individuals’ subjective discretion in relation 
to their objective discretion (Aronsson, 1990; Aronsson & Berglind, 1990). However, there 
are different traditions, or schools, within the field of theory of action. Hagström (1999) 
distinguishes between the philosophical tradition, the sociological tradition (where models for 
rational action and theories of interactive communicative actions and interaction are in focus, 
and where Weber and Habermas are key figures), and lastly the activity theory, arising from 
Russian psychology. This is not the place to discuss these traditions in depth; the point is that 
the school of theory of action is multifaceted. The more specific theory on action which has 
crystallised as suitable for explaining the creation of discretionary power in this study is 
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concerned with applying the terms of enabling and constraining processes and social 
interaction. Enabling and constraining processes can be described in terms of rules and 
resources. This can be compared to Israel’s (1990) relationistic theory of action, where social 
interaction is also central.  

In short, according to Giddens (1984), rules are often unwritten, but can also be written and 
are produced and reproduced in daily interaction. They can be said to consist of “normative
elements and codes of signification” (ibid., 1984:xxxi). Important to point out is that 
knowing a rule does not necessarily imply that a person has the explicit ability to explain the 
rule, but it means that the person can apply the meaning of the rule to “go on” in social life. 
Thus, teachers to some extent know how to act in certain situations, and know what 
behaviour is sanctioned in their work context, but do not necessarily always reflect upon why 
and how. In this study a distinction can be made between formal written rules, exemplified 
by various policy documents – such as the Salamanca agreement from 1994, UNESCO 
(international level), the school law (national level), the national curricula (national level) 
and the local school plan (local level). Due to the characteristics of these documents, they do 
not always give a clear-cut definition of how they are to be applied in each school 
organisation, and can therefore be said to be subject to interpretation. Informal rules can be 
exemplified by invisible agreements on how work should be carried out; for example, the 
concept of organisational culture becomes important here. How things are done, when things 
are done, and who has the authority to make decisions in practice are examples of unwritten 
rules. “Most of the rules implicated in the production and reproduction of social practices 
are only tacitly grasped by actors: they know how to ‘go on’” (ibid., 1984:22). Gustafsson 
(1989) distinguishes between formal and informal rules: the formal rules are official rules, 
whereas the informal rules are rules that only a closed circle of people know about and apply. 
In addition, she distinguishes between written and unwritten rules, where the most important 
written rules are the school law, the school statute, government funding statutes, the National 
Board of Education’s regulations, the curricula, the labour agreements, and the municipality 
law.30

Resources, Giddens (1984) claims, can be divided into two parts. Firstly, he talks about 
allocative resources, which he defines as the capacity to influence the material environment. 
The allocative resources stem from “control of material products or aspects of the material 
world” (ibid., 1984:xxxi). In other words they consist of “the capabilities/forms of 
transformative capacity, generating command over objects, goods or material phenomena”
(ibid., 1984:33). In this study, allocative resources can be exemplified by how much time the 
teachers are given for their tasks and what material resources they are given, i.e. books, the 
size and quality of work space, regarding both classroom situations (classrooms) and office 
space. Secondly, the authoritative resources refer to the capacity to control people, or “types
of transformative capacity generating command over persons or actors” (ibid., 1984:33). 
The authoritative resources derive from “the co-ordination of the activity of human agents”
(ibid., 1984:xxxi). “Resources are media through which power is exercised, as a routine 
element of the instantiation of conduct in social reproduction” (ibid., 1984:16). Hence, 
resources deal with the concept of power. The authoritative resources can in this study be 
exemplified by the extent to which the teachers can influence their pupils, their colleagues 
and the school management, as well as the more general management of the schools (at local 
and national political levels). 

30 These are the current formal and written control documents in Gustafsson’s study, which was published in 
1989, they were somewhat different, due to the changed governance of the schools.  
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According to Giddens (1984), rules and resources are the two components that together make 
up structure(s). Structure(s) consist of “rules and resources, or sets of transformation 
relations, organized as properties of social systems” (ibid., 1984:25). Rules and resources are 
means of system reproduction. A system, in turn, consists of the “reproduced relations 
between actors or collectives, organized as regular social practices” (ibid., 1984:25). 
Structuration is “the conditions governing the continuity or transmutation of structures, and 
therefore the reproduction of social systems”. Structures are both enabling and constraining. 
This means that individuals are not passive victims; they always have the choice to act 
otherwise. Giddens identifies three different senses of constraint: material constraint, 
constraint associated with sanctions, and structural constraint. Material constraint deals with 
“constraint deriving from the character of the material world and from the physical qualities 
of the body” (ibid., 1984:176). Material constrains can be exemplified by physical space such 
as the design, place and size of classrooms and staffrooms. Sanctions deal with “constraint
deriving from punitive responses on the part of some agents towards others” (ibid., 
1984:176). Sanctions can be exemplified by the reward or penalty a teacher may get if she 
goes against the tide in regard to a certain issue. Structural constraint is “constraint deriving 
from the contextuality of action, i.e., from the ‘given’ character of structural properties vis-à-
vis situated actors” (ibid., 1984:176). Structural constraints can be exemplified by a tradition 
of how a certain issue is usually dealt with. Action, then, “is not a combination of ‘acts’: 
‘acts’ are constituted only by a discursive moment of attention to the durée of lived-through 
experience”. Nor can ‘action’ be discussed in separation from the body, its meditations with 
the surrounding world and the coherence of an acting self” (ibid., 1984:3) The above-
mentioned constraints can be said to derive from external features; it can also be argued that 
constraints may be about the individual’s own perceived constraints.

Turner (1988) claims that the social universe is based on social interaction, rather than action. 
This means that Turner does not believe that an analysis of social interaction can start with 
action and move towards interaction; the staring point itself is social interaction. By social 
interaction, Turner (ibid.:14f.) refers to “a situation where behaviours of one actor are 
consciously recognized by, and influence the behaviours of, another actor, and vice versa”.
Thus, interaction processes involve, according to Turner (ibid.:15), “signalling a course of 
behaviour and, at the same time, interpreting both one’s own behavioural signals and those of 
others”. In this study, the view is that in social interaction reality is created. In social-
interaction processes, we behave and relate to what we perceive around us, at the same time 
as we create circumstances ourselves. These processes become structures as they are 
reproduced.

Thus, it should be clear that the social world is seen as consisting of both agent and structure, 
micro and macro, where the two are dependent on each other rather than one being superior 
to the other. The individual is not a passive creature who acts under prevailing conditions or 
structures, any more than the individual is independent of conditions or structures. 
Individuals are all part of a context; they may be members of, in this case, a work 
organisation and a profession, for example. In other words, some claim that it is the 
structures that shape each individual, while others claim that each individual herself shapes 
her context and meaning. My view is that the individuals both shape and are shaped; this can 
be referred to as duality of structure, in Giddens’ terminology. As applied in this study, this 
means that the teachers themselves do shape the context they work within, at the same time 
as they relate to already existing conditions or structures. Forrester (2000) and Shilling 
(1992), who both study teachers, assert that it is imperative to acknowledge both agent and 
structure when studying teachers and their work. Shilling (ibid.) claims that since the 1970s 
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there has been a debate about the gap between micro/interpretative and macro/structuralist 
approaches in studies in the sociology of education. The structuralist approach “accounts for 
education tend to be relatively strong on constraint yet weak on agency”, whereas 
“interpretative approaches tend to be relatively strong on dealing with human agency yet 
weak on recognizing and conceptualizing social structures” (Shilling, 1992:71). Shilling 
claims each of these approaches to be insufficient when used singly. He advocates the 
bridging of structure and agency, going from dualism to duality (which he does with 
Giddens’ structuration theory).

A crucial study object within the sociological field consists of the conditions for action31 in 
various senses and contexts (Ahrne et al., 1996). Ahrne claims that human interaction best can 
be understood in terms of organisations32 and that “the use of power in society needs to be 
analyzed in connection with organisations” (1994:118). It is through organisational forms 
that human actions are transformed into social processes. Organisations, Ahrne et al. (1996) 
argues, set the frames and conditions under which human beings interact. This study thus 
illuminates the relation between members of a profession, the teaching profession, and the 
work organisation the teachers work within. The various work teams to which the teachers 
belong can be seen as constituting an intersection between the profession and the 
organisation. To exemplify, the teachers use their professional knowledge when in the work 
teams, but the work teams are set up by the management – the organisation.  

Organisations are often described as slow and difficult to change; they stand for continuity 
(Ahrne et al., 1996). The basic characteristics of organisations and of interaction are 
belonging, collective resources, rules and control. In this study, the teachers belong to the 
school organisation, and can thus use the collective resources that the organisation has; in 
return they are able to practise their profession.

3.1 Professionals and discretion 
In many of the social service jobs, where professionals provide for the service, decision-
making is extremely discretionary (see for example Adler & Asquith, 1981; Lipsky, 1980; 
Mintzberg, 1993; Vinzant & Crothers, 1998). It is crucial in order to be able to carry out one’s 
tasks (Lipsky, 1980). Thus, even if problematic, discretion is a must for employees like the 
teachers (Davis, 1969). According to the Swedish National Labour Market Board, AMS, the 
teaching profession is described in terms of discretionary power: “In common for the teaching 
profession at all levels is that most often the teacher has rather free hands when it comes to 
organising the work, at the same time as they have to follow the goals set in the national 
curricula”33 (www.ams.se). Whether the teachers of today in reality perceive themselves as 
enjoying a high level of discretion or not is a disputed issue, and is certainly of interest in this 
thesis. For example, Carlgren and Marton (2000) claim that teachers have a relatively high 
level of discretion when it comes to how the work should be designed. Carlgren & Marton 
(2000:107) claim that “in some respects it is rather clear that the Swedish teachers have 

31 “Handlingsvillkor” in the original Swedish version. 
32 There are innumerable definitions of what an organisation is. Since the aim of this study is not to focus on 
organisations as such, the following definition will suffice: “coalitions through which human beings act” (Berg 
et al., 1999:293). This can be seen as a rather vague definition, but it points to the important issue that 
organisations consist of members who are interacting on a social level. Nonetheless, the concept of organisation 
should not be confused with the concept of institution. According to Ahrne et al. (1996) the concept of institution 
can be compared to culture in that it deals with norms/notions that can direct people’s actions, whereas an 
organisation more explicitly sets the frames and conditions for people’s collective action.  
33 Author’s translation. 

http://www.ams.se


___________________________________________________________________________

40

gained a larger control over the design and planning aspects of their work”. They continue 
by saying that at the individual school it is possible to decide on “both content and form, how 
the pupils in the classes and groups of various kinds are organised, time use, define the 
teaching etc.” In other respects, “the control over the teachers’ work has increased – 
different kinds of evaluations, national exams as well as the demands that the pupils should 
pass, have considerably contributed to this”. This implies that the teachers are to a large 
extent free to make their own decisions; however, with increased accountability, they are still 
constrained. Svensson (1998) claims that teachers have been independent in the actual task of 
teaching in the classroom. However, as a group, the teachers have been relatively firmly 
governed through the central school administration by goals, rules and instructions. In this 
sense Svensson claims that the teachers have had a lack of professional autonomy34 over 
some arenas of their job.  

To sum up, when the level of discretion is high, it means that the teacher has access to a 
considerable repertoire and a number of alternatives to decision-making (Gustafsson, 1989). 
Whether this is the case is a disputed issue. Aili et al. (2003) suggest that teachers in Sweden 
strive to win influence over their work and working conditions, thus suggesting that the 
teachers are not fully satisfied with the current situation, be it recognised as high or low from 
various perspectives and by various actors. However, just as Evetts (2001) claims, the picture 
of the entirely autonomous professional practitioner of a profession is an ideal image rather 
than a reality. Discretion is created in relation to something or someone. A number of 
concepts will help explain how this process takes place. First, though, the issue of identity 
will be brought up.    

3.2 Identity 
Identity is a theoretical concept which can be used in many areas and senses. Here, a 
discussion regarding the concept of identity will be presented, linking it to the field of 
professions.35 Greiff (2004) argues that the concept of professional identity is central when 
wanting to learn more about teachers’ working conditions; what shapes the encounter between 
the intentions of the stakeholders (i.e. the national and the local governments) and the 
practising professionals. A crucial element which sheds light on why discretion is perceived 
in the way it is perceived, and a clue to how discretion is created, is how the teachers view the 
teaching commission and the teaching profession.  

It has been claimed that the teaching commission has changed; it is referred to in terms of an 
extended commission, where not only the actual teaching should be in focus, but also a social 
responsibility for the pupils. This implies that the teacher role, formally seen, is also changed. 
In Pedagogisk Uppslagsbok (1996:371f), Lundgren defines the teacher role in the following 
way: “By teacher role usually the special professional role that teachers practise in schools is 
intended... The teacher role can be said to consist of at least three functions: knowledge 
conveyance, work guidance, and responsibility for pupil welfare.” However, as Landahl 
(2006) claims, the teaching profession – what being a teacher involves – changes over time, 
as a response to the changing society we live in. Landahl (ibid.) uses the concept of dirt to 
collect the aspects of the teaching profession that teachers themselves have an ambivalent 
relation to and, in some senses, categorise as not being the core tasks of the profession. These 
aspects are often described in terms of metaphors with other professions/occupations – 

34 The difference between the concept of discretion and the concept of autonomy will be brought up later on in 
this chapter.  
35 In Chapter 5, a more elaborate and concrete discussion regarding the concept of identity will be pursued.  
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psychologists, social workers and police, for example – whose tasks can have a social 
character, such as helping clients (pupils) with psychological problems. These metaphors give 
an indication of teachers’ notion of what the teaching profession should be about, Landahl 
claims. However, it should be noted that the dirty aspects of the profession are not something 
teachers are clearly and only against; Landahl uses the term ambivalence to indicate that 
teachers do not always feel that they have the proper competence to handle these aspects.  

In the past, the concept of role and the concept of identity were often differentiated along a 
continuum between the dynamic and the static. Post-modernists argue for a rather different 
standpoint: claiming that today identity is “free-floating”, which means that to a large extent 
it is possible to “pick and choose” from various “you’s on offer” (Bradley, 1996:23). This is 
not the place for an elaborate discussion of the concept of role or identity as theoretical 
concepts. Hence, it is not the aim to dissect teachers’ identity more than in relation to their 
profession. The focus is on the teachers’ view of themselves in their professional role as 
teachers. In other words, the part of the teachers’ identity that is the focal point here lies 
within the professional.

Jenkins (2004) claims that the concept of identity per se is social in its character; forming it 
involves interaction with others. He says that it should be treated in terms of work, implying 
that it is not simply static, but is formed and reformed continuously. The term identification is 
often used to emphasize process and dynamics. In this study the term identity is used while 
acknowledging that identity is continuous and may change; it can be seen as a process (ibid.). 
Sachs (2001:153) discusses what the concept of professional identity means when applied to 
teachers. In its orthodox use it refers to “a set of attributes that are imposed upon the teaching 
profession either by outsiders or members of the teaching fraternity itself”, she states. 
However, this is not the definition she uses herself. She uses Wenger’s (1998:49) five 
dimensions of identity when discussing teachers’ professional identity, which belongs to the 
socio-cultural tradition emphasizing the interaction aspect of the concept. The five dimensions 
are: identity seen as negotiated experiences, where we define who we are “by the ways we 
experience our selves through participation as well as by the ways we and others reify 
ourselves”; identity as a community membership, where we “define who we are by the 
familiar and the unfamiliar”; identity as learning trajectory, where we “define who we are by 
where we have been and where we are going”; identity as nexus of multi-membership, where 
we “define who we are by the ways we reconcile our various forms of membership into one 
identity”; and identity as a relation between the local and the global, where we “define who 
we are by negotiating local ways of belonging to broader constellations and of manifesting 
broader styles and discourses”. Sachs (2001:154) uses this definition of identity because it 
can be applied in “developing a revised view of professional identity for teachers as they 
address the social, cultural and political (macro and micro, individual and group) aspects of 
identity formation”. This socio-cultural approach can be compared to that of Jenkins, who 
also emphasizes identity and its meaning in terms of interaction in the form of negotiation and 
communication, innovation and convention, agreement and disagreement (Jenkins, 2004). 
Both the socio-cultural approach put forward by Wenger (here through Sachs) and Jenkins’ 
approach emphasize the negotiation of identity and, in doing so, the importance of social 
interaction.

Sachs (2001) goes on to describe two different teacher identities: the entrepreneurial and the 
activist identity. These two different types of identity arise in two different discourses: the 
entrepreneurial identity arises in managerial discourses where key concepts are accountability, 
economy, efficiency and effectiveness. Democratic discourses, where key concepts are equity 
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and social justice, open up for the activist identity. Sachs (ibid.) claims that democratic 
discourses lay ground for the activist identity, and that it can be useful for the teachers in 
providing conditions for the development of communities of practice. Sachs (2001:159) 
further claims that “if the teaching profession wants to be the author of its own identity or 
professional narrative then now is possibly the time for this to occur. There is some evidence 
suggesting that the market is no longer the appropriate metaphor in which education policies 
and practices develop”. This can be seen as an indication that change does occur.

In fact, Sachs’ definition of identity seems to lie closer to a macro level, the teaching 
profession as such, whereas in this study the focus is on a number of teachers who may or 
may not correspond to the profession as a whole. With changes in the school organisation 
and the teacher commission, the teachers’ identity may also change in the long run. It should 
not be taken for granted, however, that the teachers’ identity strictly follows the political 
agenda at all times. The school, as mentioned earlier, seems to be increasingly moving 
towards the market way of being organised. This is where the teachers’ identity, and the 
creation of discretion, become visible. As will become clear, this is of importance when it 
comes to the level of discretion perceived.  

The concept of identity is one aspect of how the creation of discretion can be explained, 
through the concept of discretion itself; what it involves is another. 

3.3 Gaining discretion – a social process 
Discretion, as maintained in this thesis, can be viewed as a relational concept. Hence, 
discretion is created in relation to something. Indeed, teachers’ entire work process, including 
their professional knowledge, “is created in action, interaction, judgment and reflection”
(Selander, 2006:58)36. It will be argued that a number of relationships in which teachers are 
involved are central to the understanding of the process of gaining discretion as well as the 
teachers’ identity. Here the focus is on how social processes are shaped. 

The creation of a notion of reality is both a conscious and unconscious negotiation between 
the actors in the social process (Charon, 2001; Säljö, 2000). Marton (1994:28) claims that as 
individuals we “develop a common-sense knowledge of the world around us and of ourselves 
by progressively differentiating various kinds of entities and aspects and relating them to 
each other”. In other words, from social processes collectively created ideas about reality 
arise. In many cases these ideas are so well-defined and well-established that they can easily 
be perceived as natural. In such cases these ideas are taken for granted in the particular 
context. That indicates that the meaning the reality has in one context is not necessarily valid 
in other contexts. An example is collegial codex, a mutual agreement on what can and cannot 
be done without the involvement of others, which becomes visible – if not before – when 
new teachers join a team. In such a situation, tacit agreements that have been taken for 
granted often need to be verbalised for the newcomer to learn what and how things are done. 
Collegial codex, or collegiality, is found by Colnerud and Granström (2002) to be a powerful 
source of determining action (and in some cases non-action). They claim that teachers, like 
anyone else, are steered by wanting to share a sense of belonging with others, and by the 
apprehension of losing this belonging. They exemplify the argument: sometimes teachers 
even let collegial norms come before ethical considerations.  

36 The original quote: “Lärarkunskapen skapas i handling, samverkan, omdöme och reflektion” (Selander, 
2006:58).  
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Opinions on what reality is can differ between groups. In a work organisation, the 
management and the employees may have different views on what reality is. The legitimate 
way to express oneself in the organisation reflects and expresses the socially constructed 
ideas of what is normal and accepted in the organisation (Furusten, 1996). Norms and roles 
that are established within an organisation form the individual’s discretion (Johansson, 1992; 
Stewart, 1983). This touches upon what Stewart (1983:163) claims: “At any time there are 
accepted values, assumptions and beliefs reflecting established organisational interests. They 
will set the limits of perceived choice as well as determining choice in practice”. The norms 
and roles can be said to arise in interaction with others in relationships. Relationships can be 
characterised e.g. in terms of their directness–indirectness, closeness–distance, frequency–
infrequency, if they are short term–long term, occasional–repeated, symmetric–asymmetric, 
emotional–instrumental, trustful or not, and regarding their degree of institutionalisation. 
Teachers are involved in a number of relationships. As will be shown, four relationships can 
be identified as the key relationships. These are with policies, headmasters, colleagues and 
pupils. In these relationships, the interaction which is part of the shaping of the teachers’ 
discretion can be described in terms of negotiation.  

There is research that illuminates the extent and consequences of discretion for individuals 
and organisations. Berglind (1995) claims that there is always a certain amount of discretion, 
for one’s own judgment and own decisions, among street-level bureaucrats. However, as 
noted earlier, it is important to bear in mind that there is an inherent conflict in the role of a 
street-level bureaucrat. This conflict can be described in terms of being a representative for an 
organisation and being human (Johansson, 1992). The conflict can arise when the street-level 
bureaucrat (in this case the teacher) identifies specific needs which have not been decided 
upon on the management level; the organisation. Since the street-level bureaucrat always has 
a certain amount of discretion, she becomes an abureaucratic feature in the bureaucratic 
structure).

Coffey (2001:96) points at the negotiation aspect of the teaching profession; she claims that 
teachers “are social actors operating in social and cultural contexts. They work within social 
institutions, and are also part of a wider society. They are routinely engaged in the 
negotiations of their own identity, and shaping the identities of others”. Thus, negotiations of 
the profession take place within the profession, between the teachers and the actors closest to 
their everyday activities, as well as outside the school as an organisation.

3.4 The concept of discretion – defining the concept  
No single grand theory has been applied in this study; rather a number of theoretical concepts 
relevant for the purpose of the study have crystallised to help explore and explain teachers’ 
discretion. In other words, the theoretical concepts which will be presented below have been 
applied because they help when exploring the social phenomenon in question.

In general, terms and concepts may be given different meanings in different contexts, and for 
different persons (Alvesson, 2003). In addition, the meaning and use of concepts and terms 
shift over time. If terms and concepts are not sufficiently well defined, findings and their 
validity will be difficult to judge. In order to avoid misconceptions and vagueness, in the 
following part of this chapter the more specific theoretical concepts will be presented. The 
concept of discretion and how it has been defined will be presented. Here the concepts of 
autonomy, power, control, governance, demand, social support and trust will be brought up.    
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3.4.1 Dimensions of discretion  
It is time to bring up what the concept of discretion actually involves. As with any commonly 
used concept, there are various theoretical definitions and distinctions. The etymological 
meaning of the word refers to judgment and in particular to good judgment Galligan (1990) 
claims. Hellberg (1991) further distinguishes the concept of discretion by noting that the 
word, etymologically, has to do with delicate issues. Handler (1992) maintains that discretion 
is ubiquitous, and thus a clear-cut definition is difficult to come up with. However, according 
to him, it involves choice. 

The opposite of discretionary power can be said to be strict rules with no discretion. An 
absolutely central feature of discretion is that it contains a relational aspect (Hellberg, 1991). 
Hellberg claims that the concept of discretion is asymmetric in that one part is subordinated 
to the other, although the subordination is legitimate. In this study the teachers are 
subordinate to the local management (their headmasters, the local politicians) and, in 
addition, they are subordinate to the politicians on a national level. On the other hand, the 
teachers are superior to the pupils – which becomes especially apparent in the 
grading/marking process. Gustafsson (1989) claims that the degree of discretion states how 
much freedom a body, for example the teachers in a school, has for action and decision-
making. She discusses different levels at which discretion can be studied. These definitions 
focus on either the individual professional or the collective aspect of the profession, the 
profession as such. She exemplifies the level of individuals in a bureaucracy by referring to 
Dunsire (1978:222) who claims that discretion is the “breadth of options precluded or left 
open”. Davis (1969:4) defines the concept of discretion thus: “a public officer has discretion 
whenever the effective limits on his power leave him free to make a choice among possible 
courses of action or inaction”. Vinzant and Crothers (1998:37) refer to Merriam-Webster’s 
Collegiate Dictionary (10th edition, 1996) in defining the concept of discretion: “the ability to 
make responsible decisions” and “the power of free decision or discretion of choice within 
certain legal bounds”. Vinzant and Crothers go on to state that discretion includes the 
concept of choice. However, choice is not made completely free at will; it is constrained by, 
for example, legal factors. They claim that discretion is about process and outcome. It is a 
process in that it deals with how a goal is to be fulfilled, and an outcome in that various 
solutions can be used to reach the goal.  

Galligan (1990:21) defines discretion as “powers delegated within a system of authority to 
an official or set of officials, where they have some significant scope for settling the reasons 
and standards according to which that power is to be exercised, and for applying them in the 
making of specific decisions”. Galligan (ibid) also brings forward a number of constraints 
that can be identified; effectiveness and efficiency, the limitations on resources, 
organisational structures, and the moral attitudes of the officials. This shows that the idea of a 
choice is constrained, which Evetts also puts forward; she describes her view on what 
discretion involves, and here it becomes clear that discretion is a complex phenomenon 
where many different aspects need to be taken into account. 

…professional discretion enables workers to assess and evaluate 
cases and conditions, and to assert their professional judgment 
regarding advice, performance and treatment. To exercise discretion, 
however, requires the professional to make decisions and 
recommendations that take all factors and requirements into account. 
These factors and requirements will include organisational, economic, 
social, political and bureaucratic conditions and constraints. 
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                                                                                                                                                  (Evetts, 2002:345)  

Evetts defines factors that need to be taken into consideration when using professional 
discretion. This shows that professional discretion involves both enabling and constraining 
aspects, which is quite in line with the theory of action perspective applied in this study (see 
for example Israel 1990; Turner, 1988).  

A number of further distinctions regarding the concept of discretion can be made. For 
example, a distinction that needs to be made is that the concept of discretion is intentional. 
Discretion does not just happen; someone has to want to gain discretionary power. This 
implies that discretion comes about not on its own, but in negotiation between at least two 
different actors, one of whom must want discretionary power to be realised.  In addition, it is 
possible to distinguish between positive and negative discretion (Goodin, 1986). Positive 
discretion means that an official can be said to “have discretion if and only if he is 
empowered to pursue some social goal(s) in the context of individual cases in such a way as 
he judges to be best calculated, in the circumstances, to promote those goals” (ibid., 
1986:233). In this case, the goals must be about goals that can be related to the school’s 
official goals. Important to note here is that what may be perceived as circumstances by some 
may be perceived quite differently by others, as we shall come back to when discussing 
subjective and objective control. Goodin describes negative discretion as “an area of conduct 
which is generally governed by rules but where the dictates of rules are indeterminate”, or as 
a lacuna in a system of rules (ibid., 1986:234).  

Discretionary power can only exist under some rule, Goodin (1986) claims. This touches 
upon Hellberg’s (1991) notion of discretion as a relational concept. He distinguishes between 
strong and weak discretion, and formal and informal discretion. Strong discretion refers to a 
situation when there is a rule, but the rule does not impose any constraints upon the official. 
Weak discretion, on the other hand, refers to when there are rules restricting the official. 
Further, formal discretion refers to when the space for discretion is clearly defined in the 
rules, whereas informal discretion refers to situations where the space of action is only 
implicitly stated in the rules. Terum (2003:107) suggests a visual model combining the four 
different forms of discretion: 

Table 1. Terum’s (2003:107) model for different forms of discretion.

Galligan (1990) claims that discretion can be seen as a spectrum, where at one end a task 
requires interpretation of rules, and at the other end no rules are given – the official has to 
create standards. Usually there is a combination of creating standards, giving meaning to 
standards, and ranking standards by their relative importance.  

Another way of discussing what discretion involves is to look into its consequences. 
Svensson and Karlsson (2007) link the concept of discretion to responsibility. When there is 
discretionary power, with room for alternative actions, the actors also have a responsibility 
over their actions. The more discretion, the more responsibility. Nonetheless, it is crucial for 

Formal Discretion Informal Discretion 
Strong

Discretion 
The rules define an extensive room for 
discretion 

It is ambiguous what rule should be 
applied 

Weak 
Discretion 

The rules define specific room for 
discretion 

The rules have ambiguous criteria for 
discretion 
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the individual actor that conditions for taking responsibility are available, for example 
through the conditions which the organisation sets.

The descriptions above give an indication of what discretion involves, but they are not very 
specific. What has been pointed out so far is that discretion deals with repertoires of 
alternatives for acting, and that these repertoires are dependent on various conditions 
(Gustafsson, 1989). Discretion, when it refers to a feature of professionals’ working 
conditions, means that the job cannot be completely routinised or automatised; the tasks are 
too complex and the conditions change too much (Hellberg, 1991). The vague definitions can 
be problematic, but at the same time – as Ham and Hill (1993) claim – the more specific the 
definition, the more influenced and limited it is by the researcher. However, a definition is 
necessary in order to clarify what is being studied. In this study, discretion is defined as 
having the power and control to exercise one’s own professional judgment in carrying out 
and making decisions in daily work.37 38 This definition can be compared to Berg’s (2003:53) 
way of defining professionalism as “a question of carrying out a job taking both the formal 
commission and the actual conditions into consideration”. Whereas Berg emphasizes two 
prerequisites, the formal organisation and the actual conditions, the definition in this study 
stresses the relational character of discretion and teachers’ work. Using the concepts of power 
and control in the definition strongly underlines the relational characteristic. This can be 
supported by referring to Lipsky (1980) who uses the term discretionary power. Discretionary 
power is connected with the individual professional’s, in this case the teacher’s, possibility to 
make judgments and decisions.  

Important to point out here is that a difference may exist between an organisation’s formal 
structure and the daily work, as will become clear in this chapter. In addition, to further 
clarify what the concept of discretion involves, and actually refers to in this study, discretion 
deals with the teachers’ possibility of deciding how to use their time in daily work. Moreover, 
when carrying out the interviews, the teachers themselves were asked to express what they 
meant by the concept of discretion. This is not to say that the teachers themselves defined the 
concept in the entire study; rather their definitions served as a way of identifying what they 
were referring to throughout the interviews. It can be noted that they referred, in broad terms, 
to the possibility of making decisions “in the small; in the classroom with my pupils”. To 

37 It is crucial to make a distinction concerning what is meant by being able to do what one wants. Here we are 
not talking about the teachers’ discretionary power to do whatever they want, but about what they find the best 
way of doing things in their role as professionals. This involves basing their decisions and judgments not upon 
personal preferences as such, but in their role as professionals employed by the government/the local 
municipality, wanting to do what is most beneficial for the pupils and the organisation as a whole, in addition to 
taking the policy documents into account. Grimen and Molander (2007) discuss discretion applying the 
organisation as a point of departure. In doing so, discretion involves choice relative to the standards or directions 
delegated by the authority in question. It could be argued that the definition applied in this study refers to 
discretion in a broader rather than narrower sense. In caring and law professions, discretion often refers to the 
repertoire of actions that the individual professional has in relation to the client/customer. Autonomy on the other 
hand is often characterised by referring to an entire profession as such. With those distinctions, it could be 
argued that the meaning given to the concept of discretion in this study refers to something which lies in between 
the two. Indeed, the teachers’ discretion in direct relation to their pupils is central, but also indirectly – whether 
and how the teachers have the power and control to decide upon the collegial collaborations, just to give a 
concrete example.  
38 Compare this definition to Berg’s (2003) view of what professionalism is. He claims that professionalism is a 
question of an individual teacher making decisions, carrying out decisions made and following these up, taking 
both institutional and organisational factors into account. It can be noted that Berg’s definition of 
professionalism lies close to the definition of discretion applied in this study.  
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concretise what discretion in practice refers to in this study, examples come to mind such as 
whom to collaborate with, how to plan the lessons, and when to perform certain tasks. 

That the definitions presented above are fairly vague, as has been pointed out, can be 
attributed to the fact that discretion is a relational concept and depends on the context in 
which officials are involved, and that it deals with judgment. We will now look at a number 
of concepts which help to clarify what the core of discretion is and how it can be defined. 
These concepts can be seen as pieces in a puzzle that are needed to identify what discretion is 
and how it is created. In other words, through these concepts discretion will be further 
framed.  

Autonomy
The concept of autonomy is closely related to the concept of discretion. Here it is discussed in 
order to define what discretion is. Löfstrand (2005) claims that vaguely defined goals, 
skeleton laws, and policies give street-level bureaucrats a high level of what she refers to as 
autonomy. She goes on to say that their use of discretionary power is a central aspect of being 
a professional, belonging to a profession, and that they are expected to exercise power in their 
judgments and decisions. She uses the concepts of discretionary power and autonomy 
interchangeably, from which one could assume that the two concepts mean the same thing. 
However, a difference can be identified. Aili (2002) claims that autonomy, in an existential 
sense, is something every professional has, and that every professional is responsible for her 
actions. In a social sense, on the other hand, no professional is autonomous; all professionals 
are formed by the social setting they are part of. To develop the distinction between autonomy 
and discretion further, Aili (2002:50) claims that autonomy has been used to show 
“professional groups’ autonomy and independence, and the professionals’ individual 
possibilities to act autonomous and independent in their daily practicing of the profession”39.
Aili thus refers to both an individual level and the profession as such, which can be said to lie 
on a more collective organisational level. This may be compared to Berg (2003) and 
Lindqvist (1999), who discuss individual and collective autonomy. Freidson (1994:162) 
makes the distinction a bit more clearly in claiming that the medical profession has a high 
level of autonomy, while most other general professions do not.

For other professional occupations in organisations, their education is 
general; the substance of their work is created and evaluated 
according to criteria advanced by their employers; the leeway, 
flexibility and freedom they have in their work is more a function of 
permissive personnel policies than occupational power; their 
performance is controlled by hierarchical, bureaucratic means 
tempered by general etiquette that avoids command in favour of 
suggestions and guidance. While such professionals as a class often 
have elements of discretion, these are hardly sufficient to warrant use 
of the term ‘autonomy’. 

                           
Freidson (ibid.) talks about autonomy on a level that refers to the whole profession as such, 
which is how the concept of autonomy is defined in this study. This is because, as he points 
out, professional autonomy can be seen as an ideal type and refers to economic monopoly, 
political monopoly, and administrative or supervisory monopoly. As further support, Evetts 
(2002) claims that this distinction between autonomy and discretion may be useful regardless 
of which profession is referred to. She continues: “To clarify the distinction between 

39 Author’s translation.  
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discretion and autonomy might then enable professions and professionals to be able to defend 
and retain the defensible (i.e. discretion) while letting go of the indefensible (i.e. autonomy)”
(ibid., 2002:344). Here it also becomes clear why the concept of discretion is in focus in this 
study, and not the concept of autonomy. It potentially better represents “the more important 
aspects of professional judgment and decision making in professional work” (ibid., 
2002:351). However, it could be argued that autonomy and discretion are very closely linked 
to each other, and that without autonomy the level of discretion may also be affected.  

To conclude, the concepts of autonomy and discretion are sometimes used interchangeably; 
yet as stated above, in this study autonomy refers to a more collective level, the profession as 
such, in relation to other bodies of society. Autonomy lies on an organisational level and sets 
conditions for discretion. In other words, autonomy refers to something which can be found at 
a macro and mezzo level, whereas discretion deals with a micro level – an enacted level that 
deals with practice. Discretion can be described as a form or part of what the concept of 
autonomy means. Important to point out here is that how high the level of discretion is 
perceived to be depends on whether aspects of the teachers’ social environment are perceived 
as enabling or constraining. We will now take a closer look at what these aspects are.

Power 
The first piece in the discretion puzzle which will be dealt with here is the concept of power. 
Power influences the relationship between two or more actors (Ahrne et al., 1996). Power is a 
concept which has been mentioned on several occasions in this thesis. In general, the concept 
of power is about the capacity to influence other people, which is closely connected to what 
the concept of discretion involves. Engström (2005), in studying teachers and their work, 
distinguishes between three different sources of power: positional power, individual power 
and professional power.40 Positional power refers to the power an actor has due to his or her 
position in, for example, an organisation. A teacher who has worked for a long period of time 
and has gained a lot of experience can use this position to achieve desired aims. Professional 
power involves the claim of knowledge that actors can make; in this study the teachers have a 
formal university education. This source of power may vary from teacher to teacher, since 
teachers develop with time in the profession. By individual power, Engström refers to the 
relation between a teacher and his or her headmaster; in this study it is possible to talk about 
individual power in relation to both colleagues and headmasters.  

These sources of power are all relational, i.e. they occur in relation to someone/something 
else. As will become clear in the result chapter, relationships to other actors are crucial in 
understanding the creation of discretion. Through influencing others it is possible to 
influence one’s own situation and hence one’s discretion. It should be noted that the power of 
professionals is a relative power; it is not unconditional. For example, organisational, 
economic, political, social and bureaucratic conditions have to be taken into account. The 
three types of power described above refer to the individual teachers; it is also possible to 
look at the other side of the coin, where another party has power over the teachers. For 
example, a superordinate level occupied by headmasters and policies may have power over 
the teachers. When an individual professional has power, such as the three types Engström 
discusses, he or she also gains control.  

Ahrne et al. (1996) claims that power arises when one party is dependent on the other. To 
exemplify, in this study the teachers are dependent on the school organisation to practise 

40 Positional and individual power he borrows from Yukl (2002), whereas the third source, professional power, is 
his own addition.  
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their profession. This means that the teachers may need to comply with certain things they 
would not themselves prefer or choose, in order to have the possibility of practising their 
profession.

Control
The concept of control is obviously closely related to the concept of discretion. A distinction 
between two types of control can be made. The first is control in the job and the second 
refers to control over the job (Aronsson, 1990; Karasek & Theorell, 1990). Control in the job 
can be defined as control of how to do things, whereas control over the job is what should be 
done. In this study, control in the job can be exemplified by how the teachers plan the 
teaching and how they teach, and control over the job is what they are to plan, teach and 
otherwise do. Control in the job can be related to discretion, and control over the job can be 
related to autonomy; see the distinction above. Having control implies a possibility to gain a 
high level of discretion, and is one of the pieces of the puzzle that creates discretion.

Aronsson (1990) uses control and discretion interchangeably, or rather presents discretion as 
one perspective through which control can be seen. This shows that control is a relevant 
concept to look into when dealing with the concept of discretion. Aronsson (1990) makes a 
distinction between subjective and objective discretion. Subjective discretion refers to what 
the individual perceives as possible to do, whereas objective discretion refers to what is 
allowed by the organisation – the level of discretion that the organisation intends to give its 
members. The relationship between these two forms of discretion is dynamic, in motion. If 
an individual expands his or her level of knowledge, and hence competence or alliances with 
co-workers, the individual can increase the level of control/discretion. Three different 
combinations can be identified. The first is where the objective and the subjective levels of 
discretion only partly coincide; parts of the objective discretion are not perceived by the 
individual, and are thus not used, at the same time as the individual subjectively perceives a 
larger discretion than there actually is. To exemplify, a teacher may think she has the power 
to decide upon her schedule, when in fact this is strictly regulated; at the same time, she may 
not think she can influence the constellation of work teams, when in fact she could.  
Secondly, the subjective discretion can be larger than the objective. In other words, the 
individual perceives something that does not exist. For instance, a teacher may think she has 
the power to decide upon her schedule, when in fact it is strictly regulated. The third 
alternative is where the objective discretion is larger than the individual perceives it to be. To 
exemplify, a teacher may not perceive that she can influence how her schedule is designed, 
when in fact she has that possibility.
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Figure 1. Aronsson’s (1990:72) model of subjective and objective levels of control/discretion.  

Here it is important to point out that control can be identified on an individual level or on a 
collective level. For most employees it can be claimed to be difficult to gain control over
their job situation through individual action. To do so, most often, collective forces are 
needed, which has been referred to as autonomy (Eriksson, 1991). To relate back to the 
distinction between autonomy and discretion, discretion deals with control on an individual 
level, whereas autonomy refers to control on a collective level. If an individual teacher 
perceives a large subjective discretion, this is obviously positive for the teacher’s level of 
discretion.

Control can be described from at least two main perspectives: one’s own control (as 
presented above) or another party controlling the teachers. If somebody else has control over 
an individual teacher, which can certainly be perceived as constraining, it can in some cases 
be referred to as governance. However, in the teaching profession, and other professions for 
that matter, control most often occurs indirectly rather than directly. In addition, being 
controlled in one way or another is a condition of belonging to an organisation (Ahrne et al., 
1996). But one channel of direct control can be identified. A type of control which is present 
in professions such as the teaching profession is control not only from superiors such as 
headmasters, but also direct control via pupils. When in the classroom with the pupils, and 
also outside the classroom in such situations as mentoring of pupils, the teachers are in one 
sense being controlled by the pupils. The pupils will notice how the teachers act, and can 
oppose this if they find something inappropriate or unfair. Either they can confront the 
teachers or they can contact a higher instance, for measures to be taken if needed.   

Indirect control can occur in a number of ways, and two main distinctions can be made, 
between indirect informal control and indirect formal control. Indirect informal control 
refers, for example, to culture and norms. Formal indirect control is often carried out by 
measuring the result of the work. Today, this form of control is common. The National 
Agency for Education is in charge of quality measures for the schools in Sweden, and 
controls the results on a regular basis. A problematic issue, however, is how quality and 
results can be measured in a good way. In fact, Lander and Ekholm (1998:1119) claim that 
“policy makers’ view of evaluation is more as a means of gathering information and 
achieving control, rather than as a tool for school improvement”.

Objective and subjective 
discretion coincide partly 

Subjective discretion larger 
than objective discretion 

Objective discretion larger 
than subjective discretion 
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Governance
A possible source of constraint in the level of discretion is the concept of governance. Control 
and governance are closely related; governance can be seen as the other side of the coin (if by 
control we mean self-control). Berg (2003) claims that governance lies on an institutional 
level; it is an institutional concept of power, comparable to management which lies on an 
organisational level and is an organisational concept of power. To exemplify, governance 
becomes visible through policies, and management becomes visible through the headmasters. 
Berg (2003) distinguishes between two types of governance. Explicit governance means that 
the employee, through an order or regulatory policy, is told what to do; there is a mission that 
is to be followed. Implicit governance, on the other hand, refers to governance that influences 
the conditions for the employee to take action; it deals with informal missions of the school, 
often referred to as social reproduction for example. In this study, mainly the explicit form of 
governance is dealt with. Berg (2000:197) discusses the Swedish school system and the issue 
of governance:

“Generally speaking, the educational reform implies that the steering 
structure aims more at evaluating and controlling rather than giving 
direct instructions as to how the schools’ daily activity should be 
formed. Further, one can say that the change of the state steering of 
schools reflects the fact that the view of the school’s equality which is 
linked to the Swedish welfare model has been replaced by a more 
pragmatic, and perhaps also more market-oriented, concept of 
equality. This implies that the educational reform in question must be 
understood in its social-structural as well as its education-institutional 
context.”

If control is about the individual’s control in her job, governance is about how the 
superordinate level uses its power to control its employees. However, if the governance is 
weak, this opens up for discretionary power. The governance need not be very weak to open 
up for discretionary power; inherent in the teaching profession, and other professions, is that 
the direct control is limited and the job per se involves some discretionary power. This is 
what is often referred to, from a management perspective, as the blind spot or the black hole 
of democracy (see for example Johansson, 1992).  

When implementing, or intending to implement, new ideas in an organisation, two actors are 
in focus: the decision-maker and the executing party (Lundquist, 1987). The relationship 
between these two can be described in terms of governing and controlling. Governing can be 
used by both the decision-maker and the executive. The decision-maker’s governance 
towards the executive is aimed at reaching the decision. The executive’s governance is 
described as more complex; if the executive’s priorities differ from the decision-maker’s, the 
executive will want to maximise his or her freedom of action, whereas if the two actors have 
the same priorities the executive will most probably want to maximise his or her own control 
over the situation. In the case of the teachers, this means that if a decision has been made on 
a higher level, the teachers are to follow what has been decided upon, but they will certainly 
still want to maximise their discretion. It then depends on what kind of control the decision-
maker is using whether the teachers in reality have to comply with the decision made.  

Demand
Continuing on the theme of control, Karasek and Theorell’s (1990) now classic demand and 
control model of work is interesting to discuss here, since it deals with the psychosocial 



___________________________________________________________________________

52

aspect of work among employees, and this study deals with teachers’ discretion which can be 
claimed to be part of the psychosocial dimension of work. Work demand is the first of two 
main components in the demand and control model. Work demand, in Karasek and 
Theorell’s view, comprises the psychological and physical demands put on the individual to 
be able to carry out her work. It is about the intensity required to carry out the job. There 
needs to be a balance in the demands put on an employee, but what the employer may see as 
a reasonable level may not be perceived as the same by the employee, if the employee for 
example has a different view of what is important and what is not. Hence, it is not only the 
level of demand, but also what kind of demand is put on the employee, which determines 
whether this is beneficial or not for the level of discretion.

In this study dealing with teachers – members of a profession, rather than an occupation 
where the job in many cases is directly supervised – it may be more adequate to regard 
demand from another point of view. Demand can also be about what demand other parties 
place on the teacher and the teacher role: role expectation. Moreover, viewing demand from 
quite the opposite side, demand can also be seen as dealing with an individual teacher’s own 
demand on the teacher role: her own view on what the teacher role is and perhaps should be, 
which does not necessarily coincide. It can also deal with what a teacher thinks is expected 
from her in her professional role.   

Social Support 
Furthermore, Karasek and Theorell (1990) claim that social interaction is a crucial component 
of a good psychosocial work environment. Here it will be claimed that it is not only crucial 
for the psychosocial work environment, but also a crucial component when it comes to the 
concept of discretion. These findings seem still to be relevant; Månsson (2004) claims that 
Swedish teachers, in a recent study, proved not to have a good balance between control and 
demand and social support, which resulted in negative stress and ill health.   

Connected to social interaction is the concept of social support. According to House (1981) 
there are different definitions, but they usually have many components in common. He claims 
that social support can be defined as the support to an individual through social bonds to other 
individuals, groups and societies. House (ibid.) talks about three types of social support: 
informative, instrumental and emotional support. Informative support deals with directives, 
tips and advice, for example. This can be illustrated by information that helps the teacher in 
her job, such as new regulations or where to find certain materials. Instrumental support deals 
with, for example, financial support, time and material support. In this study it can be 
exemplified by an exchange of work material for the pupils, such as useful transparencies or 
assignments. Emotional support deals with empathy, care and listening, for example. This is 
the most valuable of the three kinds of support. For instance, it may be in the form of listening 
to a colleague’s problems and trying to find a solution to them. It should be noted that the 
different types of support often overlap; instrumental support in the form of a monetary 
reward may also be perceived as emotional support, in that it makes the receiver feel 
appreciated. Often instrumental and informative support give rise to emotional support.  

Social support may have various effects. For example, it is a buffer mechanism that helps in 
handling difficult situations at work; social support also makes the individual feel part of 
something bigger than herself. In addition, social support can strengthen the sense of identity 
(Karasek & Theorell, 1990). The effects of social support may occur on the level of 
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discretion. For instance, perceiving support may empower41 a teacher to perceive that she has 
a number of options, with discretionary power to choose what action to take or not to take in a 
certain case. On the other hand, if for example a headmaster has one idea of how to do things 
and the teachers have another idea, strong social support may be perceived not as support by 
the teachers, but as a negative demand or a constraint.  

It has been argued that venting with colleagues is used as a coping strategy by teachers to 
handle the complex situations that occur (Cockburn, 1996). Aili (2005) claims that whether 
colleagues are supportive or not depends on the character and content of the communication.  

Trust
In general, trust is a concept which reduces the social complexity of our society of today, 
through making generalisations based on more than facts alone, according to Luhmann 
(1979). In this way a higher predictability can be perceived, which makes the unknown future 
more bearable. Trust can further be distinguished as lying on a systemic or an individual level 
(Svensson, 2006:583). On a systemic level, trust is based on “norms of confidence” (ibid.), 
and as such it reduces insecurity. On an individual level, trust can refer to a mental state or an 
action (ibid.). “As an action, trust is a rational strategy, which individuals develop in order to 
deal with other actors and their discretion to act” (Svensson, 2006:584). As applied in this 
study, trust refers to whether the teachers perceive that the actors around them trust them and 
their professional knowledge. Trust is something which can be perceived by the teachers, but 
also something the teachers can request from other actors, as a way of gaining a higher level 
of discretionary power. Trust is thus a concept which goes beyond rational calculations (Tyler 
& Kramer, 1996). Further, trust is often implicit or unspoken; it can be compared to an 
unspoken mutual agreement. In this study, since it is teachers’ discretion which is dealt with, 
it is the teachers’ perceived trust from other actors that is dealt with, if they feel that their 
professional competence is trusted. For example, to develop a well-functioning relationship 
between an employee (i.e. teacher) and the management (i.e. headmaster), trust is an 
important component; see for example Engström (2005) who investigates the relationship 
between teachers and headmasters.  

Giddens (1994) discusses trust on individual level. He claims that trust in relations rests upon 
a mutual assumption of integrity. According to him, mutual agreement brings with it 
authority. Perceiving a high level of trust can be an empowering factor when it comes to the 
level of discretion; trust entails discretionary power. A high degree of trust can be considered 
as generating a high level of discretion; however, naturally the general level of discretion 
depends also on other ingredients/indicators. A high degree of trust means that much of, for 
example, the decision-making is left up to the teachers, using their professional competence. 
In an organisation, in this case a school, the teachers may or may not perceive trust in the 
relationships they are involved in.

3.5 Synthesising the characteristics of discretion   
Enabling and constraining processes, when it comes to discretion, can be seen as arising in 
social interaction and also in the light of the concepts of rules and resources. Giddens’ (1984) 
concepts of rules and resources can fruitfully help to synthesise the enabling and constraining 

41 Arneson and Ekberg (2006) discuss the concept of empowerment. In a rather broad sense, empowerment 
involves individuals or groups taking control over their entire life situations, they claim. More specifically, in the 
workplace, empowerment deals with factors that stimulate their own decision-making, where individuals or 
groups themselves formulate and resolve issues. It is about developing and strengthening the self-esteem. Thus, 
empowerment is about both process and outcome, according to Arneson and Ekberg.  
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processes. In short, rules can be both written and unwritten, formal or informal, and can be 
described as consisting of norms which are produced and reproduced in the daily interaction 
(ibid.). Resources can be of two various kinds according to Giddens. Allocative resources 
refer to the capacity to influence the material environment, whereas authoritative resources 
deal with the capacity to control people.  

To exemplify how rules and resources can be used to synthesise the process of the creation of 
discretion, one example will be given regarding each of the theoretical concepts presented 
above. Power can be seen as a positive authoritative resource, where a teacher has power in a 
certain situation. On the other hand, if the power is legitimately in the hands of a superior 
level, it becomes a negative resource for the teachers. Control can be seen as an authoritative 
resource if a teacher perceives that having control will make the perceived level of discretion 
higher. Governance can also be seen as a resource, based on both formal and informal rules of 
who governs what and how. Governance would most often be linked to a superior governing a 
subordinate, in this case a teacher. Perceiving oneself to be strongly governed is not positive 
for the creation of discretion. The concept of demand, or role expectation, signals that this can 
be something the teacher does not comply with; it can be described in terms such as having to 
live up to something. It can also be described in terms of a resource. Thus, perceiving a high 
level of demand would influence the perceived level of discretion negatively. Social support 
can be seen as an authoritative resource that will make the perceived level of discretion 
higher. Otherwise it would not be support and would rather be described as an expectation or 
demand. Lastly, trust is an authoritative resource that is built between the teacher and 
someone else. A high level of trust can be presumed to give the teacher a sense of a high level 
of discretion.

In the social interaction, ways of interacting or not interacting are negotiated for and 
institutionalised, and turn into rules. These are informal rules, and can both enable or 
constrain the creation of discretion. An example would be unspoken contracts where two 
parties mutually agree not to interfere with each other as long as each party is doing the same. 
This has been found to be the case in the relationship between teachers and headmasters 
(Engström, 2005).  

The theoretical framework presented and argued for in this chapter is the basis for the 
interpretation of the empirical data – the interviews with the teachers. First of all, the idea of 
the theoretical framework is meant to show the reader where I as a researcher “come from”,
and to clarify the theoretical stance which, in turn, allows the reader to judge the results and 
conclusions. The role of the theory in a study may vary. For example, a study can generate or 
create theory; it can also be theory-testing. Alternatively, theory can be used in the form of 
one or more concepts helping to describe and/or explain a certain phenomenon. In most 
studies, elements of both theory-testing and theory-construction are present (Layder, 1998). In 
this study, the role of theory is to provide a model developed from existing research, so as to 
assort the empirical data in accordance with a number of theoretical concepts. Thus, the 
theory is used to abstract the empirical data and the creation of discretion in theoretical terms.  

A social-interaction perspective, where relationships and identity were central, grew out of the 
empirical data. Thereupon, a number of more specific theoretical concepts proved helpful in 
explaining these findings. This study can thus be said to have a deductively inspired frame of 
concepts, although the theory of action was used when commencing the study. This implies 
that enabling and constraining issues were central when collecting the data. Subsequently, a 
process of inductive analysis took its start. This implies letting the data speak for themselves, 
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although still in terms of the theory of action where enablers and constrainers are central. The 
deductively inspired frame of concepts was applied to the inductive analysis categories. To 
sum up, the use of theory in this study can be described as a model stemming from existing 
research and applied to the empirical data on which the study is based.

3.6 Summary
In this chapter the general ideas regarding the theoretical framework have been presented. It 
has been pointed out that the thesis takes a theory of action as its point of departure, where 
social interaction is seen as the arena in which discretion is negotiated and thus created. There 
are a number of conditions that can function as enablers or constrainers when it comes to the 
creation of discretion; the concept of identity and a number of theoretical concepts that can be 
described as relational properties are what shape the social interaction. Identity influences 
how the social interactions with actors at work are perceived. What the enabling or 
constraining aspects in the four key relationships are can be described through the social-
psychological concepts of power, control, governance, demand, social support and trust. 
These concepts manifest themselves in four key relationships that the teachers are involved in. 
The concepts stem from the theory of action tradition, and become visible in the social 
interaction. Identity and the relationships are the two arenas that determine how various 
conditions are perceived as enabling and/or constraining when it comes to discretion.  

The theoretical concepts presented above are all relational in their character. They can be 
constraining but they can also be enabling. It has also been pointed out that, due to the 
relational character of the concept of discretion, it can be said to be created in social 
interaction, through relationships in which the teachers are involved. In social interaction, via 
identity and the key relationships, discretion is either created or not created. To clarify this, 
the following concepts have been used. It has been shown that the concepts of power, control, 
governance, demand, social support and trust enable or constrain the creation of discretion. 
Depending on the level of the various concepts mentioned, the level of discretion becomes 
higher or lower. Furthermore, it has been stated that the teachers’ identity is central to 
understanding the creation of discretion. To concretise the theoretical frame of reference, a 
theoretical tree can be used. This tree serves as a visual aid in describing the theoretical ideas 
put forward in the present chapter and how they are linked to each other.  
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Figure 2. The theoretical framework visualised. 

The ground consists of the theory of action perspective applied in this study. The stem can be 
seen as the field to which the theory of action perspective is applied – the professional field, 
exemplified by upper secondary teachers. Just before the main stem divides into the various 
branches, the concepts of identity and relationships emerge; they are conditions for how 
different situations are perceived in terms of the theoretical concepts of power, control, 
governance, demand, social support and trust. These concepts make up the branches of the 
tree, and help to explain what happens in the social interaction in the relationships and in the 
identity. Whether a situation is described in terms of a high or a low level of these concepts is 
dependent on the upper part of the main stem: what identity the teachers have, and how they 
perceive the four main relationships they are involved in.
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Thus, three different analytical levels of theoretical concepts make up the theoretical frame in 
this study. They are the concept of role identity, the four relationships (to policies, 
headmasters, colleagues and pupils) and the theoretical concepts of power, control, 
governance, demand, social support and trust. In this study, these three levels do not define 
each other; even though it is possible that they do so in reality, the data on which this study is 
built do not allow such a conclusion.  

The methodological considerations made in this study will now be dealt with, before moving 
on to the empirical data and the analysis.  
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4 Why? What? How? – methodological considerations 
The methods of acquiring knowledge are many. Firstly, to make clear the methodological 
point of departure in this study, what kind of qualitative approach has been used and why this 
particular method was chosen will be presented. Secondly, the case, the main empirical 
source, and how the case selection was made, will be described. Here the study object will be 
discussed. Subsequently, the data collection process and the data analysis process will be 
explained. Finally, methodological issues such as validity, reliability and generalisations as 
well as ethical considerations will be brought up. The aim is not to discuss these issues in 
general, but to focus on what is relevant for this specific study. The purpose of this chapter is 
thus to examine the choice of methods in this study, why they were chosen, what benefits and 
shortcomings were identified and how these were dealt with. 

4.1 A qualitative case study 
There are different types of qualitative methods. This study can be claimed to belong in the 
category of case studies. To best grasp the phenomenon of discretion among upper secondary 
teachers42 the case study method was chosen (Merriam, 1994; Yin, 1994). A case study can 
preferably be used when “a ‘how’ or a ‘why’ question is being asked about a contemporary 
set of events over which the investigator has little or no control” (Yin, 1994:9). Teachers’ 
discretionary power can be classified as a contemporary issue; teachers are said to be an 
important professional group in today’s knowledge society. Moreover, due to the 
characteristics of the study object, a case study based on interviews was considered a suitable 
way of gathering data. Interviews give an insight into people’s experiences, opinions and 
attitudes (Gannerud, 2001). Layder (1998:52) describes the benefit of interviewing people – 
“to tap into their lived experience and the meanings with which they construct their everyday 
worlds”. Interviews are thus suitable for a study such as this where the aim is to explore and 
problematise teachers’ discretionary power in their work. By using the case study method it 
became possible to study a phenomenon in its specific context43 and hence gain a broad 
understanding of the complexity of the social context in question.

Yin (1994) differentiates between three types of case studies: exploratory, descriptive and 
explanatory. This study has features of all three types. It takes an exploratory point of 
departure in that it tries to identify how and where discretion is created. It is also to some 
extent descriptive, in that it describes the upper secondary teachers’ discretion. Moreover, it 
has an explanatory point of departure in that the aim is to explain not only what enabling and 
constraining processes can be identified when it comes to the creation of discretion, but also 
how the enabling and constraining processes affect the perceived level of discretion. A 
number of different scientific explanations can be applied in scientific studies. These types of 
explanation are commonly referred to as causality, functionality or intentionality explanations 

42 The participating teachers could be referred to as, for example, teachers, respondents or informants. When 
using the concept ‘informant’ the researcher asks for the teachers’ definitions, classifications and reflections 
upon various phenomena (Spradley, 1979). Then, it is up to the researcher to interpret the information into 
theoretically meaningful words and concepts. Lalander and Johansson (2002) claim that the concept of 
informants refers to those whom the researcher wants to study and understand, compared to the concept of 
respondents which is associated more with a behaviourist view of the human being, and with responding to 
stimuli rather than oneself being part of forming the social world. In this study, however, the teachers are not 
referred to as informants because at the same time this term has an inegalitarian connotation. Instead they are 
thought of in terms of teachers, since they are seen as active actors who themselves partly form the world they 
are also part of. In addition, the questions asked were based on their own view of themselves as teachers. The 
participating teachers will henceforth be referred to as teachers for simplicity.   
43 The terms ‘context’ and ‘social context’ are used interchangeably; a context per se deals with social aspects.  
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(see for example Brante et al., 2001; Føllesdal et al., 2001). Aronsson and Berglind (1990) 
distinguish only between causal and intentional explanations, referring to the latter as final 
explanations. The tasks in a scientific study, applying a final-explanation view, is to describe 
and understand, and the fundamental concepts are actions, choices, reasons, intentions, goals, 
possibilities (enablers), obstacles (constraints), preferences and wishes. In a causal 
explanation, on the other hand, the task is to describe, explain, predict and control, and the 
fundamental concepts are behaviour, causes, stimuli, instincts and needs. In this study the 
theoretical approach is theory of action, where the concepts of enablers and constrainers are 
central. Thus, the explanation type applied here is a final explanation. Even though Aronsson 
and Berglind (1990) claim that describing and understanding are the two key tasks in applying 
a final-explanation approach, it can be argued that models such as these explanation types are 
a simplification, and that therefore, in reality, the distinctions are not as sharp as the models. 
By exploring and understanding, the aim in this study is still to be able to explain. 

In contrast to Yin’s definition of case studies – a rather broad definition comprising the 
research process as such, viewing a case study as a strategy or a method – Merriam (1998) on 
the other hand claims that a case study is defined by its end product. It can be argued that 
Yin’s definition is a more appropriate way to describe this study. No further discussion of 
definitions will be given here; it will suffice to say that the term case study is used to describe 
what general qualitative approach has been applied.

In any case study it is highly important to clearly identify what the actual case consists of. In 
this study, the teachers, upper secondary teachers in an organisation that is currently subject to 
implementing a different way of organising the school, exemplify professionals in the public 
sector. The school, or rather the proposed change in the local school, can be seen as a natural 
experiment; the local government has interpreted the national guidelines, especially the 
national curricula, in a way which proposes a number of rather significant changes, such as 
going from a subject-department to an interdisciplinary basis for the staff. The case is 
constituted by a number of teachers at a certain upper secondary school in Norrbotten, 
Sweden. These specific teachers and their level of discretion represent a professional group in 
the public sector in Sweden today. To clarify a bit more in detail, upper secondary teachers’ 
discretion is a complex social phenomenon whose study is influenced by various issues. 
Evetts (2002) illuminates her view of discretion, which is evidently a highly complex issue. 
The professional, the teacher, needs to take factors such as organisational, economic, social, 
political and bureaucratic conditions and constraints into account when making decisions in 
the daily work.

Merriam (1994) further distinguishes what a case study is. She lists four criteria for describing 
case studies; they are characterised by being particularistic, descriptive, heuristic and 
inductive. The particularistic aspect, according to Merriam, means that the case study draws 
on a unique situation but still has the aim of illustrating a commonly occurring phenomenon. 
This can be compared to Giddens (1984), who claims that in any study both an empirical level 
and a more general theoretical concern – what the case stands for – should be clearly 
identified. The more general theoretical aspect of this study involves, as mentioned earlier, the 
creation of discretion within a professional group, exemplified in this study by upper 
secondary teachers. The issue is the tension between profession and organisation. The 
empirical level refers to a number of upper secondary teachers and their way of interacting 
and relating to the creation of discretion. The unique empirical context studied here can be 
described in the following way.
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This case can be said to be unique in that the teachers interviewed are all employed in a 
school organisation in which it was decided that a restructuring should be implemented 
(www.lulea.se). The restructuring involves a number of changes. Instead of four different 
upper secondary schools, one campus would replace the four schools that were spread out in 
the town. For the teachers, the most striking change can be described in terms of a change in 
organisation of their work. The teachers’ work would now be based on work teams, as 
opposed to the former traditional faculties (subject-based). In addition, it was decided that 
these work teams should be interdisciplinary. Interdisciplinary projects for the pupils are 
encouraged. Changes in the school organisation in general in Sweden, including the 
governance of the teachers and thus also the teachers’ working conditions, are not unique. In 
fact, numerous changes have taken place in the last decade or two. What is unique in this 
study, though, is that the empirical data have been collected in the midst of a specific local 
change process, i.e. the participating teachers were working in a context of ongoing change. 
This condition allows the tension between profession and organisation to unveil.

A case study is descriptive in that the phenomenon studied is complex, and thus impossible to 
study or describe with just a few indicators. The concept of discretion itself consists of a 
number of aspects to take into consideration, as has been discussed in this thesis. How 
discretion is created is a social phenomenon full of nuances. The case in this study has been 
described in its context, in order to provide the reader with a nuanced picture of the context in 
question. Furthermore, open-ended questions were used in the interviews to enable a dense 
description.

The heuristic aspect, which is the third characteristic Merriam identifies, means that there is 
little or no knowledge about the phenomenon studied. Research on the teaching profession 
has certainly been carried out to a large extent, from various perspectives. This study can be 
positioned in the field of sociology of professions. Lemar (2001) refers to three traditions in 
the research on teachers’ work: teacher effectiveness, socialisation and teacher-thinking 
research. Furthermore, Lemar describes two tracks in the “teaching profession research 
field”. Firstly, she identifies the teaching-professionalisation track, which lies in the sociology 
of professions research field, where the claims of professions/occupations for position and 
status in society are in focus. Secondly, she refers to the teaching-professionalism track, 
where the internal quality of the work is in focus. By this she means to what extent the 
teachers develop their competence and carry out their tasks successfully, taking their 
conditions and demands into account. The study of the teaching profession in general is thus 
not new; what is relevant in this study is that changing times in general in society constitute 
changes in the formal governance and conditions for teachers’ work (Carlgren & Marton, 
2000).

The inductive aspect means that a case study is based mainly on an inductive line of 
argument. With an inductive approach the aim is to explore and find theories through 
empirical studies, as opposed to the deductive approach where a hypothesis is set forth to be 
tested. In this study, however, it would be more appropriate to say that the empirical and the 
theoretical aspects were developed in a somewhat intertwined, ongoing process. This 
approach is often referred to as abduction (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 1994), or as Layder (1998) 
calls it, adaptive theory. However, the emphasis lies on an inductive approach. According to 
Layder (1998:19) the main point of his adaptive theory is that it “attempts to combine an 
emphasis on prior theoretical ideas and models which feed into and guide research while at 
the same time attending to the generation of theory from the ongoing analysis of data”. I see 
these two approaches as equivalent to each other in that they both emphasize an intertwined 

http://www.lulea.se
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process. According to Alvesson and Sköldberg (1994), abduction refers to a combination of 
deduction and induction, including the concept of understanding. This means that during the 
research process empirical data and theoretical knowledge are employed alternately. These 
two views of the research process, the abductive approach and the adaptive theory, have 
similarities in their points of departure; they focus on research as an interaction between
theory and empirical data. Both of these were sources of inspiration for this study; no research 
process is seen as being possible to commence as a “tabula rasa”44. At the outset of the study 
the idea was to explore the enabling and constraining processes that influence the level of 
discretion. Rather early, during the first data collection phase, it became clear that a social-
interaction approach could be suitable; social interaction via relationships was identified as 
crucial. This in turn focused the study’s theory on social psychology, where a number of 
useful concepts were found.

4.2 Why? What? How? 
Having discussed the characteristics of the case study method, and how it could be translated 
into the terms of this study, we will now turn to the issues of epistemology (how knowledge is 
attained) and ontology (what knowledge is), mainly by examining the choice of methods. The 
issue of choice of method(s) is closely related to the issues of how knowledge is attained 
(epistemology) and how the world is constituted (ontology), and it influences the entire 
research process. These issues will be touched upon throughout this chapter, and will be 
especially in focus in the following section.45

Knowledge about the teachers’ working conditions and the creation of discretionary power 
has been gained through the social interaction in the interviews, between me and each teacher 
(the epistemological point of departure), and reality is viewed as being constructed in social 
interaction (the ontological point of departure). In other words, the teachers’ experiences and 
views of their work are created and recreated in social interaction. Interviewing the teachers, 
in the position of being a researcher, I interact with the teachers and hence my involvement 
will have influenced the interviews; what questions have been asked, how the questions have 
been asked, and how they have been answered, influence the answers.   

The research question(s) should determine the choice of method(s) (Kvale, 1996; Merriam, 
1994; Starrin, 1994; Yin, 1994). This means that the “why” and “what” questions should be 
clarified before the “how” questions (Kvale, 1996). When the aim of a study is to focus on a 
specific case, embedded in its context (thereby opening up for understanding latent, non-
obvious issues), a qualitative approach is preferable (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Yin, 1994). 
Starrin (1994:21) describes the aim of the qualitative approach as a way to “identify still 
unknown or unsatisfying known phenomena, characteristics and meanings”. Due to the 
nature of the research questions of this study, a qualitative approach was chosen.

According to Merriam (1998:6), “The key philosophical assumption, as noted earlier, upon 
which all types of qualitative research are based is the view that reality is constructed by 
individuals interacting with their social worlds. Qualitative researchers are interested in 
understanding the meaning people have constructed, that is, how they make sense of their 
world and the experiences they have in the world.” This statement is important to bear in 

44 The Latin expression tabula rasa means a clean slate. It refers to the epistemological idea of human beings 
being born without any innate mental content.  
45 Supported by Turner (1988), no in-depth discussion regarding epistemology or ontology will be presented 
here; rather the aim is to describe choices made in this study and how they affect the study. 
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mind, as it highlights the emphasis on three crucial issues: social interaction, meaning and 
understanding. It is the teachers’ own construction of reality, or perception of reality, that will 
be depicted in this thesis.

In sociology a long battle between macro and micro, structure and agency/action, society and 
the individual has been waged (Layder, 1994).46 In this study a perspective of duality rather 
than dualism is applied. Hence, regarding the dilemma of action versus social structure, the 
point of departure in this study is that individuals have the ability to reflect upon their own 
actions and make their own decisions (Giddens, 1994; Johansson, 1995; Layder, 1994). 
Individuals do not solely react passively to things that happen “above their heads”, but are a 
part of producing/reproducing what happens. The teachers in this study are seen as both 
actively producing themselves and being influenced by the structures. Interesting to note is 
that Ahrne (1994) opposes theories of society leaving out the concept of organisation. 
According to Ahrne, society as such is too diffuse a concept to use as a point of departure; 
instead the concept of organisation can be used for analysing society. Society has its 
substance and concretion in the concept of organisation, he claims. The teachers in this study 
are working in an organisation, and can be said to belong both to the school organisation and 
to their profession. The concept of discretion becomes interesting here; the combination of 
belonging to a profession and at the same time to an organisation is thus the core of this study. 
Rather simplified, the study focuses on the teachers’ perception47 of their level of discretion, 
which can be said to lie on a micro level, at the same time as the level of discretion is to some 
extent influenced by existing conditions, which can be found on a macro and mezzo level. In 
other words, this study does not solely have a macro or micro perspective as a point of 
departure. These two perspectives can be seen as integrated, in that there are both structures 
and active actors/agents, to use Giddens’ terminology. Giddens describes this relationship in 
terms of a duality of structure; there are indeed structures, but individuals also have influence 
over their actions48. Turner (1988) has another point of departure: he sees social interaction as 
the most basic unit of analysis in sociology.  

Alvesson and Sköldberg (1994) claim that a central discussion in the social sciences is the 
level of rationality in research. They go on to claim that, as opposed to absolute objectivism, 
various levels of relativism can be identified. With a relativistic approach comes a view of 
knowledge as something constructed, a political and social product. Hence, they claim, it is 
not possible to gain knowledge about reality disconnected from the subject who carries out 
the research. The point of departure in this study is that I am one researcher who will describe 
a reality from a point of view which I will try to prove meaningful and useful for developing 
the knowledge of teachers’ discretion specifically, on a more general level a professional 
group employed in and by the public sector. As was brought up in the introductory chapter, it 
does not necessarily mean that this is the only fruitful way of studying professional groups, 
such as upper secondary teachers and their working conditions, focusing on the concept of 
discretion.

46 Layder claims that macro vs. micro, structure vs. agency/action and society vs. individual are three key 
dualisms in sociology. He makes a distinction in level between these dualisms, at the same time as he recognizes 
that the three levels somewhat overlap each other. For a more detailed discussion of these dualisms, see Layder 
(1994).  
47 The term perceive should not be interpreted in a psychological frame of reference; in this thesis the term is 
used to describe the teachers’ own felt experiences.  
48 The term action can certainly be discussed thoroughly; here it will suffice to mention that action refers to an 
activity carried out in relation to other actors.  
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4.2.1 The upper secondary school as a workplace 
The local context, which in this case refers to the local municipality in which the teachers 
work, as well as the Swedish upper secondary educational system may differ substantially 
from other Swedish upper secondary schools, and even from other countries. In order to know 
whether this is the case, a description of the context is necessary.49 The concept of context can 
refer to various things: historical, political, social, cultural in a broader sense and, in a more 
specific sense, physical, geographical, organisational or governance features.50 Other aspects 
can also be applied; the concept of context is multi-layered. These conditions, or aspects of a 
context, are intertwined and linked to each other. In this chapter, and also in the background 
chapter to some extent, these aspects of the concept of context will be drawn upon.  

The study object is upper secondary teachers, a group of professionals, and their perceived 
discretion in their school contexts. The setting for the study is a school, a work organisation. 
The key concept in this study is discretion, which is seen as a relational concept. The study 
can be described as an organisational study of a professional group’s working conditions, 
where the concept of discretion is in focus. First, some general data regarding the Swedish 
upper secondary school system will be drawn on. Subsequently the case school will be 
described.

To draw on the broader Swedish context, schooling in Sweden has been mandatory since 
188251; and even though the upper secondary school, in which the teachers participating in 
this study work, is not mandatory in theory, in practice it is. Education is deemed highly 
important in Sweden. Not only is education important, but it has been considered a right for 
Swedish citizens. The right to equal education, regardless of social background, has been a 
trademark for Sweden, and can be explained by social democratic government during much of 
the 1900s. The motto has been, and still is, “a school for everyone”. Until 1992 there were 
almost solely government schools, but due to a reform, introducing a voucher system, the 
establishment of independent schools was alleviated. This means that nearly all teachers in 
Sweden, until 1992, worked in government schools. Still, the government schools are the 
most common choice; some 13% of the pupils in upper secondary education choose an 
independent school (www.skolverket.se).

The highest level of formal school steering documents is the School Law, passed by the 
Government; the current one was adopted in 1985. The Parliament and Government are 
responsible for establishing the national curriculum with national guidelines and objectives 
for the public education system. Each municipality is responsible for interpreting this 
document and turning its content into a local school plan. Here the funding, organisation, 
development and evaluation of the school activities are to be presented. With the help of the 
national curriculum and local school plan, each headmaster is responsible for drawing up a 
plan for his or her school, all this in collaboration with the teachers involved 
(www.skolverket.se).

49 It should be noted that possible differences or similarities, e.g. in terms of governance in comparison to other 
Western societies, will not be discussed in depth in this thesis. The hope is to facilitate such discussion for others 
by providing the context, for example. The aim here is to contribute to placing this study of teachers in a specific 
school in Sweden in a broader perspective, possibly in a global perspective of teachers’ working conditions.   
50 These have also to some extent been touched upon in the introductory chapters.  
51 The school system that was introduced in 1842 did not become obligatory until 1882, but it also then became a 
right. (Even before that time, a general duty to learn existed through the Church’s instruction). In 1918 the upper 
school became obligatory, and in 1937 the schooling was extended generally to seven years. With the primary 
school, the obligation grew to nine years, experimentally from 1950 and regularly from 1962. (www.ne.se) 

http://www.skolverket.se
http://www.skolverket.se
http://www.ne.se
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The current curriculum is called Lpf -94, and consists of three parts. The first part focuses on 
the values and tasks, the second part on goals and general directions (such as knowledge, 
norms, values, the pupils’ responsibility and participation/influence, educational choice, 
working life and community life, judgement and the headmasters’ responsibility). The third 
part consists of programme goals, syllabi and timetable. In Lpf -94 an emphasis is put on 
teacher professionalism and the view that local conditions should be taken into consideration 
to a larger extent than before. 

The upper secondary schooling in Sweden is three years long, regardless of the study field. It 
is currently divided into 17 national programmes that all offer a broad general education as 
well as elective subjects. All programmes are designed to provide for the subjects needed for 
further studies at post-secondary level. All 17 programmes comprise several core subjects, 
which all pupils have to take. These are English, the Arts, Physical Education, Mathematics, 
General Science, Social Studies, Swedish and Religion. In addition, it has been suggested that 
history should become a core subject. Every programme has additional choices to fit its 
specialisation. In 13 of the 17, there is workplace training outside school. 
(www.skolverket.se). The four programmes that do not include workplace training are 
preparing for ensuing studies, whilst the one’s with workplace training are vocational. 
Approximately 50% of all pupils choose a vocational programme, and the other half a 
programmes preparing for ensuing studies.   

In addition to the national school law and the national curriculum, each municipality is 
responsible for setting and following a local school plan. The local school plan is the policy 
document where the national curriculum is translated into the local context of each 
municipality. The means of attaining this goal have varied in the different upper secondary 
schools in the country. 

According to Layder (1998) the context plays an important role in any study, which is also 
supported by Yin (1994). The context in this study can be divided into an internal and an 
external context, where the internal context refers to how the teachers define/construct their 
workplace and the external context refers to other sources that help define the upper 
secondary school as a workplace. Here is a visualisation of the case.  

http://www.skolverket.se
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Figure 3. The case. 

The study object is upper secondary teachers and their perceived discretion in their school 
contexts. In a broader sense, this is a study of street-level bureaucrats in a professional 
bureaucracy. Teachers’ working conditions are in focus in this study, through the concept of 
discretion. The study deals with a professional group’s position in a work organisation. Thus,   
the study deals with teachers in their professional activity. In a more narrow sense this is a 
qualitative interview study of a number of upper secondary teachers’ level of discretion, 
where enabling and constraining processes of the creation of discretion are identified. The 
setting for this study is a Swedish upper secondary school, where a number of teachers have 
been chosen to participate. The focus is not the school as such, but the teachers working in the 
school organisation. The school thus constitutes the context in which the study objects are 
situated.

It is possible to apply a number of different perspectives when doing a qualitative study of a 
professional group and their working conditions, or a qualitative interview study of a number 
of upper secondary teachers’ level of discretion, while identifying enabling and constraining 
aspects. One way of studying upper secondary teachers and how and where their discretionary 
power are created is by applying a social-interaction perspective. The empirical data pointed 
at the importance of a number of relationships in which the teachers are involved, as well as 
the importance of the teachers’ identity, and thus a social-interaction perspective suits the 
study. The concept of discretion is explored from the teachers’ (the teaching profession) 
perspective, although it should be noted that members of a profession must be able to practise 
their profession, and thus the study intersects with the school organisation. The school 
organisation constitutes the context or the space in which the teachers practise their 
profession. Teaching is seen as a profession and this study is therefore to be categorised as 
lying within the field of sociology of professions.

The local context deals with a restructuring of the upper secondary school – a restructuring of 
the participating teachers’ workplace. In 1996 it was decided on a local political level, by the 
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municipality of Luleå, that the upper secondary school in Luleå should be restructured.52

From having been spread out in the town, in the form of different schools at which different 
programmes could be studied, all different programmes and thus all pupils and teachers are 
now concentrated in what is referred to as Luleå Gymnasieby (upper secondary village). The 
background to the Luleå Gymnasieby comprises a need to meet various demands on premises, 
the national reform of the upper secondary school, a need for developing the pedagogical 
methods, and a way of responding to changes in the surrounding society in general 
(www.lulea.se). The decision to build the new campus was made on a local political level 
(KF, 96-06-17; 85/1996). Key words in the local school plan in Luleå Gymnasieskola are 
integration, flexibility and life-long learning (www.lulea.se). Previously, there had been three 
different upper secondary schools in the municipality, each aimed at particular subject fields 
and hence at particular groups of pupils. At Bergnässkolan most of the vocational programs 
were situated, at Hermelinskolan the social sciences were studied, and at Midskogsskolan the 
pupils studying natural sciences would be located. This meant that pupils in different 
disciplines did not meet at all, and also that, to a large extent, different social groups had very 
limited contact with each other at school. It is a well-known fact that pupils from different 
social backgrounds go into different areas of studies; among pupils from an academic 
background, approximately 75% choose an academic upper secondary educational profile, 
whereas only 25% of other pupils do so (Reuterberg & Svensson, 1998). This is what the 
government wanted to avoid as much as possible in proposing a school for everyone. One part 
of this pedagogical project, LUSSC, was that both teachers and pupils from different subject 
fields should work together. However, since the 1930s European Social Democrats, including 
Sweden’s, have striven for a school system based on equality, which means that the idea of 
equality is not new – it is rather the manner of attaining it that differs (Broady, 1981; Dalin, 
1998).

The new campus is said to be primarily a pedagogical project; buildings and logistics are only 
a means of attaining the pedagogical goal. The birth of LUSSC has a rather long history (see 
above); the inauguration was held in August 2006. Changes in the original plans have been 
made along the way. For example, due to a changing financial situation of the municipality as 
a whole, there have been cutbacks in premises and the number of teachers. The overall goal of 
the LUSSC is to create a campus for the upper secondary school according to the need for 
premises, the pedagogical idea and the economic framework decided upon. This is expected 
to provide a school that promotes a natural meeting between vocational and academic 
programmes, and also where a gender-segregated school is avoided (www.lulea.se). The way 
of reaching the goal is through “re-thinking, re-culturing, re-structuring”. In the official 
documents of the project it is stated that the new Gymnasieby should be built so that it:  

“Will promote a culture that makes upper secondary school a natural 
meeting place for vocational and academic programmes and between 
schools and the surrounding community, promote collaboration 
between educators within upper secondary schools to help them bridge 

52 This decision was based on an ongoing political discussion during the 1970s and afterward, both on a national 
and on a local political level. The Local Board of Education and the Municipal Executive Board initiated the 
construction of Luleå Gymnasieby. By 1993-94 a final investigation was made which resulted in four reports, 
written by teachers, headmasters and representatives from trade and industry. Flexibility in the school is one 
aspect that is pointed out several times as very important; this flexibility is created through life-long learning and 
development of good and efficient leadership, it is said. The economic aspect is also mentioned as important. In 
1995 it was decided that Luleå Gymnasieby would be the best way of meeting various demands of the future, as 
regards meeting the national reform of the upper secondary school and responding to society as such, but also to 
local political economic factors, just to mention the most important needs.  

http://www.lulea.se
http://www.lulea.se
http://www.lulea.se
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pedagogical and cultural differences, stimulate the development of 
understanding for the learning processes among students and 
personnel, and stimulate regular use of information technology 
throughout an education.” 53

It can be noted that the LUSSC project has been controversial. A revision of the project was 
carried out in 1999, initiated of the then new school manager in Luleå Kommun (Rydén, 
1999). In the local news it has been depicted as a project where no one has had control over 
the budget (see for example NSD, 2001-09-11). To achieve the expected and desired change, 
the teachers’ work has been reorganised, as has been touched upon earlier. Before the 
LUSSC, the teachers were divided in departments based on the academic field they taught in, 
i.e. the subject affiliation was the focus. This meant that teachers from different academic 
fields did not normally have much to do with each other. The aim, however, in the new 
organisation is that the teachers can break out of the former subject boundaries; therefore 
work teams are instead based on a group of pupils, which implies that teachers from various 
academic fields have the same pupils and actually share office space as well. The work teams 
are interdisciplinary.  

Luleå, which is the town where the case school is situated, is a town of some 70,000 
inhabitants. The town is situated in the north of Sweden, some 1,000 kilometres from 
Stockholm, and is often described as remote. Still, being a medium-size town, Luleå has a 
university at the same time as it is influenced by the core industry – a large steel mill is 
situated in the town, for example. As on the national level, Luleå has had social democratic 
governance for a very long period of time which, as seen above, influenced the decision to 
restructure the upper secondary schooling in the town, to allow pupils from all social 
backgrounds and with all different study interests to be situated at the same place.   

For getting to know the context and presenting it fruitfully, the use of more than one source 
can be worthwhile. In this study, the main empirical sources were an interview series carried 
out in 2004 and an additional number of interviews in 2005. However, as stated in the 
introductory chapter, initial empirical data were collected earlier. The entire study started out 
with seventeen interviews, in 2002, with headmasters and key persons of the school reform 
project. Thereafter, in 2003, interviews and observations were carried out with a number of 
upper secondary teachers, also this time focusing on the LUSSC project. In addition, 
regulatory policy documents were studied during this time. By doing this a broad collection of 
data was gained. These sources (the interviews, observations and regulatory policy 
documents) were gathered in order to develop final research questions as a point of departure 
for this thesis, as well as constituting a tool for forming a picture of the context.  

The usage of dissimilar methods in the research process is called method triangulation (Miles 
& Huberman, 1994). For example, data-collection triangulation can be used, which refers to 
dissimilar ways of collecting data; to be more concrete, different sources are applied to gain 
knowledge about one specific topic. As mentioned above, this was done before the main 
empirical phase was initiated. Important to point out is that the main empirical data collection 
can only be characterised by data-collection triangulation in that two series of interviews were 
carried out, in 2004 (experienced teachers) and 2005 (newly graduated teachers)54.

53 Author’s translation.  
54 We shall return to the case selection in the section to come.  
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A common critique of method triangulation is that the various methods are not sufficiently 
integrated. There is no point in using two or more methods if they are not properly connected 
to each other; the parts should be strong enough on their own because the whole is no stronger 
than the weakest link in the chain. Furthermore, an important aspect of the issue of 
triangulation is that problematic issues may arise when mixing methods, such as the question 
of generalisation or what to do if the two findings contradict each other, which needs special 
consideration (Brannen, 1992). In this study no such issues arose, possibly due to the fact that 
the initial sources of data collected rather served for contextualising the case and forming 
research questions than for answering the final research questions of the entire thesis. The use 
of the policy documents is more as a source of information for describing the context that the 
teachers are situated in, than as a source equal to the interviews. Therefore, it would not be 
appropriate here to speak of method triangulation in the sense of Miles and Huberman (1994).  

4.3 Case selection 
It is important to thoroughly discuss the case selection since the generalisations possible to 
make depend largely upon this. It will be done by discussing the case itself, and then 
considering how and why the specific teachers were chosen.  

The specific school of the teachers participating in the study was selected for one main 
reason. The teachers at this school work in a school organisation where the latest national 
curriculum (Lpf -94) has been interpreted in a way which involves a changed way of 
organising the entire upper secondary school in the municipality. Organisational changes are 
commonly occurring phenomena in most work organisations, including the public sector, and 
the same is true of the school in which these teachers work. As mentioned, the school is one 
of the most important institutions in our society today; hence current processes in the schools 
are interesting to study. The specific school, or to be more precise, the teachers at this school, 
is a strategic choice for exploring an interesting aspect of professional work in the public 
sector. The case school has been subject to change, but it is not mainly the change process 
which is in focus here. The change process is rather the context in which the teachers work.  

The empirical part of the study was designed with help from a lecturer at the Department of 
Teacher Education at Luleå University of Technology, and from a headmaster at primary 
school who also had experience of working for the National Agency for Education. This was 
done in order to overcome issues such as how to gain access to the teachers, and case 
selection strategies. The main issues discussed were which teachers to interview, what forum 
to use for getting in contact with the teachers, and how the specific teachers would be chosen. 
These discussions resulted in an interest in basing the case selection on seniority.55 Wanting 
to explore the concept of discretion, teachers with long experience in the profession would 
best be able to reflect on the level of discretion and whether and how it has changed in the 
teaching profession. Hence, the case selection was based on teachers with a long period of 
time in the profession. All teachers have worked for 15 years or more. This is an ideal type 
case selection (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984). It is a non-probability case selection, which is not 
directed at studying all units of the population in question; rather it is purposive and the aim is 
to find information-rich cases for in-depth study (Layder, 1998). Teachers from three, out of 
finally four, new school units were chosen. These three units were the ones that had already 

55 According to Moberg and Fransson (2001) interesting differences in experience between teachers can be 
identified depending on when the teachers have attended the teacher training program. In this study no clear 
comparisons of this kind will be made; but it is still important to point out that it has been noted that the period 
when the teacher training took place, and how long the teachers have worked, influence teachers in their job in 
various ways.  
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been used when the data collection was carried out, and hence they could be expected to be 
more integrated in the changed way of organising the workplace, and the implementation 
could be expected to be more extensive than among the teachers who still worked in the old 
premises. In addition, they were expected to be able to reflect not only upon the change in the 
organisation, but also upon general changes in the school. In practice, this meant what are 
termed the Eagle unit, the Woodpecker unit and the Lark.56 Among the interviewed teachers, 
there are both men and women.   

During the research process it became obvious that interviewing only experienced teachers 
could yield results that would not apply at all to the new teacher generation, in which case the 
chances were that the results would be obsolete almost before the study was published. Thus, 
three additional interviews were carried out with three newly graduated teachers. The aim was 
not to make a strict comparison, but to contrast the results from the experienced teachers, to 
see whether the results correspond and could be valid for the new teacher generation as well, 
which would imply that the results of the study might have a wider validity. In other words, 
having interviewed both more experienced and newly graduated teachers; the results are not 
restricted to a certain group of teachers with longer or shorter experience. This means that the 
results are valid not only for a generation of teachers soon to retire, but also take into 
consideration newly graduated teachers’ view of the matter. The teachers who took part in the 
additional interview stage were found through contacts with the headmasters at the respective 
units. Of the newly graduated teachers identified, three out of five agreed to be part of the 
study.

The case school is a public school, the only upper secondary school in Luleå, although at this 
time a number of independent schools are in the process of applying for permission to start. It 
consists of a number of units: the Woodpecker where 900 pupils attend, the Eagle where 500 
pupils attend, the Lark where 350 pupils attend, and the Goldcrest where 1100 pupils attend. 
The total number of teachers employed to serve these pupils is 24957. Their distribution at the 
units is as follows: 98 teachers at the Woodpecker, 50 at the Eagle, 47 at the Lark and 54 at 
the Goldcrest.  

This study is based on interviews with a total of fifteen upper secondary teachers. The 
teachers participating in the study will now be described so as to introduce the reader to the 
empirical part of the thesis. The descriptions will be rather brief.

Edwin has 26 years in the teaching profession; he started out in the primary school and 
switched to upper secondary school around ten years ago. He teaches in the social sciences.
Doris has worked as a teacher for almost 30 years. She teaches in the social sciences.  
Idun has worked as a teacher for around 25 years. She teaches maths and the natural sciences.  
Sven has 18 years in the profession; his subjects are social sciences.
Nelly has 35-odd years in the profession; she started by teaching modern languages and has 
continued to do so.
Inez has 26 years in the profession. She teaches in modern languages.  
Tea has worked as a teacher for 30-odd years, the last 10 at upper secondary level. She 
teaches maths and the natural sciences.   
Linda has 25 years in the teaching profession. She teaches in the social sciences.  

56 The units’ Swedish names are Örnen (the Eagle), Hackspetten (the Woodpecker) and Lärkan (the Lark).  
57 According to Luleå municipality’s personnel office, 2006-11-30.  



Upper secondary teachers’ creation of discretionary power – the tension between profession and organisation 

71

Tommy has approximately 25 years in the teaching profession. He started off in the primary 
school, and has taken further education to raise his competence. Today he teaches in natural 
sciences.
Irene is teaching in modern languages; she has been working as a teacher for more than 25 
years.
Mildred has worked as a teacher for 35 years. She teaches in the social sciences.  
Anna teaches in modern languages and a programme-specific subject; she has a couple of 
years of experience in the teaching profession.  
Alma has a couple of years of experience as a teacher. She teaches in modern languages.  
Erik has a long career in the teaching profession, almost 40 years. He teaches in the social 
sciences.
Alice is fairly new in the teaching profession; she started working a couple of years ago. She 
teaches in the social sciences and a character subject. 

Even though the entire empirical data consist of fifteen interviews, not all fifteen teachers’ 
voices will be used to exemplify equally much. In fact, some of the teachers are represented 
far more than others. This is due to the philosophy behind the choices, namely that the 
quotations are chosen because each captures something noteworthy in an illustrative way.  

All teachers fall into the 145, 146 or 149 categorisation according to the SUN58 system. At the 
Eagle unit, 13 teachers corresponded to this, and they were all invited to be part of this study. 
Of these, nine teachers were willing to be part of the study. At the Woodpecker unit, 45 
teachers corresponded to my case selection criteria; therefore random case selection was made 
to narrow the number of teachers down, since all 45 would be too large a number to interview 
for a study of this type (Hellevik, 1984). Each of the 45 potential teachers was given a 
number, and lots were drawn in order to choose teachers. All selected experienced teachers 
were contacted via an information letter; see Appendix 2. In the letter they were informed 
about the project, what their participation was focused on, and what general ethical rules 
apply in research in the social sciences. Approximately a couple of weeks later they were 
contacted via telephone, to inform them verbally and if possible to book an appointment for 
an interview. Five teachers were willing to participate. This was for the time being considered 
enough, still having more names to choose from.  

To sum up, the main empirical stage was carried out during 2004. It consisted of interviews 
with 14 experienced teachers, from two school units in the case school. Furthermore, three 
additional interviews with newly graduated teachers were carried out in 2005, from the same 
units. During these interviews, saturation became evident; similar results were found, so the 
collection of data was finalised.  

58 SUN is an abbreviation for the Swedish Educational Nomenclature. Code 145 refers to education aimed at 
teaching in general/theoretical subjects, mainly in the later stages of compulsory school (years 7-9) and upper 
secondary school. In addition, the teacher training programmes that combine a theoretical subject with a 
practical/aesthetic subject is included. Code 146 refers to teacher training programmes with vocational and 
practical/aesthetic subjects. It includes programmes aimed at teaching subjects such as music, arts, handicraft, 
and woodwork or physical education. Code 149 refers to pedagogical and teacher training programmes and 
additional unspecified education. It includes educational areas with pedagogical content which does not belong 
to the other directions of 14 and are not characterized as broad education. This includes remedial, home-
language, and headmaster training. (www.scb.se/statistik/UF/UF0506/_dokument/MISSUN.pdf)

http://www.scb.se/statistik/UF/UF0506/_dokument/MISSUN.pdf
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4.3.1 Size of the case  
A common issue when carrying out qualitative studies is how many interview subjects are 
needed. Kvale’s (1996:101) reply is simple: “as many subjects as necessary to find out what 
you need to know”. This is supported by Layder (1998), who claims that it is not the size but 
the information richness of the selected cases that is of highest importance. He claims that 
there should not need to be anything predetermined about the size; flexibility should be the 
key. “Generally, the researcher gathers information or data up to the point where she or he 
either has enough to supply answers that originally prompted the research, or has enough to 
test out or produce a theory or explanation to account for data” (Layder, 1998:46). When 
contacting 20 teachers during 2004, 14 of these were interested and could participate. It had 
already been decided that, if needed, an additional number of teachers would be contacted, 
which was done in 2005; the reason has been dealt with above. Regarding the external drop-
off for interviews, some who were asked said that they did not have the time to take part, and 
a few potential teachers were simply unreachable. The latter were contacted via phone on 
various occasions, voice mail messages were left when possible, and e-mails were sent. Those 
who did not reply were regarded as not interested, or unwilling, or unable to participate; and 
thus they were considered external drop-offs. The internal drop-off amounts to two 
interviews. One was regarded as an internal drop-off because of technical problems, and the 
other because the teacher would talk about her private life rather than her working conditions. 
This means that the study is based on 15 interviews in total.  

4.4 Data collection
The data were obtained through interviews. Interviews were chosen because the aim was to 
gain knowledge about the teachers’ own views: “to understand the subjects’ point of view, to 
unfold the meaning of people’s experiences, to uncover their lived world prior to scientific 
explanations” (Kvale, 1996:1). Important to note is that, even though the term collect is used, 
this does not imply that I, as a researcher, view the empirical phase of the study as a matter of 
having walked into a store and bought pre-packed goods. My role, in the interview situation, 
can be described in terms of social interaction with the teachers, listening attentively and 
actively.  Thus, when necessary, I would ask follow-up questions, for example. In that sense I 
have been part of creating the empirical findings. This can be related to Kvale’s term “co-
authored interviews”.

Kvale (1996) claims that interviews can be explorative or hypothesis-testing. The interviews 
were exploratory due to the fact that the focus was more on the complex issue of discretion 
and wanting to explore this issue in depth; hence this study belongs to the exploratory 
category. Furthermore, they were semi-structured, not using a standardised interview guide in 
the sense of asking the very same questions in the very same order and word order; they 
focused on exploring the teachers’ view of the issue in question. Moreover, Kvale 
distinguishes between empirical and theoretical interviews. The interviews in this study can 
be positioned as empirical in that they were designed to gather rich empirical information 
about a phenomenon, rather than to test a theory. At the same time, a theoretical pair of 
glasses was worn, with theory of action perspective lenses.

It is important to distinguish between the context as such, referring to the upper secondary 
school organisation, and the teachers’ view of the context, i.e. the external versus the internal 
context. In the interviews, the aim was to let the teachers give their picture of the concept of 
discretion and also to describe their work context. Thus, in the result chapter it is the teachers’ 
view or construction of their context that will be in focus. 
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A number of themes were identified in order to systematically design the interview questions 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). Inspiration was found in forming both themes and questions from 
existing research in the literature dealing with teachers’ work, and from the interviews carried 
out at earlier stages of the research process. A number of questions under each of the themes 
were formed. They all focused on identifying enabling and constraining processes. The reason 
for using themes was due to the fact that this is a qualitative study, and in such a semi-
structured approach they can be very useful so as not to lead the teachers too much. In fact, 
even though each theme would contain a number of questions, some of the questions were not 
even asked since the teachers would have covered them just by the introduction of a theme. 
For the interview guide, see Appendix 3.

A further step in order to ensure that the themes and questions portrayed what was intended 
was to carry out a pilot interview (Yin, 1994). When testing the interview guide with a “real”
teacher one has the possibility to adequately determine which themes and questions do or do 
not correspond to one’s area of interest. Therefore one teacher, although this teacher worked 
at a different school, was interviewed before commencing the “real” interview series. Slight 
adjustments were made to improve the interview guide. The most significant change was that 
the number of actual questions was lessened, or rather their role downplayed, by focusing on 
the key aspects or themes. Instead of a high number of specific questions, the focus was 
turned to emphasizing the themes and letting the teachers talk more freely about them. The 
interviews were carried out with the interview guide as a basis; however, each interview was 
unique in that the interview guide was used as a guide rather than as a strict document to be 
followed word by word.

The interviews were carried out individually. Having informed the teachers about the 
conditions for participation by presenting the four ethical rules for the social sciences and how 
they were relevant in this study, and asking for permission to use a tape recorder, all of the 
teachers agreed to this. In using a tape recorder, concentrating more fully on the interaction 
with the teachers was facilitated. In addition, one had the possibility to read facial expressions 
as well as hearing verbal expressions in order to know when important issues were touched 
upon. Furthermore, recorded interviews allow the researcher to go back to each interview 
several times, which increases precision and minimises the risk of loss of information. It 
should be noted that the teachers can sometimes find a tape recorder discouraging, but the 
positive effects in this study were considered to be greater than the eventual negative ones, 
since all teachers without hesitation agreed to being recorded. Krag-Jacobsen (1993) claims 
that it is usually not the tape recorder itself that makes the interviewees nervous, but rather the 
interviewer’s possibly clumsy handling of the technique. It was made sure that the recorder 
was not a problem by carefully clarifying how the information would be handled – only by 
me as a researcher – and then asking if they agreed to be recorded. All interviews were carried 
out by me, and hence the risk of the interviews going in different directions was minimised. 

The interviews were transcribed verbatim as opposed to being edited, so as not to lose any 
important data too early and blurring the distinctions. Each interview took between 45 and 70 
minutes. All of the interviews were transcribed by myself, usually immediately after the 
interviews; thus if the quality of the tape was not good, I would be able to recall what had 
been said, and by listening to the tapes several times very little information went missing. On 
one occasion the recorder was malfunctioning, and only notes were taken. One interview was 
not recorded due to technical mishap, but since notes were taken, the interview could still be 
used.
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Two of the interviews have, as mentioned above, been regarded as internal drop-offs. The 
first was regarded as a drop-off due to a technical problem, and the interview turned out to be 
unusable. The other internal drop-off was due to the fact that this teacher would not talk about 
her profession or work-related issues, but dwelt upon her private life instead.

Interviews may take place almost anywhere (Oppenheim, 1992). These interviews were all 
carried out at the teachers’ workplace, their school. There can be a problem in carrying out 
interviews at a workplace; a risk may arise of the teachers feeling stressed or insecure, or as 
if they were under scrutiny by work colleagues or supervisors, in this case headmasters. On 
the other hand, the workplace can be perceived as a safe and natural environment because the 
teachers know it well and also, in this case, because the questions referred to their job (Krag-
Jacobsen, 1993). None of the teachers asked for a different location, even though this was 
offered; in fact they seemed content with the location and said it was most convenient for 
them, and hence no issues are assumed to have arisen in carrying out the interviews at the 
workplace (Oppenheim, 1992). The interviews were carried out at the workplace during 
approximately three months (2004) and one month (2006). In some weeks there would be 
two or three interviews, in other weeks just one.

Information obtained can be identified at different levels, which also applies to information 
gathered for a study. Giddens (1984) lists three levels of consciousness: practical 
consciousness, discursive consciousness, and the unconscious. In short, practical 
consciousness refers to memories and knowledge that the actor possesses; the actor always 
has the possibility to act otherwise. Discursive consciousness is closely connected with 
practical consciousness and refers mainly to what the actor can discuss and reflect upon. The 
unconscious will not be discussed here, as it lies more on a psychological level; Giddens here 
refers to Freud and Erikson and psychoanalysis. In this study, the level of the data collected 
lies mainly on the discursive level of consciousness, but also to some extent on the practical. 
The teachers use their memories and reflective capacity to reflect on the issues in question. 
This means that the results are based on the teachers’ reflections and that the results might 
differ with another level of data. The issue of memories and interview data in the social 
sciences is a general problem, as also in this study. One could ask whether it is objective or 
subjective discretion which determines an individual’s actions. According to Aronsson 
(1990), research shows that it is most often the perceived or subjective discretion that 
determines further actions. To clarify, the teachers can be said to act according to how they 
perceive their discretion, even though this is not always the real or objective level of 
discretion, which can be either higher or lower.

4.5 Data analysis 
“To analyse means to separate something into parts or elements” (Kvale, 1996:184). Before 
commencing the description of the data analysis, some important clarifications need to be 
made. Throughout this chapter the concepts of research questions, interview themes, 
interview questions and analysis themes have been mentioned. It is important to clarify what 
each of them implies. Firstly, they are all linked to each other. Kvale claims that the research 
questions are not the same as the interview questions; rather the research questions are 
explored through the interview questions, which in turn are designed with the research 
questions in mind. Interview themes are a way of structuring the areas in which information is 
needed, and were designed before the actual interview questions (in this study the themes 
were the main guide during the interviews; a number of specific questions under each theme 
was more of a reminder for me, rather than exact wording of the questions asked).
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Kvale (1996) claims that the themes for the analysis need to be identified before the collection 
of data, as a means of focusing the study and not “drowning” in the data. However, it can be 
argued that by doing so the findings in the empirical data are predetermined, rather than 
emergent. The empirical data may become forced into the already pre-set themes. Themes of 
interest in this study were identified before carrying out the interviews, as a way of designing 
the interview questions/guide (see the section on data collection), but not as pre-set analysis 
themes. Analysis themes emerged in a somewhat intertwined process between the empirical 
data along with the development of the theoretical framework. As already noted, this is 
inspired by the abductive approach (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 1994) and the similar adaptive 
theory (Layder, 1998). This means that the entire research process can be described as a 
process where research questions were identified and followed by interview themes, and 
subsequently by interview questions that would capture the answers needed – although in this 
case the interview questions were, as mentioned above, more of a reminder for myself.  

After having collected the data another phase began, the actual analysis phase. Analysis 
dimensions emerged during the analysis phase, and were not pre-set beforehand. This is 
supported by Hansén (1997) who claims that when wanting to capture, in an unprejudiced 
manner, teachers’ own experiences of their work, a strict predetermined analysis model would 
steer the empirical data too much. The actual analysis needs be clarified. Each interview was 
transcribed verbatim. Each interview was then given a number. The pages were numbered, as 
well as each row. A sentence on row 17 on the first page in the fourth interview would thus be 
named 4:1:17.  

Table 2. An excerpt from the first matrix.59

                 Theme 

Interview person 

Description of the 
job 

Discretion defined Enabling and constraining factors 

IP no. 4 (Idun) 1:17 It is a context 
where one is always 
surrounded by 
people. It is tougher 
than I thought it 
would be.  
1:31 The encounter 
with the pupils is 
always positive. 

2:31 Discretion 
means… I need 
discretion. My 
employer should 
have trust in me 
and believe that I 
carry out my job 
professionally.  

1:35 In the encounter with the other 
adults…in those contrived programme 
teams…that is a tough part of the job.  
2:33 My pupils and I agree on how to do 
things. 
3:30 There have been times when I have felt 
that the level of discretion has decreased, 
especially when the programme teams were 
introduced. I found that hard.  
4:1 The pupils are my employer, really. 
They have the right to question things. 

A useful way of analysing qualitative data is to put the data in matrix boxes, thematically 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). This makes the analysis more rational and systematic. Placing the 
data in a matrix, based on the interview questions, allowed me to gain an overview of the data 
collected and identify patterns, for example. This first stage was rather concrete. The themes 
in the interviews were used as matrix themes. Then, studying the matrixes I highlighted 
significant words. This can be called using associative concepts (Starrin et al., 199160). It 
should be done hand in hand with theory because it helps in focusing and systematising the 
collection and analysis of data. The transcribed interviews were then read a number of times, 

59 The Swedish version can be found in Appendix 4.  
60 This is what Starrin et al., (1991) calls “spårhundsbegrepp”.  
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through doing so and using the matrixes, categories that would capture the findings of the 
interviews were identified. This allows linking theory and empirical data. Having underlined 
terms that encompassed the data in the matrix, a process of grouping these terms began. Here 
I started to see what theoretical concepts could be applied and where and how to do so. This 
analysis process can be visualised as follows:    

Figure 4. Analysis overview. 

The main findings that emerged were that the teachers’ role identity proved significant, along 
with four key relationships, in the creation of discretion. In fact, the teachers’ role identity is 
an imperative condition for the entire analysis of creation of discretion. This is where the 
tension between the profession and the organisation appears – a tension central in the field of 
sociology of professions. This process of analysing the data was conducted in collaboration 
with research colleagues, as a measure taken to make sure there was transparency in the 
process. The collaboration with colleagues can be described in terms of an intersubjectivity 
process. Another measure to ensure transparency in the research process is to present the data 
not only in a few words here and there, but in larger portions. This makes it possible for the 
reader to judge whether the results are reasonable.   

How, then, has the concept of discretion been defined and portrayed in the study? This has 
been systematised during the research process. On an empirical level, the teachers themselves 
defined what the concept meant for them in their job, as a way of ensuring that we referred to 
the same thing. On a theoretical level, the concept itself and the dimensions of what/who 
influences the teachers’ discretion have been identified. The meaning of the concept of 
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discretion that is applied, through the definitions and distinctions of the concept of discretion 
discussed in the theoretical framework, makes up the analytical definition. Now, let us look at 
why and how these analysis themes can be useful in this study.

What themes are used will naturally influence what results the analysis will yield. This is the 
concept-indicator issue (Rose, 1988). Rose describes it as dealing with the connection 
between the theoretical level and the empirical level in a study: “how does one move from a 
theoretical concept to a valid empirical indicator?” (Rose, 1988:37). Rose departs from a 
deductive approach, and sees theory before empirical data, which is not entirely the case in 
this study. But the issue of how to portray what is to be portrayed is still an important issue in 
any scientific study. The main structure used to analyse the data was to explore what enabling 
and constraining processes could be found. It became clear that there was social interaction 
via a number of key relationships and the teachers’ identity. It could be argued that other 
occupational groups at the school should be included as constituting key relationships – for 
example, school counsellors. Some teachers do mention other occupational groups, such as 
school counsellors. This group is mentioned when defining the teaching profession, to 
distinguish between the various professions’ tasks. Other occupational groups are not 
mentioned, which may be because no direct questions were asked about other occupational 
groups, but it is also possible that the four relationships which have been identified as the 
main relationships are the most important ones to the teachers in regard to the creation of 
discretion, or their level of discretion. Discretion is a relational concept; it is created in 
relation to something or somebody, which is why the main relationships were found suitable 
as the point of departure.

A number of theoretical concepts emerged in the interviews; the specific concepts were 
applied because they help to enlighten the concept of discretion on a concrete level. Having 
organised the data collected in the concrete themes in the analysis matrix, it became possible 
to abstract the data and refine the analysis.

After having put all the data collected into a matrix, it became clear where the main 
constraining and enabling processes could be found: in the role identity and in a number of 
relationships. This means that even though all teachers have their own answers, patterns could 
be seen, and these have been used for the result chapter. This also implies that each and every 
teacher’s voice will not be presented; rather the constraining and enabling processes emerging 
are in focus in the result chapter. Thus, some teachers’ voices are represented more often than 
others, since some quotations capture a certain issue more clearly than others. In other words, 
the quotations presented in this thesis were chosen because they help to clarify constraining 
and enabling processes.

The interviews were all carried out in Swedish; the teachers are all native Swedish speakers. 
Throughout the analysis phase, the interviews were kept in Swedish, only to be translated 
during the very last stage, in order not to lose or distort any information.  

4.6 Method discussion 
As with any method, there are drawbacks in this study. It is important to identify what these 
drawbacks are, and how they have been dealt with. It is not possible to know how all my 
choices impact the study and the results; nonetheless, having described the methodological 
point of departure and how the study was planned and carried out, a more reflective section 
will now follow to clarify as much as possible. The issues of validity, reliability and ethics are 
central when carrying out any research, throughout the research process (Kvale, 1996).
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In any study it is important to position what level the findings are dealing with. A number of 
different levels can be identified, often divided in the following categories: a societal, an 
institutional, a cultural, an organisational, and an interaction or an individual level. The 
empirical data consist of interviews with teachers; this is a qualitative study and the findings 
are thus valid for the participating teachers, although analytical generalisations may be made. 
Hence, analytical generalisations with other similar professions, where the job is not directly 
controlled for example, can be made. The results can be said to deal with the intersection 
between profession and organisation, on an interaction level. This means that what the 
findings can reveal are answers on a profession level; dealing specifically with the tension in 
the creation of discretion, between the profession and the organisation.

A common question arising when carrying out qualitative research is whether there is a 
constant object at all. This refers to whether there are experiences, attitudes and conditions 
that are unchangeable. For example, it can be argued that a teacher’s mood may influence 
how he or she answers a certain question, which implies that different answers can be given, 
or that he or she could answer what is thought to be expected. Furthermore, what was said 
during the interviews may be something constructed by me, even though I did not perceive 
the situations that way (Nilsson, 1996). This is due to my presuppositions of what it is to be 
an upper secondary teacher, for example – presuppositions that I am probably not aware of. 
To deal with this issue, open-ended questions were used so as not to guide the teachers too 
much, and this chapter tries to make clear my presuppositions as a means of minimising 
otherwise hazy or invisible traces of myself. Svensson (1996) claims that identical questions 
can be reliable even if the responses differ at different times. The question’s validity must be 
judged in different situations in accordance with the judging of reliability. According to 
Merriam (1998), reliability refers to the extent to which results can be replicated. When it 
comes to qualitative studies, however, the interest lies in trying to see whether the results are 
consistent with the data collected, rather than whether the same findings could be made again 
(Guba & Lincoln, 1985). Merriam (1998) suggests three strategies to attain this. Firstly, the 
investigator’s own position needs to be clarified, which in this study has been done 
throughout this chapter. Secondly, triangulation can be applied. In this study, triangulation 
refers to two ways of collecting data: interviews and documents. Further, it is worth 
mentioning that a couple of interview series were carried out during the pilot stage. The third 
strategy Merriam suggests is what she calls “audit trail”, which means that the researcher 
should explain in detail how the project was designed and carried out. This chapter is devoted 
to achieving that task alone.

The issue of validity is crucial in any research project. High validity has often been linked to 
the concept of objectivity (Kvale, 1997). However, objectivity is not a useful concept to use to 
describe validity; there is no such thing as research free of value or perspective. Validity in 
this study rather refers to making a systematic and thorough analysis, as well as to give the 
reader an insight into the presuppositions made by the researcher, and to describe how the 
study has been designed, step by step, so that the reader will have clear and sufficient 
information to judge the reasonability of the study. To sum up, validity in this study does not 
refer to the orthodox, quantitatively influenced meaning of objectivity.

Another note on validity is the issue of which research results really are linked to validity. 
Merriam (1998) claims that data never speak for themselves; there is always an interpretation 
involved. This means that research results are rather an abstraction, symbolising reality; they 
are not reality itself. Therefore validity cannot be viewed as reality, since reality can never 
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fully be grasped. This should not be considered as a problem which makes the study less 
valid; it merely signifies that the findings in this study are one way of portraying reality.

This leads us to the issue of how to portray what things used to be like and what they are like 
now. One may say that this study involves a context of organisational/governance change. 
However, when investigating a context involving a change process that has already started, it 
has not been possible to grasp what things used to be like. With teachers who have worked for 
a long time, their view of their discretion may have changed due to changes in themselves, 
developing and gaining experiences or due to structural changes in the organisation, for 
example. What the organisation has offered in regard to change in discretion may not be the 
same; the teachers may perceive their level of discretion differently from what has been the 
objective, or formal intention. Letting the teachers themselves describe their perceived view 
of now and earlier is one way of dealing with the issue, which has been pursued in this study. 
One could claim that the teachers will not tell what has actually been, but that they will most 
certainly tell what they now remember, i.e. what they now perceive as having been. This 
should not be too problematic an issue since it can be claimed that the perceived reality is 
what individuals base their future actions on (Morrison, 1998; Aronsson, 1990). Some of the 
teachers themselves reflected upon whether their level of discretion has changed: “It is a 
complex issue, because one changes as a teacher continuously. I am not the same teacher as I 
was 20 years ago; I don’t think you could say that” and “It may lie in me and the experience I 
have gained and the development that has occurred”.

Science, including the social sciences, has been strongly influenced by a positivist view to
“produce laws of human behaviour that could be generalised universally” (Kvale, 1996:232).
When Denzin (1989) discusses the issue of validity and generalisations in qualitative studies, 
he claims that an objective reality will never be captured; that is not the aim. It is rather to 
reach an in-depth understanding of the population studied. This study will not result in 
universal applicability, but the result is valid for the teachers studied. It can be argued that the 
great is to be found in the small. Thus comparisons may be made with similar groups, as so-
called analytical generalisations. It can be said to lie in the qualitative method’s nature to 
study and describe how a certain process or phenomena can be, not necessarily how it is for
everyone at all times. Moreover, the results in this study can work as a generator for further 
questions and thereby provide a foundation for further studies in the area.

Yin (1994) claims that a common critique when using the case study method is the lack of 
possibilities to make scientific generalisations. Yin proceeds to make a good point in claiming 
that this critique is somewhat irrelevant, because a qualitative case study, such as what this 
study is based on, is a study of a phenomenon too complex to be fruitfully captured and 
categorised in a statistical analytical way. Rather, the findings in this study are an example of 
a phenomenon which can possibly be found in similar contexts. Generalisations in qualitative 
studies can be said to be internal generalisations, which means that after careful judgement, 
generalisations may be made within the studied context (Svensson, 1996).61 Yin (1994) 
distinguishes between analytical and statistical generalisations. In this study the aim was not 
to make a statistical generalisation, or in Svensson’s words, an external generalisation. The 
generalisations possible to make are thereby connected to a theoretical level. The case in this 
study consists of upper secondary teachers in a Swedish upper secondary school. The school 
is one of the most important institutions in our society; thus the school as an organisation, and 

61 External generalizations are those that are often used in quantitative studies, referring to a larger population, 
society or group, i.e. statistical generalizations (Svensson, 1996; Yin, 1994). 
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the upper secondary teachers, can be said to be a strategically choice of study object for 
discussing conditions in the public sector in Sweden. In order to make such analytical 
generalisations, strategies providing rich, dense descriptions, giving typical or modal 
categories, and lastly, multi-site design are beneficial according to Merriam (1998). The dense 
description issue and the typical or modal categories both refer to the need of providing a 
detailed description of the case in order for the reader to be able to see if it is comparable. 
This has been done throughout the thesis, in this chapter as well as in the chapters to come – 
the result chapters (Chapters 6-10). However, multi-design, which refers to using several 
cases, has not been applied in this study.

Here we can see how the case, in some respects, corresponds to a national level when it 
comes to other upper secondary schools.  

Table 3. Generalisation table. 

The teachers National level Local level* The case* 
Age 
structure** 

16.5% 20.5% 26.5% 36.5% 14% 24% 33% 29% 20% 0% 6.5% 73.5% 

Gender 49% female, 51% male 56% female, 44% male 80% female, 20% male 
Formally 
qualified

76%*** 95.5% 93.3% 

* The case consists of a number of teachers in a specific municipality on the local level.  
** The age groups are 27-34, 35-44, 45-54, and 55 and above. The age group in the case is intentionally older 
than the average, because teachers with long experience were selected in the first empirical stage.   
*** The span varies between 53% and 85% between various subjects. The only instance under 70% is the 
technical subjects where 53% are qualified.  

The figures are taken from www.skolverket.se (for 2004 and 2005) and have been brought out 
by an official at Luleå municipality (2007-03-27).

Comparisons should be made with some caution. The figures on a national level are from 
2004 and 2005, whereas the figures on a local level and regarding the case are from 2007. The 
reason for this is simple. The latest data (2006) on a national level have not yet been 
published. In addition, some of the data (i.e. the age structure on a national level) include 
teachers at Komvux (adult education), SFI-teachers (Swedish for immigrants) and special 
adult teachers. The teachers in this study do not correspond entirely to the local or the national 
figures. Not only are the measures based on somewhat different figures, in addition, another 
dimension of the generalisation issue needs to be brought up. I do not see this as problematic 
due to the fact that the aim is not to make statistical generalisations. Rather, analytical 
generalisations can be made. This means that it is not so much the results themselves, but the 
way of analysing the data (using the analytical dimensions of relationships and identity) that 
can be generalised to other groups or studies.

Important in any study is to clarify from whose perspective one is studying a phenomenon. It 
is the participating teachers that are the point of departure in this study.62 It is their picture 
which is in focus here. There are many aspects involved in forming the teachers’ working 
conditions, in this study focused on discretion. Fink (2000) discusses external and internal 

62 During the later stage of the study, the preliminary results were presented at a local school conference where 
the main audience consisted of school leaders such as headmasters. This made it even clearer that different 
perspectives can provide different answers. The audience to some extent claimed that “that is not so” when I 
presented the teachers’ own perceptions of their discretion.   

http://www.skolverket.se
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contexts of teachers’ work. He identifies the internal context as consisting of pupils, subjects, 
departments and the school itself. The external context, Fink (ibid.) claims, consists of, among 
other things, the district of the local educational authority of which the particular school is a 
part, the parents of the pupils, the neighbouring community, the state and government of the 
day, and the teacher unions. These processes can be claimed to play a role in the creation of 
discretion. However, in this study the concepts of external and internal contexts rather refer to 
other sources that help describe the upper secondary school as a workplace and how the 
teachers define/construct their workplace. The point of departure in this study, however, is not 
to look at what makes a school organisation successful from a management perspective, for 
instance (illustrated by Fink’s concepts), but to study the teachers’ own way of interacting and 
relating to the concept of discretion. And indeed, as Hargreaves (1995) points out, the most 
important factor for the activity in schools is the teachers themselves, which supports my 
choice of using the teachers as my point of departure.  

Additional methods of collecting data could have been chosen, and were indeed considered. It 
might have been interesting to carry out a longitudinal study, since the professional group 
studied was in the middle of a change process. A change process is a process, and processes 
do take time and develop over time. However, with the research questions posed, not focusing 
on the change process itself, and due to time constraints, this was not done. What is possible, 
as stated above, is to ask the teachers about now and before as one way of addressing the 
issue, and this has been done here. 

Moreover, data collection triangulation in the form of diary notes could have been interesting 
to use, as another way for the teachers to reflect upon their discretion. However, as the 
research process proceeded it became apparent that, with the work load that the teachers 
expressed having, such a data collection method would most probably not be approved of by 
very many teachers. This is in fact verified by Lemar (2001) who, in her doctoral thesis, 
explained that lack of time was a common excuse of her teachers for not participating in such 
a data collection method. The benefits could have been that the teachers could have described 
ideas in their own words, minimising the influence from me as a researcher, and could 
possibly choose when to do it, taking the time to express oneself in another way than an 
interview opens up for. On the other hand, time is scarce, and the risk is that no data would 
have been obtained. The interview questions were open-ended, which means that a fair insight 
into the topic of the study was gained. By using interviews as a basis for this study, the aim 
was to capture, analyse and present how the teachers themselves described and reasoned 
about their discretion, which could be claimed to be achieved through the interviews.

Subsequently, observations are another way of integrating a dissimilar data collection method. 
By carrying out observations, it could have been possible to find out whether there is a 
discrepancy between how the teachers talk and reflect upon the issues in question, and what 
they actually do. However, a teacher’s day at work includes classroom teaching, meetings 
with pupils and colleagues and supervisors, and planning. Observing the teachers could 
signify a problem regarding, for example, the planning aspect. As a researcher, I would not be 
a natural part of the setting in this situation. In addition, as Lemar (2001) found, it can be very 
hard to find teachers willing to participate.

One obvious limitation regarding the empirical data deals with the interaction perspective and 
social processes. In this study only teachers have been interviewed. Only one side of the 
interaction process is presented. During the analysis of the interviews, interaction features 
emerged. From having had a general theory of action perspective (where the terms 
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“enablers” and “constrainers” are central), the interviews show the importance of the 
teachers’ identity and indeed the importance of a number of actors they interact with, or 
negotiate with in the creation of discretion. An interaction perspective could easily open up 
for using various actors (i.e. the actors involved, who in this study are policies, headmasters, 
colleagues and pupils) as empirical data. In doing so, the negotiation process for discretion 
could be illustrated from the various actors’ perspectives, and the actual interaction processes 
would be pictured. For example, Lindqvist (1999) claims that it is not uncommon for teachers 
to believe that they let the pupils take part in planning, whereas the pupils do not think that 
they do. Nonetheless, there is a reason for this limitation in empirical sources. The interaction 
features, in the form of the four key relationships, emerged during the analysis stage, i.e. 
when the interviews with the teachers had already been carried out. With the time constraints 
it was not possible to collect more empirical data. Even though this can be seen as a 
deficiency, the data collected do provide richness in depth and a wealth of detail. 
Furthermore, it could be argued that group interviews would be beneficial. While the data in 
that case would be in the form of a conversation, where the teachers would discuss things 
together, there is also a risk that they would be influenced by each other, or that some of them 
would make their voices heard more than others. On top of that, a practical problem could be 
actually finding a time when all teachers would be free, as their timetables are individual and 
they do not have breaks at the same time. Thus, group interviews were not chosen.

Ovretveit (1998) claims that whether a change in an organisation, for example, is to be 
considered as successful or not depends on whose perspective is applied. In this study of the 
teaching profession, the sources of information are the teachers, and the point of departure is 
the teachers themselves. In addition to the difficulty of actually implementing decisions made 
in an organisation (Sannerstedt, 1991), another problem is to distinguish the effects when 
many different changes are occurring simultaneously. 

Last but not least, my role in the research process needs to be examined. Alvesson and 
Sköldberg (1994) and Layder (1998) argue that researchers always bring with them a pre-
understanding in the form of a theoretical frame of reference, concepts, values and the like. It 
is very important to make these pre-understandings explicit (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 1994; 
Merriam, 1994). These conditions influence our investigations. By clarifying one’s pre-
understandings, the point of departure for the interpretation becomes clear. However, it is 
important to point out that pre-understandings are not always explicit to the researcher, and 
they may change during the research process. The reasons for the changes lie in the research 
process itself. The more knowledge is gained, the more systematised the data become, and the 
less influence the pre-understandings have. 

Where I as a researcher come from, theoretically speaking, has been presented in the previous 
chapter on the theoretical framework. Throughout this methodological chapter I have tried to 
be clear about what choices I have made and why, as yet another step in order to show the 
reader my point of departure in methodological terms. The main pre-understandings identified 
before commencing this study were that, firstly, the concept of discretion could be a fruitful 
concept to use as a point of departure when studying the working conditions of professional 
groups in the public sector, exemplified by upper secondary teachers. As noted before, this in 
turn does not necessarily mean that this is the only fruitful way of professional groups, such as 
upper secondary teachers and their working conditions, focusing on the concept of discretion. 
A second pre-understanding was that a number of structural changes have occurred in the 
Swedish school system; it was assumed that in times of change the working conditions would 
become visible for the teachers, offering an ideal opportunity to study the creation of 
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discretion. Third, discretion was seen as a highly important feature of the teaching profession, 
yet not unproblematic. Fourth, I am not a teacher myself, and thus do not have experience 
from working in the upper secondary school as a teacher myself. Lastly, I had a theoretical 
point of departure in the theory of action, where the terms “constrain” and “enable” were 
central.

4.7 Ethical considerations 
When beginning any research process, it is crucial to take ethical considerations into account 
in order to carry out research of high quality (Kvale, 1996; Miles & Huberman, 1994; 
www.vr.se). VR (the Swedish Research Council) lists four ethical rules: those of information, 
consent, confidentiality63 and the right of use. No major problems regarding these rules were 
identified in this study. However, a number of issues were taken into account in striving to 
comply with these rules. The issues were taken into account in accordance with the way 
Kvale (1996) suggests – the seven stages of thematising, design, interview, transcription, 
analysis, verification and reporting.

In the first stage, thematising, “the purpose of an interview study should, beyond the scientific 
value of the knowledge sought, also be considered with regard to improvement of the human 
situation investigated” (Kvale, 1996:111). Studying one aspect of teachers’ working 
conditions can certainly bring with it the possibility for improved conditions. The second 
stage, the design, involves “informed consent to participate in the study, securing 
confidentiality, and considering the possible consequences of the study for the subjects”
(ibid.). For the case selection, the administrative staff provided lists of all teachers where the 
length of time working for Luleå municipality as an employee or in the profession matched 
my requirement. Each teacher was contacted via an information letter and via telephone, and 
only if they chose to tell anyone has their participation been revealed to others. The teachers 
were informed that their participation was optional and that the data would be dealt with 
confidentially. The third stage, the interview situation, involves securing “the confidentiality 
of the subjects’ reports […] and the consequences of the interview interaction for the subjects 
to be taken into account, such as stress during the interview and changes in self-image. Also 
the potential closeness of the research interview to the therapeutic interview should be 
considered” (ibid.). All teachers participating in the study have been given fictive names in 
order to ensure confidentiality. The risk of extreme stress or that the interviews would turn 
into a therapeutic session was minimised due to the fact that the area of interest is not 
considered a highly sensitive area, and also due to the fact that an interview guide was used 
which facilitated maintaining the focus. The fourth stage, the transcription stage, involves, 
again, “the issue of confidentiality, as well as the question of what is a loyal written 
transcription of a teacher’s oral statement” (ibid.). All tapes were transcribed verbatim. As a 
researcher I was the only one who dealt with this documentation. In the analysis stage, the 
ethical issues “involve the question of how deeply and critically the interviews can be 
analysed and of whether the subjects should have any say in how their statements are 

63 The issue of confidentiality can certainly be discussed, should case schools and participating teachers be given 
a promise of confidentiality? The individual teachers in this study have been given fictive names. The teachers 
were informed that their participation would not be traceable to each individual. This measure was taken mainly 
in order to get participants and to make them be open and honest. Regarding the case school itself a somewhat 
different approach has been adopted. Walford (2005) argues that often in case studies such as this one it is a 
rather easy task to find out what school the study is based on since descriptions of the case are often detailed 
enough to make them easily traceable. I do not see any problem in explicitly stating the name of the case school. 
Based on Walford’s argument that it is rather easy to find out what school one has investigated and the fact that 
no problem in presenting the school under its actual name has been identified, the case school in this study has 
been named.  

http://www.vr.se


___________________________________________________________________________

84

interpreted” (ibid.). When analysing the data, an analysis matrix was used, focusing on each 
teacher’s answer not individually but thematically; furthermore, as mentioned above, fictive 
names have been used in the presentation of the data. This has been done in order to make 
sure that no individual teacher is identifiable by others than herself. Subsequently, the 
verification stage involves the “ethical responsibility of the researcher to report knowledge 
that is as secured and verified as possible” (ibid.). This was ensured throughout the research 
process of reflecting upon the research questions, and bearing the concept-indicator issue 
(Rose, 1988) in mind. Finally, the seventh stage, reporting, again involves the issue of 
“confidentiality when reporting the interviews, as well as the question of consequences of the 
published report for the teachers as well as for the group or institution they represent”
(ibid.). No individual teacher has been identified, to comply with the rule of confidentiality. 
The results in this study can provide a deeper and extended knowledge about teachers and 
their work in general. Additionally, the results on how discretionary power is created can 
certainly be used for policy-making, from which the teachers could possibly benefit.  

4.8 Summary
In this chapter the aim has been to make explicit the entire research process, choices made, 
and the reasons for these decisions as well as their possible consequences. The study has been 
categorised as a qualitative case study. It has its empirical basis in interviews with upper 
secondary teachers who work in a specific school. In this chapter the context in which the 
teachers work has been described; the study object has been defined. The case selection and 
how the empirical data has been collected and analysed have been described. Here a 
presentation of the teachers participating is given. The processes of data selection, collection 
and analysis have been described, for the reader to be able to judge the validity of the results. 
Here, shortcomings have been pointed out. Furthermore, a method discussion has been 
presented where the issue of generalisability has been brought up. Due to the characteristics 
of the study, the generalisations possible to make are of analytical type. Moreover, the four 
ethical rules of the Swedish Research Council have been considered as regards how they have 
been complied with in this study. The epistemological point of departure in this qualitative 
interview study is knowledge about teachers’ working conditions; their discretionary power 
have been explored through interviews, where I as a researcher have interacted with the 
teachers. The ontological point of departure is that reality is viewed as being constructed in 
social interaction.

We will now look more closely at the analytical model.   
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5 Profession, organisation and interaction – analysis model  
The aim of this chapter is to describe and explain the analysis design; the way in which the 
interviews have been analysed, and why, will be clarified. This chapter is the concrete 
entrance to the empirical findings, whereas the theoretical framework lies on a more abstract 
and general level. The chapter is an elaboration of the theoretical framework.  

As mentioned earlier, “To analyze means to separate something into parts or elements”
(Kvale, 1996:184). It is crucial to bear in mind what the key concept of discretion means 
before presenting the results. It became clear in the theoretical framework that different 
meanings could be identified. In this thesis, discretion refers to having the power and control 
to exercise one’s professional judgment in decision-making and performance/carrying in the 
daily work. As has been stated before, discretion refers more to the power and control in
rather than over the job, even though the two to some extent overlap. What should be done, 
the control over the job, in other words what the teaching commission in general terms refers 
to, is established by the government; the school and the actors within the school are part of the 
welfare society’s foundation pillars. What the teaching commission by definition is, or should 
be, can therefore be said to be more about the profession as such and its purpose, and the 
concept of autonomy would be a useful term to apply in discussing what level of autonomy 
the profession as such should have in relation to the government and other actors. For the 
above-mentioned reasons, control over the job is not in focus in this study. Discretion refers 
to how things are done and what possibilities, taking the enabling and constraining aspects 
into account, the teachers have for deciding on the how-issues. In practice this can be 
exemplified by the possibility to influence the timetable, how collaboration between 
colleagues should be designed, how the work in the classroom should be designed, or how the 
money/time for competence development should be used. As Doris puts it: “This actually 
means everything. It was really this, among other things, which was one of the causes of my 
choosing the teaching profession, this freedom and the fact that you yourself can control your 
dqy and the activity together with those you work with, the pupils.” 

The general aim when analysing the data has been to let the findings emerge, not having 
formulated too strong a specific theoretical set of concepts beforehand. However, it should be 
noted that a theory of action perspective was used when analysing the data. This choice of 
theory of action, focusing on enabling and constraining processes, meant that in analysing the 
empirical data the importance of identity and relational properties emerged. These two main 
findings have one key feature in common: they both involve social interaction. The social 
psychological terms power, control, demand, social support, trust and governance emerged as 
key theoretical concepts to understand and explain how discretion is created – what enabling 
and constraining processes can be identified. The meaning of the relationships when it comes 
to the concept of discretion shows the importance of social interaction in work-related 
contexts, which can also be seen in the theoretical concepts applied; they are relational in 
their characteristics.  

5.1 Role identity 
In the theoretical framework the concept of identity was discussed. As applied in this study, 
the concept of role identity will be used. As will become clear, the concept of role identity is 
linked to the perceived level of discretionary power. As a teacher, one will view one’s 
professional role in a certain way – what it means to be a teacher and what the task(s) actually 
is(are). The term role identity, in this context, deals with the view which the teachers convey 
regarding how they regard what it means to be a teacher, but also what it should involve to be 
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a teacher. Role identity is expressed through themes such as the view of teaching task(s), the 
view of what competence development should be about, and which colleagues are of most 
importance. The teachers’ role identity can influence the perception of what makes up 
enabling and constraining processes regarding the level of discretion. Depending on one’s 
view of what it is or should be to be a teacher, one will perceive the very same conditions 
differently; differing points of departure open up for different results.

The term role identity deals with the teachers’ own view of their role as teachers. This 
concept is empirical in that it has been developed from emergent findings of actual views of 
what it means and should mean to be a teacher today, and what the related tasks are. There 
are formal policy documents stating what the teaching commission is and should be. Along 
with changes, or estimated changes, in society, these documents change over time. Teachers 
belong to a professional group, and as such they develop a picture of what their role is and 
should be; this picture may change. Nevertheless, it cannot be taken for granted that every 
teacher’s view at all times coincides with the current view presented in the formal policy 
documents. If there is a mismatch, the level of discretion may be influenced either positively 
or negatively. The formal commission has changed; today a stronger emphasis lies on the 
social responsibility for the pupils.

Teachers’ role identity is generally characterised by a strong commitment (Day et al., 2005). 
Linnell (1994) claims that upper secondary teachers have a stronger identity (i.e. role identity) 
with their specific subject(s) than as teachers in the generic sense. This can be compared to 
another distinction: between profession and organisation as such. Persson (2006) argues that 
due to the change in governance, exemplified by the changed responsibility for organising, 
entails a stronger identification with the profession than with the school organisation. In 
today’s school much emphasis is placed, through the policy documents, on interdisciplinarity.
In fact, Persson (2006) claims that teachers are satisfied as teachers but dissatisfied as 
employees (in the school organisation). A conflict can be identified.  

Here two theoretical ideal-type-inspired definitions of role identities will be presented.64

These two ideal types should not be regarded as something the teachers themselves explicitly 
claim to be, but are applied to indicate two different, empirically identified identities. The first 
can be called profession-identity teachers, and the second organisation-identity teachers. It 
should be noted that neither of these identities should be valued as better or superior in any 
way. They are merely ways of describing and understanding, and of explaining why one 
perceives the discretionary power the way one does. These are theoretical terms and not 
empirical terms which the teachers themselves use to describe their role identity. Valuing 
what the profession should be about is left to others. The teachers with a profession-identity 
recognise a shift in the teaching profession and teacher role, a change they do not view as 
beneficial to the pupils or to themselves. Generally speaking, the profession-identity teachers 
see the benefits of focusing on their own subject, together with colleagues in the same subject. 
A role identity more closely linked to the traditional teacher role can be ascribed to 
profession-identity teachers, just because it has a strong connection with the traditional 
teacher role. This can be compared to Svensson and Östnäs (1990) who talk about free 
professionals when discussing different types of resources that professionals use; i.e. by using 
professional or educational resources such as knowledge and skills but not depending on an 
organisation with its material, social and immaterial resources, which are more organisational 
resources, the employees focus on the core of the profession as such. They have a stronger 

64 It should be noted that the term ‘ideal type’ is inspired by Weber, but not used in this strict or orthodox way.  
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belonging to the profession than to the organisation. The profession-identity teachers should 
not be seen as merely conservative teachers who reject all changes; rather they can be 
described as having other ideas of which changes are beneficial, and how these changes 
should come about. The organisation-identity teachers also see changes in the profession and 
in the teacher role. They can be said to embrace the ways in which current changes are 
decided to be implemented as good ways. They have a stronger affiliation with the 
organisation than with the profession. Still, this does not imply that organisation-identity 
teachers favour change no matter what the change, or that they are against preservation of all 
kinds. At the other end of the spectrum, using mainly organisational resources with material, 
social and immaterial aspects, the employee can be described in the terms of Svensson and 
Östnäs (ibid.) as a pure bureaucrat. Having a role identity mainly with the organisation, for 
example in times of change, the employee will more easily adapt to changes. This strong role 
identity with the organisation and its goals can be said to define an organisation-identity 
teacher.

The two types of role identity lie close to a distinction between two ideal types of 
professionalism that Evetts (2006a) identifies, which she sees as discourses. Evetts presents 
two types of professionalism, occupational and organisational; the two are in conflict, and the 
organisational is gaining ground in the NPM era. Organisational professionalism, Evetts 
(2006a:2) states, involves an increase in standardisation of work procedures, managerial 
control, “externalized forms of regulation and accountability measures such as target-setting 
and performance review”. Occupational professionalism on the other hand, “is a discourse 
constructed within professional occupational groups and incorporates collegial authority. It 
involves relations of practitioner trust from both employer and clients. It is based on 
autonomy and discretionary judgment and assessment by practitioners in complex cases” 
(ibid., 2006a:2). Occupational professionalism exists among the professionals in the 
profession and is based on collegial authority; knowledge, discretionary power, and trust 
form the management level, and rest on professional ethics through the professional 
association. Organisational professionalism, on the other hand, occurs in the work 
organisation; executed by the management level, it is based on a rational-legal foundation 
where rules are central, procedures are standardised when possible, evaluations of the activity 
take place, and decisions are made on hierarchical authority. Svensson (2007) supports this 
view, expressing that work-organisation professionalism is gaining terrain at the expense of 
occupational professionalism, which has its realm/base in the professional association. 
Compared to the two ideal types of role identity in this study, it could be claimed that the 
organisation-identity teachers currently experience having room for organisational as well as 
occupational professionalism. Among the profession-identity teachers, on the other hand, a 
lack of room for occupational professionalism can be perceived.  

The relevance in bringing up the concept of professionalism becomes clear when referring to 
Ham and Hill (1993), who claim that professionalism can be seen as legitimising the exercise 
of discretion. Sarason (1982) claims that professionalism is a force not to be ignored. This is 
supported and exemplified by Berg et al. (1999), who claim that the decentralised school 
system of today in Sweden allows extended professionalism. In other words, professionalism 
is a force to reckon with, especially since it can be a means of increasing the level of 
discretion. It should be noted that it is not only the actual professionalism that teachers enjoy 
which may influence the level of discretion that they enjoy; the latter may also include what 
they lay claim to.
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According to Englund (1992), professionalism deals with an individual’s or an occupational 
group’s quality – the competence required to successfully carry out one’s job. Berg (2003:53) 
claims that professionalism is “a question of individual situations of making decisions, 
carrying out the decisions made and following them up, taking both institutional and 
organisational factors into account”65. However, as mentioned in the introductory chapter, 
professionalism can be defined in various ways depending on the stakeholder. The concept of 
professionalism can have various meanings. Menter et al. (1997:56) argue that it can “best be 
understood as a form of occupational control, one that effectively conceals stratification and 
differentiation”. Sachs (2003:6) describes professionalism as a concept or as a political 
project. It is not static; rather it changes due to political, economic and social conditions. Here 
we can see the proximity to the concept of role identity. Sachs (2001:151) claims that “recent 
policies have given rise to a new professionalism among teachers”. She continues: “Where
devolution and decentralization have been at the core of reform agendas, teachers are being 
placed in a long line of authority in terms of their accountability for reaching measurable 
outcomes that stretches through the headmaster, to the district/regional office, to the central 
office” (2001:152).

Sachs comes from an Anglo-Saxon tradition, studying the conditions in Australia. However, 
her claims can easily be transferred to the Swedish context, for example, due to the fact that a 
similar development has taken place here: the decentralisation and marketisation of the 
school, although not as far-reaching in Sweden as in Australia. These changes can be added to 
the list of dilemmas that teachers are facing in their job. Viewing professionalism as a 
changing concept, however, raises the possibility to influence the meaning amongst the 
teachers. Sachs (ibid.) puts forward a distinction between new and old professionalism, where 
the new professionalism can be divided in two forms: managerial and democratic teacher 
professionalism. These have come about due to the current educational policies, she claims. 
The managerial discourse makes two distinct claims: that efficient management can solve any 
problem, and that practices which are appropriate for the conduct of private sector enterprises 
can also be applied to the public sector (Sachs, 2003). Sachs’ managerial professionalism can 
be compared to Evetts’ (2006a) organisational professionalism. The democratic discourse 
deals with key words such as equity and social justice. Here it becomes apparent that 
teachers’ work has changed, which has to do with devolution and decentralisation according 
to Sachs; the meaning of the concept of professionalism has changed, and two new types can 
be identified. This can be seen as part of what shapes the conditions for the teachers’ 
discretion.

Both Sachs and Evetts put forward a view of the dilemma in the concept of professionalism. 
As used by the organisation, it becomes a means for “facilitating and promoting social and 
occupational change” (Evetts, 2003:22). Here we touch upon Grace’s discussion of whose 
purpose professionalism serves, and who is the author of the contents. Grace (1987:195) 
claims that “Ideologies of professionalism can be made to serve the interests of the state for 
control and containment of teachers or they can be effectively deployed by teachers to 
improve their terms and conditions of service and their enjoyment of social status and 
occupational autonomy”. Again, it becomes clear that the concept of professionalism, too, 
can either be beneficial when it comes to the level of discretion, or can be negative, depending 
on who has priority of interpretation to define what it should enclose. It can be used and 
owned by the professionals but also by the management. Evetts (2004:1) claims that “one of 
the motors of occupational change in the modern world is the discourse of professionalism 

65 Author’s translation. 
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used in tandem, though with different implications, by both workers themselves and by their 
organizational managers”. Professionalism can, in other words, be used as a discourse to 
govern professionals in one way or another. In fact, Evetts (2006b) claims that 
professionalism is used as a discourse for occupational change and social control. In this 
study the teachers themselves and their discretion are in focus, but their discretion, once 
again, can be influenced by the conditions that the current ruling discourse, regarding for 
example professionalism, involves.  

The term role identity emerged as central when it comes to the teachers’ perceived level of 
discretion. As described in the theoretical framework, role identity deals with how the 
teachers view their profession, their role, and what the commission is and should be. 
Depending on one’s role identity, one will see the very same conditions and situations 
differently, as enabling or constraining. Role identity, due to its centrality for understanding 
how discretion is perceived and created in the four main relationships the teachers are 
involved in, will be discussed firstly in the result part of the thesis. 

5.2 The key relationships  
When analysing the interviews, it became apparent that teachers’ discretion can 
advantageously be explained by using a theory of social interaction, exemplified via the 
concepts of power, control, demand, social support, trust and governance, as the overriding 
point of departure – through the key relationships. In this study, the key relationships have 
been identified as the relationships the teachers have to the policies, the headmasters, the 
colleagues and the pupils. Why these have been chosen and why others have been left out will 
be brought up later on in this chapter. As part of the theoretical framework, discretion is a 
relational concept, which is created/formulated between at least two different actors. This fact 
supports the application of a social interaction-based analysis. In other words, the reason for 
the main relationships as analysis units can be found in the core of the concept of discretion, 
the relational characteristic. When viewing the social world as the space for the creation and 
development of society and human beings, relationships become central.  

It should be noted that three of the four relationships are asymmetric, but legitimately so. For 
example, the relationship between the teachers and the headmasters is asymmetric in that the 
headmasters are the teachers’ superiors, and thereby have the power to manage and control 
the teachers what to do and what not to do. Discretion can be claimed to arise in the 
relationships between the teachers and the policies, headmasters, colleagues and pupils, but 
also to some extent outside the organisation. This approach and model can be called a 
profession, organisation- and interaction approach to exploring one of the characteristics of 
the teaching profession: the concept of discretion. Using this approach where interaction is 
central can be supported by referring to Giddens (1984) who claims that it is in everyday 
social life that society is created. In addition, the social constructionist tradition where the 
main idea is that reality is created, and does not exist on its own, supports this view. In fact, 
Turner (1988) claims that social interaction is the basic unit from which to analyse 
sociological issues. Giddens (1979:5) argues that “structure is both a medium and an outcome 
of the reproduction of practices. Structure enters simultaneously into the constitution of agent 
and social practices, and ‘exists’ in the generating moments of this constitution”. The 
teachers are seen as active participants in negotiating for discretion, at the same time as there 
are more or less constant conditions which they need to take into consideration. Berger and 
Luckmann (1966) describe a three-way interaction between society as an objective reality, 
society as a human construct, and human beings as a social construct. This view is helpful to 
bear in mind when trying to understand more about the conditions under which teachers work.
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Forsey (2002) discusses agency and structure and how they relate to each other. He claims 
that “agency is structured and that structures are ‘agented’” (Forsey, 2002:53). The teachers 
are seen as active creators in acting within the structures they act; at the same time, through 
their actions they influence the structures. To clarify, street-level bureaucrats work under 
conditions which are ‘given’ (with regards to rules and regulations at the time), at the same 
time as belonging to a profession gives them a possibility to influence these ‘given’ 
conditions and create conditions themselves.  

The teachers have been identified as being involved in four different key relationships: with 
policies, headmasters, colleagues and pupils. With these actors the teachers interact in 
different ways, as will become clear. The relationships are intertwined, but for the sake of 
clarity they will be presented separately. A model for presenting a result is always a way of 
simplifying reality, in order to structure and facilitate an analysis. It should be noted that this 
model is one way of visualising how reality can be viewed/described. As we shall see, the 
relationships are used as overall comprehensive topics, in which enabling and constraining 
aspects will be brought up.

5.2.1 Policies 
Policies consist of national policy documents (such as the national curriculum) as well as 
local policy documents (such as the local school plans), and general policies, not formally 
printed in policy documents – such as local interpretations of the written policy documents. 
With a decentralised school system, the local political governance can possibly have a 
considerable influence over the local school today. To some extent policies are closely 
connected with headmasters/management, due to the fact that the headmasters are responsible 
for implementing and managing what both the local politicians decide and what is decided on 
a national political level. However, it should be noted that governance through documents is 
not unproblematic; written policies have to be read and implemented. In addition, directives 
are often ambiguous and difficult to interpret, and therefore the directives may in some cases 
be disregarded. The relationship to the policies can be described as being impersonal; for 
example the national curriculum, and indeed other policies, are conveyed through documents, 
and thus no communication can take place – it is not a question of ‘give and take’. Even if the 
policies are impersonal in their character, they constitute a key relationship in the same sense 
as does contact with headmasters, colleagues and pupils. Documents can be seen as superiors’ 
codified intention of governance; there is always room for interpretation (see for example 
Imsen, 1999 and Ginsburg et al., 1995). Behind the documents there are actors, and in a way 
it is to these that the teachers relate, through the documents.  

A number of specific political decisions have influenced the school and the teachers during 
the last couple of decades: neo-liberal ideas that have influenced the governance system 
through issues such as management by objectives (MBO), municipalisation, a new 
curriculum, a new marking system, and a new salary system, to name the major ones. Policies 
symbolise the national government’s and the local government’s governance, which reflects 
the basis on which the school and the teachers’ work is legally set. The policies can thereby 
be described as constituting organisational frames.  

In this study the policies will mainly be dealt with through the national curriculum; this is 
what the teachers themselves referred to when the issue of policies came up. Due to the 
characteristics of policy documents in general, this source of governance can in practice open 
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up for discretion. The national curriculum is a goal-oriented document, and indeed it is 
emphasized that “There are various ways of reaching the goals”66 (Lpf -94).

How the teachers’ work should be organised is stated. Collaboration is a key word. “The
pupils’ development and acquisition of knowledge is dependant on the chance to see 
connections. The school should give the pupils the chance to gain an overview and a 
contextual understanding”67 (Lpf -94). To attain this goal the teachers should collaborate with 
their colleagues, it is stated.  In the current local school plan this is interpreted: 
“Interdisciplinary and thematic forms of work in projects should be continuously developed”.
(www.lulea.se)

5.2.2 Headmasters 
The relationship between the teachers and the headmasters is characterised by an asymmetry 
where the headmasters hold the superior position. The headmasters have a multifacetted 
commission; one of the main tasks is to be pedagogical leaders for their subordinates, the 
teachers. The way the school is set up today, the teachers and the headmasters do not meet on 
an everyday basis; the headmasters are in that sense not practically part of the teachers’ 
everyday activities. Weekly or fortnightly meetings are the formal basis for how often the 
teachers meet with the headmasters, even though they may meet more often. Having a present 
headmaster can be positive for the level of discretion, if the headmaster shares the same ideas 
of what and how things should be done as the teachers do. If so, a present headmaster 
becomes a source of social support, which is positive for the level of discretion. If the teachers 
do not share the headmaster’s view, the headmaster is better absent, when it comes to the 
teachers’ level of discretion. Dalin (1994) claims that neither headmasters nor colleagues 
usually know how each individual teacher deals with the pedagogical part of the job, the 
teaching itself. This can be said to be a ‘silent mutual agreement’ in that the teachers do not 
interfere with the headmasters’ administrative tasks and, as pointed out above, vice versa. 
Persson (2006) argues that the relationship between the headmasters and the teachers has 
changed during the last 15 years; today the headmasters are expected to be representatives of 
the employer more than leaning towards being co-workers as before. Svensson (1995) argues 
that the way in which the school has been changed, when it comes to governance and 
organisation issues, makes the headmasters tend to focus more on budget, administration and 
personnel issues than on pedagogical management. This, Svensson claims, would imply a 
strengthened independence regarding pedagogical issues amongst the teachers. On the other 
hand, an extended control in the form of evaluations, for example, can constrain the very 
same independence.    

In the national curriculum it is stated that the headmaster, in the capacity of pedagogical 
leader for the school and head of the teachers and the rest of the staff in the school, has the 
responsibility for making sure that the national curriculum is followed. For example, this 
means that the headmaster makes sure “that collaboration between teachers in various 
courses takes place in order for the pupils to gain contextual knowledge and see the links 
between various subjects” (Lpf -94). A local interpretation in the case municipality is that 
“learning teams should be organised from the pupils and their needs of continuity. 
Interdisciplinary work teams will give the pupils the chance to see the links between subjects 
and between the activity’s different parts”68 (local school plan 2003-7).

66 Author’s translation.  
67 Author’s translation.   
68 Author’s translation.  

http://www.lulea.se
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5.2.3 Colleagues 
The relationship between the teachers is the only of the four key relationships that is 
symmetric. The teachers and the colleagues are on the same level in the organisation. 
Different types of relationships between the teachers and their colleagues can be identified; 
the relationship may be strictly professional and/or of a personal character. To build a strong 
professional relationship, a certain level of trust between the colleagues is needed, and hence 
the more personal aspect of a colleague-colleague relationship is also in fact needed. In a 
well-functioning collegial relationship, the level of discretion increases because of the 
empowering aspects of social support and trust. If the relationships between colleagues are 
enforced, there is a risk of missing out on the empowering social support and trust, which 
affects the level of discretion negatively. Today the school is organised differently from 
before, tighter work teams are set up, and hence a closer collaboration is anticipated. Not only 
can the collaboration be characterised as closer, but in addition the work teams have a 
different basis than before – interdisciplinary. The decision to introduce the interdisciplinary 
work teams has been decided on a local political level, in the local school plan.

5.2.4 Pupils 
The teachers’ relationship to the pupils is asymmetric. This is the only one of the four key 
relationships where the teachers hold a superior position. However, it should be noted that the 
teachers cannot opt out of any of their pupils; so even though superior in one sense, they 
cannot decide whom they are to teach. The teachers have the same pupils for three years at the 
most. In addition, this relationship is characterised by being intense, in that the teachers meet 
their pupils on an everyday basis. This relationship develops on an everyday basis. It deals not 
only with pedagogical issues and making the pupils learn, but also with fostering of “good”
citizens and the social dimension, taking the pupils’ social situation into consideration 
(Lärarförbundet, 2004). When getting through to the pupils, the teachers feel empowered, and 
this can be described in terms of social support. The response from the pupils is a form of 
social interaction, where trust and social support emerge.  

In the national curriculum it is stated that the teachers should let the pupils take part in and 
hold responsibility over their own learning. The pupils should have a real influence. “The 
teachers should plan the teaching with their pupils... evaluate the teaching together with the 
pupils”69 (Lpf -94).

5.2.5 Other relationships 
Other relationships can also be identified, for example with parents, the local community and 
media. One delimitation is to take only relationships within the organisation into account, 
mainly because it is assumed that the relationships closest to the teachers have the greatest 
impact. Another relationship which could be used is that with parents, who indeed have a say 
in their children’s schooling. However, for a couple of reasons they have not been included. 
First, during the three years at upper secondary school, the pupils are usually between 16-19 
years old. At 18 the pupils come of age, and hence they are not, in a juridical sense, dependent 
on their parents. This also means that the teachers do not have the right to contact the parents 
without the pupils’ consent. On the same theme, during the three years at upper secondary 
school the pupils are going through a key transition from youngsters into adulthood, and often 
emphasize their independence; thus they want to stand on their own feet without too much 
involvement from their parents. On the other hand, there is research showing that teenagers 
and their parents have a close relationship and that it is usual for the teenagers to look up to 

69 Author’s translation.  
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their parents (Östgård-Ybrandt, 2004). This means that parents would be concerned with their 
children’s schooling to a considerable extent. This involvement in the pupils’ schooling may 
certainly be a factor that could influence the teachers’ discretion. The second and main reason 
for not having categorised parents as a key relationship is that the teachers do not talk about 
the parents much. When they do so, it is often by referring to them as not part of the school 
context. Therefore, the parents have not been defined as constituting a key relationship. 
However, the Swedish school system is currently moving towards a larger extent of school 
choice (the pupils are to choose between a government school and an independent or even 
private school). This might imply a larger impact of parents in terms of assisting their children 
in choosing a school, and thus the parents as actors may come to play a more prominent role.  

Yet another number of relationships even within the school organisation can be identified, 
such as the school health-care staff with the school nurse and psychologists, for example. The 
reason for not taking these relationships into consideration is that, regarding the level of 
discretion, the four above-mentioned are the ones by far most frequently brought up and also 
discussed most in depth. This does not mean that other relationships were not mentioned at 
all, but that they were more mentioned than actually discussed.   

5.3 Discretion defined 
To gain a further understanding of how and where discretion is created, and of what the 
enabling and constraining processes can be, the theoretical concepts or ingredients which 
constitute the core of discretion will be presented here.

The theoretical concepts – power, control, demand, social support, trust and governance – can 
be seen as crucial ingredients in the creation of discretion, and thus determine the level of 
discretion. Depending on the combination of these ingredients, the level of discretion 
becomes higher or lower. However, it should be noted that depending on the teachers’ role 
identity the very same situation may be perceived differently, and thus the above concepts can 
imply constraining rather than enabling processes.

How the teachers identify their teacher role influences what they will identify as power, 
control, demand, social support, trust and governance, or whether these concepts are 
perceived as enabling or constraining. Both theoretically and empirically, it can be verified 
that it is possible to distinguish between a more traditional teacher role identity and a changed 
teacher role identity. The more traditional role identity involves a focus on one’s own subject, 
and on teaching the pupils in this subject; close collaboration is something which arises on 
one’s own initiative, not on formally set grounds. The changed teacher role identity involves a 
positive view of collaboration between subjects and new ways of organising the work. It has 
been said that the teaching role has changed during the last decade or two, and support for this 
can be found in the national curriculum, for example. However, this does not necessarily 
mean that the teachers have implemented or internalised this change. These two types of role 
identities are central to the analysis of the level and creation of discretion.

The basic ingredients in the creation of discretion – power, control, demand, social support, 
trust and governance – must not only be of a certain level to be identified as enabling 
processes when it comes to the creation of discretion. In addition, this is dependent on the role 
identity that the employee has with the organisation’s ideas. Depending on what the teachers 
identify as being their commission and their role, a large portion of support and demand can 
constrain the creation of discretion. This is true if they identify with the more traditional view 
on the teaching profession, where the focus is on the subject and the time spent with the 
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pupils teaching in their specific subject. On the other hand, strong identification in the 
traditional role can create a high level of discretion, in that the strong identification makes the 
teachers believe that their view is the right way of doing things. Hence, with a large portion of 
trust and a strong identification, the teachers may acquire a high level of discretion.    

It should be noted that all of the theoretical concepts presented are closely interrelated and the 
distinction between them is made for analytical clarity, but it should not be taken to mean that 
we are dealing with totally different and unrelated concepts. All the concepts, or ingredients, 
can be described as constituting the core of what creates or constrains discretion; they can be 
viewed as pieces of a puzzle that needs to be taken entirely into consideration for figuring out 
how discretion is created. The above theoretical comments have been made in order to be able 
to abstract what the teachers’ statements mean. A thorough discussion of their relevance for 
studying the level and creation of discretion was presented in the theoretical framework; here 
a short summary will be given.  

Power, in general, refers to the capacity to influence other people. Through influencing 
others, it is possible to influence one’s own situation and hence one’s discretion. Having 
power, such as it has been described above, one also gains control.

Control is central when it comes to the creation of discretion; control here refers to the 
teachers’ own control chiefly in and not so much over their work, since control over the work 
lies on a level which deals more with autonomy over the profession as such. Control deals 
with the teachers’ possibilities to control and decide what should be done and how it should 
be done. However, it should be noted that the focus is on how things should be done; when 
talking about control over the work, the term ‘autonomy’ over the profession is more 
appropriate. A high portion of control makes the level of discretion high.  

Demand refers primarily to the demands which the teachers have from others – external 
demand, in this case mostly from the policies, headmasters, colleagues and pupils. But it is 
still important to acknowledge that the teachers have their own demands on themselves. 
Depending on whether the external demands correspond to the teachers’ idea of how and what 
should be done, the demands may make the level of discretion either higher or lower.

Support can be divided into various dimensions: informative, instrumental or emotional. 
Informative support refers, for example, to information about a timetable change; 
instrumental support to being given work material, which can also be described as 
professional support; emotional support to receiving encouragement, which is a kind of 
informal humane support. Informative and instrumental support creates emotional support. 
Support is expressed more explicitly than trust. A high portion of support can be beneficial for 
the level of discretion, if it corresponds to what the teachers like to be supported in. If the 
support is about something else, the teachers may rather perceive the support as control, and 
then it will be regarded as lowering the level of discretion.

Trust can be described in terms of confidence, and deals with the teachers’ feeling of being 
trusted – that their professional competence is given credit through trust. Trust can be referred 
to as an implicit or unspoken concept. A high proportion of trust means that much of, for 
example, the decision-making is left up to the teachers, using their competence in the capacity 
of professionals. However, whether the level of discretion in general is high also depends on 
the proportions of the other ingredients.



Upper secondary teachers’ creation of discretionary power – the tension between profession and organisation 

95

Governance is a possible source of constraint in the level of discretion. Control and 
governance are closely related; governance can be seen as the other side of the coin. If control 
is about the individual’s control in her job, governance is about how the superior level uses its 
power to control the employees.  

To conclude, discretion can be described through the concepts of rules and resources. As 
presented in the theoretical framework, resources according to Giddens (1984) are allocative 
or authoritative. Allocative resources refer to the capacity to influence material aspects of 
one’s situation. Authoritative resources refer to the capacity to influence other people – 
controlling and govern others. In this study the material resources can be exemplified by time, 
office/work space, tools needed for carrying out the job such as computers, and salary and 
bonuses (Svensson & Östnäs, 1990). The authoritative resources can be exemplified by social 
networks, in which the power in relationships is taken into account, rules and regulations, 
knowledge, skills and experience. Rules, formalised or non-formalised, written or unwritten, 
can be seen as the manuscript for acting, and the resources as the tools for applying the 
manuscript. This means that the resources can be seen as guides to how discretion is created; 
the rules can help us read the manuscript. 

Why the rules and the resources become enabling or constraining processes can be understood 
via the theoretical concepts, or ingredients of power, control, demand, social support, trust 
and governance. In other words, the theoretical concepts are applied because they help to 
abstract the results, and thereby help to explore how the creation of discretion can be 
understood. Resources, allocative and authoritative, are discretion-expressed. Thus, the result 
chapters will be structured on the basis of various sources or examples of resources, and each 
chapter will be concluded by applying the theoretical concepts of trust, support, control and 
demand in relation to the role identity. The focus in the following result chapters is on the 
teachers in their professional role in relation to the four key relationships they are engaged in: 
having the power and control (possibility) to exercise one’s own professional judgement in 
carrying out and making decisions in the daily work.

The relationship which can be said to influence the others to the largest extent at least 
formally, i.e. with the policies, will be the first relationship to be explored, followed by those 
with headmasters, colleagues and pupils. In fact, it can be claimed that policies, as well as the 
headmasters (in their position of executors of the policies), can be described as the superior 
formal frames which the teachers must relate to, or rather follow. As will become clear, this is 
not necessarily the chronological order of most versus least influential. It could be argued that 
starting the other way around, with the teachers’ relationship to the pupils first, would be 
more suitable since the teachers are physically closer to the pupils; the pupils are their 
“clients”. However, as we shall see, this order will facilitate understanding the complex 
dynamics in which the teachers work.  

The figure below visualises the relationship between the empirical data and theory.  
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Figure 5. The relationship between empirical data and theory. 

5.4 Summary 
In this chapter the emphasis has been on clarifying the definition and distinctions of the study 
of the creation of the concept of discretion. Central concepts are theory of action, social 
interaction, role identity and relationships, as well as the concepts of power, control, demand, 
social support, trust and governance.

In chapter 3 the concept of identity was brought up. In this chapter the concept of identity has 
been brought up again focusing on how the concept of identity can help explain how 
discretionary power is created and perceived. The term role identity has been introduced, 
which is further divided into two ideal types: profession-identity teachers and organisation-
identity teachers. They help explain how discretionary power is perceived by the teachers. 
The ideal types are closely linked to the issue of professionalism, which is subsequently 
discussed. Thereafter, four key relationships in which the teachers are involved are presented. 
How reality is created in the relationships is discussed. In addition, a number of relationships 
that possibly could be of importance are presented, along with a motivation as to why they 
have been left out. Finally, the social-psychological concepts (power, control, demand, social 
support, trust and governance) are brought up and linked to the concept of role identity.

Before turning to the empirical data, the context in which this study is situated will be 
described.
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Part 2 – Empirical findings 
When this study began, the LUSSC project was a project in process, perhaps most obviously 
noticeable by its physical appearance; the (partly) new Campus was under construction and 
there were workers in cranes and scaffolding. My first real meeting with the project as a 
researcher, and also the start of this entire study, took place in 2002 when I along with my 
supervisors on a cold day in the beginning of March had a meeting with the head of the upper 
secondary school and her headmasters. I felt a bit nervous coming into the school as a young 
woman, not even a teacher myself. We soon found the meeting room, on the fourth level. 
Although the room was cramped enough even without my supervisors and me, everyone tried 
as best they could to make space. After having introduced myself and answered a few 
questions about my background – no, I am not a teacher but a sociologist and I am interested 
in studying the LUSSC project – there was a common discussion about what I would be doing 
in the school. Practical matters, such as how I could get in contact with the teachers, were 
discussed. I was surprised at how positive they all seemed for me to carry out research in their 
school. Their enthusiasm and unproblematic view of the LUSSC project as a creative and well 
needed investment stood in rather stark contrast with the picture conveyed in media70 and 
what many citizens had told me.    

I soon carried out my first interviews for the pilot study to learn more about the project itself 
and how it had come about. I spoke to both project managers at various levels as well as a 
number of teachers. Different views were presented to me from different positions in the 
school organisation. At first the teachers seemed somewhat standoffish and uncertain, as if I 
were there to evaluate them. As I carried out interviews for the pilot study, I became more and 
more interested in the teachers and their working conditions – in their discretionary power in 
times of change, rather than the change project itself.   

The main empirical source for this study was gained through interviews with teachers in 2004 
and 2006. During the pilot study, I found that the teachers seemed to have an idea that I 
wanted to evaluate their pedagogical work. For the main empirical data collection phase, I 
made sure I conveyed what my interest was – the teachers’ working conditions. I now found 
the teachers much more open and willing to participate.  

I attended upper secondary in Luleå myself. My research project led to my return to the very 
same upper secondary school I attended more than ten years ago. This time I enter the school 
as a researcher, an outsider. I can see that changes have been made. The concrete physical 
changes are obvious. The school appears to be modern and new. The pupils’ lockers are clean 
and tidy. Pupils are walking up and down corridors, some with books in their hands, and some 
seem to wander aimlessly. I walk to the office where I am supposed to meet Irene, my first 
teacher to interview, and knock on the door. Someone opens and I introduce myself. Irene is 
not there, but I am offered a seat: “She will probably be here any minute now; she would have 
finished class some ten minutes ago”. I am sitting in an open-plan office. There seems to be 
about eight desks in the room. Only three teachers are there. One is on the phone and the two 
other ones are engaged in a conversation; it seems to be about how to plan a course. Even 
though I only wait for a few minutes, a number of pupils walk into the office, asking for this 
and that.

70 In the local newspapers the picture conveyed had been rather problematizing. On several occasions, the 
newspapers critiqued the budget and the project from an economic point of view.  
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So Irene walks into the office. She smiles and says hello at the same time as she walks to one 
of the desks, setting a file and a couple of books in a pile on the desk. She also says hello to 
her colleagues, reads a note that sits on her desk. Then she looks up and say “Okay then, shall 
we…I think we should try and find somewhere more quiet”. We try the small room behind the 
office. It is busy. Irene suggests we go to a classroom as to not be disturbed. As I start setting 
up the tape recorder and paper and pens, Irene takes a look around in the classroom and starts 
arranging chairs and desks: “That’s the way it is, I always try and make sure the classroom is 
neat and orderly”. I close the door, a door with a window, to the classroom behind us. As I sit 
down I introduce myself again and describe what the aim of the interview is. We are about to 
start the interview. Irene begins to reply but suddenly she seems to loose her train of thoughts. 
Someone is standing outside the classroom trying to catch her attention. I think to myself that 
the situation reminds me of a juggling act.

These observations, or rather impressions, were made during one of the first interviews. Now 
it is time that we opened the door to the empirical data.   
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6 Policies 
This chapter will deal with the teachers' relationship to policies. By policies I principally 
mean the curriculum, which is the national governing document the teachers have to follow. 
In conjunction with the teachers talking about how they relate to the curriculum, in certain 
instances they also bring up the local school plan. First comes a short introduction in which 
the curriculum and other policies to be dealt with during the course of the chapter will be 
discussed and defined. In this chapter, we will discuss the national curriculum and how the 
teachers see it and relate to it and other policies. Finally, a summary will be presented in 
which the theoretical concepts discussed in the theoretical framework will be used to 
emphasize the results. 

None of the teachers think that the curriculum prevents them or controls them in a negative 
sense. What emerges in this chapter is the fact that the content of the curriculum is obvious 
and that opinions diverge regarding the clarity of the content and whether or not it is 
perceived as being problematic. What also emerges is that it varies if one sees the curriculum 
as a relevant and important document, a necessary document that you actively relate to and 
interact with. Those who see the curriculum as being relevant thinks it is important that the 
curriculum exists and that the content is good, but opinions diverge as to whether or not it is 
clear enough. Those teachers who express that they only feel a vague connection with the 
curriculum and do not point out that they want to have a close relationship with the 
curriculum say they already have what they need to carry out their work in accordance with 
the curriculum.  

6.1 Brief characteristics of the relationship 
As previously described, the concept of policies includes written documents, such as the 
national curriculum (Lpf -94), with the specific syllabuses and local school plans. In this 
context, policies primarily deal with the formal governing document – the national 
curriculum. The curriculum's importance in this context can mainly be justified by two 
circumstances. Firstly, the national curriculum is the biggest and most important written 
document giving teachers information on how Swedish schools are to function and what their 
remit is. Secondly, the national curriculum is the governing document that the teachers 
themselves largely focus on. The curriculum is thus crucial. There are various ways of 
describing the curriculum. The emphasis here is on the teachers' way of describing how they 
relate to the document. The curriculum is thus a physical document. It comprises three parts: 
values and assignments, targets and general guidelines (e.g., knowledge, norms, values, 
pupils' responsibility and influence, work on educational choices and social life and 
assessment, and the head's responsibility), and programme targets, syllabuses, and timetables 
that describes how schools function. The document shows the targets to be met by the 
teachers as well as showing that the headmaster is responsible for ensuring that the curriculum 
is adhered to. The curriculum shows what targets are to be attained, but how each teacher is to 
do so is not described in detail. It is no mere chance that the curriculum is designed this way; 
the idea is for teachers as professionals to be able to use their professional expertise in 
accordance with their own judgement. In addition to the national curriculum, there is also a 
local school plan. The local school plan is based on the national curriculum, and applied on 
the local conditions.   

An important characteristic of the relationship between teachers and policies is that formally 
teachers have to adhere to the policies. The teachers thus have to follow the steering 
documents and strive to attain their targets. This asymmetry is legitimate. A further 
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characteristic of policies as a whole and of the steering documents is that they are physical 
documents. Thus the relationship between the teachers and the curriculum is impersonal. 
Bearing in mind that this is a relationship of impersonal nature, discretion can arise. A 
document in itself will not result in actions being taken; however, follow-up takes place and 
to some extent intermediate checks in the form, for example, of national testing of the pupils 
in various subjects. These checks are carried out by the National Agency for Education. A 
policy document does not necessarily reflect reality, however. In other words, a relationship 
to a written document can be said to be impersonal by nature, which is often described as 
being problematic as far as control is concerned.

6.2 “These are obvious things” – how one relates to the curriculum 
content
When the teachers talk about the curriculum, a striking agreement emerges on one level. None 
of the teachers point out that the content is in any way tricky. Its content is described as being 
obvious. Nelly is one of the teachers who expresses this.  

These are obvious things.

Saying that the curriculum's content is “common sense” is another way of expressing the 
same thing. This perception is common to the teachers interviewed. What is obvious in the 
curriculum may be linked to the questions of value. The issue is in part the democratic 
upbringing on which the curriculum is based. This can be considered common sense because 
the values expressed in the curriculum are basic values of Swedish society. The fact that the 
content of the curriculum is described as obvious can also be seen as an expression of a 
rhetoric on the part of the teachers. As on a formal level, the curriculum is one of the most 
important controlling aids: it is reasonable to assume that teachers wish to present a picture of 
them sharing the ideas the curriculum contains. As the issue is examined more closely, 
different approaches to the curriculum can be identified.

6.3 “It's sensible that it must exist” – the curriculum as a relevant, 
essential relation 
The interviews reveal that a group of teachers consider the curriculum and the relevant 
syllabuses as essential documents that one must relate to in order to get something out of 
them. Inez is one of the people who describe the curriculum as being relevant. She 
emphasizes that the very existence of the curriculum is relevant as it prevents activities 
shooting off in too many different directions.  

And I think it is sensible for there to be [a curriculum] – I mean, 
otherwise things might splinter off in such a way that everyone does 
exactly what they want.

The relationship, or rather the curriculum as playing an important role, can thus be said to be 
seen as being essential and relevant. This is developed by Inez's colleague Mildred, who finds 
the curriculum good. She points at two conditions she needs in order to be able to carry out 
her work satisfactorily, namely the curriculum and knowing the financial prerequisites.  

I think it's good – it's probably the most concrete one since I started. 
And you don't need anything else. [...] The only thing needed from the 
municipality is for them to make it clear to us how they intend to 
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finance us for what the government requires. It is the municipality's 
duty – they do not need to write anything extra. On the basis of the 
money we get we can work with them in school.

Irene describes how she sees and relates to the curriculum. She thinks that since the 
curriculum exists, it is important to relate to it and take it into account in her work. Irene gives 
examples of how the relationship with the curriculum is about interpretations. She thinks that 
one has to take oneself as an individual as a point of departure, and on the basis of that 
interpret the curriculum and how one can best carry out the duties of a teacher and 
simultaneously follow the curriculum. In this context, a picture emerges of the curriculum 
being relevant and important and of there simultaneously being room for shaping the content 
yourself, or at least to a certain extent being able to choose how to interpret the document. 
One has to base things on oneself as a person and make one’s own assessments. Irene argues 
about how she and a subject colleague focus on different things in their teaching, and that this 
approach is part of the job of being a teacher.  

I think people who work as teachers always base things on themselves, 
and even if I and another language teacher doubtless have certain 
things in common that we do with the groups, as it is clear that that is 
stated really clearly in the curriculum… it's after all hard, I think, to 
completely ignore it. But the other things in the curriculum are often 
things that can be interpreted, and I think I interpret them my way and 
she interprets them her way. And we base things on our areas of 
interest; what makes our hearts beat fastest is what we want to teach 
the pupils. I'm thinking specifically about a colleague of mine whom 
we met recently; I know that she and I usually joke about being pretty 
different, that I'm more the one who … […]. I think it's because we're 
different people and have different areas of interest, and we do have 
the freedom to act. […]. It's understood that it has to be like this, 
because otherwise everything can easily become bare and heavy and 
turn into mere formalities.  

Irene thinks that space is created in the curriculum and the syllabuses for making one’s own 
decisions. This situation can be described as a give and take in the relationship between the 
documents and Irene as a teacher. The documents state explicitly that certain things have to be 
done. But Irene reads the documents and can then determine herself how she wants to 
interpret certain things. The relationship between Irene as a teacher and the national 
curriculum as the steering documents has recently in a way assumed a more crucial role, or 
rather greater actual relevance, according to Irene. This has occurred as control through the 
documents has increased. Irene links this relevance and the emphasis she experiences to the 
fact that the National Agency for Education now presses more for adherence to the 
documents. This is primarily because there is now more concrete information in the 
curriculum together with the accompanying syllabuses. The curriculum has thus come to be 
deemed more relevant and closer to reality – something you can actually use in daily 
activities. This speaks for the relationship to the curriculum recently having become tighter. 
At the same time, Irene expresses that to a certain extent this is more about an emphasis on a 
formal official plan and a management-level plan. But in that the curriculum has changed 
character, Irene thinks that if she wants to she can get more out of the curriculum and the 
syllabuses now than used to be the case – in the form of support. Irene thus actively relates to 
the curriculum and the relevant syllabuses, and she sees their relevance, reads them, and 
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brings the content into her daily activities, and sees that she gets support in the documents 
when she needs it. 

Seen from the top, so to speak, a head would definitely assert that 
these steering documents are really important, but for me down on the 
shop floor they are by no means any more important than before … 
they're better written, so … if I'm seeking help from them I get more 
than I got from the old ones 20 years ago.

Of the teachers who see the curriculum as a necessary, relevant, and important document, 
experiences diverge as to whether or not it is clear enough. We will be looking at the 
comments of those teachers who see the curriculum as a sufficiently clear governing 
document.

6.3.1 “It's a support anyway” – the curriculum as a clear enough 
document 
The curriculum is a target-based document, thus targets but no precise approaches are set. 
Those teachers who see the curriculum as a clear enough document simultaneously state that 
it is still to some extent vague. But this group of teachers sees no problem in this – they rather 
see it as a resource since the vagueness allows for discretion. "Well, it does of course create 
discretion", says Sven. There are various reasons why people see the curriculum as being 
clear enough despite its lack of clarity. Inez thinks that the curriculum constitutes support for 
work despite, or maybe rather because of, its vagueness.  

Yes, it's after all there as something to lean on, if you develop doubts 
about what you're doing – because that does happen. Am I doing the 
right thing now? Can I do this? And then you can always go to the 
steering documents and see that you have probably done the right 
thing, because you can after all interpret it fairly freely.

When Inez gets uncertain, she consults the curriculum for guidance. The curriculum thus 
becomes a support by virtue of its vagueness – it provides a fair degree of discretion for the 
individual teacher to do things in a number of different ways and yet find verification that this 
way works and is in accordance with the curriculum. "I see it more as a support," says Inez.
The support can thus be said to lie in the degree of self-determination and discretion to be 
found in the curriculum.  

Tea thinks that the curriculum's admittedly "somewhat loose" content is good not just from 
her own perspective, but in that it allows you to follow the curriculum per se. Pupils must 
now get involved in their own schooling in a different way than previously; they must now be 
active not just in terms of their own teaching in practice but also in the planning of future 
teaching.  

So you do that [work on the curriculum] when you start with courses – 
you show really clearly what the targets are and that this, that and the 
other must be included, and then you ask the pupils what their 
personal interests are. And that's what constitutes the major planning 
– what you will be working more on and what you will be working less 
on in the courses.
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It can thus be said that part of the idea of a "somewhat loose" curriculum is precisely that it 
creates discretion for pupils' active participation in planning of activities while also giving 
Tea herself discretion. Although she sees that the curriculum governs activities, there is still 
discretion because of the content of the curriculum. Tea points out how she views discretion 
regarding varying your approach and what she emphasizes more or less. Tea thinks that 
having this discretion is very positive and emphasizes that she would not want the curriculum 
to be any more precise than it currently is despite its lack of clarity in some respects.  

You can vary things and do things in different ways, yet still achieve 
the target. It's clear that they [the steering documents] do determine 
what you do, but you can after all do more or less of various things. 
[…]. So I don't want them to be that precise. I don't think that many 
teachers want that, actually. 

Tea describes how she is satisfied with the discretion the steering documents still allow. Both 
Inez and Irene also say that they do not feel negatively controlled by the steering documents – 
the curriculum and the syllabuses. Irene expresses this explicitly.  

 But I don't think they control me more than I want. I thus have a lot of 
discretion.

This is a recurrent tendency in the interviews: not seeing yourself as being negatively 
controlled, or too controlled, by the curriculum. This can in part be interpreted as teachers 
having the opportunity to completely dismiss the curriculum and its content, and in part as 
their seeing the curriculum as something to actively relate to and their letting it influence and 
in part govern their work. But you can also see this result in the light of teachers' rhetoric – 
rhetoric regarding how one as a teacher should relate to circumstances in one’s profession. It 
can also be seen as rhetoric whereby you define the relationship to the curriculum. The 
interviews do not provide any material to indicate that they completely ignore the curriculum. 
But these teachers at the same time say how they to some extent shape their teaching in 
accordance with their own interests and choose areas in which they have the best skills and 
expertise, so as to best convey the subject in question. To some extent, we see how they work 
with the pupils and allow the pupils to be involved in planning the activities, exactly as the 
curriculum specifies.  

Sven admittedly thinks that the curriculum is in part unclear, but at the same time says that the 
steering documents – the national curriculum and the local school plan – are being followed. 
He himself problematises their clarity or rather the lack of clarity. The question of control of 
professionals' work is made topical by Sven. While the documents are there to control 
activities, there is a difficulty inherent in making them too precise and detailed.   

But I don't know how clear they can be – you're thinking criteria for 
grades and things like that? Well, it of course creates discretion.

As the activities the teachers are involved in are characterised precisely by professional work, 
it is hard to have steering documents that are too detailed, according to Sven. Thus even if 
they are described as being unclear, they are seen to be clear enough for Sven, Tea, and Inez. 
A further expression of their being teachers who in part see the curriculum as a necessary and 
relevant document that they actively relate to is provided by Mildred. She describes how she 
and her colleagues use – and do not use – the curriculum. 
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It varies a bit – it just depends. Right now we haven't, this academic 
year, now that we've moved in here [into new premises] a lot of time 
has been spent just getting going. But I don't think any other 
curriculum has entailed so much work as this latest one. Before it 
came out work was done on what this really means and then … I think 
I've based my work on the curriculum, in order to concretise and 
understand it, what it means and what you should do, and above all 
it's been about this business of grades. 

Using a new curriculum when it comes is described as a necessity. This is so as to specify in 
concrete terms what the content means in your own professional work. But in the group of 
teachers who see the curriculum as relevant, it is stated that saturation obtains in the work 
using it. Sven says he thinks he and his colleagues are supposed to work with the steering 
documents too much – so much so that he sometimes gets fed up with it. It does not seem to 
be contributing anything new. He says that devoting competence-development days to the 
steering documents is certainly a way of running them cheaply. This is something he thinks 
has been accentuated in recent years. He sees a link with savings in the field of municipal 
activities – a tightening-up that is expressed in working on just the steering documents on 
skills-development days.  

One gets sick of them … Yes, we do [work with the steering 
documents]. There are quite a few skills-development days using these 
documents, as it doesn't cost anything. And sometimes you just get sick 
of it, as you've done it so many times.

Skills-development days take place at the initiative of the headmasters because it is the 
headmasters initiates the work on the curriculum. In this context, Sven and his colleagues 
have to comply with the headmaster's initiative that the curriculum should be actively 
consulted. On the one hand, one could say that Sven ignores the curriculum. On the other 
hand one can say that he already knows and can do what he needs in order to carry out his 
work. He has internalised the things he needs during his time as a teacher.  

We see that the curriculum is admittedly deemed to be partially unclear, but that it is at the 
same time clear enough. It provides discretion for professional action: e.g., what you as a 
teacher think you are best at and actively involving the pupils not just in the teaching but also 
in teaching plans. Despite the fact that it can be interpreted, or maybe precisely because it can 
be interpreted, it provides support for these teachers without going overboard and becoming 
too controlling.

6.3.2 “Not such good guidance” – the curriculum as a document that is 
not clear enough 
There are some teachers who emphasize that the curriculum is not clear enough. You can then 
ask: In what respect do they find it not clear enough? In that it is a governing document you 
could imagine that its guidance is unclear. But what these teachers are referring to is rather the 
fact that it is not clear enough for it to actually provide any practical support in daily 
activities. Nelly emphasizes the content's lack of clarity. 

It's kept very general. A lot of it is woolly and unclear. 
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The picture of the curriculum being unclear is thus described in terms of it being unclear, 
general, and vague. Before 1994, the curriculum was governed by rules, while the current 
curriculum, which came into force in 1994, is governed by targets. The fact that the 
curriculum is associated with woolliness is to be seen in the light of the structure of this 
curriculum. It points to the targets that are to be attained but has thus not expressed precise 
rules as to how this is to be done. Nelly, Alma, and Doris see a problem in the curriculum 
being perceived as something woolly and vague. Alma expresses some ambivalence: while 
she thinks it is good, she at the same time also thinks it is not clear enough in some respects.   

Yes, I think it's quite good, though on occasion I would wish it to be a 
bit more specific – it can sometimes be a little vague.

Nelly wonders about the problems regarding the curriculum's lack of clarity and says this 
means it does not provide guidance in the way you might wish for. Doris, who does not think 
the curriculum is clear enough either, gives an example of how problems with its vagueness 
can arise. 

No, I don't think so [i.e., that it is clear enough]. Influence etc. are 
clear, you know pupils have to have that, but grade criteria and such 
things are very unclear. Who is to have the highest mark? Very vague. 
Sometimes it would have been good if it had been a bit more concrete. 

In this vagueness, we can see how these teachers say they are left without support and 
guidance in their activities, but there are ways of handling a lack of clarity. One example of 
this that several of these teachers present is discussing things with a subject colleague. Alma 
points this out.

I then go and ask another Swedish or English teacher. 

You can well imagine that these teachers do not think they are working on the curriculum 
enough to be able to use it as a support. But the teachers state that they are working on the 
curriculum. This often takes place, as we have seen before, on skills-development days. But 
even though Doris here emphasizes that they are working on the curriculum, what she says is 
pretty vague. “Looking at” the documents can be interpreted as something fairly general 
and/or superficial.

Yes, we also look at them at regular intervals so we know we're on the 
right track. We do that.

Doris gives an example and says that they try to ensure that pupil influence is included in 
daily activities, but that there is not enough work using the documents for them to be able to 
act as a concrete support. And there is a need to definitely and concretely bring the content 
down to a concrete level that can actually provide something for daily activities. Linda, who 
says she is fairly well read-up on the curriculum, thinks you need to go into it in greater depth 
in order for it to be used concretely in activities.  

I think what it contains is very good – very, very good. I just think it's a 
pity that … I think you would need to do more work in connection with 
it. I think what's in it is very good, but there's a need for discussion of 
it on our level. Of course a lot of what's in it is somewhat removed 



___________________________________________________________________________

106

from reality. But it's important that it exists, and a lot of it is good. 
And of course it's important to discuss things and take them apart. I 
think it would be a great help to us if we dissected these criteria and 
were able to give the pupils more concrete examples, as it's hard for 
them to understand it – and for us to understand it.

She sees a problem in that the content is not dissected and brought down to a concrete level, 
because in its present state it does not provide that much clarity and thus neither does it 
provide the guidance and support it ought to contribute – neither for us nor for the pupils. One 
might thus ask why more work is not being done on the curriculum and on really making the 
content concrete in relation to actual school practice. Another interesting point in the context 
is that these teachers have a perception fairly different to that of Sven, who as we saw earlier 
said that he was fed up and that too much work is being done on the documents. This might 
be a management-level issue, as it is the head's responsibility to ensure the curriculum is 
adhered to, but what these teachers themselves emphasize is that there is a time consideration. 
It is hard to fit everything in, and in teaching work – as in street-level bureaucratic work in 
general – there are many tasks that are more immediate and attract your attention. In this 
instance, this work involves the pupils, lesson preparation, and follow-up. Linda thinks it is 
hard to find time for this type of work, thus they are not working on the steering documents at 
the moment.  

But it's very hard to find time for it. I think we have far, far too little 
time for discussions in subject and programme teams. So you have to 
cut back on lesson time in order to make time. You just can't reduce 
my work – it always remains. Always, always. You always have to do 
the requisite work before and after lessons. So it's the lessons that 
must be cut back on. 

Time can be seen in terms of support, or in this instance rather a lack of support. As Linda 
does not think there is time for this, she is not getting the support from the curriculum that she 
could otherwise be able to get. It should finally be noted that not everything is unclear. Nelly 
says a lot of things are obvious – so obvious that you just do not need to read about them. 
This concerns the value issues. It is rather regarding other issues (e.g., grade criteria) that 
support is lacking and is needed. As a professional teacher, you are supposed to know these 
obvious things. 

This matter of a democratic upbringing, for example – it has always 
been like that, and it doesn't really seem to be anything new. They're 
such obvious things. You shouldn't need to read about them.

Having listened to those teachers who see the curriculum as a relevant and important 
document – some of them seeing it as clear enough and others disagreeing – we will now look 
more closely at a group that does not appear to adhere to the curriculum in a way that 
indicates that they find it relevant or important.

6.4 “One doesn't care so much” – the curriculum as irrelevant or 
unimportant
There are teachers whose attitude to the curriculum can best be described as a 
non-relationship. It almost appears that they do not see the curriculum as being necessary for 
work as a teacher. Like other teachers, these ones see the curriculum as something very 
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general, which means you can read an awful lot into the document. Tommy, who has many 
years as a teacher under his belt, thinks he has basically developed his own curriculum on the 
basis of his experience over the years. He does not think he needs the curriculum for his daily 
work.

As an experienced teacher you pretty much have your own curriculum. 
I used to look far more at such things in the beginning. But at my 
advanced age, as I said, you don't bother so much – you just get on 
with it. But when I was young I probably referred to such things more, 
as I was unsure and felt it gave me support in what I was doing.

To judge by what Tommy says, it seems as if he has a stable role identity and feels sure about 
what he does and how he does it – and this works. He thinks work on the curriculum 
competes time-wise with so many other things – something we have also seen above. In that 
contest it is the pupils that win. He thinks that in prioritisation situations that arise the direct 
work with the pupils comes before work on the curriculum in the team he belongs to. With his 
experience you can see that active work on the curriculum is superfluous – it contributes 
nothing new or beneficial. This can in part be seen as showing that Tommy does not work in 
accordance with the curriculum, but it is not that simple in reality. Tommy holds those basic 
democratic values as a human being without needing to actively consult the curriculum. He 
thinks the knowledge targets are so clear: X and Y are what are needed in order to attain the 
approved level – that is all he needs to know. Bearing in mind the relatively weak connection, 
the interpretation could be that Tommy does not follow the curriculum; it is rather the 
concrete activities that take up his time. But you can also interpret what he says as indicating 
that he has what you could call an internalised curriculum that he has developed over the 
years. This can be seen as a sort of professional knowledge, the application of which he does 
not actively think about in his professional life. At the same time, one can see that it is 
possible within the work team to determine how often one should work on the curriculum to a 
certain extent. It could be argued that you need to actively work on the curriculum in order to 
be able to work well with the pupils and in order for your daily work to function. However, it 
becomes clear in this context that there is a differentiation between different parts of one’s 
work. Practical activities with the pupils are seen as the core task. Other aspects, apart from 
practical activities with the pupils where curriculum work comes in, are thus seen as being 
outside actual practical core activities. 

Tommy himself does not make the connection that one needs to actively and continuously 
work on the curriculum in order to be able to do a good job in practice. One of the other 
teachers, Idun, also says she feels very distanced by the curriculum. When asked how she 
views the steering documents and the local school plan, Idun says that actually she does not 
really know what they contain.

I don't know what's in them, to be honest. I've no idea what they 
contain.

This does not necessarily mean that Idun is not following the content of the curriculum at all. 
She describes how during her years as a teacher she has found that school has changed for the 
better: it is no longer an authoritarian institution. She makes a comparison with the film Hets
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[Frenzy]71 with Stig Järrel to describe how school used to be and how school has come to be 
more democratic. She contrasts the authoritarian style with the more democratic spirit she 
thinks prevails today.

The teacher used to be a figure at the desk at the front, who spoke to a 
whole class. I now never do any reviews – not once. You now talk to 
individuals or groups of individuals all day long, and in all the 
lessons. The difference is huge. It is now more of a personal encounter 
between teacher and pupil than when I started.

Idun sees this change as something very positive. One thus sees that Idun is following the 
development of school as an institution and has changed in her role as a teacher. But at the 
same time it clearly emerges that she chooses, and seems able to choose, not to have a closer 
relationship with the curriculum. In answer to the question as to whether she thinks the targets 
for the activities are clear, she says that she does not know which targets I am talking about.  

What targets? (laughter) I should be ashamed now. Well, put it like 
this, my work's just my subject and my job is helping pupils who have 
problems in this subject that I teach. And I know what the targets are – 
the knowledge targets, that is. I'm not bothered about other targets. I 
don't get involved with things like that – I intend to have a good time 
until I retire. I leave the conflicts to the young newcomers.

Idun remembers when she was doing teacher training – the curriculum was then known as the 
“dream pudding”. She still finds this metaphor apt. She thinks that through the curriculum 
and through other channels schools are political power games, which she as a professional in 
other words a street-level bureaucrat right at the bottom of the operational chain, is not 
interested in and which she thinks is not connected with her practical activities. The 
discrepancy between the individual professional and the organisation as an opposing party 
clearly emerges in this context.  

There have been loads of these … and you assess that it's been like all 
development. That's probably the disadvantage … I think people want 
it to get into the history books that they introduced x, y and z. I've got 
the feeling that that's what development in schools is about, i.e. one 
Minister for Schools after another wants to be well known as the one 
who…. Östros (that's his name, isn't it?) has now contributed 
something new regarding what upper secondary school should be, and 
I'm not bothered. Let them … I make the best out of what I do. They're 
welcome to the history books – I'm not the slightest bit interested.  

As Tommy says, Idun's statements show she thinks she has the professional knowledge and 
skills she needs to attain the set targets. She knows what the knowledge targets entail. She 
has worked for so long as a teacher that she has found a successful way of working with the 
pupils and thus does not need an active relationship with the curriculum; i.e., she has 
internalised an approach that she finds works. Idun demonstrates what you could call a non-

71 The film Hets is about a sadistic teacher called Caligula. The name Caligula is taken from the Roman emperor 
Caligula (37-41 BC), a despotic tyrant. (The film came out in 1944 and the screenplay was written by Ingmar 
Bergman). 
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interaction with the curriculum. She does not think she needs the curriculum as she has her 
professional experience on which to base things and knows what knowledge targets are to be 
attained, and she thinks this suffices. It seems possible to have a pretty remote relationship 
with the curriculum, as she does not say anything about how she feels she has to do 
something. At the same time as Idun says explicitly that nobody can change the way she 
works with her pupils; she shows how she has actually changed her role as a teacher and is 
now more of a supervisor than a “figure behind the desk”. With regard to the curriculum and 
using it, Idun says they have worked on the curriculum many times: 

I've put it on the shelf. This is a sign of age. I think I've been involved 
in too many changes, and I've now had enough. Others can take over 
now, and I'll go along with it. It's irrelevant what changes are made – 
they still won't be able to change the way I work with the pupils. That's 
my main task – working with pupils. And as for other things – other 
people can deal with them. I couldn't care less about all that, to be 
honest.

Idun says that her focus is on her pupils, and she knows what knowledge targets apply for the 
pupils and that is what she needs to know. Erik also has a similar attitude and relationship 
with the curriculum. The discussion about the steering documents – the national curriculum 
and the local school plan – demonstrates this. When asked what he thinks of the steering 
documents – Lpf -94 and the local school plan – Erik says he is "not that good a reader". He 
ponders for a while and then says there is a section in the curriculum that he usually reads 
and digests. He is referring to the value issues.

I'm really serious about these matters. Democracy, solidarity, and 
such issues.

Erik says that they certainly work on the curriculum, but maybe not that often. Not totally 
surprising, he does not think it constitutes an obstacle to his professional work.

No, it doesn't. We've received the school plan now, and I've not had 
any time to read it since 03/07. Well there's one thing I do read about, 
and that's those value issues.

Erik shows here that he chooses which content from the steering documents he looks at in 
greater detail. Saying he is not a good reader of the documents can be interpreted as that they 
are not that relevant for Erik and that he has a vague connection with them. These three 
statements from Tommy, Idun, and Erik make it clear that the curriculum is not seen as an 
obstacle by these teachers either.  

Well, it’s phrased in such a general way, so I don't feel that – it doesn't 
restrict me. But people usually say it's woolly. 

These are Tommy's words, and they summarise pretty well most teachers' relationship with 
the curriculum, even if there are currently differences in how they see it.   

6.5  “I have to do certain things” – other policies 
The curriculum is certainly one of the most important steering documents for teachers. As we 
have seen, teachers also to a large extent refer to the curriculum, but what they do not discuss 
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to the same extent when the topic of steering documents comes up is the local school plan. 
When the teachers are asked questions about the steering documents, they refer mainly to the 
national curriculum and not to the local school plan. This may in part be because the local 
school plan can to a large extent be said to be implemented or personified by the headmaster: 
the teachers' statements show a perception that headmasters are responsible for things that can 
actually be read about in the local school plan. This is certainly the case in one sense. Heads
have the responsibility of making sure that steering documents are adhered to, but it is still 
interesting that the local school plan is mentioned so little. Among other things, it says that 
“Everyone in the operation must thus discuss, analyse and apply the school plan” and that 
“The school plan must be a living document” (www.lulea.se). The fact that the teachers do 
not refer to it that much could be a sign that it is possible to avoid a closer relationship with 
certain policy documents. It may also signify that the local school plan is not seen as 
including anything other than the national school plan – an observation that Mildred voices.

There's absolutely no need for a municipal school plan. The only thing 
needed from the municipality is for them to make it clear to us how 
they intend to finance us – what comes from the government.  

The local school plan is based on the national curriculum, has a function as its extended arm, 
and is thus not perceived to be contributing anything new or anything additional. Apart from 
the local school plan, the teachers are to be mentors to a number of pupils. There are some 
tasks that can be linked to policies, including mentorship, which is described as a must. Inez 
talks about mentorship. One can see here how the relationship with the pupils has thus 
changed as a result of formal control tools.  

And in that context you're somewhat controlled, because I have to do 
certain things. I have to be a mentor, I have to hold my mentor 
discussions, I have to hold study-plan discussions and I have to meet 
the parents at least once … let's see … once a year, I think, but I have 
to have one individual discussion with each pupil every term. And 
things didn't used to be like that. There were no such requirements at 
all – you looked after things as you wanted. 

But despite the fact that she describes this as a must, she does not see it as a real restriction. 
She does not feel controlled in a negative sense.

There are also other issues concerning policies that are not on a national teaching-plan level 
but rather on a local operational level – the upper secondary-village project and its 
implications. Setting up the upper secondary village is a local political decision based on the 
national guidelines (above all Lpf -94) and on local conditions. It is above all about the 
concrete operational level: how daily concrete activities are organised. It is about how work is 
organised – work teams have been set up instead of the traditional faculty based units. The 
new work teams (programme teams) are interdisciplinary. This issue gives rise to two 
different ways of looking at and relating to the way daily activities are organised. At the case 
school, work is in interdisciplinary work teams. Irene clearly illustrates how one teacher 
group thinks.

Nowadays school is organised so that we're on programme teams; it's 
become really, really important … this teamwork has become the pride 
of upper secondary schools and in the compulsory school too.

http://www.lulea.se


Upper secondary teachers’ creation of discretionary power – the tension between profession and organisation 

111

The programme teams are thus interdisciplinary, and one group of teachers in part sees this 
as being problematic. Irene says that there are certainly advantages with this organisation, but 
as a teacher in her specific subjects she does not get as much support as she used to get when 
working units were interdisciplinary.   

People are now in programme teams and have a formal reason to 
collaborate, but as you don't teach in the same areas, this really close 
collaboration gets so hard, as it's difficult to put yourself in another 
teacher's work situation when you don't have a proper overview of the 
subject. The conditions vary somewhat. You don't get the material 
exchange, and I think I miss that. I do see advantages with the programme 
team: it's great, and it's enjoyable talking to people who are graphic 
artists and photographers rather than language teachers – nice people. I 
learn new things, but I don't know whether I get as much out of it as a 
teacher.

The other group of teachers sees the interdisciplinary work teams as a major asset and firmly 
believe in this way of organising the work. Alice – one of the people who hold this view – 
says: "I think that's excellent". She speaks in terms of “we” when referring to the programme 
team. It is that feeling of belonging that she finds the most important aspect – not the subject 
colleagues. In part, these two groups also have differing views of what the profession means 
or should mean – something we will be coming back to and focusing on in the final result 
chapter.

The upper secondary-village project can be seen as an example of a local interpretation of the 
national steering documents. Swedish schools have recently been decentralised in order to 
provide invitations for more local initiatives, which are then assumed to be easier to 
implement by virtue of being local and thus close to implementation level, i.e., the teachers. 
As this study shows, however, opinions to some extent diverge as to whether this project is 
good, and it also becomes evident that the level of participation has maybe not been that high. 
Some people see it as money-wasting, and others think it is a good thing. Even those who do 
not think the project is a good idea see no major restrictions with regard to discretion in that it 
does not affect the actual pupil relationship too much.

6.6 Summary – how discretion is affected by the relationship to policies 
To summarise this chapter clearly and systematically and to emphasize the discussion, it is 
advantageous to return to the theoretical concepts that have been presented as the basis of the 
analysis of the interviews – relational properties.  

Regarding the curriculum, the teachers do not have legitimate power to deviate from its 
content, but in that it is hard to have direct control from above, discretion can be identified. 
This becomes clear when you see how different teachers look at the curriculum and how often 
or how much they use it in practice. The teachers can thus be said to have real control 
regarding how close a relationship they have to the curriculum, in any case to a certain extent. 
The teachers do not have any formal or legitimate power to individually change or affect the 
actual policies in their everyday work – the curriculum included. They certainly have 
legitimate power to affect reforms while they are being developed; however, when decisions 
have been taken, they have to adhere to them. But even though teachers do not have 
legitimate formal power, they do exercise some real control over the curriculum, which gives 
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them a relatively high level of discretion. This is to a large extent because the curriculum has 
been written so as to allow interpretation – it is a target-oriented document – and also because 
of the general problem of controlling things using documents. The control thus becomes 
indirect as a result of the impersonal nature of the curriculum.  

It is a requirement that teachers follow the curriculum, but none of the teachers says they 
perceive it in terms of requirements. This can be explained by the fact that those teachers who 
do not want to work actively on the curriculum do not seem to be doing so. In practice there is 
discretion for closer interaction in this relationship with the curriculum. There are teachers 
who say they support the curriculum, in part in a concrete way, but it has also been said that it 
constitutes a support in its vagueness – that it provides discretion for one's own decisions.  

The concept of confidence is used by one of the teachers, Idun. Her use of the concept shows 
that she uses the concept from the standpoint of a professional. She makes a point of the 
concept in order to gain discretion, as a buffer against superiors. We shall now look more 
closely at the relationship between teachers and their superiors, the heads.  
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7 Headmasters 
There are two groupings in the responses regarding the teachers’ relationship to the 
headmasters. The two main topics to have emerged can be summarised using the terms 
confidence and support. The heads having confidence in the teachers is seen as very 
important. Two groups of teachers have different perceptions of the relationship. The 
negotiation or the dynamics appear to differ in these groups. One group of teachers has a 
perception of the school and the teaching commission that deviates from that of the 
headmasters, and they thus distance themselves and focus on what they call the core activity, 
namely the pupils. This group does not perceive the confidence -from the headmasters- to be 
as good as they would wish. The other group for its part feels confidence and sees heads as a 
big support.

7.1 Brief characteristics of the relationship
First comes the brief characteristics of the relationship in order to introduce this relationship 
and the way it can be linked to discretion. Heads are the teachers' line managers. Formally, 
heads have several areas in which they must act. Heads are responsible for and adherence to 
the national targets for school operations (Lpf -94) by virtue of their position as pedagogic 
managers of the teachers. Two of the main assignments consist in having budget 
responsibility and of acting as pedagogical managers of their subordinate teachers. Heads 
must thus ensure that teachers adhere to the steering documents on which schools are based.

As a pedagogic manager for the school and as a manager of the 
teachers and other staff in the school, the head has overall 
responsibility for seeking attainment of the national targets in 
operations. The head is responsible for establishment of a local work 
plan and for follow-up and evaluation of the school's results in 
relation to the national targets, the targets in the school plan and the 
local work place.

It becomes clear in the national curriculum (Lpf -94) here that heads have the function of 
executor and are responsible for attainment of set targets.   

On a purely organisational level – and this also has an effect on the content of work – there 
has been a change in the management and administration structure of upper secondary schools 
in Sweden. Alongside the head there used to be directors of studies and assistant heads who 
took on part of the responsibility now held by heads. There also used to be more so-called 
office staff than there are now. These various support functions no longer exist to the same 
extent. There are no longer directors of studies and assistant heads, and office staff only exists 
to a certain extent. It is thus the heads to whom teachers must turn regarding all the questions 
and issues previously shared by several people. This exemplifies the change in control and 
organisation that has taken place in Swedish upper secondary schools.  

This relationship is also asymmetrical, like the relationship between teachers and policies, 
which is also completely legitimate here. Because heads are teachers' line managers, teachers 
must respond to any directives originating from the heads.  
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7.2 “My employers should have that confidence in me” – professionalism 
in teaching and being trusted 
In general, interaction between the first group of teachers and heads can be described in terms 
of non-interaction. This group's view on the teaching commission deviates from the way 
headmasters perceive schools and teachers and their work. Their approach – e.g., to the 
organisation of the work in the form of interdisciplinary work teams – is different from that of 
heads. Furthermore, they are to a certain extent opposed, as we shall see, to other aspects of 
the functioning of the school as an organisation and educational institution. In this context, 
non-interaction can be seen as a strategy for achieving greater discretion.

The way in which these teachers interact or do not interact with heads varies. It is in part a 
question of a kind of rhetoric in the form of talking about professionalism – as a professional 
teacher you have to be trusted in – and it is in part a matter of how teachers talk about heads 
as people who are absent, which is described in negative terms. At the same time, it is stated 
that when heads assume an active and involved role this is simultaneously seen as a disruptive 
factor.

These teachers describe their role as teachers in relation to other people, principally heads, in 
terms of teacher professionalism. Professionalism as a teacher is about having the special 
skills and experience needed for teaching, which means teachers themselves are best suited 
for making decisions regarding daily activities. As a teacher, you cope by yourself; not 
needing too much involvement from superiors is part of being professional, but what too 
much involvement means is open to discussion. Tommy expresses it as follows.  

Well, we've always somehow managed ourselves, and I think that's 
because they [the heads] rely on us.  

Much has been said about the relationship between heads and teachers in terms of an invisible 
contract whereby heads devote themselves to administration, with finance included, and 
teachers devote themselves to practical activities, concentrating on the pupils. This invisible 
contract can also be described as a code adopted by the two parties. The two parties – heads 
and teachers – can be more or less active in making this contract work. Tommy says he feels 
he is relied on. Idun also thinks she is relied on, but she emphasizes that as a professional she 
has to be relied on.

Discretion for myself … that's what I have to have; whoever my 
employer is must be confident that I can do my job professionally. My 
employers are the pupils. And then there are managerial functions and 
it was they who I perhaps said at the beginning should have 
confidence in my professionalism, and should never need to control me 
or question what I do. Complete confidence is necessary. The 
questioning comes from the pupils.

In this context, confidence means that control should not be needed. It generally emerges in 
the interviews, specifically with the first group of teachers, that heads do their job – financial 
and administrative matters – and leave the teachers in peace so they can do their job in 
accordance with their professional remit. The fact that the professional relationship between 
teachers and their heads is in practice often described in terms of an invisible contract is not 
actually anything new. This contract thus entails a distinct division of labour between the two 
parties. Heads are responsible for and work on administrative issues such as distribution of 
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work and finance, while the teachers work on matters concerning the classroom. This means 
the two parties are largely separate from each other. This contract means that the interaction 
between teachers and heads can be described in terms of a buffer arena, with the teachers on 
one side and the heads on the other, without their needing to meet all the time. Being relied on 
creates discretion, as this means that heads are not actively involved in activities but pass on – 
delegate – to the teachers the management of daily activities and the focus on the pupils. Idun 
is frank and says that in practice it is irrelevant what the heads do.

It makes no difference how they change – they still can't change my 
work with the pupils. And that's what I concentrate on – the pupils.

By emphasizing that teachers must be trusted as members of the teaching profession, as 
professionals, Idun uses the concept of professionalism to legitimise discretion. This means 
that some of the interaction of the relationship is removed through negotiation; it is not 
needed, as she has to be relied on – it has to form part of the teaching assignment for members 
of the profession. 

Teachers working independently and without too much involvement of heads can be said to 
form part of a tradition or culture. Irene thinks that "people get used to" heads not being that 
involved in activities. In response to the question as to how she views leadership, Irene 
emphasizes several problems that she thinks contribute to the distance of the relationship – 
among other things, the fact that in recent years headship has become something of a career 
springboard. This is something that she thinks has an adverse effect on activities.

Heads used to be able to do their job for 15-20 years and become 
extremely important people, in order to give their school a profile – 
and to give the teachers confidence. Because I can imagine that if 
you've had the same boss for a long time and trust in him/her … this 
can really help you grow as a teacher. So the situation right now is a 
little unfortunate. I think it's really difficult that over the past 10-15 
years I alone have had ten or so heads. That's quite a lot. And it's not 
something that improves your attitude towards managers overall – it's 
rather that you get used to coping without them. And I think that 
means it can be hard for new bosses to feel welcome. And that's not 
because you think they're unwelcome – it's just that you can't be 
bothered to get to know them or create a relationship with them, 
because you assume in this situation that they'll be applying for a new 
job in a few years. 

Irene thinks there has been a big turnover of heads in that the job of head has become a career 
springboard. Irene's reasoning makes it clear that as a teacher one can to a certain extent 
actually choose oneself how much one wants to commit to one’s head, and she states what she 
sees as being the reason for this: the high staff turnover. Getting to know new heads is often 
perceived to be demanding, so one way of handling this is actually not to make any effort to 
achieve a closer contact. One thus makes a choice to look after oneself and one’s own 
situation instead.  

In the interviews it becomes clear that the way the work situation looks from the teachers' 
standpoint is that the heads are to a large extent absent. Absence means firstly that they are 
often busy with meetings, either at school or elsewhere, and secondly it also means they are 
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not involved in daily operations. This means room is created for work based on 
professionalism, to use Idun's own words. Professionalism in this context is closely linked 
with the concept of confidence. Significant discretion can be identified. These teachers 
certainly talk about their absent heads in negative terms. They see the absence as a lack of 
support.

While it is stated that it is crucial to be trusted, dissatisfaction with the low level of 
involvement is clearly expressed. This group of teachers says that heads are too often absent 
from daily operations. Admittedly, a head who is on the spot and provides support does not 
need to be the exact opposite of a head who trusts in his teachers and their professionalism. 
To put it bluntly, confidence needs to filter through the entire operation. This is something 
which needs two parties involvement. Alma thinks it is hard to establish contact with heads. 
We see here that Alma actively seeks contact with heads, but finds this is not easy. 

You hardly ever get to meet and talk to her, so if do you need to get 
hold of her the only possibility is e-mail, and even then an answer isn't 
guaranteed. So I think there's a bit of a lack of contact. 

Linda's thinking is along the same lines, and she thinks heads are not visible at the workplace 
– something she does not find that good.  

Our head is not visible, and that's a poor show – she's just not there. 
She's at meetings a lot, and you can't arrange a spontaneous meeting. 

According to Linda, since heads are often involved in meetings either at or outside school, it 
is hard for teachers to arrange spontaneous meetings. But, as mentioned before, this can be 
interpreted as empty words – paying lip service. It can actually be said that discretion 
increases when heads are absent, and it furthermore emerges that the teachers want heads to 
be there on their terms. When heads themselves initiate things – how things should be done 
and new organisational issues, for example – their presence is no longer seen as positive. 
Linda's colleague Tea thinks that there are now more and more heads in schools who exercise 
authority over the teachers, but that this is not noticed in school life. Tea is of the same 
opinion and thinks that heads do not contribute to school life – certainly not when it comes to 
pedagogical management. The emphasis is on the financial side of things.

There are more and more heads – more and more people to exercise 
authority over those of us on the shop floor – and it feels that the 
distance to them is getting bigger and bigger. You used to encounter 
heads far more than is now the case. And they used to have … there 
was perhaps only one of them in a school, and now there can be 
several. Yes, I'm sorry to say it, but I don't think they contribute. They 
don't provide any pedagogical management; what happens is they get 
their budget and they distribute it here – and that's what they do. 

Mildred gives an example of this: she says it is only in “tricky situation” that heads get 
involved in daily operations. She thinks that because heads do not have time, the teachers do 
not have any discussions with heads unless something special needs attention: "They're not 
involved in operations. They're not in the same place as us." Nelly talks about heads' 
responsibility as setters of salaries, and states in this context that in practice heads are not 
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actually involved in daily operations. This indicates that heads' actual participation in daily 
operations, involving teachers (and pupils) in their work, is restricted. 

They maybe still don't know that much about things – they never 
manage to actually find out about things and see how things work in 
the classroom. They very rarely find the time [to get involved in 
activities], though they probably try in any case. But they also have 
such a lot to do – so being a head is not easy.

Even if these teachers are in general dissatisfied with headmasters being absent, they 
understand that the heads' work situation has changed. This understanding may be based on 
the fact that the absence also brings something positive for the teachers, at any rate regarding 
discretion. Heads' absence can create greater individual discretion. Idun also discusses the 
current changed situation for heads of schools – schools characterised by constant changes.

In schools that are changing all the time, they don't manage to 
establish one idea before they're given the task of implementing 
something else new. And now the upper secondary is to be altered – 
reorganised AGAIN – and it's not easy being a school head in charge 
of a load of obstinate upper secondary teachers. It really isn't. And 
we're talking about adults; you put your foot down – everyone's afraid 
of development and change. Everyone is. There's no difference. And 
what with the staff always having to be in the situation of needing to 
constantly change and develop; you've scarcely got your feet back on 
the ground when something new comes in. And it's not easy being a 
school head and getting staff to take responsibility. So this is a 
development process that is taxing for both the staff and the school 
heads. After all, it's not they [the heads] who determine what they [the 
heads] are to do. It really isn't.

We see here how Idun herself describes herself and her teaching colleagues as being hard to 
convince; they are not inclined to change things just like that. This is, after all, a characteristic 
that can be said to be common among members of a profession. Sven also talks about the 
changes that have taken place in schools and discusses what they comprise and the results 
they lead to. The increased emphasis on results and budgets affects conditions for pedagogical 
work.

It's more the case that there's increased pressure on you in terms of 
results, and the very most important thing for a head is to make sure 
the budget is adhered to – this takes precedence over all pedagogical 
targets. The main thing is for them to keep to the budget, and then 
other things aren't so important. 

Sven reflects on challenges to the teaching profession that can be linked to the current 
function of heads in schools. This means that heads interfere and try to control operations, 
according to Sven. He sees this as being problematic as far as pupils are concerned and from a 
social standpoint. It is a matter of inflation in the education system, which he finds worrying.   

Well, you get the impression that the level of basic skills has dropped 
in some way – levels have had to be lowered a bit, and the bar has 
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also had to be lowered at universities. It is a challenge: you have to 
slow down that development or rather turn it around. What's 
happened, in a way, is – I'm one of those who think there's been a bit 
too much secondary and primary pedagogy in upper secondary, and 
not enough of pupils assuming responsibility, though people are 
saying the opposite is true, i.e., things aren't like that. But the bar's 
been lowered at all levels. It is a challenge.

Sven talks about how one might possibly deal with this problem, but with the current 
operational guidance and targets this will be hard.  

I don't know [how the problem can be dealt with], but you've got, you 
can increase the group size of classes, i.e., fewer teachers per pupil, 
and requirements are imposed on us that we have to get everyone 
through, and then we also have to see each individual and be able to 
further each individual, and so on. And that's impossible. And then, as 
schools are usually afraid of someone ending up with a Fail you have 
to, you try to lower the level a bit in order to get everyone through, 
and then the best and the most highly motivated ones don't get – 
they're perhaps understimulated, and things might… But at the same 
time, if you lower the bar, or if resources decrease and then you have 
to get everyone through, and there are more and more in the classes – 
that's how things are now. In addition, it's formed a basis for salaries, 
or at any rate there's been a lot of discussion about that, that teachers 
who don't get all the pupils through – it's getting to be a kind of 
inflation in the system – and you don't want to fail pupils either… 
Anyway, if you fail a pupil it creates a lot more work for you, so that 
haunts you the whole time, though you're aware of it – so you think 
they've got to get through, whatever the price. 

In Sven's eyes this is not something heads take seriously, even if they think they are aware of 
it all – though not in the sense that they try to rectify the problem. He talks in terms of "a
feather in their hat", saying that heads try to attain good statistics to present. This is a sign 
that they have succeeded in their assignments. But the boundaries are sometimes stretched in 
order to attain the targets. Sven gives an example of this line of thought.  

If they have fewer pupils ending up with a Fail, the case is sometimes 
presented as the school being so good that only 2% have ended up 
with Fail grades. But these figures mean nothing. It depends, after all, 
on how you relate to the grade criteria, as they offer discretion for 
interpretation. It may rather be the case that a particular school has 
no values, and Pass grades are given to pupils who should not have 
got them. But this has never measured. The papers don't do analyses – 
they instead big places up as being superschools and such like. Maybe 
it's the teachers who're no good.

We can see here the tension between heads and teachers that Sven is voicing. On the one 
hand, heads are subject to requirements regarding what operations are to lead to – 
requirements that heads pass on to their teachers. But as street-level bureaucrats – the 
professionals at the bottom of the operational chain – Sven and several of his colleagues see a 
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clear problem with these targets. The biggest problem for Sven is that heads do not just have a 
different view of the targets and the possibility of meeting them, but that using indirect 
control they can also guide him into adopting this short-term approach. The teachers at the 
bottom of the chain in the educational system, as the implementers, attend more to the pupils 
and their abilities. This is connected with them encountering the pupils every day and thus 
being involved with them. Effects of political decisions are clearer for them than for the 
heads, who perhaps see the operational target from another standpoint – a control perspective 
from above.   

This reasoning is developed by Mildred. Because of the asymmetry of the relationship, heads 
thus have a legitimate right to take decisions and make sure they are implemented. One of 
these teachers feels she has her hands tied: bearing in mind this consideration, she perceives 
the relationship to be a one-way street. As a teacher she feels she cannot put her foot down 
when she disagrees with the head. Mildred says she feels her hands are tied with regard to 
presenting opinions about things that affect her work. 

You feel a bit like a slave, so that as a result of individual salaries it's 
not really the case, if you think about this matter of discretion, that you 
dare to say what you want in various contexts, how will this be taken, 
and I don't know if it's my imagination, if I'm paranoid or what, but 
you certainly know that if you say too much, if you think too much, if 
you want to influence too much, then you'll be marginalised.

A picture of having your hands tied thus arises in this context. As heads set teachers' salaries, 
which are now based on individual conditions and not as before the number of years in the 
job, uncertainty may arise among their subordinates. The way Mildred expresses it makes it 
clear that she does not think she can present her opinions without thinking about what she is 
saying and not saying. This can have an adverse effect on discretion in cases where teachers 
to not take up their proposals or counter-proposals for fear of salary-related reprisals. But at a 
collective level it becomes easier to put your foot down. Sven continues, saying there has 
been criticism regarding heads.

We have been extremely critical of our managers. They've backed off 
because they've been so completely attacked in all the evaluations. 
They've toned down their demands, they've tried to get through this 
matter of extending working hours – i.e., our working hours were to 
get worse. A lot of these conditions are connected with savings, and 
they've [the headmasters] done such poor questionnaires [to evaluate 
the school], as well as the interpretations of the questionnaire. They 
have not taken things into consideration really. They make things  look 
good….

Sven says this attitude is shared by his colleagues. These teachers understand that the 
situation for heads is problematic, e.g. with regard to budget requirements imposed on them, 
but at the same time they display dissatisfaction with management. Although this group of 
teachers is to a certain extent critical of their heads, they are also understanding. One might 
think that there would be less understanding – that teachers would want more support from 
their head. They certainly talk about their absent heads in negative terms, but it also becomes 
clear that when the latter are involved in the daily work, the teachers are not completely 
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satisfied with this either. It is evident that when heads are actively involved in operations this 
is described as "interfering with" and "disruptive".

If the absence of heads is in part described as lack of support, one might assume that when 
heads are actually involved in work this constitutes positive support. On the contrary, it is 
stated that involvement of heads in operations is perceived as being controlling. Sven sees a 
difference between heads' current involvement in school operations and the previous situation.

Well, it depends a lot on who it is, but in general you can say that they 
control what we're currently doing. You used to be able to do your job 
without heads messing things up, as someone called it, but most 
teachers find that they now ruin our efforts more. 

So this group of teachers describes the headmasters as interfering and disruptive. In other 
words, heads disturb the teachers’ discretion in that they have a different view. The 
headmasters have legitimate power, and it is in this situation that one needs trust as a buffer in 
order to win discretion. If close interaction is avoided, the teachers can take more of their own 
decisions. A head actively involved in daily operations could act as a support for the teachers, 
but this involvement is instead seen as a disruptive factor. For the more experienced teachers 
this does not appear to have as much of an effect as for Alma, a recent graduate. She finds her 
head's control or involvement in work difficult. In reply to the question as to whether there is 
anything that hinders her in her work, she says: 

Well, hmm, I don't know. Last autumn we received information from 
the union about the role of teachers, saying that the lesson hours in the 
timetable are suggested times for meeting the pupils, but that we do 
not have to be in the room during that time. It says you can make your 
own decisions about when to meet the pupils and whether to be in the 
classroom. If we want to be somewhere else, then the pupils can work 
on ... whatever. And then I got the feeling that if you're not in the 
classroom then you're not holding a lesson – that's a little bit what it 
seems like. When she [the head] maybe goes past, and there aren't that 
many pupils there because a lot of them are away working, well, you 
might wonder where on earth they are – you get the feeling you ought 
to be there. It doesn't seem as free as it clearly should be. That's a 
feeling I get from her. It's nothing she's said, but I can feel it. Some 
mornings, when you've agreed with the pupils that they needn't be 
there because they have their own work, and they go straight to the 
library, for example – we don't meet at all beforehand – and then you 
meet the head in her study or something, then you wonder what you're 
doing there. That's how it can feel. I don't know what she actually 
thinks, but that's how it feels.

In this context Alma does not feel she is trusted, and this creates a feeling of uncertainty 
rather than support in school activities. The uncertainty means that Alma wonders what 
discretion she actually has or should have and what her head really wants to give her and her 
colleagues.

Inez sums up how discretion is created in this relationship, despite the dissatisfaction with 
heads in several respects when they are actually present. In answer to the question as to how 
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she thinks management works and whether she sees any obstacles to her discretion that are 
linked to management, she says she does not think there is anything that constitutes an 
obstacle. This in part differs, however, from what Sven and Alma say.  

Hmm – I don't actually think that. The heads interfere very little, I 
think. I don't really think they have time for us – they have so much 
else to do. And with most of the heads I've had … I think things have 
worked well. […] Though their involvement is perhaps insufficient – 
they have also been given a lot to do […]. But I don't feel I'm 
especially controlled from the top by a head – I don't think that. They 
should actually be our pedagogical managers, but it doesn't seem that 
they are. We look after the pedagogical side of things entirely on our 
own.

Whilst Inez thinks that heads do not interfere, she also thinks that they do not in practice 
perform the role of pedagogical manager, but the lack of time that Inez identifies creates 
discretion.

If you have an idea and want to implement it, they rarely stop you, I 
find. I think things work well.

To sum up, a picture has been created above that indicates a discrepancy between headmasters 
and teachers. Where these teachers have differing perceptions of how operations should be 
carried out, the concept of professionalism and confidence comes in. It is something these 
teachers say they want to have, and will have, as professional teachers. Some of them, though, 
do not think they will achieve this, but rather believe that heads interfere in operations in a 
non-constructive way – in a way that benefits neither the teachers nor the pupils, and that in 
the long term does not benefit society either.

7.3 "She is on our side" – the headmaster as support  
The other group, on the other hand, sees its relationship with heads fairly differently. With 
regard to discretion, there is a certain difference between the two groups. This group sees the 
way schools are currently organised and controlled as a good way of organisation. For 
example, they think the interdisciplinary work team is the way forward; they agree that 
teachers need to work together in this way for the sake of the pupils' learning. These teachers 
do not talk in terms of professionalism as teachers. They instead describe their relationship 
with heads as close and supportive. They say that they know where to find each other and that 
they know they are supported by their heads when they so need.

These teachers, for their part, do not describe the role of head as interfering, but rather as 
being supportive. The interviews show how the teachers find that they feel proximity or 
distance to their heads, whereby the proximity can sometimes but not always be related to 
extensive interaction with the heads. As has been presented above, the first group, however, 
expresses a certain distance in the relationship – a distance that does not emerge in the same 
way amongst these teachers. But this distance does not appear to be the result of distance 
attributable to a lack of direct agreement with the head – it is rather a mutually agreed 
distance, whereby it is implicit that you know that you are in tune with each other and that a 
certain distance is thus natural. In this context the teachers talk of heads as support when 
something special happens. They do not otherwise see any actual distance. This can be 
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understood as their being in tune with each other and as their also passively feeling a kind of 
active support from heads.  

Alice describes how in her early days as a teacher she ended up in a situation involving 
dissatisfied parents, and in this situation the head was there.  

It's great – things work well [with the head]. And I think it's good that 
as a head she is on our side when things happen. I was involved in an 
incident here when a parent distrusted my work as a mentor. But 
because I document everything – and it's a pity you have to do that – 
you ought to have a secretary – but you have to record things for your 
own sake to keep the school and yourself in the clear. And I have 
recorded every single discussion and everything. And my head knows 
I'm doing that, so when it got to the school manager [for the entire 
municipality] that I was a poor advisor I received enormous support 
from the whole of the pupil healthcare organisation and the head, and 
that was marvellous. As a new teacher, you need this. I had never 
encountered this before.

Alice here describes her relationship with her headmaster as close. She says the head knows 
how she works – in this case how she documents her work – and that as a result of this she 
has received substantial support in a difficult situation. In Alice's description of a situation 
with a pupil who became problematic, she felt she had good support from her head. Having 
had this experience, it can be assumed that next time she is put in a difficult situation Alice 
will also feel she has the discretion to act as she thinks fit in her role as a professional and 
knowing that her head is there if needed. The head's function here is to support – and this is 
empowering. Erik, who is of the same opinion as Alice, also talks about the support he has 
had from his head in a difficult situation. He describes a pupil's behaviour in the classroom.  

She wanted that [a particular perspective of teaching] all the time, 
and I then lost it in front of the class. I actually said to her [the head] 
that I was very unprofessional – you shouldn't do that, I know. But … 
that was a bad day, I felt bad all night, so I went and said to her 
mentor and went to my head and said I think I was unprofessional. If 
something happens, they have to know I haven't done the right thing. 
But I want a meeting, I want to explain – it's not just me who's done 
something wrong. But sometimes … she had worn me down and my 
candidates too, so that was there and had to come out, but not on that 
occasion. She said something nice about me and that it's good that 
YOU put your foot down, referring to the fact that I’m pretty calm, 
never losing my temper and able to cope with this kind of thing and 
that maybe this was the right thing to do, like I needed it. She was 
comforting me. 

Erik feels he gets support from his head. Erik's trust in his head is seen in that he notes an 
issue where he considers he was in the wrong. In this situation he received encouragement 
from his head, which meant he felt satisfied, and the head was there when needed. Both Erik 
and Alice feel this about their head. Heads who are present may mean less discretion if you do 
not share their approach. But heads who are close at hand do not necessarily mean greatly 
restricted discretion. If heads who are present have a way of seeing things that you agree with, 
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they can constitute support instead of a restricting factor, and this improves discretion. This 
circumstance applies to both Erik and Alice. Although both Erik and Alice feel that their 
heads support them a lot, this does not mean the heads are involved in operations all the time. 
For these teachers it is about there being trust; if and when it is necessary the head is in the 
wings and can step in and help out. Erik says this is thanks to his long experience, and also 
indicates that he feels support from his head, even if she is not always there. 

I'm one of those who ... many people think their headmasters are away 
too much, but I usually say that we'll resolve this issue – they don't 
need to be here every time.

7.4 Summary – how discretion is affected by the relationship with the 
headmasters
There are two main groupings in the responses about the relationship with headmasters. The 
two groups both agree that even though the head is not involved in operations all the time, 
daily work functions well. Another thing the two groups agree on is that they both feel they 
have great discretion. But, as shown in this chapter, they have fairly different views regarding 
the absence of heads. The first group demonstrates more of a distance to their heads. They 
have differing opinions to a certain extent about operations, and do not think they are 
especially close to their heads. The other group talks in terms of support.  

The fact that the upper secondary school in Sweden have changed organisationally and in 
terms of control emerges clearly in the relationship between heads and teachers. It is hard to 
say that this change affects discretion positively or negatively. The more heads have to work 
on administration and budgets, the less time they can reasonably be involved in operations 
together with the teachers – and this creates greater discretion. The buffer zone increases as 
direct involvement decreases. But at the same time heads are the people who in many cases 
have to make sure control systems are implemented, whereby the teachers and the results their 
work is to create are under the microscope, and this can have an adverse effect on discretion. 
In this context you can talk about indirect control. In other words, absence can on the one 
hand be good; it gives you the space to make your own decisions without consulting the head 
or wondering whether the head will oppose you. Thus conscious absence of social interaction 
can bring increased discretion. On the other hand, if you need support in order to be able to 
utilise the discretion, absence becomes negative.  

As far as working conditions and control are concerned, the distance identified is to be 
deemed negative but positive when it comes to discretion. The distance gives rise to 
discretion. Unless the head is needed for something specific, this absence is good for 
discretion. This can again be related to previous research, which has indicated the invisible 
contract “you look after your affairs and I'll look after mine”.

This chapter can be summarised with the aid of the relationship qualities. To tie things up, it 
can be said that the first group of teachers, who talk in terms of professionalism, do not think 
that heads actually see to pedagogical management – something they describe as negative, 
whilst simultaneously indicating that they want to look after themselves. These teachers to 
some extent say that heads are "disruptive". This can be linked to the fact that to a certain 
extent their opinions about how schools are to be organised and managed differ from those of 
their heads. Involvement in operations on the other hand is seen by the other group of teachers 
more as being supportive, whilst the first group finds it controlling. This control then becomes 
negative for the individual professional, in that a superior has control over you.
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In order to emphasize the results we must again link them to the analytical-theoretical 
concepts presented in the theoretical framework. Even here, the teachers do not have formal 
or legitimate power in this relationship. As opposed to policies, the heads are individuals with 
whom there is a greater possibility of interacting with. Both policies and other decisions taken 
by heads, however, have to be followed up by the teachers, though formal or legitimate power 
and actual power can differ. It is very hard to directly monitor professionals. In practice it 
appears that the first group of teachers, who describe greater distance from their heads, can 
still do their job in the way they prefer, to a greater or lesser extent. Heads have a multifaceted 
role and are often absent from daily work since they have meetings and other obligations. The 
control heads exercise over teachers has decreased over the years. A distance has grown that 
can be used as discretion. It can be said that teachers have control in their work in the 
classroom, and consequently also outside the classroom to a great extent. But it should also be 
noted that the control some people perceive as heads exercising restricts discretion.

Heads can make totally legitimate demands on teachers. But those who experience demands 
can to a certain extent ignore or avoid them, thanks to the distance in the relationship. It 
appears that the teachers in turn also impose demands, though these demands do not have the 
same legitimacy as heads' demands on teachers. Trust is seen as a very important 
characteristic in the relationship with heads. This applies to both groups of teachers. The
teachers voice a need to be trusted in. This need has been described in terms of 
professionalism, but there is a big difference between being trusted in and not trusted in. Both 
groups of teachers feel they are trusted. The second group perceives far more trust than the 
first group does. At the same time the first group expresses a need of this trust, which 
indicates that they are not totally satisfied. 

The concept of support is very interesting in this context. Teachers who share their head's 
views feel they have support from heads (the second group of teachers). However, those who 
do not share their heads' ideas of how things should be done to a certain extent see their heads 
more as people who control operations. These teachers, however, have a buffer in that the 
relationship can to a large extent be described as distanced.
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8 Colleagues 
Colleagues are important to the teachers. This view is shared by all teachers in this study, and 
has been found in previous research results as well. It is clear that working conditions have 
changed for the teachers in this study in an organisational sense in a way that has affected 
relations with colleagues. Teachers, in general, used to sit in offices together with their 
colleagues who taught the same subject, i.e. in subject-based or faculty-based units. 
Traditionally, upper secondary teachers have worked with their subject colleagues and 
research indicates that subject-identity is stronger than general teacher identity. Meetings 
were held often for such things as organising national tests (which used to be given on the 
same date nationwide) and to order materials and discuss other subject-related issues. 
Collaboration was initiated by the teachers themselves. This involved, amongst other things, 
exchanging work material in the shared subject. With some exceptions for reasons of space, 
teachers today sit in work teams based on a group of pupils in which the subjects that the 
pupils study are represented. In other words, the work teams are interdisciplinary. Work teams 
share planning time and create joint subject-integrated projects for their pupils. This 
organisational form, which is also called the programme team, constitutes the main unit to 
which the teachers in this study belong. There is also planning time with their subject 
colleagues in which they decide, for example, what materials they will order. The subject 
teams meet less often than they did previously and less frequently than the interdisciplinary 
work teams. This change is regarded as relatively major, as is shown throughout this chapter, 
when one considers that school has been organised for decades on the basis of subject 
affiliation.

This relationship can also be described in different ways. It is distinguished by the fact that 
the collegial code has an effect on discretion. It has also emerged that colleagues play an 
important role for discretion in terms of support, but that there are different types of 
colleagues. All colleagues are not equally important for all teachers. Two groups can be 
identified. By providing support, colleagues also allow space for discretion. Finally, it is clear 
that formal organisation provides the conditions for the teachers to gain more discretion in or 
through this relationship in the form of what the collegial code and support can provide. For 
one group of teachers, more limitations can be identified than for the other.  

8.1 Brief characteristics of the relation 
How teachers talk about the relationship, how the relationship is in reality and how teachers 
want it to be are described below to demonstrate its centrality to discretion. This relationship 
between the teachers and their colleagues is the only one of the four identified main 
relationships that is symmetrical. This means that there is no party that either formally or 
legitimately holds a position superior to the other party. Colleagues include other teachers, 
both inside and outside one’s own subject area. As will become clear, there is a difference 
between colleagues when it comes to the collegial relationship and discretion. The actual 
essence of the relationship between teachers and their colleagues is demonstrated clearly in 
two dimensions; the collegial code and exchanging and sharing. These two dimensions show 
what the relationship consists of. Different teachers however relate in different ways to these, 
as will become clear.  

8.2 ”I would never criticise any teacher...” – the collegial code 
Collegiality is about how teachers relate to each other. The code is the unwritten system of 
norms and agreements that exists between teachers. If the code applicable to the relationship 



___________________________________________________________________________

126

between teachers and headmasters can be roughly described as a watershed between 
administration (headmasters) and practical pedagogical work (teachers), one could make a 
closely related comparison regarding the collegial relationship. Here too, there is a type of 
code that distinguishes the relation. The code is the unwritten, and in most cases unspoken, 
agreement that is established between colleagues. What a code involves differs in different 
situations and circumstances. In this study, in the relationship between teachers and their 
colleagues, it is about a respect for one’s colleagues’ differences in the way they practice their 
profession. Each one can work in the way he or she prefers. One does not criticise the 
working methods of others. Irene elucidates how she sees herself and her colleagues in their 
professional meetings. She uses the term collegial code in order to describe how as one can 
have a slightly different focus and different ways of working as a teacher, but that this is 
something that one does not try to change. Instead, each and every one is free to work 
according to his or her own preferences. Irene talks about how differently she and one of her 
colleagues focus on what they do with their pupils in the same subject.

I’m just thinking about one of my colleagues. I know that she and I 
often joke about being quite different and that I’m the one who ... […]. 
And I think that’s because we have different areas of interest, and we 
have the freedom to act in fact. And I would never criticise any teacher 
and say why do you do that and I know that they would not criticise me 
either. There’s some kind of code I think between teachers, that we 
respect each other’s way of approaching things. There’s a common 
understanding that it has to be that way because otherwise everything 
could easily become messy and burdened with formalities and 
everything.

This code can be said to function as a tool for creating discretion. Since you allow your 
colleagues to do things in their own way, it is understood that you are left in peace to work in 
your own way. Thus, the conclusion can be drawn that this code gives rise to discretion. This 
does not mean, however, that teachers do not discuss pedagogical matters with each other or 
that teachers do not collaborate with their colleagues. It is more about not getting into a 
discussion or questioning a colleague’s work unless that colleague asks for help. This 
agreement is mutual. So in principle the code in this case can be equated with discretion. In 
other words, the code could be very roughly interpreted to mean “if I’m allowed to mind my 
own business, I’ll let you mind yours”. Because there is an unspoken but nonetheless existing 
norm or rule that says that teachers respect each other’s differences in the workplace, 
discretion is created. Doris provides an example of each teacher taking responsibility for his 
or her own work and opinions. To the question of whether she thinks her colleagues share her 
view, she replies that she cannot comment. 

You’ll have to ask them. I do not want to comment on that. Not when 
this is going to be a doctoral thesis, I’m not going to go and say that I 
think this or that. 

This is an example of the collegial code, which is all about everyone doing his or her own job 
and only talking about that. The code provides personal freedom of action. It creates 
discretion through what can be described as distance, but at the same time it can be described 
in terms of trust. 



Upper secondary teachers’ creation of discretionary power – the tension between profession and organisation 

127

8.3 ”They are a magnificent support” – different types of exchange 
The other characteristic of the relationship evident from the interviews is that the relationship 
involves an exchange or sharing. This exchange is expressed in various ways. Partly it is 
about an exchange of material (instrumental support), and partly it is about the exchange of 
information and advice (informational support). It also involves emotional support. This is 
expressed for example by giving one another an opportunity to blow off steam: empathy, trust 
and the ability to listen. In the interviews, the different forms of support often figure together; 
a feeling of emotional support can also be created through informative support. These three 
sub-dimensions of the exchange can be characterised as an asset or resource. The exchange 
illustrates the interaction often included in this relationship. It is about the benefit colleagues 
derive from each other in the exercise of their profession.  

Teachers describe their colleagues as being extremely important to their work, and also in 
relation to discretion. The term resources is used to illustrate how colleagues relate to each 
other. There are three different ways in which colleagues can function as resources, although 
in practice the various resources overlap to a large extent. 

The instrumental support and the informative support often overlap. By exchanging advice 
and tips with each other, colleagues help in solving problems at work. Alma experiences 
informative and instrumental support from her colleagues. 

The [collegial] aspects work very well I think. All of the teachers are 
so friendly, very easy to talk to, and they’re happy to help and they 
explain and make suggestions; you can do this, or you can also do 
that. Yes, [I am] very satisfied with my colleagues. They’re all so 
happy here. That was the very first impression I got. They’re so 
humorous, all of them here. They make you laugh even if you’ve had 
your worst day ever. And they’re so very helpful and they’ve never 
ever said that they think it’s too much work. Particularly during the 
first few weeks, I felt like a real pain when I had to ask for the smallest 
thing. But they never said I have not got time and they always helped. 
Even if you see each other at a distance, you always say hello, there’s 
a very…a very positive spirit. 

From this quote, we can see that Alma finds that she receives help in the form of suggestions 
and that her colleagues explain things to her. One must, however, point out an important 
distinction in this context, i.e. from whom does this support come. It is partly about people 
matching each other. Linda gives an example of this. She has two other colleagues in her 
work team that teach the same subject as her. Linda finds that she does not enjoy such good 
collaboration with one of them, but things are different with the other colleague.

But this other person and I, we can also share ideas and inspiration 
that we get, we’re more on the same level, quite simply. We’ve found 
each other. 

From this quote we can see firstly that Linda finds that through this exchange she receives 
help in her work. Secondly, we see that in order to achieve such a relationship the two parties 
must feel that they match each other as persons. We see how she describes them as being “on
the same level” as a condition for her relationship with this colleague to feel so productive. A 
further distinction, which is central in this context, is the colleagues that are needed for this to 
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occur. One group of teachers says that this support is something they get from their subject 
colleagues, whilst the other group sees this as something they get primarily from their 
programme colleagues. 

Thus the first group of teachers sees their subject colleagues as best able to provide this 
exchange. These teachers prefer this exchange, which is connected with work material and 
concrete teaching tips, to come from their subject colleagues. Doris highlights this.

We think that subject colleagues work very tightly together and that we 
give and take from each other when it comes to our subject. I look at 
what you did there and how it worked.

Having the opportunity to discuss and bounce ideas off each other about teaching and grade 
setting and relations with pupils, for example, is of great importance in creating the feeling 
that one has a repertoire of alternatives. With one’s subject colleagues, one can also discuss 
and exchange specific work material. Alma also values her subject colleagues most of all. 

Yes, I like sitting with the subject team best. There you can talk about 
your own subject exclusively. 

As a newcomer to the profession she receives direct support from her subject colleagues via 
this work team and is schooled in the role of teacher in her specific subject. She gets tips on 
how to handle various situations and how best to teach a certain topic. But it is not just in the 
role of newly qualified teacher that one can experience one’s subject colleagues as being very 
important. When describing the benefits of sitting with her subject colleagues, Irene compares 
how things were before in her teaching career with colleagues.  

In the old days you used to sit with your subject colleagues, for my 
first 20 years I did that, since the late 1970s, and that was a 
magnificent support because then there were maybe ten or eleven of 
you that taught the same subject, so besides being workmates, working 
in the same corridors and the same rooms, you also had the same 
subject area and got an enormous amount of help from each other all 
the time. It was like an exchange, both of emotional support, but you 
also created material that others used and then you got the same thing 
in return. 

Irene contrasts subject colleagues with programme team colleagues. In her opinion, she does 
not gain as much in purely concrete terms from the interdisciplinary work teams. 

The conditions are a bit different. And you do not have the exchange of 
material, so I think that I miss that. But I can also see advantages with 
the programme team, because it’s fun and it’s nice to talk to people 
who are [in other subjects] instead of language teachers. People are 
friendly and I learn new things, but I do not know whether I get as 
much out of it purely in teaching terms. 

It is clear that subject colleagues functioned both as emotional support and as instrumental 
and informational support, and that she does not really get this from her programme team 
colleagues. The fact that the exchange is described as tight is explained partly by having a 
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subject in common, but also by the fact that that there was a purely physical proximity which 
facilitated daily interaction. Through this, the relationship is built up, and all three types of 
support are created. Irene says that in this exchange she is strengthened as a teacher, which in 
turn generates discretion. Tea also touches upon the instrumental and the informative support 
that she feels she receives. 

I have a colleague that teaches maths, and we work a great deal 
together and we work very well together. We prepare and work out 
things together and we do things together and compare things and if 
we come up with something, we share it, in the maths subject. 

This exchange is something that Tea appreciates greatly. Even if she explicitly emphasizes 
what it gives in the subject, i.e. instrumentally and informatively, it also includes an emotional 
dimension: the joy in sharing and the affirmative element. There is another group of teachers 
who certainly experience strong support from their colleagues, informatively, instrumentally 
and emotionally. However, these teachers experience this support from their programme team 
colleagues rather than their subject colleagues. 

I think, I moved over to the fine arts programme, it was easier to work 
with them. For example, religion could be the main subject and you 
had dance and music and you did the project together and they were 
very easy to work with. 

He sees the benefit in being able to collaborate in practice. The new work team gives him 
support mainly because of its natural size. The number of teachers in the programme teams is 
largely limited by the teachers who teach in a certain programme, and sometimes in a certain 
year. Where he worked previously, in a workplace where subject colleagues were the norm, 
he felt that they were so many in the same subject area that nothing happened. Nothing ever 
got off the ground. Erik says he considers it very important to meet new constellations of 
teachers and situations in order to develop and not seize up and get stuck in a rut. 

We had subject teams, civics, history, religion, philosophy and all that. 
What subject did we get time to work on? Well, usually it was only 
civics, so it got a bit tedious. And, you see, I like moving around. You 
see, Karolina, if you’ve spent almost 40 years in the classroom, it’s 
quite nice to take a walk in other directions.

The support that Erik could have received was not there to the same extent previously because 
it was too cumbersome and general. Erik says that he wants to move around and gather 
impressions from various sources. Alice has a similar viewpoint and finds that she gets the 
best support in her programme team, they are so tight-knit and work together to make “their”
programme the best in the country with the various skills that they command. In the work 
team that Alice belongs to, the pupils study in blocks, and the teachers in the team plan and 
carry out group projects. Alice talks all the time in terms of “we”, referring to herself and her 
programme colleagues. She describes the goals they have set up together and how they work 
to achieve those goals. The description illustrates close-knit teamwork. Alice says quite 
clearly where she belongs. It is among her programme team colleagues that she receives help 
and support. 
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We have seen that the teachers find that they give and receive support, instrumentally and 
informatively, through their colleagues. We have already shown that this support also 
involves emotional support. The emotional support results from the informative and 
instrumental support and can therefore be said to constitute a combination of the other two 
types of support. Receiving emotional support from one’s colleagues is considered very 
important. Mildred illustrates this. 

Collegially, we get on extremely well. It’s with them that you can talk 
like this, and we often meet privately too. And then it’s always about 
this, things that happen. We last met yesterday evening. 

Strong bonds with understanding colleagues that can also be cultivated outside the workplace 
provide the opportunity to discuss difficult decisions and how to deal with critical situations. 
Emotional support is received through interaction in the relationship. As we see, the 
relationship is also cultivated privately outside the workplace. Mildred contrasts the 
headmasters and her colleagues, pointing out that the relationship with colleagues is 
continuous and not just on special occasions. In answer to the question of where she receives 
the most support, she replies that she gets it from her colleagues. 

It’s from my colleagues, obviously. 

The best thing with relations with colleagues is specifically the element of empowerment and 
confidence that they create. This in turn creates a feeling that there are alternative ways of 
doing things. In discussions with others you can see new possibilities that you would not have 
seen for yourself. Tommy describes the role of his colleagues in times when it feels as though 
the job is not going as well as it should. 

You look at yourself and you ask why things are going so badly at the 
moment. And then we...we are a team so I’m not the only one who is 
taking on that role and so we have to discuss things us teachers in the 
programme team.. 

This is a clear indication that Tommy sees his colleagues as “we” – colleagues who solve 
problems together. They are there for each other and if a problem arises, a collective solution 
is sought. 

8.4 Circumstances that enable or constrain? – the significance of 
organisational conditions 
The collegial code and support dimensions are central to the discretion that can arise in the 
relationship between teachers and their colleagues. Various circumstances can affect these 
dimensions and give rise to discretion. We have already touched upon this above and will 
now look more closely at circumstances that help or obstruct discretion. 

A theme that touches upon both the code and support is the goal of schools to eliminate the 
solitary nature of the teaching profession in favour of what is often called a culture of 
collaboration. The teaching profession has often been described as solitary. At a policy level 
there is a desire to change this and make the profession into a job characterised by 
connections and collaboration for the sake of the pupils. Today there are formal reasons for 
collaborating. Teachers belong to programme work teams and are expected to create 
interdisciplinary projects. One group of teachers, however, experience a sense of loneliness 
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within their subject today. In this sense, the new organisation with teachers working to 
achieve more collaboration can be seen as a sub-optimisation of the system. Even though it is 
not entirely negative, it nevertheless removes the availability of an important source of 
discretion. The new interdisciplinary work teams can therefore be described in terms of 
forced, or contrived, collegiality as far as one group of teachers is concerned. 

8.4.1 “Permanent decisions” – circumstances that enable or constrain 
the collegial code as a source of discretion 
The collegial code described above can be seen as an expression of how the teaching 
profession was traditionally organised. In a profession traditionally described as solitary, it is 
natural that a code exists. In the school studied, closer collaboration between teachers via 
work teams has been introduced through a new organisation. These work teams are based on a 
group of pupils from one programme, thus the programme team. When this is possible, 
interdisciplinary projects are to be created. This will provide pupils with a comprehensive 
education. Teachers in the same team work together in the planning and carrying out of these 
projects. This approach challenges the code that says that you do your own job and do not 
criticise the methods of other teachers unless specifically asked. The challenge occurs because 
collaboration is ordered from above and not initiated by the teachers. The teachers do not 
choose the colleagues with whom they will carry out these projects. This is decided on the 
basis of programme team affiliation. This means that a teacher can end up in a programme 
team (in which practical collaboration is mandatory) where he or she prefers to work in one 
way whilst others prefer to work in another. In such a situation it is not as easy to act in 
accordance with the code; one’s own work is affected by others. Linda is relatively new to her 
programme team; as a new member she could experience problems with discretion. Since 
they work on group projects, each teacher cannot do as he or she pleases. This could affect 
discretion. The following illuminates the problem with the collegial code as it manifests itself 
today for one of the teachers, Linda. In answer to the question of whether she sees any 
occasions when her discretion is diminished, she answers that this happens in the 
interdisciplinary projects undertaken in the programme group to which she belongs. This 
limitation, in Linda’s opinion, relates to her colleagues. She finds that in the new structure 
with programme teams, the planning of work and to some extent its execution has to been 
determined in the team. She became aware of this when she got a new position and came as a 
new member into an existing programme team. 

Here on the X programme we work a lot on projects. And in some way 
there’s a built-in decision, a permanent decision that we have to work 
with projects here, and some people who were involved in building up 
the programme here are still working here. Of course they still have 
this picture that they had when they started. Since then a lot of new 
teachers have come in here and we’ve brought with us a great deal of 
experience, both in our own areas, but above all as teachers, because 
we’ve worked for a long time as teachers and I sometimes felt there 
that what I had brought with me was not valued. I was perhaps limited 
there because it had already been decided in this programme what 
they were going to do. […] I said to them in the programme team that 
this thing about making decisions permanent, that it was important 
that we did not do that. Because if we sit and make a plan after 
Christmas for how we think next year should look as regards projects 
and other things, we have to see that as a proposal, we cannot see it as 
a permanent decision because in August perhaps there will be a 
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number of new teachers here who have other ideas, who have 
something more to offer. And there MUST be room for the new 
teachers to take part and express their opinions.

The code that used to apply does not have the same function today as a source of discretion 
because work is organised differently today. There is no longer the same space to allow 
everyone to do their own job and choose whom he or she wants to collaborate with, at least 
not to the same extent as before. Instead there are organisational arrangements that set 
frameworks and thus limits. Linda illustrates another example of this problem when she talks 
about the dependency that can arise in today’s organisation. 

If someone has taken responsibility for something but has not 
delivered, and this can happen, there can be reasons why one has not 
done it, but if it is set in the system. There is, however, still an 
obligation to prioritise, the fact that what others do affects my work 
negatively is. . . . My work is dependent on what other people do and if 
they do not do their job then I cannot move on. 

For this group of teachers it is more difficult in practice to use the code to create discretion 
because of the close collaboration that is organised in interdisciplinary work teams. This also 
affects the opportunity of receiving support, since support occurs primarily in relation to and 
in interaction with subject colleagues. 

8.4.2 “Times are very different now” – circumstances that enable or 
constrain support as a source of discretion  
Support means a lot to teachers, as does the amount of discretion experienced. There are 
teachers who prefer to see this support coming from their subject colleagues and others that 
see programme colleagues as the most important support group. The picture of support drawn 
above describes conditions as more ideal than they ever are in reality. In practice there are 
circumstances that enable or constrain these ideal conditions. The two groups of teachers 
differ in terms to what enables and what constrains these conditions. 

The group that sees subject colleagues as the most important source support point to a number 
of constraining circumstances, mainly of an organisational nature. In addition to the 
interdisciplinary work teams there are also subject based work teams, but these are given less 
priority as regards time. They meet approximately once or twice monthly, varying according 
to the different units at the school. In the following statement, Inez is talking specifically 
about her subject colleagues and feels that they meet far too seldom. 

And so we meet about once every three weeks for conferences. And 
that’s a little too infrequently I think. There is not much time for 
pedagogical discussions. Instead there’s a lot of practical talk about 
what we need to purchase, what books we need to buy, ordering the 
national tests and how they are to be marked and so on. It’s not the 
pedagogical stuff and I miss that.

Inez experiences this limited time with subject colleagues negatively. They meet so rarely and 
for such short periods each time that they cannot develop deeper relationships, which is limits 
the intensity of the relationships. Of course, one imagines that all teachers, irrespective of 
subject, are able to discuss pedagogical matters, but Inez is referring to more subject-specific 
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matters. Inez describes the difference between today’s interdisciplinary organisation and the 
subject organisation which applied previously. It is clear that purely physical placement 
affects collegial relations with subject colleagues. 

Otherwise I do collaborate with other language teachers of course, but 
not so much here. We worked a lot together [at the school she used to 
work at] because then we shared an office. But here I’ve been sharing 
an office with the programme team, now I happen to be sitting here 
[on another floor], but all the others are sitting in one room. And then, 
the idea is that you should initiate collaboration if you’re keeping an 
eye on what each other is doing in his or her subject, so it works well 
here, but on the other hand collaboration with language colleagues 
works worse because we DO NOT sit together. 

This affects relationships as well as discretion. And it does so because opportunities for 
exchanging material, for example, are reduced as a result of the physical separation from 
one’s subject colleagues. 

As soon as anyone found a good stencil or good material, they said so 
at once because we were sitting in the same place, so you were always 
getting back-up and help. You do not get that in the same way here. 

Since the organisational base is the programme team, the individual subject is not given 
greater priority from above, which affects the teachers in their daily work. In most cases 
teachers do not sit with their subject colleagues but with programme team colleagues. This 
too gets in the way of the exchange f ideas and material between the subject colleagues. They 
do not meet on a daily basis as they did previously when they shared corridors and offices and 
could therefore easily share material, tips and advice with each other. Now they need to book 
time for this. Nelly says that subject colleagues meet “far too seldom”. The subject team 
meets only every fourth week and in Nelly’s opinion this is not often enough. She believes 
that all of the teachers in her subject team would like to meet more often since there is much 
that they need to “consult about”. Nelly questions today’s method of organising teachers’ 
work. She points out that it has long been said that the teaching profession is too “lone-
wolfish” and that today’s organisation is an attempt from on high to change this and promote 
more collaboration. But Nelly, who has a long career, questions this and wonders whether it 
has really worked.  

I have the feeling that we collaborated more before. Like in the 
eighties when we always had tests at the same time and the 
examination timetable was created at the beginning of the term by the 
director of studies and we all had the same tests. We do not have that 
any longer. Now it is at different times. It’s a problem coordinating 
tests. Yes, I think that’s the case, and then we always had our breaks at 
the same time before. Everyone took their breaks at the same time. You 
could reach people and talk to them more easily. Now everyone’s 
times are very different. It’s much more difficult when you have 
different times to cultivate relations and create collaboration too.

Nelly believes that the previous organisational set-up of the school allowed for more 
collaboration. We have now come to the core of the matter. The group of teachers who see 
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their subject colleagues as their most important source of support find that organisational 
circumstances make it difficult for them to cultivate relations and hence create the 
opportunities for collaboration. So those teachers who see their subject colleagues as the most 
important support in their work are lonelier today than before. Loneliness here means 
perceived loneliness. Purely organisationally, one could argue that there is more collaboration 
today. Irene expresses this clearly. 

Nowadays school is organised so that we sit in work teams. It has sort 
of become very, very important... teamwork has become a trendy word 
for the upper secondary school and the nine-year compulsory school. 
But as I see it, it really was teamwork in the old days, it’s just that we 
did not make a fuss about it, there was not that name. But it was 
teamwork, because we had reason to collaborate… 

Irene refers here to the informally initiated collaboration that she had with her subject 
colleagues previously. Perhaps there was no formal collaboration, but collaboration arose 
from individual needs, especially in one’s own subject. In this way one could say that if the 
job of teaching was previously classified as solitary work (little formal collaboration), one 
could also talk about solitary work today. This applies to teachers who prefer close 
collaboration with their subject colleagues and who do not have the same opportunities (at 
least not formally) to collaborate with them. The difficulty or the problem with work being 
organised in programme teams is that these teachers see themselves primarily as English 
teachers, for example, and not just teachers. The reason why they want to work more closely 
with their subject colleagues is precisely because of the shared subject base as shown in 
Irene’s reasoning. 

Because we do not teach in the same areas, really close collaboration 
becomes very difficult because it’s so hard to put oneself in another 
teacher’s working situation when you do not really understand the 
subject.

The teachers are also expected to carry out interdisciplinary projects for their pupils, which 
means that programme team colleagues work together to devise these interdisciplinary 
projects. This takes time, which this group of teachers would like to spend with their subject 
colleagues. In addition, they also feel that these projects take up much more time than is 
available. These teachers also feel there are so many people involved in these projects that 
they are particularly difficult to administer. One group of teachers sometimes choose not to 
work on collective programme projects for organisational reasons. Sven gives an example. 

But we also do projects like this together in the subjects, we have done 
it with two third year classes and one second year class with lots of 
role-playing, municipal games, and then we are teachers who teach 
the same subject that have joined our groups together, that can work 
too. But there are lots of problems like this that limit us, like the 
timetable, that reduces discretion, I think. 

It is worth noting here that Sven talks about discretion in regards to actually working in 
accordance with the decision on interdisciplinary work. However, he sees organisational 
problems in doing so; it is difficult to make a timetable that works. By timetable problem 
Sven means primarily the pupils’ timetable which, particularly in years two and three is 
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varied because of the many different choices the pupils have and which he finds an obstacle to 
shared projects. 

… We don’t do interdisciplinary projects so often, particularly not in 
years two and three, because say a pupil is in this one class, they have 
just 20% of lessons with the entire class. The rest of the lessons are 
with other groups, such as English, German, Spanish, Maths and 
electives, so just every fifth lesson is with the entire class and these 
might be psychology, religion, Swedish, and so on. All the other 
subjects are divided into these. This means you cannot work together. 
It doesn’t work practically.

Whether people feel they have the opportunity to reject the programme team in favour of the 
subject team varies in this group. Sven sees discretion in how and when teachers work 
together. He says that

It varies [how much teachers work together], it’s different from 
teacher to teacher. Sometimes we work together when we think the 
situation is right for it. 

Working together when one thinks that the situation is right can thus signal that discretion is 
available to teachers. For her part, Irene believes that if she were to work with her subject 
colleagues she would be going against the stream and that this would make her unpopular 
with the headmaster. 

Yes, but I go against the stream quite a lot. But I do not think anyone 
would forbid me to, I do not think so. But I would not be so popular 
with the headmaster because it would upset the order. 

The other group of teachers see programme team colleagues as the most important. They see 
fewer obstacles and tend to see the opportunities. These teachers prefer to work close to their 
programme team colleagues. This is not a problem since it is the programme teams that are 
the main work team units. Today’s organisational conditions do not limit discretion for this 
group of teachers. Erik believes that the way work was organized before, in subject 
institutions, was more cumbersome and gave rise to more irritation than support. The size of 
today’s work teams, i.e. the programme teams, is better as far as he is concerned. 

We talked and talked and never actually did anything, because we 
never agreed. That’s why it was so nice to come here. I was a lone 
teacher in my subject; my pupils and I decided things together. It has 
become so much easier. 

This demonstrates Erik’s view of discretion when he is alone with his subject and the other 
teachers that he collaborates with have other subject specialities. For Erik, his current 
colleagues are exciting and challenging rather than limiting. 

Even though collaboration at an organisational level can be administrated and organised into 
being, it is clear that it is difficult to administrate into existence conditions for support and 
hence discretion. This is particularly true for one group of teachers. Colleagues provide 
support that sometimes allows one to dare to act and to feel secure in this in various 
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situations. Teachers can also share work material and tips about successful lessons. 
Colleagues with whom one feels comfortable are also those with whom one exchanges 
material. In other words, collegial relations can be of a more professional nature (where 
material is given and received) but can also be of a more personal nature (where emotional 
support is given and received). Often the relationship consists of a mixture of the two. The 
most beneficial relationships, according to the teachers, are those in which both elements are 
strong. In order to create both a professional and a personal relationship, teachers must work 
well together. This is a difficult thing to create through administration since this type of 
relationship arises from personal needs and wishes. It is clear that a fruitful relationship 
requires more than just sharing a subject. it also requires a feeling that people get along well. 
If a collegial relationship is more or less forced or administrated into being, it is not at all 
certain that it will be perceived as a support. If the relationship arises and exists for reasons 
other than personal initiative (e.g. as a result of orders from the headmaster) and it becomes 
clear that people feel that they do not match each other, the very thing that could have been a 
support could feel like a burden. 

8.5 Summary – how discretion is influenced by the collegial relation  
It can be advantageous to bring together the results that emerged with the more theoretical 
notes discussed in the theoretical framework. As regards the concept of power, it is true that 
this relationship is the only one of the four main relationships that is symmetrical. Neither the 
teachers nor their colleagues have the formal or legitimate power to make decisions for each 
other. It is clear that the term collegial code, which is one of the distinguishing qualities in the 
relationship, has a role as a power distributor. This means then that there is a norm that says 
how teachers should relate to each other. Each teacher has his or her own way of working. 
That is how it is and that is how it should be. In this instance, the code can be compared to 
trust. A problem then arises in what one particular group of teachers experience as contrived 
collegiality. Since the teachers’ work is organised in specific programme teams and one is 
expected to work together in these teams, the buffer arena that formerly characterised the 
teachers’ relationships with each other both theoretically and in practice is reduced. When one 
works in shared projects it is difficult to disregard others working in a way one disagrees 
with.

As regards the term control, it is clear the teachers have control of some parts of the 
relationship, such as the more personal aspects. But when it comes to the professional part, 
this is decided through the headmasters/policies. For those teachers that see most advantages 
in programme teams, this does not constitute a limitation. The others find that they cannot 
cultivate relationships with colleagues they would naturally choose, i.e. the colleagues from 
whom they gain the most. This can thus be identified as limiting discretion. This leads us 
naturally to the term support, which is central to this relationship. In the relationship between 
the teachers and their colleagues it is primarily the support that can arise out of this that 
generates the opportunity for greater discretion. The teachers greatly value their colleagues. 
This is because they form a great source of support; instrumentally, informatively, and 
emotionally. This support increases their repertoire of skills and hence choices. Instrumental 
support, for example, involves teachers and their colleagues receiving and sharing working 
material with each other and perhaps discussing how to design a certain section of a course. 
Informative support involves information about relevant questions in their day-to-day work. 
Emotional support is about emotional exchange. The support could, however, be more 
extensive, at least for one group of the teachers, since the main work teams are based on 
subject integration. Emotional support is less than it could be because the teachers cannot 
choose with whom or with which colleagues will work with more closely. Since the 
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interdisciplinary work teams require a lot of time, there is not much time left for other forms 
of collaboration.

Certain types of demands can legitimately be made between colleagues. The framework 
which one accepts as terms of employment as a teacher are examples of these demands. This 
could involve a certain measure of collaboration, punctuality and so on. If teachers place 
demands upon each other, it involves the collegial code, i.e. respecting each other’s 
differences in the practice of one’s profession. The matter of the code is very close to the 
concept of trust; there is an agreement, albeit unwritten, that one trusts each other’s ways of 
working. Professionalism among colleagues is thus strongly emphasized. A problem arises, 
however, as a result of the tighter collaboration that has been organised into being. A teacher 
can no longer be a lone wolf in the same way or choose collaboration partners on his or her 
own initiative. 

Finally, it can be said that discretion can be created in the relationship between teachers. This 
applies particularly to those cases in which it is possible to work with colleagues one finds 
agreeable. For one group of teachers this means primarily their subject colleagues, whilst for 
the others it is their programme team colleagues. Organisational conditions, however, set 
limitations for the first group in many cases.  
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9 Pupils 
The pupils are one of the main reasons why the teachers chose to train and work as teachers 
rather than in another profession. The pupils are the whole point of the school’s activities. 
School is there primarily to provide the pupils with factual knowledge in a number of subject 
areas, but school also has the task of creating good citizens; it has a fostering dimension in 
which solidarity and democracy are key elements. As well as this, or rather in line with this 
fostering dimension, the teachers have a social dimension to their work. This is expressed via 
today’s mentor system, for example. These are the dimensions of the formal work of teachers 
that also come up in interviews and which will be illuminated in this chapter. In this 
relationship too, it is not just the relationship in itself, but other conditions that affect whether 
it is perceived as contributing to how discretion manifests itself. 

The pupils are seen as legitimate actors with whom to negotiate how things should be set up 
and carried out. This can be contrasted with the way negotiations with the other actors take 
place. To some extent, at least for one group of teachers, negotiations tend to take place 
against the other party, i.e. how can I win over the other party in order to obtain discretion. 
The relationship with pupils is very important to the teachers. Here they get their strength and 
it is here that they want to use their time: working with young people, seeing them learn and 
observing the happiness that they get from this. The interaction that takes place can best be 
described as two-way. The teachers “are there” for the pupils’ benefit and try to meet the 
pupils and create as good a teaching situation as possible. This relationship, however, can be 
problematical at times – e.g., when misunderstandings arise – but this is something that the 
teachers see as part of their job, something that they should and can solve. It is interesting to 
note that parts of what one could call the social dimension of the work between teachers and 
pupils is perceived as problematic by some teachers and some believe that this should not be 
included in their job as they have no training for it. 

9.1 Brief characteristics of the relation 
The relationship between teachers and pupils can be said to be the main relationship in the 
teaching profession; it is the purpose of the profession’s activities. The relationship between 
teachers and pupils is special compared with the other three relationships presented above. 
Like the relationships between teachers and policies and headmasters, this relationship is 
asymmetrical; however, in this relationship, it is the teachers who rank higher. Teachers can 
be seen as the pupils’ bosses and they decide what must be done. At the same time, it is 
stipulated in today’s steering documents that pupils must be included in the own learning 
process and, for example, participate in the planning of courses. This is mentioned in terms of 
pupil-influence and pupil democracy (Lpf – 94). The superior ranking of teachers can also be 
seen in the fact that they judge the performance of pupils. On the other hand, one can view the 
teachers as being dependent on the pupils, since the teachers cannot decide which pupils they 
would like to teach nor can they really de-select pupils that they do not wish to teach. 

The relationship with pupils can be described in many different ways and from many different 
perspectives. This chapter will focus on how this relationship affects discretion. We will now 
see how the teachers think concerning the pupil relationship and the discretion that they feel 
they are allowed or denied in this relationship. 
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9.2 “So much is positive in the contact with the pupils” – the good 
teacher as a cultivator of pupil relations 
In the specialist journal Makten över läraryrket [Power over the Teaching Profession] (2004), 
it is stated that the teachers should have good relations with their pupils as a part of or a 
condition for other parts of the job. The teachers say that they do this. This seems quite 
natural. What teacher does not want to appear as the good pedagogue? The relationship with 
the pupils can be described as the teachers’ area of expertise. This is what the job consists of: 
carrying out a multifaceted job through relationships with their pupils. Building good 
relationships with pupils is a method and also a tool for carrying out this job. Cultivating good 
relations with pupils is also important. Sven emphasizes this. 

And then, relations with the pupils, it’s always better if the 
relationship with the pupils is good. 

This can be achieved in different ways. Irene believes that being accessible to pupils when 
they need you is a way of building good relationships. 

So, just when I’ve begun correcting that classroom test I can be 
interrupted and have to do something else instead. It could be 
someone who wants me to open a door or help them copy an OH. Yes, 
I think that’s fine, I’m happy to do that. It can be frustrating because 
you have to leave what you’re doing, but I think it’s good that pupils 
come and ask for help with such things because it shows that they want 
to do their work here and I can open a door just as well as any 
technician or janitor. It’s also a way of showing pupils that they 
should be here and that it’s nice that they are here. And you might be 
able to exchange a few words and…you get to know them too even if 
it’s not a matter of socializing, it feels as if it’s not at all bad for 
relations  that you can help them with trivial things like this. 

So Irene thinks this is good. Although as she is interrupted in what she is doing, she is given 
the opportunity to show the pupils that they are important and that she is there for them. Here 
we can see that the cultivation of relations with the pupils occurs in the day-to-day activities, 
when the pupils need or ask for help. Another sign of the fact that it is important to have good 
relations and to try to create these is demonstrated, for example, when Mildred describes 
situations in which she has been on a collision course with pupils. She describes how she had 
a discussion with a group of pupils and how she tried together with the pupils to find a 
solution to a problem that involved misbehaviour in the classroom. 

You do that often, you often feel oh, now I’m saying the wrong thing 
and now… […]. And things like that, you never know how you’re 
being understood, and it could be they thought I was being sarcastic 
or whatever. Well, next time they came I said I heard that you…I 
apologise for saying that, but I still think that this doesn’t work, so you 
can’t do anything other than just talk and talk and talk. 

In Mildred’s opinion, not knowing whether one has acted correctly and justly or how one’s 
actions are perceived can be a problem. It is also clear that she puts energy into trying to 
resolve the situation so that the pupils will be satisfied and work will be possible. Mildred’s 
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colleague Erik also confirms that he thinks it is important to have good relations with the 
pupils. Erik describes an occasion when he recently lost his composure in the classroom. 

I can’t actually remember when I did it. […]. But… I was having a 
bad day, I’d felt ill all night and so I went and said to her mentor and 
went to my headmaster and said I thought I’d been unprofessional. If 
anything happens they need to know that I didn’t do the right thing. 
But I want to have a meeting. I want to explain myself, it wasn’t just 
me who acted wrongly. But sometimes, she had worn me down and 
she’d worn down my trainees, so it was there and it had to come out, 
but not on that occasion. 

Erik describes the events that caused him to lose his composure and talks about his own 
responsibility and the pupil’s and indicates how he wants to resolve the situation with the 
pupil and that it is important to him that the situation is resolved well. But even if it is 
considered important to have good relations and that one tries to create them and one talks 
about pupils in positive and almost wholly non-problematical terms, a somewhat more 
problematic picture emerges at the same time. This picture is described by Idun and others. 
She talks about the positive things in encountering the pupil, but she says at the same time 
that the positive is not always related to good and simple things. 

There’s always something positive, even if it really isn’t. It always 
gives you something, irrespective of the feelings. […]. It gives you an 
unbelievable amount of happiness, you get… they give of themselves 
too. There is so much that’s extremely positive in the contact with 
pupils.

Creating relationships with pupils is rewarding, but it also demands energy. It is emotionally 
laden. Sometimes it can feel positive and sometimes more negative. The fact that Idun 
describes pupil-contact as sometimes difficult and problematic but nonetheless positive, 
which can be connected to the reason why teachers choose the profession as a career. This has 
largely to do with an interest in working with people and preferably young people. Alice says 
that she has always wanted to work with people and she began this early in her life. As an 11-
year old she was already working with people. 

I’ve always wanted to work with people, and I’ve always had that 
contact. I started working with people when I was eleven years old. I 
had two choices: either work with sick people or with children and 
young people. 

Alice’s colleague Doris says that she too knew from an early age that she wanted to become a 
teacher.

Oh, I already knew that when I was in primary school… that I would... 
there were two alternatives, either a midwife or a teacher. And I had a 
very good civics teacher in the upper secondary school. He was very 
modern and this resulted in me choosing teaching rather than 
midwifery. That’s how it happened... it was natural. 
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Pupil-contact is also described as the most enriching part of working as a teacher. This is 
primarily where the teachers want to direct their energy. Irene exemplifies this when she 
describes circumstances in the school’s organisation and how she sees them in relation to the 
pupils.

But on the one hand it [new way of organising the work] did not 
become a hot potato because it’s the work with the pupils that every 
teacher concentrates on. So all this fuss that they carry on with and 
the moving us between offices it doesn’t feel as if it’s the most 
important thing in the world. 

At the same time, it can be noted that it is not only an interest in people and children that lies 
behind this choice of career. It is also about working conditions and subject-focus. Working 
conditions in this context are the working conditions that one perceived to apply when one 
began training for the profession, partly working hours and holidays but also a perception that 
the teaching profession involved a high degree of discretion. Another reason for choosing the 
teaching profession is an interest in a certain subject evolving into a natural reason to become 
a teacher. Nelly says: 

Yes, it wasn’t that I planned it. It was more of a coincidence in that I 
was interested in languages and so I started reading languages. And 
when I’d done that there wasn’t an awful lot else to choose from. It 
was quite natural to choose that direction, so it wasn’t really a very 
conscious choice, but I’d always enjoyed school and my mother was a 
junior school teacher and it was a world that I felt at home in. 

The reason why it is interesting to dwell briefly on the reason why the teachers chose the 
profession is linked to how they see the activity and also the pupils. It is worth noting that 
none of the teachers say that the pupils and their relationships with them are troublesome. 
Here there is a clear difference with the other relationships. This could, however, have 
something to do with rhetoric: that it is part of the teaching profession to be able to manage 
the pupils. 

Different reasons for entry into the profession indicate that prospective teachers had a picture 
of certain working conditions as being part of the profession, for example, an interest in a 
certain subject area. Working conditions are affected partly by the job, which has changed 
over time. One can see that conditions have changed and that this ought to affect teachers and 
their discretion in pupil relationships. We see that working conditions and not simply pupil-
focus has influenced the choice of teaching as a career. There will be no further discussion 
here of why the teachers became teachers. It is interesting, however, to point out in this 
context that the choice did not depend only on an interest in the pupils, but on the working 
conditions as the teachers understood them with relation to discretion. This is also a central 
element together with an interest in one’s own subject. 

Being a good pedagogue is described by the teachers as a complex task. The interviews reflect 
this. It is very much about having a fingertip feeling for the work and about being flexible. 
Inez says that working as a teacher involves being constantly prepared for the unexpected. 

Well, you never know how your day will turn out as a teacher. You 
know what lessons and what pupils you will have, but it never really 
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turns out as expected because things happen all the time. You have to 
be extremely flexible and a little bit sensitive because you’re dealing 
with people and this applies especially to young people. Sometimes 
they’re really angry and sometimes really sweet. So you have to be 
prepared for almost anything. 

Having a good relationship with the pupils in order to be able to confront the various 
situations that can arise can be seen as the essence of the profession. This capacity is 
mandatory. This is an interesting aspect since it could affect how teachers view the 
relationships they have with the pupils. Who does not want to be or appear to be a good 
pedagogue? It is possible that they represent themselves as managing better than they actually 
do in practice. 

9.2.1 “I gain confidence” – having a good relation to the pupils and what 
it offers
One can then raise the question of why it is seen as important to build good relations with the 
pupils. It is reasonable to assume that there is a reward in creating good relations. What is this 
reward apart from the satisfaction of fitting the template for what a good pedagogue should be 
able to do?

Irene talks about confidence, and we see how the interaction in the relationship gives this to 
both parties. It appears as though good relations make it easier to communicate with pupils 
and thereby create an atmosphere of trust. Trust facilitates the teachers’ work. The teacher 
feels that everyone is working in harmony. Successful communication and positive feedback 
provide the teacher with the motivation to continue and to experiment. As Irene says, this 
results in confidence. Even though there are disturbances, this is unimportant as it is the 
pupils themselves upon whom the teacher focuses.  

And a good day is when the pupils both work... they don’t necessarily 
have to create fantastic solutions to everything, but that they go half 
way. I go half way and they go the other half, there’s a kind of meeting 
where you really know that they’re enjoying it. That they’re enjoying it 
and having fun together, not with me necessarily, but there is a sort of 
mood where every pupil feels secure in the classroom. That makes me 
happy. Nothing fantastic needs to happen, but that feeling that 
everyone is in harmony. And then a specially successful day is when 
it’s above expectations, where the pupils have been set a task and 
achieve way beyond expectations and where they are even prepared to 
give of themselves and read their work aloud and applaud each other 
and there are also peaks in form, and it’s not my… and I feel that I’m 
getting things for free and that creates masses of energy and 
confidence because I feel that I have the ability to give them that 
security, that they dare to be so creative. Then it feels good. And that’s 
one of those really good days.

Discretion is created indirectly when the relationship with pupils is working well. Trust is 
created, and therefore support, which indirectly contributes to discretion. As a teacher, Irene 
says she gets the energy to work and try out new pathways or perhaps continue on a route that 
has already been mapped. In order to achieve discretion in one’s work in this relationship, the 
pupils must be in harmony with the teacher. In order to achieve the objectives of teaching – 
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such as increasing the skills and knowledge of the pupils – one has to keep the pupils on one’s 
side. Therefore, it is important to keep the pupils on one’s side. This is done through good 
relationships. Irene describes how she views freedom of action. 

Discretion for me means that I must have, my employer must have 
enough confidence in me to know that I will do my job in a 
professional manner. I won’t need to write things down or need to 
account for myself. And that when I have questions or need help to 
solve certain things, perhaps timetable problems or other problems, 
then I’ll be taken seriously. That now something needs to be done. 
Discretion, that’s being able to work with the pupils as we agreed. 
What the pupil and I agreed, you have to fix that, you must manage 
this, and we have this much time what are we going to do and how are 
we going to plan this. That’s discretion. 

Idun feels that she has this. Mildred also says she has freedom of action and that she has this 
in relation to the core activity, with the pupils. 

Yes, where I have discretion of action. Of course, I have it in my core 
activity, that’s with the pupils. There I can decide together with the 
pupils what we’re going to do and for how long and so on. 

Inez also touches upon this. In order to have discretion, she needs the pupils with her. As long 
as she has the pupils with her, she feels that she has considerable discretion. 

Discretion, oh yes. I think that I’ve probably got a lot of freedom to do 
largely what I want. I have a bit of freedom in interpreting course 
plans and the curriculum, and I can manage the teaching as I like, as 
long as I have the pupils on board. I don’t feel as if I’m controlled top-
down by headmasters, I don’t think so. 

It is interesting to see how the teachers talk explicitly about discretion. Other relationships, in 
which they are more or less subordinate, are on a level that is not described in terms of 
discretion. It is also clear that they want to spend their time with the pupils. The teachers say 
in unison that the pupil-related part of their job is the very best part of the job. Linda explains 
this by saying: 

I think it’s great fun being a teacher. I really love this teacher bit. I 
like being together with young people […] I think it’s great fun to take 
lessons, I think it’s wonderful to see their work, the whole role of being 
a teacher is terrific, I never get fed up. 

Linda says that she gets “masses of inspiration” from her pupils. The high value she places 
on the relationship becomes clear when Linda says that the parts of the job without pupil 
contact are tough. The pupils are important to her. Idun too describes how rewarding she 
finds the relationship with pupils. She describes how she feels that school has changed for the 
better during her years as a teacher. School has become more democratic and the pupils 
themselves have a more central role than before. 
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The very best thing is the way one is allowed to work with the pupils; 
we have a school in which we meet the pupils, that’s the very best 
thing.

It is relevant to raise the question of what is meant by being allowed to work with the pupils. 
In the job-description there are several different elements to being a teacher. Pupil-related 
work can be as described above in a lesson situation, but it can also involve the social 
dimension. We are now going to look more closely at the pupils as an area of knowledge – a 
number of dimensions of the relationship with pupils. 

In summarising the teachers’ talk about the importance of the relationship with pupils and 
why this relationship is so important, it can be said that teachers describe the relationship with 
pupils as very important. They describe teaching as a “people job”. The meeting with pupils 
is described as the most rewarding part of the work. Seeing pupils learn and enjoy their 
schoolwork gives the teachers a kind of emotional support, but at the same time something 
else has begun to emerge. The meeting with pupils is valued differently depending on which 
part this involves. We have up till now moved on a general level regarding the relationship 
between teachers and pupils. We will now look more closely at a number of specific 
dimensions. The question then arises as to why teachers value this relationship so highly. One 
can assume that teachers per se ought to like pupils, since pupils are central to a school’s 
activities. Pupils are the clients with whom the professionals in the school’s organisation have 
to work. Doris says that a good day is characterised by having the pupils on board.

A good day for me is when I feel that, ooh that was a good question. I 
feel inspired myself when a pupil is with me in that way. 

Having the pupils “on board” is what the work is about in practice and that is not always 
easy. But when it works out, the feeling is very rewarding. This feeling can be described in 
terms of social response or social support. One could say that it is not the relationship in itself, 
but what it can give in the form of a direct response from the pupils as rewarding. The 
response is a support that increases the feeling of discretion. 

So very little is required, for us [teachers] to feel that it’s fun. 

9.3 “The subject, upbringing, and the social” – dimensions of the pupil 
relationship 
The pupils can be seen as the teachers’ foremost area of expertise. This is partly in order to be 
able to carry out their work, but also because the purpose of the activity is the pupils and their 
education in various subjects. The work includes the mediation of knowledge and the 
fostering of pupils into good citizens with catchwords such as pupil-influence, democracy, 
and solidarity. These buzzwords are buzzwords for Swedish society as a whole. School is an 
institution through which society’s values are inculcated. Lpf-94 states that “School has an 
important task in mediating and embedding the values on which the life of our society rests”.
An example of a value on which Swedish society rests is expressed in the following: “The
public education system rests on the foundation of democracy” (ibid). The social dimension is 
also included and is today expressed though mentorship.  

9.3.1 “Enormously different preconditions” – the subject as a dimension 
The subject in which the individual teacher instructs pupils is a focus for every teacher, 
although in slightly different ways. Changing requirements or goals for pupil activity are 
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described by some as problematic. This has to do with the overall goal that all pupils should 
be given the opportunity to pass every course with “pass” as a grade. This is a result of 
increased individualisation in school. Previously, teachers followed the so-called Gauss-curve 
and all grades between 1 and 5 were awarded, with 5 as the highest grade. Now all pupils 
must be able to achieve a “pass” in every subject. Pupils enter the upper secondary school 
with various levels of preparation. This is one precondition that affects the relationship and 
hence discretion for the teachers. Doris finds that it involves much more work for her as an 
individual teacher now that all pupils must have the same goal. More work requires more 
time, but this is not available. 

Today it’s more that you have to see to every pupil; this 
individualisation is much more marked. Every pupil has to get a 
passing mark now. You used to have this relative grading system, a 
one, a two; that was the norm. But today we have to see to it that 
everyone gets at least a passing mark, so that you have to work much, 
much more. 

The requirement of getting all pupils through and the changing goals for the profession 
affects how teachers work and creates a shortage of time in some cases. Tea, who teaches 
natural sciences, says the way she is able to work with pupils has changed during her time as 
a teacher, around 20 years. The very varied basic abilities of pupils when they start upper 
secondary school can be problematical. 

Firstly, there’s an enormous difference between pupils. Their 
knowledge when they arrive varies enormously. There’s been a big 
difference over the last ten years. It’s absolutely horrible when it 
comes to maths and natural sciences. They come here and they’ve 
NEVER done a chemistry experiment and they come here and some 
pupils are at year five-six level in maths and will pass in any case. And 
they can have a top grade in chemistry although they have never 
carried out an experiment, even though they’ve studied no chemistry at 
all, because they’ve only studied ecology and environmental care 
because they’ve been allowed to choose. But they have really good 
grades. So it varies according to the school they’ve been to, the junior 
school.

Tea believes that this creates new preconditions for her, particularly when pupils with such 
different levels of knowledge are put into the same group. She says that this presents her with 
“enormously divergent preconditions”. Putting together pupils with such differing abilities in 
the same group is problematical. It will be interesting to see then how Tea manages this. Now 
she has a special teacher to assist her in helping those pupils who are farthest of all from 
achieving the goal. 

They all have to study... all have to study the same maths-a course. 
And that doesn’t work well. From last year we actually have a special 
teacher in maths, so those who are way, way, behind, and there are 
many of them, so that she has four of my 27 pupils. It’s on the edge of 
upper secondary school level. It’s really difficult and it won’t sort 
itself out in the end because the differences are too great. 
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Lpf -94 stipulates that all pupils are entitled to an equal education. It also states that
“Consideration must be given to pupils’ differing abilities, needs and levels of knowledge”
(Lpf -94). Therefore, it is clear that the skills to deal with pupils with different levels of 
knowledge are included in the job of teaching. Previously, this did not cause as many 
problems, but all pupils currently go through the three-year upper secondary school education 
as a preparation for studies irrespective of the individual pupil’s intention to continue 
studying or not. 

The overall problem in the subject dimension is linked to changing requirements in what 
teachers have to achieve with their pupils in terms of results, but there is one very positive 
aspect of this dimension of the relationship with the pupil. The teaching or classroom 
situation is experienced by some as the most rewarding aspect of their work. Linda reflects on 
what a good day at work means to her.

Well. A good day at work […]. And so I go into the classroom then 
and it almost always feels good to see the pupils, I’m happy when I see 
them. I can feel that I’m happy and I smile. And of course then I want 
a response from the students, they mustn’t be grumpy and there 
mustn’t be a lot of fuss with pupils coming late or not  wanting to 
come. But that doesn’t happen often, they usually do. I really enjoy 
being a teacher. I like the company of young people and I like giving 
lessons, I think it’s great to see their work, everything about the 
teacher’s role is fun and I never get fed up. And I get masses of 
inspiration from things, partly from things around me in my own 
world, but mostly from the pupils. They do something and it wakes a 
thought in me that I develop and this leads to new ideas. 

This description emphasizes primarily that part of the teachers’ work that has to do with the 
subject. That is what Linda likes most: seeing pupils learn in the subject she is teaching. But 
the work of teaching also consists of a fostering and a social dimension. 

9.3.2 “Democratic values” – fostering the good citizen dimension  
It has long been part of the teachers’ job to make pupils into good citizens. It is one of the 
goals of school as an institution in its entirety. What these values consist of has partially 
changed over the years. Something upon which a considerably greater emphasis has been 
placed in the policy of recent decades is pupil democracy. This means that pupils must 
participate in the planning of their own school work and learning: “It is not sufficient for 
teaching to mediate knowledge of basic democratic values. Teaching must involve democratic 
working forms and develop pupils’ ability and willingness to take personal responsibility and 
to actively participate in society”  (Lpf -94). It also stipulates that the teacher must plan the 
teaching together with the pupils (ibid). It is interesting to look more closely at in the context 
of teachers’ discretion. Pupil democracy means in one way that there is another actor – 
namely the pupil themselves – in the game with the legitimate power to take part in designing 
and planning school work, and hence the teachers’ work. Pupil democracy is viewed 
positively by the teachers. Idun makes a comparison and says that school as it was before 
could be likened to a fairly undemocratic institution. 

I think about Caligula, this… the film was called “Hets” [Frenzy], I 
believe with Stig Jarrel. I think about it sometimes when he goes 
around with the pointer and I was educated in a school like that. And 
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then you think when you leave that you’re so democratic, that’s what 
you do think, because you were, in the context of that society. And how 
we can work today, there’s an enormous difference. 

Idun feels that she went to school in Caligula-like circumstances. When she left university as 
a qualified teacher, she thought she was very democratic. Yet in comparison with how she is 
today, she was not. She goes on to say that the new has brought both good and bad. She sees 
the openness as positive, but feels that certain aspects of discipline and behaviour have been 
overlooked.

It’s both good and bad [...]. Yes, this open dialogue between pupil and 
teacher is only positive, but then perhaps that’s what you have to say, 
this business of sitting and drawing on desks, flicking snuff on the 
walls, making a mess and coming into the classroom with coats and 
caps and snuff and everything, that I don’t like. 

Making pupils into good citizens must be done in a spirit of democracy. This is viewed 
positively, even though slightly problematic, but it does not affect discretion negatively. We 
have already seen how teachers say that as long as they have the pupils with them they have 
discretion. It is about all pulling in the same direction. Erik believes that this emphasis on 
pupil democracy has changed the upper secondary school significantly, both for the pupils 
and for him as a teacher. He was previously alone in deciding how courses were laid out. 
Now, however, there is much discussion before a course begins.

We got the programme upper secondary school and before that... I 
never asked how we were supposed to do things, how we should set 
out the teaching, I never showed guidelines for grade criteria. You 
look at templates and what you want with the grade criteria, and after 
that you discuss the set-up. 

Discussion can be seen as part of the negotiations between teacher and pupils. Discussions 
were held to find a way that suits the pupil group and which the teacher finds practical. Erik 
sees this as positive. Sven and others say that pupil democracy has been accentuated in recent 
years.

Oh yes, there’s not much with parents ... But the pupils take part and 
plan most of it. They can’t plan the course content of course, because 
it’s parliament and government that decide that, but the way of 
working, accounting for work and yes, how we work, they can take 
part as long as they are willing to take responsibility. […]. Yes, when 
we started it was perhaps more that... less pupil democracy and so the 
pupils had less influence, we did the planning ourselves, but today 
there’s much more course-planning together with the pupils. 

Both Idun and Erik say that pupil influence as part of making pupils into good citizens is a 
natural and positive part of the exercise of their profession and does not restrict their 
discretion in any way. This is interesting in itself. Here a picture emerges of allowing another 
party (the pupils) to take part in deciding how work is to be done. This is a partial contrast 
with how it was described as limiting when other actors took part in negotiations on how 
things are to be done in the relationships presented previously. The pupils are portrayed as 
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legitimate actors. This is wholly in line with the national teaching plan and as such is 
unremarkable, but since all actors and relationships are legitimate, it is interesting to ask why 
this particular relationship is valued differently. Inez emphasizes, however, that the pupils do 
not always take their responsibilities in managing their own schooling. 

But now the focus is less and less on the teacher I think. It’s more 
pupil-centred, it’s the pupils that have to work, it’s they that have to 
come up with ideas and assessments... in some way it’s they... yes 
they’re more in focus, and I think that’s a difference. They’ve got 
much more say in things, if they want to. They don’t always take the 
chance. They’re harder to control today actually, and it’s positive that 
they have… they take their responsibility and have a few ideas, and 
they can also refuse to do things, they never did that when I began. As 
a rule they did as teacher said, but they don’t always do that now. 
Then you have to take a deep breath and find a new angle. Yes, usually 
… I usually throw back the question, what shall we do then, have you 
any suggestion? Then perhaps there’ll be a discussion and usually it’s 
the clever, interested pupils that come up with their own suggestions, 
and they are usually very good so you can work according to them.

It is clear that the pupils’ opinions, when they have opinions and suggestions, are included in 
the planning of activities. Alma too says she is open to suggestions from the pupils. 

They like to come and talk and perhaps they’ll say that now we’ve got 
an awful lot of work to do, couldn’t we change this in some way. And 
I’m always open to discussing various alternatives regarding how they 
can work and usually they take part in the decision on what they want 
to do now, do they want to do this now or later, or how do they want 
the tests. They take part in the decision-making and ... 

Where possible, the pupils take part in planning their courses. 

9.3.3 “One always has to take account of the social aspect” – the social 
dimension 
The social dimension can be seen as an extension of the subject dimension and the fostering 
dimension. The social dimension is expressed through mentorship. This is about the teachers’ 
role in relation to the pupils, taking the whole pupil, not just the purely academic and subject-
related aspects. It is about seeing the whole pupil and his or her situation and individual 
abilities. In order to achieve the goal regarding both the subject and fostering dimension of the 
relationship with the pupil, which includes “starting from the individual pupil’s needs, 
abilities and thoughts” and “strengthening every pupils self-confidence and willingness and 
ability to learn” and “stimulating, guiding and supporting the pupil” (Lpf – 94) is necessary, 
or rather it is a consequence that the teachers come close to the pupils. It is a condition that 
they have contact with the individual pupils. This means that the social dimension is a fact. 
The social dimension involves things that are outside the fostering dimension. Because the 
teacher has, or is intended to have, close contact with each individual pupil, the pupils’ social 
problems will be noticed. These, in practice, will constitute a large part of the relationship. 

Some of the teachers say that pupils have more problems now. Others say that pupils do not 
have more problems, but that they are more visible now, partly perhaps because teachers are 
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more experienced but also because teachers are closer to pupils now as a result of the 
expansion of their responsibilities. In one way, this limits the level of discretion. One can see 
that it might be difficult to shoulder so many problems as this affects how one organises one’s 
teaching with pupils who are absent, for example, because they are in a psychiatric hospital. 
One could perhaps say that it disturbs teaching. Mildred discusses factors that hinder her 
work. These involve resources and also the social dimension of her work. 

When I started as a teacher, we never spoke about pupils having 
problems, what they had problems with was the actual learning, but 
now though.....the whole of the social bit that you have to take into 
consideration. Pupils are ALWAYS coming and saying that you have 
to understand that I’ve been away because I’ve been in the psychiatric 
clinic, and sometimes, yes, it limits you. I feel that there’s no one you 
can go to, I feel that… I feel that I need someone to go and brief, about 
what do I do in this situation, have I done the right thing, you can get 
anxiety afterwards, after you’ve dealt with someone who has serious 
psychiatric problems in the wrong way. And we have very little 
discussion about what school is there for REALLY? What is this? 

Mildred wonders what her job really is and should be, and what she and her colleagues should 
really be doing. Where should they, and can they, set the borders with other professions or 
areas of knowledge, for example social workers. The uncertainty in the question indicates that 
among teachers it is not wholly clear where this border lies. 

Are we right to set limits on our activities so that we can say that this 
is not social work. So that these limits, I think this is a bigger question, 
it’s a question of the whole of Swedish society’s view of individuals 
and the thing that, as it is now it’s going overboard it’s that we think 
that every individual always in every situation has the right to be 
individual and has the right to demand for himself and never put 
himself in a context or see himself as part of a community. 

Where the border for the teaching profession ends and where other professions take over is 
something that Sven also asks himself. He has worked as a teacher for almost 20 years and 
points to teacher training and what was included in it when he trained as a teacher. Sven 
identifies a discrepancy between teacher training and the practical exercise of the profession. 

You know at the same time what work is included, but you could say 
this, that the training you received is not, or was not relevant to the 
work you have today. Because we’ve got a lot of new things today that 
we’ve really had no training for. Like mentorship, which is more like 
taking care of pupils socially and matters like that. We had subject 
knowledge training and pedagogical training which was pretty poor in 
itself, and then if you think about all the tasks that you have as a 
teacher, you’re not really trained for what you have to work with 
because school has changed so much. I have a lot of trainee teachers 
whom I tutor and there’s no change there, they have the same 
problems that I had. The training isn’t wholly relevant to the work.
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This lack of training in areas other than purely subject-related and didactic issues seems to 
make it more difficult for some teachers to see the social element to meet the whole pupil in 
his/her specific life situation. But at the same time there are teachers who believe that they 
have seen the whole pupil throughout their teaching careers. Erik, who also has experience of 
working with younger pupils, says that he tries to get close to his pupils. 

I always try to get very close to the pupils. […]. I’m a little bit like a 
junior school teacher and I took the WHOLE pupil and now I find it a 
bit difficult to limit that, I’m perhaps a little bit like that at the 
secondary school. And I’ve had to learn not to be quite so direct 
always, it’s... a twelve year-old and a seventeen year-old are not the 
same to talk to. So I probably still have my ways from my time at 
junior school. 

At the same time as Erik chooses – and has chosen throughout his teaching career – to see the 
whole pupil, taking the pupil’s entire life situation into consideration. This demands a lot of 
time and energy. When he is asked if he sees any limitations in his work or his discretions, he 
says:

Yes, people are trying all of the new drugs that are coming out. After 
you I’m going to meet a pupil who left eighteen months ago whom I 
had… whom I’m working with through the social services. It has taken 
a year and a half. I’ve been her mentor or whatever you like to call it. 
Before she started admitting things to me, so it’s only now that we can 
get started. One year ago, a pupil rang me he’d been in police custody 
from Sunday to Monday, it was Christmas Eve on the Thursday. He 
rang me and said that he’d been in police custody. He wasn’t even 18 
years old. He didn’t dare ring home. He was suspected of drugs 
offences, for supplying. He’s inside now under paragraph 12 and is 
about to be released. The term after that it was the next one. He is in 
detox at the moment. And now I have another girl in the adult 
psychiatric clinic. So there’s an awful lot of that, perhaps now there’s 
a bit extra, I don’t know. So things like that have come into one’s life. 

Erik does not say that this should be something that is not included in his work. Another 
expression in this context which is very interesting is that it is important as a pedagogue to 
know where the border with other professions lies. By using his profession to draw a line in 
relation to other professions, for example, school healthcare personnel, psychologists, etc., he 
demonstrates a professional assessment of the situation in handing it over to others. Alice says 
that she tries to create a situation in which the pupils feel that they can come to her and talk if 
they have problems. Here one can see that she accepts the social dimension of the work. But 
at the same time, Alice demonstrates clearly that she sets limits in relation to other professions 
and areas of knowledge.

But at the same time it is important to me that if people have a 
problem or the pupils have a problem in knowing where my limits are 
that I’m a teacher and I don’t take on things that a curator should 
have, I have to be able to say no to that. Of course, they’re very good 
at telling you things, but then it’s important that I say yes, it’s good 
that you are open and tell me this but this is something that I can’t 
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deal with. And it’s something I’m working on, because I want to be 
there, I want everyone to do well, do well at school, but that’s not 
something that a pedagogue can solve.

9.4 “My employers are the pupils” – who controls whom and who has the 
right to control whom  
A distinguishing characteristic of this particular relationship can be described in terms of how 
it differs from the three other main relationships. To differing degrees, they are described as 
limiting for discretion. A relevant question then is what discretion really involves for teachers. 
It emerges that it is in their work with the pupils that teachers want discretion. Thus 
relationships with policies, headmasters, and to some extent colleagues become limiting in 
relation to the pupil relationship. These limitations are not viewed as really justifiable. 
Conversely, the limitations that the pupils create through their actions are seen as legitimate 
limitations. In one way, they are not seen as limitations but rather as challenges that are part 
of the teaching profession and that should be confronted and managed in an exemplary way. 
Tommy, who works with pupils in the individual programme, finds that the situation for him 
and his colleagues is indeed special; their pupils have special needs, but it indicates what 
really controls and is allowed to control the work. 

Yes, it’s really the pupils that limit us, really. We could work in many 
different ways, our pupils are here until two o’clock every day, we 
could have free periods, but these pupils would presumably be unable 
to deal with a free period, not yet, they’d probably go into town and 
not return. So that’s a form of limitation. […]. Otherwise I never feel 
that I’m limited. 

Idun, who speaks of pupils in terms of employers, touches upon this. Idun shows how she 
does not evaluate the relationship directly as such, but that the pupils do. In her opinion, it is 
the pupils who are legitimately entitled to question what she does and does not do.

The people who employ me are the pupils. Then there are matters of 
leadership and that was what I said in the beginning that there should 
be some confidence in my professionalism; that it should never be 
necessary to monitor me or question what I do. The questioning comes 
from the pupils. They are entitled to do this. 

It can be seen here that both Tommy and Idun see the pupils as making demands that are 
wholly legitimate and that they believe it is quite clear that this is the way it should be. 

Discretion is being able to work with the pupils as we have agreed. 
What the pupils and I agree on […].  That’s discretion.  

Inez touches upon the aspect of pupil democracy that relates particularly to discretion. She 
talks about the importance of “having the pupils with her” in order to carry out the work in 
the way that she herself wishes. A good relationship with the pupils, in which the pupils and 
Inez have the same view of how the teaching should be carried out, is the alpha and omega of 
discretion, in Inez’s opinion. 
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I have great freedom in interpreting course plans and curricula, and I 
can control the teaching as I wish, as long as I have the pupils with 
me.

9.5 Summary – how discretion is influenced by the relationship to the 
pupils
In order to extract the result, the analytical-theoretical concepts that were previously applied 
to empirical data to explain discretion and how it is created can be applied. Teachers have 
both real and formal power over pupils. If an individual chooses to go to school, he or she 
automatically becomes subordinate to a teacher. The teacher has the final word in how things 
are done (even though the pupil has a right to be consulted) and sets the pupil’s grades on the 
basis of how well he or she reaches the set goals. Teachers have formal power in the 
relationship in that they are superior in a formal sense. At the same time, it can be said that 
the pupils have the power to influence teachers; if they are dissatisfied and express this, each 
teacher must deal with the matter. Teachers can also be said to have control over pupils – 
formal control. But in reality pupils can oppose certain things – e.g., methods of working – 
which means that this control is not wholly unconditional. 

The fact that pupils can make demands in today’s school as a result of the explicit goals of 
pupil democracy and participation does not apparently affect teachers’ discretion negatively 
since they see the pupils as their main task – what could be described as problematic seems 
more like a natural part of the work, a natural challenge that every teacher can deal with. It is 
part of the profession to be able to do so. 

The response that the teachers say they receive from their pupils can be described in terms of 
emotional support. This support is closely related to trust. It has emerged that the teachers 
work hard at building relationships with pupils. Through this, trust is created. This trust can 
be exemplified in the feedback that the teachers feel that they receive. When there is trust in 
the relationship, the teachers feel that they can try new things and that through this they 
receive indirect emotional support. This creates discretion.  

Somewhere a kind of professionalism emerges that acknowledges that “the customer is 
always right”. As a result, they do not experience the pupils or the relationship in itself as 
limiting. Instead, they find that if pupils challenge them then it is something that is a part of 
their professional work to deal with. The pupils are entitled to do this. The only thing that is 
seen as limiting for some is the social dimension to which some teachers do not wish to 
commit. If one does not want the social dimension, there are, as was demonstrated, ways of 
avoiding it or making it smaller. One can then point to one’s profession in relation to 
professions. One demarcates and de-selects this task to a certain extent. 



___________________________________________________________________________

154



Upper secondary teachers’ creation of discretionary power – the tension between profession and organisation 

155

10 Role identity 
To understand how discretion is viewed, it is important to understand the issue of role 
identity. How one views his or her discretion and how it is created or limited depends on 
one’s role identity. According to the analysis of the interviews, how one views other actors 
and how one relates to these influence one’s discretion. This chapter will focus on the concept 
of role identity via a number of overriding dimensions. This chapter can be seen as a 
summary of previous empirical chapters. It will explain what characterises the two groups of 
teachers as defined by the previous chapters. How different they experience the relationships 
and thereby their discretion will be explained with the help of role identity as a concept. 

Three dimensions – the content, space, and time dimensions – will be used to clarify the 
argument and gain a clear picture of what the two groups or ideal types mean. A number of 
subcategories or themes become apparent in these dimensions and highlight the different parts 
of the teachers’ role identity. The importance placed on different aspects and if they are seen 
positively or negatively are indications of what role identity a teacher has. This description is 
the basis for or can be seen as an explanation of why the teachers experience their opposites 
(policies, headmasters, colleagues, and pupils) in different ways.

10.1 The concept of role identity and its dimensions  
As noted in the theoretical framework, the concept of teacher role is often described in terms 
of the teachers’ role in relation to the pupil specifically in terms of teacher, advisor, mentor, 
caregiver, and person. The concept of role identity is a concept based on a theory on 
profession perspective and is the teachers’ own view of his or her profession and to a certain 
degree relationships to pupils and the teachers’ role in the school organisation as a whole. In 
other words, the term role identity is an attempt to frame how the teachers view their 
professional role, what it means to be a teacher, what the mission is, and thereby what the 
assignments actually mean and in part what they should mean. It can be noted that a role 
identity is not something written in stone but rather a social construct. For various reasons, 
which often are very difficult to limit in time, space, and reason, role identity can change. 
Irene expresses it in this way:

You change as a teacher all the time so naturally I’m not really the 
same teacher I was 20 years ago. I don’t think you could say that. 

Teachers can change their view of their profession and thereby what it is to be a teacher. The 
framework for this study encompasses this process to the same extent. In fact, one of the 
teachers points to the process by noting that her way of viewing her work and mission with 
associated work conditions have changed over the years. As one matures, one also develops 
the professional role. Changes as a person also influence how one experiences work and 
relates to it. Irene feels it is difficult to know what leads to what and how these changes occur, 
but it is a social process with other people.

10.1.1 Profession-identity teachers and organisation-identity teachers – 
two ideal types  
Two ideal typical role identities have been defined in the interview material that served as the 
basis for this study: profession-identity teachers and organisation-identity teachers.  
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It should be noted here that the teachers would likely not completely recognise their 
simplified role identities fully. The teachers do not fully fall into one or the other group. 
These are ideal types and as such focus on what is typical for the group. The material, 
however, clearly shows the teachers as leaning more to one group or the other. The point of 
these two labels is to emphasize that these two role identities can be discerned and play a role 
in how discretion is experienced.

Common for both ideal types is that all the teachers interviewed experience great joy in being 
able to work with people and youth. In fact, this is noted as the reason for choosing to become 
a teacher and was discussed in the previous chapter as the teachers’ relationships with pupils. 
Both ideal types have as their goal making sure pupils reach the skill levels they need to 
successfully complete the courses.  

Another common feature is that they all see discretion as a deciding factor in their work. 
Edwin says that discretion is everything. He feels that if he did not have a significant degree 
of discretion, his work would not be as good as it could be. As an example, he points to how 
he gives so much of himself in his relationships with his pupils. He points to his own 
experience:

I use myself as a person in this job and then you have to have 
discretion . . . You can’t limit discretion, otherwise we couldn’t do a 
good job. I use myself and my personal background in this work.  

The first ideal type is the profession-identity teacher. This role identity could be compared to 
what is usually called a more traditional approach to the teaching profession where the subject 
is central when it comes to work-related organisational issues. It should be noted that a 
traditional teacher role often contains the concept of individualism. The profession-identity 
teachers do not state they want to work in isolation, but rather that collaboration is best when 
based on subjects. In fact, when the term traditional is used, it is often used in a derogatory 
way, which is not how it is used here. The teachers that fall into this group emphasize what 
they feel the profession is and more importantly, should be. You could say they work in a 
structure or organisational order that they would not have created if given the option. Even 
though the profession-identity teachers hold a more traditional view of the subject as central, 
they should not be considered reactionaries who passively take part in an organisation they do 
not view as optimal. It will be shown that teachers that fit with this ideal type ensure they 
receive professional training outside of work to stay up-to-date in their subject area or areas 
when they feel the school does not provide them with this opportunity. To conclude, the 
profession-identity teachers feel there are demands on them to be something they are not, 
namely organisation-identity teachers.  

If asked, the organisation-identity teachers would likely say they were also profession-identity 
teachers if the concept means simply identifying oneself as a teacher. This, however, 
highlights the implication of what a profession-identity teacher is or should be. These teachers 
have a view of the teaching profession that differs from the profession-identity teachers. 
Teachers categorised as belonging to this group view the teaching profession more in line 
with the formal school organisation in how work is to be organised. They speak in terms of a 
changed upper-secondary school and a changed assignment, which they see as positive. A 
change in, for example, how work is organised is not seen as problematic or negative since 
they believe this way of organising work is timely and benefits pupils. In other words, 
teachers categorised as organisation-identity teachers see themselves as also being teachers 
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for their profession, but they have internalised the idea of the new way of organising schools, 
which becomes evident in interdisciplinary teaching teams and they see the new organisation 
as a part of the profession.

Of the fifteen teachers, twelve have been categorised as profession-identity teachers, and three 
as organisation-identity teachers.  

Table 4. Division of the teachers. 

Profession-identity teachers Organisation-identity teachers 
Edwin Linda Tea  Irene 
Idun Mildred  Tommy  Doris 
Nelly Alma Sven  Inez 

Erik 
Alice
Anna

10.2 The dimension of content 
The dimension of content as applied to role identity deals with a number of central categories 
or themes. These deal with what today’s teaching profession involves and should involve, 
with what competence development is considered valuable, which colleagues are seen as 
valuable, and why these individuals are considered valuable. In the teachers’ comments about 
what their work involves today and what it involved in the past, it also became clear how they 
would like to it to be and this is evident in their role identity. It is also possible to include their 
view on more specific learning and didactic issues, but such an investigation would be outside 
the framework of this study. 

10.2.1 “It is a changed upper secondary school now” – the content of the 
professional practice  
This focuses on the teaching profession, what the job assignments are and should be, and how 
these are linked to the formal assignments. There is the common view that it is about making 
sure pupils receive a satisfactory education. What this means, however, differs between the 
two ideal types.  

The profession-identity teachers describe how they see the teaching profession in terms of 
core tasks or primary tasks - the actual teaching. It is clear that teaching is central but 
primarily in their own subjects. Linda states that her task is to give her pupils a solid basis to 
stand on in the subject she teaches. Linda’s colleague Mildred expresses the same sentiment 
in her definition of the core task of the work she does with pupils. It could be asked what part 
of the work is not considered in the core task within the subject with pupils. Every profession-
identity teacher wants to focus on his or her own subject. Spending time and energy teaching 
is central. Nelly states she feels teaching is the most important while also indicating that her 
superiors do not have this same emphasis. The discrepancy between how it is and should be 
becomes clear.  

I feel that teaching is the most important. But there is a lot more. 

We will look at the centrality or periphery of the teachers’ own subjects at a later point, but it 
can be stated now that for the profession-identity teachers, their job is not just about teaching 
and its preparation and follow-up. Even if the profession-identity teachers state that teaching 
in their own subjects and giving pupils the knowledge are the central focus, they also state it 
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is not the focus of today’s school organisation. The primary task is contrasted to side tasks 
that do not deal with actual teaching. Mildred speaks of side tasks.

I’ve had to take on many more side tasks. You have to be in school 
development groups, in competence development groups, in work 
environment groups at school and all this is included in your salary. 
So the primary task doesn’t result in higher pay and it’s just crazy.

It also becomes clear that these side tasks are not appreciated, but it is difficult to avoid them 
since they are included in the teachers’ basic salary. Mildred feels the part of the job related 
to teaching and what is normally viewed as the traditional teaching profession is viewed less 
important today by superiors. Mildred opposes this, feeling it is the very essence of the 
teaching profession. That is the expertise she has as a teacher. Tasks that are included in the 
teaching profession today – such as school development groups, competence development 
groups, and work environment groups – are considered to fall outside core tasks and are 
instead considered side tasks. It is clear that the teachers feel time with pupils, teaching, 
preparation, and follow-up are the core tasks. This can be seen in Tea’s comments about the 
role of teachers and what it involves today and what it involved in the past.

Then there was just one thing and that was lessons and preparation 
and follow-up with the lessons. Everything was about the lessons 
then… Now there’s so much more than actual teaching. It’s grown 
exponentially… Now there’s no limit. There are meetings and all sorts 
of other things you have to arrange nowadays. 

Saying that the teaching profession and what it involves in reality has changed and that side 
tasks have increased exponentially can be seen as a significant comment. It is already clear 
that the profession-identity teachers consider that the actual content of the teaching 
profession has shifted toward side tasks. Furthermore, they are not particularly positive to the 
change. The additional tasks are seen as burdens that can directly be linked to the fact they 
view them as side tasks.  

…It feels like we are getting more and more assignments outside core 
tasks.

Mildred’s comment points at the intensification of her situation. Several of the profession-
identity teachers expressed the same opinion. We will return to this topic when discussing the 
dimension of time. The organisation-identity teachers also talk about how the content of their 
profession has changed and they are in part negative to new assignments. Alice says it is 
“more than being a teacher”. However, they view the actual organisation of the pedagogic 
work positively. Erik, who has worked as a teacher for many years, speaks of the changes in 
positive terms. He sees them as an opportunity for personal development and an exciting 
challenge.

You need to meet new people, new young colleagues and take new 
approaches. Can you imagine sitting with 5-10 people for 40 year. You 
become the best at everything. No one could convince you change the 
way you teach.
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It is evident from his comment that he is positive to the changes in general. He does not speak 
of the current work situation as problematic compared to his profession-identity colleagues. 
Erik simply concludes that upper secondary school has changed. One could think that younger 
teachers are more positive to the new working conditions while older and more experienced 
ones are not. Erik, however, is proof of the opposite. He admits that he is somewhat different 
from many of his peers of the same age and those colleagues who have worked as teachers for 
many years.  

I’ve spoken with other teachers too and I know everyone doesn’t agree 
with me. They would be more negative to several of the questions you 
have asked. I don’t know why. So I’m a bit unique for being so old and 
still thinking it is fun to work in education.

This observation corresponds well with the interview material this study is based on. Only 
three teachers can clearly be classified as organisation-identity teachers.  

Alice is a recently graduated teacher who clearly shows her identification as a teacher in a 
programme team rather than identifying with her subject. This becomes evident when she 
speaks in terms of “we” when referring to her colleagues in the team. She is very positive 
about integrating courses and subjects. In the quotation below, the sense of solidarity with 
her colleagues on the team is evident. Alice does not speak in the first person, but rather in 
terms of “we” and thus refers to the team is part of.  

We have the opportunity to make the best X [the programme she 
belongs to] programme we can imagine. That’s our vision. Sweden’s 
best X programme. And that’s what we are aiming for. So we are 
planning for the autumn to totally integrate the courses, not just for 
individual courses but for the entire year. We are looking at what we 
can do together. We can have religion, psychology and pedagogic 
leadership in the same block and we’ll combine the reading so the 
pupils will have a red thread and get more out of it… The programme 
team is planning this. 

To summarise, the profession-identity teachers see teaching in their own subject as the 
primary core task and other tasks as secondary. They see their tasks more in the singular 
when it is about how they would like things to be and how they see the teaching profession. 
In some ways, the organisation-identity teachers share this view. The implication of the work 
is not shared between the two types. The organisation-identity teachers see today’s 
organisation with interdisciplinary teams as a natural part of school. To some extent, they see 
the task in the singular when it is about teaching pupils, but they describe it more in the 
plural when referring to work that crosses traditional subject lines. In other words, the 
organisation-identity teachers also view teaching as important but the best way to prepare 
and teach varies. They see the academic programme as the basis to everything and as their 
home organisation. The profession-identity teachers, on the other hand, not value the 
programme-based school as high. The organisation-identity teachers certainly talk about new 
tasks, but they do not contrast them to how things were in the past. They do not have such a 
negative attitude toward the new tasks. The additional tasks originate mostly from political 
decisions at the national level but some come from local political decisions. So it is not the 
teachers who are adding these new assignments. The profession-identity teachers see the 
changes more as a worsening situation rather than improvements and a natural development.  
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10.2.2 “One can make use of such things” – competence development  
The teachers’ view of competence development and what it consists of and should consist of 
to indicate the role identity of the participating teachers. Competence development is used in 
this chapter as an indicator of the teachers’ general view of the teaching profession and what 
it involves or should involve. Competence development can be defined in different ways. 
One way is to distinguish between developing oneself in one’s specific subject and 
developing oneself didactically and pedagogically in general. The two ideal types differ in 
what they feel competence development involves and should involve. In general, the 
profession-identity teachers prefer to have their own subject discussed while the 
organisation-identity teachers do not. The teachers’ opinions about competence development 
are presented here as part of defining the teachers’ role identity.  

The profession-identity teachers explain what the concept of competence development means 
to them. They also discuss whether they feel they get this and what the causes are. 
Competence development is about learning new things. Tommy puts it this way: 

Competence development is about being able to learning something 
new. […]. Certainly I learn something new then [in-service training 
days], but I think more about developing my subject...

Tommy’s comment begins with a fairly general claim. He then gives examples of the purpose 
of the more general competence developments days, particularly in relation to competence 
development in his subject. It is clear that the primary goal for the profession-identity teachers 
is to learn more within the subject or subjects they teach. One may wonder why there is this 
clear focus on the teachers’ own subject. An answer can be discerned in the profession-
identity teachers’ descriptions of subject-based competence development. Learning something 
related to their own subject is described as useful. Since the profession-identity teachers want 
to focus on their subject in their daily work, they also want to focus on this when receiving in-
service training. This does not, however, mean that all other forms of competence 
development for improvement is seen as unimportant. For example, Mildred feels both 
general pedagogic issues and improvement in one’s own subject are important. The pedagogic 
aspect should not take place at the cost of the subject-based training.  

I feel both [pedagogic and subject-based] are important. They are 
very important since we work together and there are many things 
relevant a large group of teachers if you take learning as an 
example….

The profession-identity teachers seem to imply that a change has occurred in competence 
development in recent years, that it has gone from being subject-focused to focus on more 
general issues. These issues are not described as unimportant, but nor are they highly 
important. Inez says she has more use of training related to her subject. The subject is of 
central importance.  

The content has changed. Previously, language teachers had language 
training and the focus was on their subject. Now, it is on general 
things like dyslexia, bullying or, as most recently, we looked at 
handicap issues. And these are also important but perhaps they don’t 
feel as relevant as learning something related to one’s own subject. 
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This points to the importance of the subject. Tea expands on this argument. She also refers 
back to in-service training focused on bullying.

You see me grinning. In November we had training about bullying. 
There were two schools,  in a large hall and we listened to a talk about 
bullying. There was nothing new. Sure, there was a speaker. It was 
pleasant enough but it didn’t give anything special. It was a pleasant 
day. She spoke well but I didn’t learn anything. It doesn’t add 
anything for the job you actually have.

She says it does not “give anything”. Tea feels this type of competence development does 
nothing to help her perform her job. This is an interesting aspect to consider since teachers are 
continually confronted with pupils with problems, such as bullying. One may ask why this 
does not seem important. It could be concluded that the profession-identity teachers address 
general issues in another way or that they simply feel they know enough about these issues 
that they would rather focus fully on their subject.

The profession-identity teachers, however, do not feel they are able to receive sufficient 
competence development in their subject areas at work. Tommy says it has been a long time 
since he received competence development in his subject through his school. He feels this is 
because the management seemingly does not prioritise the individual subjects. 

To develop my subject. It’s been a long time since I was able to do 
that… Subjects have had low status.

One could also conclude that the profession-identity teachers are simply malcontents, but they 
often resort to searching out subject-based competence development on their free time. 
Examples of this are subscribing to subject-specific journals and cable TV to hear “their”
language and take courses at the university. Both Tommy and Inez have taken these measures. 
Arranging one’s own competence development can be seen as an expression of their 
commitment to their profession and their work. The below examples show that competence 
development is something taken care of outside of working hours. 

I subscribe to XXX [a science journal] and keep abreast by watching 
TV programmes and reading magazines. That’s the only way.

I’ve arranged my own competence development for a few years. I 
usually take courses at the university and they are good so I get credit 
and that feels serious… I don’t receive a reduction in teaching as I 
should. It doesn’t equal the time I put into it. I can get a day or two for 
5 point72s but that’s because I come up with it myself.  

To summarise, the profession-identity teachers see subject-based competence development as 
most important, but they do not feel they receive enough of it today. Here again you can see 
how the subject has a central role for the role identity of the profession-identity teachers even 
in terms of content of training. The organisation-identity teachers, on the other hand, have a 
somewhat different view of competence development. Certainly, even teachers categorised as 
organisation-identity teachers see the point of more training in their subjects, but they see a 

72 5 credit points at university equals five weeks of full time studies.  
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greater importance in competence developments days dealing with issues that all teachers find 
useful. This is related to the new way of organising upper secondary school. Erik notes the 
importance of having the opportunity to learn to work in the new way (interdisciplinary)
through the changed focus on competence development days.  

At the same time we are so close to each other that we have to learn to 
work together. This is a changed upper secondary school now….

Alice, who is a recent graduate, feels it is difficult to say how competence development 
actually works, but she says that there are many purposes for competence development.  

Competence development for me is an occasion, whether seminars, 
lectures or networking meetings, that lets me improve myself in terms 
of pedagogies and as a professional in general and in that case I want 
it to be a quality training. 

Here you can see the will to learn more as a professional. The issue is more about the quality 
of the training rather than the specific content. Alice certainly also sees subject-based 
competence development as important. She notes that, as a recent graduate, she does not have 
very many credits in one of her subjects, but emphasizes that competence development can be 
in many forms and with a wide range of content.

The organisation-identity teachers tend to place greater importance on competence 
development that deals with the programme even if subject-based competence development is 
seen as important. They see this type of competence development as helping them in their 
work, which involves interdisciplinary work with colleagues with expertise in other areas than 
their own.

10.2.3 “It’s lucky we have each other” – which colleagues count 
The third and final question related to the content dimension of role identity deals with 
colleagues. The teachers discuss which and why these specific colleagues are most important. 
This will help provide a more detailed picture of the different role identities. Once again a 
difference between the two ideal types is evident.   

As seen above, the profession-identity teachers see their realm primarily in their subject. It is 
easy to see the importance of subject-based community. There are concrete examples of why 
closeness to subject colleagues is important. This proximity is fruitful in many respects. The 
profession-identity teachers see subject colleagues as a support and help since they share 
subjects and often face similar situations and problems. Since they have experience in the 
same field but still have different experiences, they can give and take both emotionally and 
practically. Because of the way the teachers’ work is organised, comparisons are often made 
when describing the current situation. Irene is one of the teachers who compared her present 
situation with the past. She describes the previous way of organising work in such terms as 
“magnificent support” and “incredible help” in the form of the exchange of material.  

Previously you sat with your subject colleagues. During the first 20 
years you did so. As long as I’ve worked and that’s since the late 
1970s. And it was an incredible support since you were 10-11 teachers 
with the same subject focus. In addition to being colleagues and 
working in the same hallway and in the same room, you also had the 
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same subject and could provide each other incredible help all the time. 
There was an interaction of both mental support and you could make 
material others could use and you were rewarded in kind.

Inez and Tea also comment on the added value of subject colleagues in terms of the support. 
When teachers describe what they gain from their subject colleagues, it can seem they are 
discussing very mundane things, like exchanging handouts with each other.  

As soon as anyone found a good handout or good material, they 
shared it with everyone since they all sat together. So you had input 
and help all the time ... 

I had a colleague then who had maths and we worked together well 
and got along well and it was great that it was like this. We prepare 
and think about issues together and we do things together and if one of 
us comes up with something good, we share it since we both work with 
maths.

In this seemingly mundane exchange of handouts, it becomes possible to develop deeper 
relationships that provide more than just purely instrumental and information support, but 
also emotional support. Teachers can use their colleagues as sounding boards in difficult 
situations, whether subject based or other issues such as pupils who have non-academic 
problems. The profession-identity teachers, however, feel that they meet their subject 
colleagues far too rarely, as Nelly notes. We will return to this in the dimension of space 
section below where the focus is on how teachers see the organisation of work today.  

Working with programme teams was introduced to avoid the isolation of the teaching 
profession, so that pupils can have a better context in their education. Sven notes how better 
collaboration is attained within a subject. He feels collaboration occurs within the subject in a 
good way. Previously, the teaching profession was referred to as a lonely job, but he believes 
interdisciplinary programme teams are not the only way to avoid this. 

But we also have these types of projects in the subjects. We have had 
two groups of third year pupils and a group of second year pupils take 
part in a large role play and the teachers with the same subject have 
combined their groups and worked together, so it is possible. 

The organisation-identity teachers do not refer to their subject colleagues to the same degree 
as the profession-identity teachers. The situations and circumstances that the profession-
identity teachers describe as “great fun” occur with subject colleagues. The organisation-
identity teachers experience this support together with their programme team colleagues. The 
way Alice talks about the programme and programme colleagues indicate their central role as 
does the way she speaks of them in terms of “we”.

I think it looks good since we have networking meetings – the X 
programme teachers. We meet once a year with other X programme 
teachers from throughout northern Sweden where we can exchange 
ideas and impressions.  
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To summarise the dimension of content, both the profession-identity teachers and the 
organisation-identity teachers acknowledge that their work has changed, something the 
profession-identity teachers are dissatisfied about. Competence development has also changed 
in line with the changed mission. This is also something the profession-identity teachers view 
negatively. The profession-identity teachers and the organisation-identity teachers both view 
colleagues as incredibly important, but they differ in what makes a colleague important, 
whether they are subject or programme colleagues.  

10.3 The dimension of space
This deals with the spatial aspect of teacher role identity and how role identity becomes clear 
through spatial dimension. This is examined through the peripheral or central focus of the 
subject.

10.3.1 “Previously one sat with one’s subject colleagues” – the subject 
as central or peripheral 
We have already addressed the importance of colleagues in teachers’ role identity via the 
content dimension. We will now look at the subject as central or peripheral, a sub-dimension 
for which collegial relations are central from a space perspective. The physical placement of 
teachers in Swedish upper secondary school has traditionally been based on subject groups. 
Language teachers have sat with each other, social studies teachers together, and so on. This 
arrangement has been more than just the physical base for teachers; they are also the primary 
units for collaboration. Today the teachers at the studied school work differently. Work 
revolves around the programme teams, which means every teacher works interdisciplinary. 
In the current local school plan it is stated: 

Teacher teams are to be organised based on the child and pupil 
groups and their need for continuity. Interdisciplinary and 
comprehensive teaching teams are to give children and pupils context 
between subjects and between the different parts of school life. The 
teacher team is to be the basis for collaboration. (www.lulea.se)

This change can be seen as an isolated organisational change, but it can also be viewed as a 
more significant event since research shows teachers find their base, their realm, within the 
subject. They identify with their specific subject. A difference between the profession-
identity teachers and the organisation-identity teachers can be seen here as well.  

According to Irene, a profession-identity teacher, the new organisational format with teacher 
teams is a trend. She notes the discourse or rhetoric that pervades Swedish upper-secondary 
schools today in policy documents and at the administrative level. It is even seen among 
teachers although not the profession-identity teachers.  

School is now organised so we sit in programme teams. This has 
become very, very important. It’s a matter of prestige for upper-
secondary schools and even at primary schools.

Irene sees this trend toward programme teamwork as problematic. It’s the physical placement 
with the programme team that is the problem and this work unit is formally prioritised. Irene 
and her profession-identity colleagues are not completely happy with this solution. There’s a 
formal reason to collaborate since they belong to the same team and thereby work with and 
for the same pupils. As profession-identity teachers, however, their subject is the central 

http://www.lulea.se
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focus. This becomes even clearer when Irene argues that it is difficult to have real 
collaboration with teachers from other subject areas since you do not have a grasp of their 
subjects and they do not know enough about your subject. This makes it difficult to share 
material and thus teachers do not feel they get as much from collaboration with other 
programme team members as they would from subject colleagues.  

Now we are in programme teams and formally have a reason to 
collaborate, but since we don’t teach in the same areas, it is really 
difficult to have really close collaboration since it is difficult to 
understand another teacher’s work situation when you don’t know 
enough about their subject. The conditions vary. And you don’t have 
this sharing of material and I miss this. I certainly see the advantages 
of programme teams since it is fun to talk to people who are graphic 
artists and photographers instead of language teachers. People are 
nice and I learn a lot of new things but I don’t know if I get as much 
out of it as a teacher.

From Irene’s perspective, there is a sub-optimisation of work. Even if there are advantages 
with the new organisation, she has lost an asset or advantage, namely subject association and 
everything this offers. Inez is also a profession-identity teacher who points to the centrality of 
the subject for her when she reflects on past and present organisational formats. Although 
there are both subject teams and programme teams at the school under study, programme 
teams have priority, particularly when it comes to division of time, which results in subject 
teams dealing mostly with practical issues like ordering books rather than pedagogical issues. 
Inez misses the subject-based pedagogical discussions.  

We don’t get the [subject-based exchange] in the same way at all here. 
[…]. This isn’t pedagogical [now] and I miss that.

The teaching profession has been viewed as a solitary profession where collaboration was 
rare and this was seen as a negative from a pupil’s perspective. Irene, however, who is a 
profession-identity teacher, counters that there is a difference between formal and informal 
collaboration.

I feel we worked in teams a lot in the old days. It was just that we 
didn’t make a big deal about it. There was no name for it. But there 
was teamwork since we had a reason to collaborate.

Irene argues that the collaboration they had previously with their subject colleagues, which 
was made possible primarily via the organisational format (they sat with subject colleagues), 
was based on a real need for support. She describes it as magnificent support and incredible 
help in the form of exchange of material but also psychological support. This was made 
possible by the physical format of the work place. Today’s work place format is seen by the 
profession-identity teachers as limiting the space available to develop relationships with 
subject colleagues since it formally prioritises programme teams. It should, however, be 
noted that the profession-identity teachers do not just see ideological problems with the 
current work place organisation, they also see practical problems. As Doris puts it:  

Having a team with teachers from different courses, different classes… 
They are trying to get us to work in teams but it has been difficult. 
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Think about it. If you have a year one class, it works well since they 
are in a unified class and the Swedish, social studies and history 
teacher can work closely if they want with this group. But then in the 
second year five students have gone to economics, five to social 
sciences, and so on… So it’s been splintered, it’s very difficult.

Sven offers another example of this when referring to collaboration between different courses 
and thus different teachers.  

Say a pupil is in this one class, they have just 20% of lessons with the 
entire class. The rest of the lessons are with other groups, such as 
English, German, Spanish, Maths and electives, so just every fifth 
lesson is with the entire class and these might be psychology, religion, 
Swedish, and so on. All the other subjects are divided into these. This 
means you cannot work together. It doesn’t work practically.

The organisation-identity teachers talk of the programme team as if it were a natural basis for 
organising work. Alice prefers to sit with her programme team: “I think it’s great”. As noted 
previously, Alice talks in terms of “we” when speaking of her programme team colleagues. 
These are also the people she primarily refers to when speaking of her colleagues. When 
discussing what she prefers in terms of work organisation, she notes an interesting and 
important view of teachers that does not reflect the way she sees herself. She does not view 
herself as a lone wolf, as teachers have often been described.  

I view myself as a cog in the wheel, not working alone as a lone wolf. I 
am happy to work with others and we will be doing this in the future. I 
think it benefits every educator. How should we work together? It’s 
difficult in the beginning until you get into the swing of things but then 
I think it only has advantages.

In a sense, Alice’s statement constrasts a profession-identity teacher with an organisation-
identity teacher. The interviews show that profession-identity teachers do not view the new 
interdisciplinary work teams as the best way to organise work. This does not mean, however, 
that they are lone wolves who do not want to work with other educators. They see advantages 
with collaboration but prefer to collaborate within their own subjects. Anna is a recent 
graduate and compares the current organisation with her own studies. She prefers the new 
organisation since the pupils see the contexts, which encourages their willingness to learn.

I think it’s really good. I realised in the third year of upper secondary 
school that all the subjects overlap. There’s no line between physics 
and chemistry because in reality there isn’t. These kinds of things. 
Literature is connected with social studies when they are from the 
same era. This wasn’t apparent for me until very late since I started 
with the small details. And this programme work is trying to put all the 
pieces together, that we in journalism connect to natural sciences and 
so on. I assume it is easier to learn in this way. I think this is good. But 
we aren’t there yet, everything isn’t completely integrated, where 
everything is connected. Courses could be planned even better. We are 
working towards this.  
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To summarise, the profession-identity teachers and the organisation-identity teachers have 
different views of the space dimension. The profession-identity teachers would like to 
physically be closer to their subject colleagues to be able to share with each other more so 
than they currently find possible. The organisation-identity teachers, on the other hand, are 
satisfied with the current spatial dimension.  

10.4 The dimension of time 
Time is the third and final dimension and looks at how time can be used and is used. It also 
points to the teachers’ role identity. The time and space dimensions are closely related, as will 
be seen below.

10.4.1 “We should meet more often” –how one wants and is able to 
dispose of one’s time 
The time allocated to different issues and tasks can indicate the priority they should have and 
perhaps also the priority they have in reality. On the other hand, the time spent by teachers on 
various issues or tasks or the time they would like to spend can indicate the importance 
teachers place on them. In terms of time allocation, one can examine what issues and tasks are 
given time and how much time or how little time is given to these tasks. Once again, 
professions-identity and organisation-identity teachers have different views in this area.  

The profession-identity teachers miss their subject. Inez, who has extensive experience as a 
teacher, feels the scheduled time to meet with subject teachers, is insufficient. The time is so 
short that only the most practical and acute issues can be dealt with when they meet.  

And we also meet in conferences about once every third week. And I 
think that’s too seldom. It’s two hours. That’s not enough to discuss 
pedagogical issues and instead we deal with practical things about 
what to purchase, what books to buy, ordering the national tests, and 
how to mark them. Those kind of things.

They would like more time to be formally allocated to their subject-specific work with 
subject colleagues. Inez feels they do not have time for pedagogic discussions with the 
current time allotment. She feels she gets the most pedagogic support through her subject 
colleagues. She misses the pedagogic discourse with her subject colleagues and since they do 
not sit in the same office, she sees them too rarely and not on the spur of the moment, which 
makes collaboration and exchange of ideas more difficult. Inez claims her subject colleagues 
are the ones who provide continual renewal and help in her work, something that is lacking 
today for the most part. Time isn’t formally allocated for this. Inez’s colleague Nelly also 
feels subject colleagues meet too seldom.  

 [We meet] entirely too rarely. We have meetings maybe once every 
fourth week according to the schedule. But then we have work teams 
so… everyone thinks we should meet more often. There are a lot of 
English teachers and we need to consult with each other on a lot of 
issues, but there is entirely too little time.  

Clearly, the profession-identity teachers want to meet their subject colleagues more often, but 
they are not able to and, above all, they are not encouraged to do so in the current 
organisational format of their work. They would like to maintain continuity in their 
relationship to their subject colleagues. They would also like to meet the subject colleagues 
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for longer periods, not just one or two hours, since this is not enough time for what they call 
pedagogic exchange. Instead, they only have time to discuss and solve practical problems. 
The intensity they are able to have when meeting subject colleagues is also an issue.  The 
profession-identity teachers are also dissatisfied with this. They feel there is not enough time 
set aside to meet with colleagues in their subject area. Only short meetings are possible. Spur 
of the moment meetings occur less often because the subject teachers do not sit together in the 
same office. 

The profession-identity teachers also note the time allocation of the profession in general. 
Since the profession involves many more tasks today, there is less time for any one aspect. 
Their work requires more time today than it used to. Mildred is one of these teachers:  

Yes, if I were to compare to before… naturally the workload has 
increased. There is also a lot more tasks to perform. 

The organisation-identity teachers, on the other hand, do not mention missing subject 
colleagues and the time allocation subject colleagues have or do not have. The organisation-
identity teachers, however, also consider the fact that there are now more tasks that are purely 
administrative in nature as negative. These take time away from common work within the 
team. Alice feels these new tasks are slowly loaded onto teachers.

To summarise what has been found in the time dimension, time is described as a resource in 
short supply for both groups. The profession-identity teachers in particular have a lack of time 
to meet their subject colleagues. The organisation-identity teachers’ view of a lack of time is 
more about what is called intensification in the teaching profession; that is, more and more 
tasks are assigned to complete in the same amount of time as previously available. The fact 
that they speak of a lack of time differently from the profession-identity teachers can be 
attributed to the fact that they work in a way that they prefer and they do not feel they lack 
time for the colleagues that are closest to them, their programme team colleagues.  

10.5 Summary – the profession-identity teachers and organisation-
identity teachers 
Role identity is about how one sees the teaching profession and thereby one’s role as a 
teacher. This becomes evident in the teachers’ comments about what the teaching profession 
is and what it should be. Two ideal types have been discerned in the interviews. Using ideal 
types is a way of outlining the material to find patterns that systematise the material and make 
meaning out of it. This means that each teacher may not necessarily see himself or herself as 
one ideal type or the other. Erik, Alice, and Anna have been categorised as organisation-
identity teachers and the rest as profession-identity teachers.

To summarise, the profession-identity teachers feel more strongly that the structure they are 
active in does not correspond with their actual role identity. A discrepancy between 
profession and organisation can be seen. The organisation-identity teachers correspond more 
closely with the way the school is organised today. They do not have an expressed 
discrepancy between profession and organisation. The profession-identity teachers prefer a 
position where they defend or maintain their discretion more so than the organisation-identity 
teachers. Tension can be seen, particularly among the profession-identity teachers, between a 
sense of belonging to a certain role identity that does not correspond for all teachers and with 
the organisation’s formal and official goals. If seen from the teachers’ perspective, this can be 
viewed as very problematic. It should, however, be noted that in most cases one must belong 
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to an organisation to perform one’s profession, which involves giving up certain rights of self-
determination.  

Two ideal types have been presented as central for how teachers experience discretion: 
profession-identity teachers and organisation-identity teachers. They also influence the four 
main relationships and how teachers experience relationships as improving or reducing 
discretion. A teacher’s role identity and its importance on discretion are indicated by four 
relationships – the main relationships teachers participate in.  

Although it has not been the focus of this chapter, it is worth noting the way the profession-
identity teachers speak about problematic issues they face in their work. Although it is 
apparent these teachers are dissatisfied with the new work organisation of the school, they 
also demonstrate a professional pride. Although circumstances are seen as difficult and not 
what they would like, they find a way to solve them. They say things like “you have to figure 
it out as you go” and “you become amazingly resourceful”. Dealing with difficult situations 
is part of their profession.

This concludes part two of the thesis, the empirical presentation. Part three discusses the 
presented results with the help of the theoretical framework. 
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Part 3 – Discussion of the findings 
The aim of this study was not to produce any simple truths about teachers’ discretion, but 
rather to illustrate the complexity and, in many cases, contradictory reality in which teachers 
work. This third and final part of the thesis summarises and problematises the results.  



___________________________________________________________________________

172



Upper secondary teachers’ creation of discretionary power – the tension between profession and organisation 

173

11 The creation of discretion 
Discretion is a concept that is often regarded as positive and highly valuable, so a risk of a 
study of discretionary power is that it is often seen as something unproblematic and nearly 
always positive. This view may be said to create a blind spot in discussions of teachers’ 
working conditions that focus on the concept of discretion. Consequently, in this chapter, 
attention will be drawn to some different perspectives in order to show the problems 
associated with discretion. This problematisation will be linked to the introductory discussion 
in this thesis about teachers’ working conditions and especially in the tension between 
profession and organisation. The views from a profession perspective and from an 
organisation and management perspective will be presented and will be followed by some 
more general sociological comments. This chapter summarises and discusses the results 
presented in the five preceding chapters. The results will first be presented briefly using a data 
reduction model, and then the relationships and the role identity will be discussed in more 
detail. The chapter ends with some concluding comments and proposals for further research.  

Relating back to the introduction of the thesis, the aim of the study was to explore and 
problematise upper secondary school teachers’ discretion. In other words, an aspect of 
teachers’ working conditions is highlighted with the aim of acquiring essential knowledge 
about the teachers’ work, which is important for the development of the teacher’s work and 
for the development of schools. How and where is discretion created? What does discretion 
mean for the teachers? In the creation of discretion, what enabling and constraining 
processes can be identified? How can the enabling and constraining processes explain how 
the discretion experienced can exert an influence?

The main line of argument in this study is that discretion is created in a social process in the 
relationships that are most important for the teachers. Indeed, discretion is a relational concept 
(Hellberg, 1991). The main relationships the teachers are involved in are experienced 
differently, depending on the role identity of the teacher. Theoretically, the socio-
psychological concepts of power, control, governance, demand, social support, and trust 
comprise enabling and constraining processes for the creation of discretion. Depending on the 
role identity, smaller or greater proportions of these concepts are experienced in the different 
relationships. Using the terminology of Giddens (1984), the concepts can be seen as rules and 
resources to use when negotiating discretion. Consequently, the relationships are significant 
in how the perceptions and relationship to the conditions are experienced. Depending on how 
the relationships are experienced, the conditions will be perceived as more or less enabling or 
constraining for the level of discretion. Therefore, the line of argumentation is that discretion 
is created in a social process; key aspects are role identity and relationships and the concepts 
of power, control, governance, demand, social support, and trust.  

Empirically, four relationships have been described as arenas for the creation of discretion. 
The concepts of power, control, governance, demand, support, and trust explain what it is in 
the relationships that make them create or prevent the creation of discretion. This means that 
the concepts can be described in terms of relational properties. Furthermore, the concept of 
role identity has emerged as the key feature in the creation of discretion. The table below 
serve as a data reduction model of how the discretion is created, dependent on role identity 
and in the relationships via the relational properties. The columns show the concepts that can 
be called relational properties: power, control, governance, demand, support, and trust. The 
rows show the main relationships. Each of the cells in the model is divided into two parts; the 
upper triangle in each cell shows the results relating to the profession-identity teachers and the 
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lower triangle in each cell shows the organisation-identity teachers. A plus sign indicates 
discretion and a minus sign means that there are few opportunities for discretion. Where there 
are both plus and minus signs, there is ambivalence in whether discretion is created.

The table clearly shows a difference between the profession-identity teachers and the 
organisation-identity teachers. Applicable policies, because of their impersonal nature, give 
the profession-identity teachers some possibility in practice to choose how much of the 
policies to adopt, making it so they do not experience policies as forming any major 
constraints. The policies do not comprise a barrier for the organisation-identity teachers 
either, and these teachers also feel to a greater extent that applicable policies are positive. For 
the profession-identity teachers, the relationship to the headmasters is partly problematical. 
The headmasters can be said to personify the organisation and its objectives, which do not 
correspond with the profession-identity teachers’ view. In contrast, the headmasters constitute 
great support for the organisation-identity teachers in that they share objectives and also see a 
common route to attaining the objectives. The profession-identity teachers view their subject 
based colleagues as a source of major input; however, with the current organisation of the 
work, this input is not as extensive as previously. The organisation-identity teachers are 
satisfied and feel they receive major support from their colleagues. In the pupil relationship, 
the two role identities are fairly similar, and both groups feel a high level of input, primarily 
via social support from the pupils.  

Table 5. Data reduction table. 

Profession- 
Identity Teachers

Organisation- 
Identity Teachers

Power Control Governance Demand Support Trust 

Policies
           +/- 

   + 

             -   

   + 

           - 

   +  

          - 

   + 

          +/- 

   +/- 

          +/- 

   +/- 
Head

Masters
          - 

   + 

            -  

   + 

           - 

   + 

           - 

   + 

          - 

   + 

            +/- 

   + 

Colleagues 
            - 

   + 

            - 

   + 

             - 

   + 

             - 

   + 

             - 

   + 

         +/- 

   +  

Pupils
             + 

   + 

             + 

   + 

               +  

   + 

               + 

   + 

            + 

   + 

              + 

   + 

The teachers view discretion as central in their work, not to say crucial, in being able to 
practice their profession. In this context, before we start to discuss the empirical findings, it 
can be noted that the teachers in the study mainly expressed they had significant discretion. In 
certain aspects, this result is hardly surprising and is supported by a number of studies (see 
authors such as Alexandersson, 1999; Beckman, 1994; Berglind, 1995; Liljequist, 1999; 
Lipsky, 1980; Mintzberg, 1993; Sannerstedt, 1988; Vinzant & Crothers, 1998). However, the 
different groups experience the relationships differently, so it is appropriate to consider how 
the teachers themselves define discretion and what this can depend on. To discuss and analyse 
whether or not the teachers enjoy discretion, it is important to precisely identify the areas and 
issues to which it refers. Different studies use different definitions. The empirical results in 
this study show that professionals themselves feel it is important to control, or at least 
strongly influence, the main relationships in which they are involved; these relationships are 
largely where discretion can occur and be created. More specifically, this study shows that the 
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teachers describe discretion as what they do on the small scale, in the classroom; an example 
is discretion in teachers’ relationships to the pupils and their interaction with them. However, 
there are external influences on the development of other relationships. This is especially 
clear in the case of the profession-identity teachers, for whom organisational frames limit the 
discretion and mean they cannot cultivate the relationships to their subject based colleagues in 
a way they would really like. It is interesting to note that teachers’ own definition of 
discretion is so narrow that it really mostly refers to the pupil relationship when other 
relationships at the same time are valued highly in the work.

When all the totality of the results is considered, it can be observed that the profession-
identity teachers experience many negative circumstances. They express limitations or 
constraints to their discretion, yet they simultaneously and explicitly state that they have 
significant discretion. The same thing does not apply to the organisation-identity teachers. 
They do not feel constrained or limited in the same way. The profession-identity teachers and 
the organisation-identity teachers experience their work situation differently in terms of the 
discretion, yet all teachers report they enjoy significant discretion. Why is this? As we saw in 
the presentation of the relationship between the teachers and the pupils, the teachers 
themselves define discretion as the freedom they as individual teachers enjoy, primarily with 
their pupils in the classroom situation. This can be seen as a relatively narrow limitation of the 
arena or arenas under consideration when discretion is discussed. This definition may have 
arisen because the arena with the pupils is where teachers experience that they still have 
discretion. This is the relationship where professional meets client, and the professional is the 
partner in a position of legitimate superiority. In this position, the professional, the teacher, is 
able to practise his or her profession using the resources, primarily the knowledge base, the 
teacher possesses. The freedom or the discretion in the pupil relationship is something that 
both the profession-identity teachers and organisation-identity teachers express. Furthermore, 
this result can be linked to an argument that Sachs and Blackmore (1998:277) put forward: 
teachers work in a context (school) that is a “complex emotional arena”. Although they 
studied women in school management positions in times of reform and restructuring, the 
result – that one copes with situations – can also be thought to apply here. With the results of 
this study, the conclusion could be drawn that all teachers say that they have a high level of 
discretion as a type of coping strategy. Like the study by Sachs and Blackmore, it can be 
assumed that teachers are expected to cope with and handle situations and circumstances 
when practising their profession. Instead of defining what discretion involves, irrespective of 
the actual circumstances, discretion is defined in relation to the prevailing circumstances. This 
takes other forms, such as the teachers describing how they have to become very inventive. 
The argument for this is that a coping strategy argument is also supported by the teachers 
saying they enjoy significant discretion and that they also point out changes that they 
experience as a deterioration of the working conditions. In this aspect, the teachers’ comments 
can easily be linked to the work intensification theory put forward by authors such as 
Hargreaves (1994).

The results show a number of interesting phenomena/characteristic features relating to the 
teachers’ discretion. It concerns the concept of role identity and also the main relationships in 
which the teachers are involved. We will first look at the relationships in more detail, and then 
link them to the concept of role identity. 

11.1 Social interaction 
According to the theoretical framework, reality is created in social interaction (Charon, 2001; 
Marton, 1994; Säljö, 2002; Turner, 1988). In social interaction reality is created, or negotiated 
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for, so also discretion. Views on the existence of various conditions are formed in some way 
by, and together with, the members in an organisation, in this case the school organisation 
(Furusten, 1996; Goodson & Sikes, 2001; Johansson, 1992; Stewart, 1983). As we have seen, 
discretion is created in social interaction in four of the relationships central to teachers.

The teaching profession has been categorised as a relationship profession (Moos, 2004) and a 
human service profession (Hasenfeld, 1983), and Lipsky (1980) categorises teachers as street-
level bureaucrats. Hochschild (2003) also discusses teaching in relation to its emotional 
commitment, and Leppänen (2006) applies emotional commitment to the teaching profession. 
Macdonald and Siriannis (1996) applied the term emotional proletariat in the description of 
service professions in general, where emotional commitment is part of the work. Thus, it also 
refers to the teaching profession. These designations all indicate that teaching involves 
relationships and that the teachers implement decisions in a chain of decisions. The work of a 
teacher largely involves relationships – with the clients (the pupils) but also to other actors. 
This study shows that apart from the pupils, the most important actors are colleagues, 
headmasters, and policies. The relationships, or rather how the relationships are created and 
experienced, can be described in terms of arenas where discretion is created. These arenas are 
where negotiations are conducted to achieve discretion. However, these negotiations should 
not be interpreted in the more orthodox and perhaps legal sense of the word; instead, 
negotiation the teachers are involved in involves the interaction of which the relationships 
comprise (Coffey, 2001).  

Previous research has discussed frame factors as being important to teachers’ tangible 
working conditions. Research has often focused on organisational and administrative frame 
factors, such as timetable, size of classes, and the physical design of the school (Dahllöf, 
1967; Dahllöf, 1969 and Lundgren, 1972). Furthermore, the concept of school culture73 has 
long been used to describe what governs the work of the teacher in practice (see Berg, 1999; 
Blossing, 2000; Fink, 2000; Newton & Tarrant, 1992; Prosser 1999). The standards, values 
and attitudes that are created in an organisation are said to govern the work. In addition to this 
way of looking on frame factors and school culture, there are other factors and arenas 
impacting the negotiation of discretion that enable or constrain the discretion. The following 
table visualises different levels or factors from which the work of the teacher can be studied. 
All these are relevant and influence and are influenced by each other.

Table 6. Three different levels of studying teachers’ working conditions. 

Physical level Social level Cultural level 
e.g., time, space and 
economics 

e.g., roles, relationships and 
routines  

e.g., standards, values and 
attitudes

This study focuses on the social level. Relationships with policies, headmasters, colleagues, 
and pupils have been shown to be the most important relationships in which the teachers are 
involved even if there are relationships with other actors such as parents and other 
occupational categories in the school. To a certain extent, frame factors function as pre-
requisites or conditions for the relationships and their characteristics. At the same time, the 
relationships can be used as a buffer against the frame factors where they are not approved. 
Agreements can be made that partly set aside the more formal frames for the activities. Frame 
factors occur in organisations themselves, but they can be changed over time. Consequently, 

73 School culture can also be seen as frame factors, depending on how frame factors are defined. Authors such as 
Imsen (1999) see school culture as a frame factors.  
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the frame factors can be seen as enabling or constraining factors in terms of the relationships. 
However, both the relationships and the role identity can function as buffers in relation to the 
frame factors. In turn, the relationships also function as enabling or limiting factors in the 
discretion.

Steering with documents 
The relationship between the teachers and policies is considered in the first chapter of the 
results. It was clear that none of the teachers feel that their work is steered by the curriculum 
more than they themselves want. It has often been noted that using documents to run 
organisations is difficult. Rombach (1991) talks specifically about the problem of objective-
oriented management in the public sector and points out that the objectives are often so 
difficult to measure that it is not feasible in practice to see whether they have been attained. 
Svensson (2002) showed that teachers were below average in being governed by laws and 
statutes. However, although other occupational groups showed lower values than teachers; the 
fact remains that the teachers were below average. An objective-oriented curriculum leaves 
room for interpretation although the teachers must follow the curriculum and they have no 
professional, positional, or individual power to use Engström’s (2005) distinctions in relation 
to the national curriculum. However, the impersonal nature of the curriculum means that 
teacher discretion does arise in reality and, to a certain extent this is the purpose provided that 
the curriculum is followed. In practice, teachers are given some control in this relationship to 
the curriculum, in view of its impersonal character. At the same time, local authorities now 
run schools, so there is another level that interprets the national guidelines (the curriculum): 
the municipality. The municipalities are financially responsible for schools and are also 
responsible for governance via the local school plans. This local level is closer to the teachers, 
geographically and physically, and thereby exerts a greater influence. It can be said that one 
group of the teachers, the profession-identity teachers, feel that the governance is constraining 
by which their discretion has effectively been curtailed, at least partially. This concerns local 
interpretation of the national curriculum; decisions have been made at local level to organise 
teachers’ work in interdisciplinary work teams. The profession-identity teachers are less 
positive to this because it is a requirement with which they would not choose themselves 
would they have had the choice. Changes relating to the governance of schools brought about 
by decentralisation can be the subject of discussion. The objective is to allow more local 
decisions and thereby give the teachers more influence over their own activities, but the 
changed governance can also be seen in another way. Local decisions made at the municipal 
level are closer to the individual teachers, but at the same time the teachers have not always 
been involved in making the decisions themselves. Local decisions are initially municipal 
interpretations of the national policy documents, which are more closely enforced because the 
decisions and the enforcers are closer to the teachers.  

The teachers feel the curriculum offers varying degrees of support. They refer to the 
curriculum’s inbuilt trust; steering with the curriculum is via a document and so responsibility 
and trust is handed to the teachers. They see this as positive in that it allows some freedom, 
both intentionally and also because there is no direct monitoring.  

The unwritten contract and its validity 
In the relationship between teacher and headmaster, it is clear that the headmaster has the 
positional power through his or her being the supervisor and through the school management 
training (Engström, 2005). However, it should be noted that headmasters have not always 
undergone formal school management training when they take up the position. Furthermore, 
the headmasters also have professional power (ibid) over the teachers because they are 
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responsible for the educational aspects of the school. This power is not so apparent because 
the headmaster is rarely involved in the day-to-day activities; however, the headmaster can 
sanction different actions of which there are examples amongst the profession-identity 
teachers. Consequently, even if the headmaster is not present in the day-to-day activities, the 
headmaster can steer using the sanction tools available, such as salaries. It is reasonable to 
assume that the individual power (ibid) can vary. Some teachers may have such a relationship 
to the headmaster that the headmaster cannot exercise individual power over the teacher, but 
this is nothing that can be demonstrated in this study. This could be the case if the headmaster 
had previously been a teacher before becoming headmaster; thereby they have previously 
been colleagues. It can be assumed that certain informal power relationships can remain, even 
if the positional and professional situation has changed.

The invisible contract between teacher and headmaster is often mentioned (Berg, 1999, 2003). 
If the teacher is free to manage the educational work with the pupils, the headmaster can 
manage the administrative and financial aspects; however, in some cases headmasters now 
carry out their work in a different way. The increasingly common audit culture is often given 
as the cause of this (see Power, 1997; Sachs, 2003; Svensson, 2002, 2007). Stringent 
regulatory rules have been replaced with objectives and a series of control stations have been 
introduced in the form of documentation and evaluations. This can increase the headmasters’ 
involvement or participation in the teachers’ work, which the profession-identity teachers 
have reported. However, this does not occur via direct participation in the day-to-day 
activities, but rather in the form of directives about how things are to be done and also via 
evaluations. The profession-identity teachers are highly critical of this and express it in terms 
of the headmaster disturbing the activities. This can be explained by a violation of the 
invisible contract that had perhaps been more prominent previously. Headmaster involvement 
becomes a requirement to which they have to relate and adapt. The headmaster personifies 
both the national and the local governance and can be seen as a new public management 
representative. No headmasters have been interviewed in this study, but Lundström (2007) 
who in his study interviewed both teachers and headmasters showed that the headmasters 
brought about internal changes in a completely different way from the teachers, such as 
through the interdisciplinary work teams. In Lundström’s study, the headmasters talk 
positively about the interdisciplinary work teams, viewing it as a natural development of a 
school in which the focus is on the pupil. They talk about this as the only and best way and 
not one of several possible ways. We will return to this when the role identity is discussed 
further.

In the relationship between the teachers and the headmasters, the concept of support is 
particularly prominent. Here there is an indicative difference between the profession-identity 
teachers and the organisation-identity teachers. The profession-identity teachers feel more 
distant from the headmasters than the organisation-identity teachers, who instead feel very 
satisfied with the headmasters, feel that they are trusted, and feel that they are given strong 
support. Where the organisation-identity teachers experience support, and are thereby given 
discretion, it could be assumed that the profession-identity teachers are given less discretion 
in that they do not experience support. At the same time, however, headmasters are not very 
involved in the day-to-day activities and do not influence the profession-identity teachers 
either positively or negatively.

Codex and contrived collegiality 
The relationship between the teachers and colleagues is the only relationship in which the 
partners have just as much, or little, legitimate power over each other. This relationship too 
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has a type of unwritten or invisible contract, a codex, by which a teacher does not interfere in 
a colleague’s method of working unless asked to do so. Different teachers work in partially 
different ways and handle matters differently, but the differences are not the subject of 
criticism and teachers leave each other alone. This can be seen as a power balance, meaning 
that teachers create their own power as long as they allow their colleagues to enjoy the same. 
Engström’s (2005) types of power can also be applied here. No teacher has positional or 
professional power over another colleague, but could conceivably have individual power over 
another colleague. On the other hand, it is possible that one colleague may have personal 
influence over another, but this is not mentioned in the study. The organisation of the school 
studied into work teams is a new way of steering teachers’ work. Previously, teachers have 
been able to find collaboration partners informally, according to their own wishes and needs, 
and they worked with colleagues who they felt were suitable. Today, there is less opportunity 
for this in view of the formal work teams that have been introduced. The organisational 
change meant that the subject-based units were split up in favour of the inter-disciplinary 
work teams, and the subject colleagues are no longer geographically close. These 
constellations are not allocated time to the same extent as before, which in turn means that the 
tangible availability of this support; so the discretion is less than it used to be in this 
relationship. For the profession-identity teachers, this can largely be described in terms of 
contrived collegiality (Hargreaves, 1994). The collaboration is administratively regulated 
from management level rather than a product of these teachers’ own efforts. This can mean 
that teachers feel pressure from the headmasters and other colleagues to work in a certain way 
or to do things that they would not have done themselves. It can be noted that following the 
codex is made increasingly difficult when the collaboration is through the organisational 
structure that prevail today for the teachers in the study. The organisational structure that the 
teachers describe does not follow the codex that allows every teacher to be different and 
allows them to decide how to structure their work. They are instructed to work together in 
work teams and so it becomes more difficult in practice to do things in their own way and also 
to allow their colleagues to do things in their way.   

In the relationship between the teachers and their colleagues, a clear division can also be seen 
in terms of the difference between the profession-identity teachers and the organisation-
identity teachers. All teachers highly value their colleagues, the colleagues are generally very 
important for the teachers and their discretion, and this is where they get support. However, 
the profession-identity teachers feel that the support the colleagues give, or should be able to 
give, has been greatly reduced. This is mainly because the colleagues that they express give 
most support – informative, instrumental, and emotional – are their subject colleagues. In the 
organisation of the school studied, teachers do not work in the same work teams as their 
subject colleagues; more attention is paid to the interdisciplinary programme teams. 
Consequently, the teachers no longer experience the strong support they had when the school 
was organised into subject departments and they were physically close to their fellow subject 
teachers in the day-to-day activities. In contrast, the organisation-identity teachers are fully 
satisfied with working in interdisciplinary work teams and feel they get good support from 
their colleagues. This shows how the local political governance of schools and teachers has a 
real impact on the work of teachers, and a group of teachers does not see this as positive. A 
common argument is that the idea of decentralisation, as shown by municipal governance of 
schools, would mean that the decisions would be made closer to the implementers, in this case 
the teachers. Local political decisions have limited the discretion for profession-identity 
teachers, and this is clearly shown in the relationships. They no longer have access to the 
arena where they previously received most support.
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Trust among the teachers is also something that can be linked to the codex that characterises 
the relationship. This codex is something that has often the subject of studies of teachers from 
a cultural perspective (Lortie 1975). Because the work organisation has changed and the 
teachers are to integrate their subjects with each other, it can be said that the trust has been 
broken. Individual teachers can no longer take care of their own work and seek the 
collaboration they themselves want and feel the need for.   

The core of the profession 
The relationship to the pupils is very important for the teachers, as reported by Leppänen 
(2006) and also Rhöse-Martinsson (2006). The relationship between the teachers and the 
pupils is where the teachers experience most discretion and is the relationship they define as 
the one containing discretion. This is also the relationship that is defined as the core and 
objective of the activity, but the way in which the teachers want to work with the pupils 
varies. As described in the introductory part of the thesis, the work of the teacher can be 
described and categorised in different ways. Gannerud (2001) divides the work into three 
dimensions: the pedagogical and didactic, the social, and the administrative dimensions. 
Generally, with some exceptions, the teachers talk about the social and even parts of the 
administrative side of the work as “dirt”. (See Landahl’s (2006) discussion on how teachers 
view what the teaching profession involves). An ambiguous attitude to the administrative and 
the social aspects can be identified.

The teachers have power in this relationship. Using Engström’s (2005) classification of the 
concept, the power can entail professional, but also positional and individual power. The 
teacher holds the professional power, but can also be said to hold positional power in view of 
the superior position in relation to the pupils. Depending on what relationship the teacher 
succeeds in establishing with the pupils, the teacher can also have individual power. However, 
the results do not show the latter. The superior position of power also implies that the teachers 
can be said to have control in the relationship to the pupils; it is the teachers who are to steer 
the pupils because this is part of their formal task. The concept of demand can be linked to the 
control concept (Karasek & Theorell, 1990). The only type of demand that some people can 
experience as a burden is the social, which in some cases is a heavy emotional burden, but is 
also very time-consuming. In the next paragraph we will discuss possible reasons as to why 
sufficient time is not given to these tasks. However, this does not have the effect of reducing 
the discretion, at least not explicitly. Relating to the pupils is the essence of the profession, so 
it can be assumed that teachers neither want to raise the possibility that this may be something 
restrictive nor express this thought to anyone else. The pupils are described as the most 
rewarding part of the work. When the pupils do well and when they succeed or even simply 
dare to do certain things, this can be tremendously rewarding for the teachers. This has been 
described with the term confidence. Teachers can be said to get emotional support via their 
pupils (House, 1981). The time spent with the pupils can thereby be seen as a buffer, an arena 
where teachers gather positive feelings that can be used in other and more problematical 
situations. Feeling that trust has developed in the relationship is something that the teachers 
value very highly.

The gender perspective mentioned in the background chapter can be applied, for example, 
when the teachers’ relationship with the pupils is discussed. In Sweden, the older the pupils, 
the greater is the proportion of male teachers (the lowest proportion of males is in primary 
schools and the highest proportion in upper secondary schools), but at the same time we have 
seen that the teaching profession has become more female-dominated over time. In a gender 
order where men and masculinity are valued higher, this status has become elevated the 
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higher the school level concerned is. Both men and women have been interviewed in this 
study, but no clear differences have been identified that could be related to gender. However, 
with a profession perspective to the teacher’s discretion, the use of the concept of status is 
relevant. There is one area where status in a certain part of the teacher’s task is clear. It 
concerns the attitude of some members of the teaching profession, which in turn can possibly 
be related to the gender dimension and, more specifically, the gender labelling of the 
profession.

Gannerud (2001) distinguishes between the pedagogical/didactic, the administrative, the 
emotional, and the social part. As mentioned previously, the pedagogical/didactic part 
concerns the actual subject and teaching. The administrative part concerns, for example, 
filling in the register and other documentation. Gannerud’s (2001) emotional and social parts 
are parts that are often characterised as “female”, involving care and feelings, and where the 
social part concerns the teacher’s actions in relation to groups of primarily pupils and parents, 
but also colleagues. The emotional part concerns the teacher’s relationship to individuals. In 
this study, the relationship between teachers and pupils has been divided into three other 
dimensions: the subject dimension (which can almost be comparable with Gannerud’s 
pedagogical/didactic part), the dimension involving fostering of pupils to good citizenship, 
and the social dimension. The dimension of fostering of good citizenship is similar to what 
Gannerud calls the social part and concerns the teachers’ task regarding contact with groups 
of people – colleagues, parents, and pupils. This dimension is on a general and primarily 
collective level. The emotional part is included in what I categorise as the social dimension.  

In this study, the relationship between the teachers and the pupils is regarded as comprising 
three dimensions: the subject dimension, which involves knowledge within the subject in 
which the teacher teaches; the fostering of good citizenship is explicitly expressed in the 
policy documents, specifically in the national curriculum, and the social dimension. Schools 
are not only to provide the pupils with knowledge in the different subjects but also foster them 
to be good citizens. The social dimension is expressed in documents such as the present local 
school plan in the municipality studied: “Everyone in schools is to take responsibility for 
children and students’ security, learning and development” (www.lulea.se). It is said that 
society is becoming increasingly individualised, not least in the education section (Bauman, 
1999; Beck, 1998; Lund, 2006). Even policy documents have changed, now focusing more on 
the pupils as individuals and on their development and needs. Furthermore, a new grading 
system has been introduced in which all pupils are to be given the chance to pass, but this, in 
reality, places more demand on the teachers to get closer to the pupils. This policy is meant to 
enable teachers to learn about the circumstances specific to each pupil. The interviews 
showed that reaching the pupils is one of the single most rewarding aspects of the overall 
work, which Leppänen (2006) and Rhöse-Martinsson (2006) also describe. This is also 
illustrated by the fact that teachers choose the profession because of their interest in working 
with people. However, these social parts of the work are not only experienced as positive and 
are even regarded as problematical to a certain extent; this is shown, for example, when 
teachers say they lack someone to give them support in how to handle situations that arise. 
These situations do not entail general fostering, but more serious problems, such as drugs or 
similar. Gannerud (2001) argues that the emotional part of the work, which in my definition 
comprises the social dimension, is not valued as significant. The teachers express this, for 
example, by saying that time is not allocated and that this part of the work is not included in 
job descriptions. The social aspects demand time and energy and are a fact for the teachers in 
this study. Gannerud (2001) also argues that the reasons why emotional aspects of the work 
are given low value are found in the prevailing gender regimen that characterises schools as 
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organisations. However, drawing a direct parallel to Gannerud’s results is not completely 
straightforward. Gannerud’s study was based on teachers in compulsory schools. The gender 
composition differs with a greater proportion of women in compulsory schools compared with 
upper secondary schools where the gender distribution is now reasonably equal after 
previously being dominated by men. According to Gannerud (2001), the reason why the 
emotional work is not valued is that it involves typically “female” characteristics and skills. 
Therefore, the emotional work is regarded as not requiring talent, knowledge, or skills and is 
expected to take place automatically. The emotional aspects are not valued highly, so it can be 
said that this part of the work has been made invisible. The result is that the teachers, for 
example, have no formal arena in which to discuss and debate issues relating to this part of 
the work. This paradox of having the teachers view the pupils as individuals and give every 
pupil the chance to achieve a passing grade requires individual commitment: every teacher is 
to get involved with the individual pupils. This is not only from the perspective of study 
performance, but the teachers are to consider the pupil’s overall life situation in order to 
provide optimal conditions for the pupil.  

The subject can be discussed in relation to gender (see Gannerud), but the data in this study 
was not collected on the basis of the gender regimen. Based on a profession perspective, the 
low value attached to the emotional part can be linked to its status. This, in turn, can possibly 
be linked to the fact that some of the work that has low status can be linked to it being female.    

The teachers’ relationship with policies, headmasters, colleagues, and pupils can be seen from 
a profession perspective and from an organisational and governance perspective. From a 
profession perspective, it is clear that due to the lack of legitimate control over the 
relationships, certain limiting effects occur in relation to the discretion. This is shown clearly 
among the profession-identity teachers. From an organisational and governance perspective, it 
can be seen that this legitimate control over the relationships can certainly be used to steer the 
work and the organisation, and therefore the discretion. 

11.2 Changeable or stable   
It has already been shown that the concept of role identity refers to the teachers’ view of their 
own profession and what this means or will mean. Role identity is important for 
understanding discretion and how it is created, and this is in agreement with Greiff (2004), 
who argues that teachers’ professional identity is central to understanding what shapes work 
in practice. Two different role identities can be distinguished in this study: profession-identity 
teachers and organisation-identity teachers. Sachs (2001) discusses the concept of 
professional identity, and argues that Wenger’s (1998) five-dimension definition (identity as a 
negotiated experience, as a community membership, as a learning trajectory, as a nexus of 
multimembership, as a relationship between the local and the global) can be applied to the 
teaching profession, perhaps mainly because it is seen as a negotiated experience. Coffey 
(2001) also emphasizes identity as something negotiated through social interaction. The two 
different role identities as shown in this study exemplify the social interaction (negotiation) of 
the nature of the profession. The two different role identities are profession-identity and 
organisation-identity, which can be compared with Berg (2003), who talks about restricted 
and expanded teacher professionalism. A teacher’s professional identity is created through the 
teacher’s view of external factors and by the way the external factors influence the teacher. 
We will now consider characteristics common to the two groups and then look more closely 
at the role identity from a profession perspective, as well as from a governance and 
organisation perspective.
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The first aspect we can bring up is a common denominator between the two teacher groups. 
The teachers are dissatisfied because they feel they are ordered to do different and more tasks 
than previously, and these are tasks that they feel are not part of their profession. This can 
partly be explained with the previously mentioned intensification theory about teacher’s work 
(Hargreaves, 1994; Goodson, 2003). The work tasks to which the teachers have a certain 
ambivalent attitude can be linked to Landahl’s (2006) concept of “dirt” when referring to the 
work tasks with which the teachers have an ambivalent relationship. The interviews have 
shown that teachers feel they are overqualified for certain tasks, such as cleaning the 
classroom, while other tasks do not feel relevant, such as certain administrative work. They 
also report lack of training for certain tasks, such as some of the social aspects involved when 
working with pupils that have severe social problems.  

A point of departure for this study has been that reality is created in social interaction in a 
given context (Charon, 2001; Marton, 1994; Säljö, 2002; Turner, 1988). In this study, the 
school is the context and organisation of which the teachers are part. This is where the 
members’ (in this case the teachers) view of the profession is shaped (Furusten, 1996; 
Johansson, 1992; Stewart, 1983). Another assumption is that the role identity is also created 
and recreated in social interaction. Jenkins (2004) argues that the concept of identity, by 
definition, takes place in social interaction. However, in this study, the purpose has not been 
to establish how and where the role identity is created and recreated, nor is there evidence to 
indicate this. What can be noted is that role identity can be characterised as variable, and the 
role identity influences how a teacher experiences the discretion.

The preceding empirical chapters indicate a certain polarisation between the two groups. The 
results show that the teachers seem to belong to either one or the other ideal type, but in 
reality the teachers are more or less of one or the other. However, some ambivalence can also 
be observed within each group. Some profession-identity teachers have certain organisation-
identity characteristics, and vice versa. The two ideal types of role identities represent 
somewhat different views, in certain aspects, of what it is, and should be, to be a teacher 
today. These differences mainly concern the view of the subject and the view of how the work 
should be organised.

The role identity can be discussed from a profession perspective and from an organisation and 
governance perspective. In this study, we can see how the teachers are working in a changing 
context. The working conditions have changed in different ways. National and local changes 
in the working conditions, primarily organisational, are problematical from the perspective of 
the school organisation, because the role identities seem to be more stable. The changes also 
present a problem from the perspective of these teachers, because they do not feel they can 
work in the way they want. What is clear is that the role identity has not changed at the same 
rate as organisational changes have been implemented. Role identity is more stable, thereby 
conflicting with the description often put forward that identity is free-floating. There is an 
opposition to changes in role identity, and the teachers in this study represent stable role 
identities. A relevant question in this context is whether role identity is stable for the teaching 
profession as a whole. Is this a profession where stability prevails over change? It is 
reasonable to assume that this is the case, because teachers are usually described as being 
resistant to change and traditional (Lortie, 1975). Persson (2006) also considers this idea and 
talks about how the teachers’ view of the teacher role has largely become fixed by the end of 
teacher training. Most of the profession-identity teachers, who comprise the large majority in 
the study, are very experienced and one has recently qualified. The organisation-identity 
teachers comprise one teacher with many years of experience and two teachers that are 
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recently qualified. Consequently, Persson’s idea does not fully correspond with the results in 
this study. However, the role identity of the profession-identity teachers deviates from the 
formal organisation, so stability is an adequate description of the role identity. From an 
organisational and governance perspective, if role identity is a relatively stable factor, a 
problem arises when changes are desirable in the organisation. A stable role identity that is 
resistant to change makes it difficult to implement extensive changes. In addition to the 
general intensification thesis and the fact that two role identities have been identified in this 
study, other issues can be discussed where the results differ between the two role identities. In 
other words, it is in these issues that the two role identities are crystallised. The issue is the 
teachers’ view of their own subject and the closely related question of how work is organised. 
The profession-identity teachers see advantages in working within their subjects, while their 
colleagues, the organisation-identity teachers, view the interdisciplinary programme teams as 
the best option. The profession-identity teachers regard teaching or the time spent with the 
pupils in their own subjects as being the most important part of the work. The subject, and the 
teaching of it, is the focus. Linnell (1994) supports this, arguing that the identity of upper 
secondary teachers is closer to the teacher’s subject rather than being a teacher in general. 
However, the profession-identity teachers feel that the focus has been moved from the 
subject, and they are not satisfied with this, something that corresponds with the findings of 
Lundström (2007). 

The switch to interdisciplinary work teams moves the focus away from the subject. The 
profession-identity teachers are not completely satisfied with this organisation of school. In 
contrast, the organisation-identity teachers feel that this way of structuring work is excellent. 
The subject focus has been formally moved to an interdisciplinary focus, so the organisation 
of the teachers’ work has also changed. This has caused dissatisfaction among the profession-
identity teachers. In this study, it seems as if the profession-identity teachers feel that there is 
a marked difference today compared with previously. As members of an organisation the 
individuals must always give up certain things (Ahrne et al., 1996; Svensson, 2007). It seems 
the profession-identity teachers must now give up more than before. The way in which the 
organisation is governed and the objectives are set up does not correspond with the 
preferences of the profession-identity teachers. A discrepancy between the teachers and the 
organisation has been observed. This discrepancy can be experienced as greater now than 
before, in that the new or changed circumstances are not in line with these teachers’ view of 
the profession. The profession-identity teachers are generally more dissatisfied with the 
working conditions today compared with how they experienced schools earlier, and especially 
in comparison with the organisation-identity teachers, whose role identity is closer to the 
school’s formal ideas. This can then be compared with Evetts’ (2006a) discussion of 
profession professionalism and organisation professionalism. The latter is favoured in a new 
situation in which public management has become more prominent. The organisation-identity 
teachers can be linked to Evetts’ (ibid) organisation professionalism. The organisation-
identity teachers are satisfied with today’s organisational division of work. They see 
significant advantages with the interdisciplinary work teams and are more positive in 
describing the school organisation. They see no barriers to discretion and feel that the 
organisation and objectives of school activities correspond with their own views. In addition, 
they feel well supported by the headmaster and their interdisciplinary programme team 
colleagues.

According to Berg (2003), the new way of organising teachers into work teams is a major 
issue, both from an institutional and an organisational perspective. This study has shown that 
the changed working conditions are linked to a local political level. Lipsky (1980) talks about 
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how street-level bureaucrats largely create the practice themselves. These practices are the 
policy as it is expressed in reality. However, this study has shown that a group of the teachers 
feel to a certain extent the effects of the local political governance. These effects are the 
establishment of a completely “new” upper secondary school aimed gathering all upper 
secondary programmes in one school, to bridge social differences but also to concentrate 
competences more efficiently. This would give the pupils greater freedom of choice, primarily 
through a greater range of courses. The new upper secondary school in the municipality 
involves a new way of organising the teachers, in interdisciplinary teams. The aim is to give 
the pupils greater context in their studies, to allow them to see the connections between 
different subjects, and to see how the subjects affect and are affected by each other in reality. 
The policy documents in the school studied refer to the new interdisciplinary work 
organisation as being pupil-focused, as opposed to the earlier intradisciplinary work 
organisation. As previously noted, the current local school plan states:  

Teacher teams are to be organised on the basis of children and student 
groups, and their need for continuity. Interdisciplinary and versatile 
teacher teams are to show children and students the connection 
between subjects and between the different parts of the school. The 
teacher team is to be the basis of the collaboration (www.lulea.se).

In a study of upper secondary teachers in the USA, Siskin (1994) showed that the teachers 
identified themselves more with their subjects. This was where they felt comfortable but when 
they were instructed to work in intradisciplinary work teams they lost much of this affiliation 
that supported them in their work. The local political governance of the school can thereby be 
challenged. It can be questioned whether there is always an awareness of the school and the 
teachers’ conditions and circumstances on the local political arena. In the municipality 
studied, it seems as if the buzzword that Siskin studied and criticised as early as the mid-
1990s is now the prevailing buzzword here; interdisciplinary work teams. It can be linked to 
the travelling policies of Ozga and Jones (2006), who describe international reform trends in 
educational systems. Arfwedson and Arfwedson (1992) also noted that new working methods 
were introduced almost as buzzwords. They were promoted as the new and better way, not to 
say the only correct way, of doing things. Hargreaves (1994) discusses teaching culture and 
differentiates between the teaching culture’s content and form. The content includes values, 
attitudes, convictions, habits and behaviour. The form of a teaching culture refers to 
characteristic relationship patterns between the teachers, i.e. the way in which the teachers 
interact with each other. In this study it is clear that the profession-identity teachers prefer to 
interact with colleagues in the same subject. The reorganisation of teachers’ work means that 
we can talk about Hargreaves’ contrived collegiality. Contrived collegiality is not desirable 
and, at worst, can mean that there is no space for spontaneous (and, for the teachers, desired) 
collaboration in the school. A very recent study conducted at Umeå University (Lundström, 
2007) shows that organisation of teachers’ work into interdisciplinary work teams is 
problematic. Lundström’s study showed that the teachers did not see the interdisciplinary 
work teams as rewarding for the school or for their own professional development. He, too, 
uses the term contrived collegiality to describe this, saying that “subject-oriented profession-
identity clashes with the dominating discussion about school development, the 
interdisciplinary”74 (2007:219). Lundström continues by stating that this makes 
implementing many of the contemporary reforms difficult, because the teachers do not 
internalise the ideas behind the reforms to any depth.  

74 Author’s translation. 
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The two groups of teachers thus have different perceptions of what the teaching profession is 
and should be. It has been said that to practice a profession, the members of the profession 
must give up some control over their own actions to the organisation, in this case the school 
as organisation (Ahrne et al., 1996; Svensson, 2007). This is shown when the profession-
identity teachers say they are expected to carry out, not just more, but also “wrong” activities. 
This has also been identified by, for example, Aronsson and Svensson (1997) and Månsson 
(2002). For the profession-identity teachers, this also means that the work is to be carried out 
in a way they would not themselves have chosen. While the profession-identity teachers feel 
that they are expected to act like the organisation-identity teachers, they feel that in practice 
they can retain their role identity to a certain extent and thereby remain faithful to their view 
of how the teacher’s work is to be carried out. The profession-identity teachers are satisfied 
with what they characterise as the actual teaching profession. This is something that Persson 
(2006) also found, when he observed that the teachers are satisfied as teachers but dissatisfied 
as employees.  

In a profession perspective, the results can possibly be seen in terms of deprofessionalisation. 
Teachers’ work has been restructured, resulting in changes in the teachers’ relationships. This 
is shown by the fact that the profession-identity teachers still identify with the former 
structure, where they emphasize the importance of the subject collective in which they 
promote the collegial, professional form of organisation defined by the same knowledge base 
– the subjects. Consequently, they oppose the new collegial professional form of organisation 
with its wider base where the pupil groups are the basis rather than the teachers’ own subjects.
Whether this can be seen as a deprofessionalisation of the entire teaching profession is 
debatable, but it can certainly be said that the teachers’ work has been restructured.

In addition, from a profession perspective, that two different role identities have been 
identified can be seen as problematical. A profession needs unity in order to retain its status as 
a profession in relation to other actors. This seems to be especially interesting at a time when 
the teaching profession, as stated before, is being discussed in terms of deprofessionalisation 
and how working conditions have worsened from a number of perspectives. At the same time, 
education is discussed generally as an extremely important tool for society in meeting all 
types of future challenges. This applies not least to teachers. An important characteristic of a 
profession is that it should be possible to describe it in terms of unity. Certain things must be 
shared if the professionals are to be affiliated to the profession and for the survival of the 
profession. For the teaching profession and the individual teachers, it should be reasonable to 
assume that an excessively broad view of the profession is unfavourable. However, a large 
amount of discretion, even if it is positive in certain aspects, can be negative for the 
profession and the teachers. If there is little unity, i.e. the collective aspect of the profession is 
small, it can be said that the profession is divided, and it is difficult for a divided teaching 
force to assert itself against the parties it must deal with. 

An important problem from the perspective of the profession is that the school as an 
organisation has a privileged negotiating position in defining not only what is to be done but 
also how it is to be done. The clearest example here is that the organisation of the teachers’ 
work takes place over their heads, in the form of the decision to implement interdisciplinary 
work teams. In 1991, a major reform of governance took place, and the municipalities were 
handed responsibility for schools. By shifting responsibility to individual municipalities, the 
governance is moved closer to the implementers, the teachers. There was more scope for local 
decisions and, because the decisions are made locally, it can be assumed that they are 
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monitored differently from before. The headmaster has become more central here. The 
teachers’ knowledge base could be seen as capital to be used in negotiation in order to win, or 
create, discretion. According to the profession theories, the knowledge base is one of the most 
important aspects of what characterises a profession. The comments of the profession-identity 
teachers in this study seem to indicate that their knowledge base is not sufficient for them to 
win discretion through negotiation about how their work is to be organised in practice. 
Admittedly, the organisation-identity teachers cannot do this either, but they are more 
satisfied with today’s organisation. In other words, the teachers’ “negotiation capital”, which 
consists of their knowledge base as members of a profession, is insufficient.

Another issue which can be seen as problematic is that not only have two different role 
identities been identified, but also (even though this is qualitative material) the great majority 
of teachers, both recently qualified and experienced, are identified as profession-identity 
teachers. This can be seen as problematic from several perspectives. From an organisational 
and governance perspective, the school as employer has one professional group that 
experiences its profession, and therefore its task, as deviating strongly from the official 
objectives. Furthermore, one group in this study is much bigger than the other and has a 
deviating view of the profession in relation to the organisation. As Lundquist (1987) 
identified, three points need to be satisfied in order for implementers to follow and implement 
decisions taken from above in an organisation. The implementer is to understand the decision, 
be able to implement it, and also want to implement it. And, as Goodson (2003) says, it is 
important to consider the teachers’ identity if changes in schools and in the teachers’ work are 
to be successful.

The teachers’ role identity can also be considered from a social-psychological perspective. An 
interesting issue here can be discussed using mainly the work of Karasek and Theorell (1990). 
They say that social support can help by getting individuals to feel a part of something bigger 
and that social support can also strengthen the feeling of identity. This study has shown that 
the profession-identity teachers have their identity primarily in their subjects, which has been 
emphasized earlier (e.g., Linnell, 1994). Linnell also says that upper secondary teachers more 
often see themselves as teachers of a certain subject than as teachers generally. One question 
to raise in this context is the long-term effects of the interdisciplinary organisation of work on 
the profession-identity teachers. The profession-identity teachers are no longer given the 
opportunity to occupy the arena (teacher work group) that they would prefer to be in. The 
interaction with subject colleagues that they had previously enjoyed and greatly appreciated 
has largely been removed. In the long term, this can lead to the teachers becoming socialised 
to organisation-identity teachers, but if Arfwedson and Arfwedson (1992) are right, perhaps 
this way of organising teachers’ work will be replaced with new buzzwords.   

11.3 Concluding comments 
The research questions talk in terms of constraining and enabling processes. The answers to 
the questions can be described in terms of social processes (Turner, 1988). This study focuses 
on the discretion of upper secondary teachers and how it is created in the four most important 
relationships, where five concepts are applied to describe and analyse the interaction. The four 
most important relationships are with policies, headmasters, colleagues, and pupils, and the 
five concepts that are used to describe and analyse the importance of these relationships for 
the creation of discretion are power, control, governance, demand, support, and trust. Two 
ideal typical identities, profession-identity teachers, and organisation-identity teachers explain 
how the teachers perceive and act in the relationships. In this way, it can be said that the 
relationships can be seen in terms of rules and resources. For example, how closely the 
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teachers relate to another actor can be described as a rule that is internalised in the 
organisation. A clear example of this is the invisible contract that is usually used to describe 
the relationship between the teachers and headmaster. This invisible contract says that the 
teachers can carry on their activities with the pupils, the pedagogical activities, as long as the 
headmaster can carry on with his activities, financial and administrative (Berg, 1999). In this 
respect, the relationship between teachers is a resource for the teacher. For the profession-
identity teacher, the invisible contract is a resource that gives the teacher power and control 
over at least parts of the work, the pedagogical work with the pupils. At the same time we see 
that the teachers feel this relationship has changed and that the headmaster has become more 
dominant in the relationship than before. This is shown clearly among the profession-identity 
teachers. This could be viewed as the teachers learn the rules of the game and learn where 
there are openings that can be used to retain or increase their discretion. Where teachers see 
an opening to negotiate more discretion, they do so, but where there is no room for 
negotiation about discretion, they do not, choosing instead to focus on the parts they can 
influence to create discretion. The teachers as professional practitioners constantly have to 
relate to the formal rules set by the school organisation and at the same time clients’ 
individual circumstances. This condition is inherent in street-level bureaucrats’ work. They 
are the last actors in the implementation chain.  

This thesis has focused on the discretion of upper secondary teachers. The theoretical 
contribution of this thesis lies mainly in how social interaction can develop, and be developed, 
among professionals in an organisational context, the tension between profession and 
organisation. The empirical contribution concerns the impact on the upper secondary 
teachers’ own experience of how it is to be a teacher in today’s upper secondary school. The 
teachers’ own views about their working conditions have been aired. The value of the thesis 
concerns the upper secondary teacher and thereby even the upper secondary teaching force 
and their working conditions. In the introductory chapter, the importance of studying and 
learning more about teachers’ discretion was addressed. In relation to the argument that was 
put forward in that chapter, it is important to learn more about and know what governs how 
teachers’ discretion is created, or not created, in practice. This is largely to form a point of 
departure for being able to create optimal working conditions (of which discretion is a part). If 
we know how the processes are created and what their components are, it should be easier to 
know how to progress in order to bring about change in one or another direction. Why the 
working conditions are important can be related to the sector in which the teachers work, the 
education sector. The education sector is of central importance in today’s society. Education 
is often regarded as being crucial for society’s ability to develop and prosper.

On a more general sociological level, this study of teachers’ discretion can be seen in the light 
of the school’s role in society and the question of the real purpose of schools. For many years, 
Sweden’s objective has been that all children and young people, regardless of gender, socio-
economic position, cultural or geographical background, are entitled to a good and equal 
education. As we have seen, both in the interviews on which this study is based, but also in 
the previous studies cited, changes have taken place in the school world. Lundahl (2006:63) 
says that this change “highly affects the work and position of teachers”. At the same time, if 
Sweden still has a formal objective of “a school for all”, a trend can be identified of a shift 
towards a more market-oriented educational system (Lundahl, 2006). Working flexibly in 
order to see every pupil’s individual needs and satisfying these and at the same time working 
towards the objective of “a school for all” where all pupils are given equal education. There 
are quite clearly two objectives that bring problems. Lundahl also argues that the tension 
between the school’s traditional purpose to serve society and now the market with the 
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financial motive and driving forces that this entails can affect the teachers’ professional 
legitimacy. Market forces govern the teachers’ work rather than the objective to give equal 
education to all. In schools operating under a competitive situation, the pupils have been 
given higher grades as a response to this school offering extra high quality in its programmes. 
This raises the question of the teachers’ discretion and also the concept of autonomy. The 
teachers’ working situation, their position in society, and the educational system are today in a 
changing context. There are many perspectives from which the teaching profession can be 
studied in view of this changing context.

In conclusion, even if discretion has been identified, changed working conditions have also 
been identified that affect the discretion. Lindblad (1994) links the changes to a decrease in 
status of the teaching profession. Discretion can be seen as a symbol for the teachers as 
professionals. Persson (2006:33) follows this theme and says that the teaching profession has 
previously been characterised by

An almost profession-like autonomy but in recent years has been 
challenged at its core by a series of attempts from state and municipal 
clients to steer teachers more. The previous profession-like autonomy 
was not primarily based on scientific expertise, but rather on a sort of 
alliance between state, teacher training institutions and teachers’ 
trade unions, which resulted in closure of the labour market, a 
professional monopoly.75

Persson (ibid) continues by saying that the autonomy that previously existed “seems to have 
broken down with the varying responsibilities of the state and the municipalities have 
different responsibilities, so the teachers are more loyal to the profession than organisation”.
This gives clear support to the profession-identity teachers in this study. In these times of 
change, it is interesting to look more closely at one of these reforms and its effects on the 
upper secondary teaching force. As was emphasized earlier in the thesis, a number of 
governance-related reforms have been introduced in the school as organisation, which then 
also applies to the teachers’ work. One of these is the independent school reform from 1992 
and that can be said to be having an impact now. The independent school reform concerns 
what can be described in terms of a deregulation of the teaching profession. The independent 
school reform has brought increased competition for pupils in all schools and should also 
have an effect on the teachers. In terms of further studies, it would be highly interesting to 
look more closely at teachers’ discretion in the context of independent schools because this is 
a time in which independent schools are popping up like daffodils in the spring. In the 
2005/2006 academic year, there were over 268 active independent upper secondary schools, 
which is approximately 13% of Sweden’s upper secondary pupils and therefore 13% of 
Sweden’s upper secondary teachers (www.skolverket.se). The independent school reform has 
partly deregulated the labour market for teachers. From a situation where the state, and now 
the municipality, was the only employer, there are now alternatives. It can be assumed that the 
partly deregulated labour market caused by the introduction of independent schools brings 
about different circumstances for the teachers. It can bring about another degree of freedom 
for the teachers in that they are more able to choose a school that works in a way that suits 
them and to reject schools that do not correspond to their view. At the same time, more or 
other actors can become a power factor in teachers’ work – the parents of the pupils choosing 
schools. At the same time, teachers can compare municipal schools and independent schools, 

75 Author’s translation.  

http://www.skolverket.se
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and different independent schools, with the aim of getting the best possible working 
conditions. Teachers can now choose their place of work in a different way than what was 
done before. This can create new conditions in which to negotiate discretion. At the same 
time as choice alternatives grow from the above aspect, a split may occur within the 
profession if the teaching force is divided, with different groups of teachers finding their way 
to different types of school. The collective power that a profession, such as the teaching 
profession, has enjoyed may then change. This would be very interesting to look at in more 
detail.
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English summary 
This thesis deals with upper secondary teachers’ working conditions; in particular, this thesis 
focuses on their discretionary power. It is a qualitative case study of the ongoing negotiation 
process of shaping and re-shaping professional work. The aim of the study is to explore and 
problematise upper secondary teachers’ by addressing these questions: How and where is 
upper secondary teachers’ discretion created? What does discretion mean for the teachers? 
What enabling and constraining processes, in the creation of discretion, can be identified? 
How can the creation of discretion be explained with the help of the enabling and 
constraining processes?

The two first chapters discuss teachers’ working conditions, the motives of the study, and the 
context of teachers’ work. In addition, these chapters examine reforms and their effects. The 
third chapter presents the theoretical framework. The fourth chapter deals with the 
methodological issues and describes the concrete methods used, their drawbacks and their 
advantages. In this chapter, the case is described. Subsequently, an elaboration of the 
theoretical framework is presented. Thereafter, the empirical part of the thesis begins. The
empirical part of the thesis consists of five chapters. The final chapter is devoted to analysing 
and discussing the empirical findings along with suggestions for further research. This brief 
summary discusses the main points in each of the chapters. 

Introduction and background 
Teachers’ work can be studied from a broad range of perspectives. This is a study of teachers’ 
working conditions from a sociological perspective. Teachers are members of a profession 
where practicing the profession involves being employed in a politically governed 
organisation; hence teachers are both members of a profession and an organisation. The 
teaching commission involves direct contact with citizens – the pupils. In addition the 
teachers encounter other actors in their job. A fundamental condition for work with people is 
that the professional encounters the clients directly when the clients need service. Frames, in 
form of rules and resources are set by the organisation, and needs to be considered. This 
means that the professional constantly faces two realities – the clients and their needs and on 
the organisation and the frames and conditions of the organisation (Leppänen et al., 2006). 
This study examines the tension between profession and organisation using theory on 
professions as well as organisation theory.

There are several motives for studying teachers’ work. The theoretical motive for studying 
teachers’ working conditions, their discretionary power, deals with the tension between 
profession and organisation. Evetts (2006b: 515) argues that “the concepts of profession and 
professionalism are increasingly applied to work and workers in modern societies”.
However, at the same time, she concludes that “the conditions of trust, discretion, and 
competence, which historically have been deemed to be necessary for professional practice, 
are continually being challenged or certainly changed” (ibid). These conditions symbolise a 
tension, or a dilemma, for professionals today. Not only does a teacher’s work take place in 
terms of the contradictions mentioned above, teachers, as members of a profession, also have 
a certain amount of discretionary power at the same time as they belong to the school 
organisation. This makes them politically governed and constrained, which is yet another 
aspect of the complex and often contradictory terms under which teachers work. Thus the 
teaching profession is governed by formal rules and regulations initiated and executed in the 
organisation while at the same time the teachers use their own professional judgment. These 
two traits of the conditions under which teachers work are often described in terms of tensions 
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between profession and organisation (Bertilsson, 1990; Brint, 1994; Macdonald, 1995). These 
conditions can also be referred to as the duality of work (Aili, 2002). The employee is 
governed and yet autonomous. The employee considers resources, legislation, and regulatory 
policies as well as the individual’s needs (in this case the pupil’s needs). The conditions under 
which teachers work, in this case a politically run organisation, are similar to other 
professions and organisations. This makes the study relevant in other similar professions and 
organisations.

Another way of describing teachers’ work, and the tension between profession and 
organisation, is through a number of explicit and concrete dilemmas. Aili et al., (2003:27ff) 
applies the concept of street level bureaucrats on the teaching profession; she does so by 
describing eleven issues characterising the job. Firstly, the teaching profession implies 
distributing public utilities and benefits. In Sweden education is a right for everyone which is 
mediated through the teachers. Second, the teaching profession means adjusting to situations,
there is continuous balancing; thereby the teaching profession is not easily run by strict rules. 
Third, the teaching profession means direct contact with the citizens. Most often, the contact 
with the citizens; mainly the pupils, is situated in a classroom, where usually a rather large 
number of pupils are present at the very same time. (This is a condition that is dissimilar with 
many other relations professions). Thereby the teachers have to deal with reactions on their 
actions and decisions. Fourth, the teaching profession involves the handling of political 
controversies since the teachers are the executives of political decisions. Political 
compromises and the underlying assumption that being visionary and efficient is positive 
brings with it that the governance often can become vague or even contradictory. Fifth, the 
teaching profession is characterised by boundarylessness. The vague governance and the 
contradictions makes possible for the teachers to perceive their work differently and hence 
conflicts can arise as of what the job is and should be. Sixth, the teaching profession has 
traditionally been characterised by a lack of insight from managers. This is still the case to 
some extent Aili claims. Seventh, the teaching profession chronically suffers from a shortage
of resources, and thereby teachers develop strategies to cope with the situation. Eight, the 
teaching profession implies the handling of contradictory expectations and role conflicts; this 
is due to the fact that the goals of the school are ambiguous and vague. Ninth, the teaching 
profession implies not knowing whether one does the right thing, for example, regarding 
methods. Tenth, the teaching profession is a job within a segment of the whole school 
organisation. Eleventh, the teaching profession involves working with involuntary clients. 
Although upper secondary school is not compulsory by law in Sweden today, it can still be 
said to be almost compulsory since a General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) 
today is insufficient for most employment. When the relationship to the pupils is not 
functioning well, it can be a huge source of frustration. When functioning well, it can be a 
huge source of joy (Rhöse-Martinsson, 2006). In fact, Persson (2006) argues that it is with the 
pupils, what he refers to as the “close working conditions”, that teachers find the meaning in 
their work. The above issues give a broad picture of what the teaching profession comprises 
of and what situations face teachers on an everyday basis. The teachers somehow relate to 
these conditions. As can be seen, the job includes relating to given physical conditions as well 
as to building and maintaining relationships to policies, head masters, colleagues, and pupils.

The teaching profession can thus be described in a number of ways, each pointing at 
characteristics of the profession. Lipsky (1980) uses the term “street level bureaucrats”,
Hasenfeld (1983) uses the term “human service work”, and Moos (2004) uses “relations
profession”. These terms indicate that the teachers are the last executives in an 
implementation chain; they provide a service to the citizens and develop and cultivate 
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relationships. This also implies that teaching is one out of many professions where the 
individual professional deals with other people (not only clients, but also their relatives and 
colleagues) and their emotions (Leppänen, 2006). The emotional dimension of the job deals 
with encounters with mainly clients in order to influence their emotional state (ibid). This 
emotional dimension of some occupational groups’ work is sometimes referred to as 
“emotional labour” (Macdonald & Sirianni, 1996).  In this study, the teachers motivate the 
pupils on a general level and address every individual’s need (Lpf -9476). In many cases, this 
involves trying to change the emotional status of the pupils.

During the 1990s, the political governance of the Swedish upper secondary schools, and 
hence the working conditions for the teachers working there, changed. These changes are by 
no means specific to Sweden; rather they are a global trend. In fact, Menter et al. (1997) 
claim that since the 1970s there has been a phase of constant change in education in many 
parts of the developed world. Apple (2004:30) suggests that “there has been a shift in the 
relationship between the state and the “professionals””. Menter et al. (1997) describes this 
shift by suggesting that the states are moving towards being small and strong, much guided 
by market needs, which inevitably brings with it reduced status and power for the 
professionals – managerialism being the lead word. The change in governance encourages 
more democratic decision-making (which can be contrasted to the above description of the 
school mainly being a democratic project until 1980) to suit the governing of the schools to 
local conditions. Rhöse (2003) claims the change of the governance in the schools in Sweden 
stems from an idea that the schools were centrally run. The change in responsibility, which 
for the sake of simplicity will be referred to as the municipalisation, can be traced to the new 
public management (NPM) trend that was introduced in the UK during the 1980s, a trend that 
spread to a number of OECD-countries, Sweden included. NPM was supposed to be 
promoting democracy and provide more transparency in the system (Persson, 2006). This 
means that the state delegated the responsibility of the schools to each local municipality. 
Svensson and Karlsson (2007) describe NPM as a system where rational-legal and 
hierarchical authority based on rules are tools of governance rather than collegial authority 
based on knowledge and ethics. NPM has been seen as a way to counter the expensive and 
often inefficient public sector. In fact, Sachs (2003) describes the three tenets of NPM as 
effectiveness, efficiency and economy, where effectiveness refers to managing change better, 
efficiency refers to focus on result and outcome, and economy refers to doing more with less 
monetary resources. NPM has often been compared to the principles for governance in the 
private sector (Svensson, 1998) and indeed the terminology traditionally used in the private 
sector was transferred to the public sector and hence also the school (Liljequist, 1999).

Theoretical framework 
Theory, including specific theoretical concepts, is a significant part of any scientific study. 
Theory sets the perspective and frames for the results and conclusions. The theoretical 
framework chapter deals with the overriding theoretical point of departure as well as more 
specific theoretical concepts. First, the overall point of departure is presented, where 
discretion among professionals is problematised. Subsequently, the concept of identity is 
discussed. Thereafter, the chapter discusses how discretion is a relational concept, which 
leads to a discussion on social interaction and how discretion is actually shaped. Then, the 
concept of discretion is defined, presenting the dimensions of power, control, governance, 
demand, support, and trust. 

76 The national curricula. 
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Identity is a theoretical concept that can be used in many areas and meanings. When studying 
professionals, identity is a central concept. Greiff (2004) argues that the concept of 
professional identity is central when wanting to learn more about teachers’ working 
conditions and what shapes the encounter between the intentions of the stakeholders (the 
national and the local governments) and the practicing professionals. A crucial element that 
sheds light on why discretion is perceived the way it is perceived and as a clue to how 
discretion is created is how the teachers view the teaching commission and the teaching 
profession.

Jenkins (2004) claims that the concept of identity per se is social in its character; forming it 
involves interaction with others. He claims that identity should be treated in terms of work, 
implying that it is not simply a static phenomenon, but rather it is formed and reformed 
continuously. The term identification is often used to emphasize processes and dynamics. In 
this study, the term identity acknowledges that identity is continuous and may change; it can 
be seen as a process (ibid). Sachs (2001) discusses what the concept of professional identity 
means when applied to teachers. In its orthodox use, it refers to “a set of attributes that are 
imposed upon the teaching profession either by outsiders or members of the teaching 
fraternity itself” (Sachs 2001:153). However, this is not the definition she uses herself. She 
uses Wenger’s (1998:49) five dimensions of identity when discussing teachers’ professional 
identity, which belongs to the socio cultural tradition, emphasizing the interaction aspect of 
the concept. The five dimensions are identity seen as negotiated experiences where we define 
who we are “by the ways we experience our selves through participation as well as by the 
ways we and others reify our selves”, identity as a community membership where we ”define
who we are by the familiar and the unfamiliar”, identity as learning trajectory where we 
“define who we are by where we have been and where we are going”, identity as nexus of 
multimembership where we “define who we are by the ways we reconcile our various forms 
of membership into one identity”, and identity as a relation between the local and the global 
where we “define who we are by negotiating local ways of belonging to broader 
constellations and of manifesting broader styles and discourses”. Sachs (2001:154) uses this 
definition of identity because it can be applied in “developing a revised view of professional 
identity for teachers as they address the social, cultural and political (macro and micro, 
individual and group) aspects of identity formation”. This socio-cultural approach can be 
compared to Jenkins who also puts emphasis on identity and its meaning in terms of 
interaction in the form of negotiation and communication, innovation and convention, and 
agreement and disagreement (Jenkins, 2004). The socio-cultural approach put forward by 
Wenger (here through Sachs) and the Jenkins’ approach both emphasize the negotiation of 
identity and in doing so the importance of social interaction.

Turner (1988) claims that the social universe is based on social interaction rather than action. 
This means that Turner does not believe that an analysis of social interaction can start with 
action and move towards interaction. He believes the staring point itself is social interaction. 
By social interaction Turner (ibid:14f) refers to “a situation where behaviours of one actor 
are consciously recognized by, and influence the behaviours of, another actor, and vice 
versa”. Thus, Turner (ibid:15) believes that the interaction involves “signalling a course of 
behaviour and, at the same time, interpreting both one’s own behavioural signals and those of 
others”. In this study, the view is that in social interaction reality is created. In the social 
interaction processes, people behave and relate to what they perceive around them at the same 
time as they create their own circumstances. These processes become structures as they are 
reproduced.
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The concept of discretion itself can be defined in various ways. In this study the concepts of 
power, control, governance, demand, support, and trust are seen as dimensions of discretion.  

The theoretical framework can be summarised by applying the concepts of rules and resources 
(Giddens, 1984). Enabling and constraining processes when it comes to discretion can be seen 
as arising in social interaction and in the light of the concepts of rules and resources. Giddens 
concepts of rules and resources can fruitfully help synthesise the enabling and constraining 
processes. In short, rules can be written and unwritten as well as formal or informal, and they 
can be described as consisting of norms that are produced and reproduced during daily 
interaction (Giddens, ibid). Resources can be of two kinds according to Giddens. Allocative 
resources refer to the capacity to influence the material environment, whereas authoritative 
resources deal with the capacity to control people.

Methodological considerations 
In this chapter the case is described and the study object is defined. In addition, the concrete 
method used is presented, from case selection, data collection to data analysis. The strengths 
and drawbacks of the method used are discussed, along with ethical considerations.

The local context, which in this case refers to the local municipality in which the teachers 
work, as well as the Swedish upper secondary educational system can possibly differ 
substantially from other Swedish upper secondary schools much less other countries. To 
know if this is the case, a description of the context is necessary. The concept of context can 
refer to various things – historical, political, social, cultural in a broader sense, and in a more 
specific sense context can refer to physical, geographical, organisational, or governance. 
Other aspects can also be applied; the concept of context is multilayered. These conditions, or 
aspects of a context, are intertwined and linked to each other.

The study object is upper secondary teachers and their perceived discretion in their school 
contexts. In a broader sense, this is a study of street-level bureaucrats in a professional 
bureaucracy. This study focuses on teachers’ working conditions using the concept of 
discretion. The study deals with the position of a professional group in a work organisation. 
Thus this study deals with teachers in their professional work. In a more narrow sense, this is 
a qualitative interview study of a number of upper secondary teachers’ level of discretion 
where enabling and constraining processes of the creation of discretion are identified. The 
setting for this study is a Swedish upper secondary school where a number of teachers have 
been chosen to participate. The focus is not the school as such but rather the teachers working 
in the school organisation. The school constitutes the context in which the study objects are 
situated. It is possible to apply a number of perspectives when doing a qualitative study of a 
professional group and their working conditions. Hence it is possible to apply a number of 
perspectives to a qualitative interview study of a number of upper secondary teachers’ level of 
discretion by identifying enabling and constraining aspects. One way of studying upper 
secondary teachers and how and where their discretionary power is created is by applying a 
social interaction perspective. Because the empirical data pointed at the importance of a 
number of relationships the teachers are involved in as well as the importance of the teacher’s 
role identity, a social interaction perspective suits the study. The concept of discretion is 
explored from the teachers’ (the teaching profession) perspective. The school organisation 
constitutes the context or the setting in which the teachers practice their profession.

The local context deals with a restructuring of the upper secondary school – a restructuring of 
the participating teachers’ work place. In 1996, it was decided, on a local political level, by 
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the municipality of Luleå, that the upper secondary school in Luleå should be restructured.77

Before the restructuring, the schools in the municipality were spread out in the town in the 
form of different schools at which different programmes could be studied. After restructuring, 
all the programmes and all the pupils and teachers are now concentrated in what is referred to 
as Luleå gymnasieby (Luleå upper secondary village). The background to the Luleå 
Gymnasieby was a need of meeting various demands on premises, the national reform of the 
upper secondary school, needs of developing the pedagogical methods, and as a way of 
meeting changes in the surrounding society in general (www.lulea.se). Key words in the local 
school plan are integration, flexibility, and life-long learning (www.lulea.se). Before
restructuring, the municipality had three upper secondary schools each aimed at particular 
subject fields and hence particular pupils. Bergnässkolan provided most of the vocational 
programmes. Hermelinskolan provided the social sciences and Midskogsskolan provided the 
natural sciences. This meant that pupils in different disciplines did not meet at all and 
different social groups had very limited contact with each other at school. It is a well-known 
fact that pupils from different social backgrounds go into different areas of studies. For 
example, approximately 75% pupils from an academic background choose an academic upper 
secondary educational profile, whereas only 25% of pupils who are not from an academic 
background choose an academic profile for their upper secondary studies (Reuterberg & 
Svensson, 1998). In Sweden the aim has for a long time been to provide with “a school for 
everyone”. One part of this pedagogical project was that both teachers and pupils from 
different subject fields should work together.

The new campus is said to be a pedagogical project primarily; buildings and logistics are just 
a means of attaining the pedagogical goal. The birth of upper secondary village has a rather 
long history. The inauguration was held in August 2006. Changes to the original plans have 
been made along the way. For example, due to a changing financial situation of the 
municipality as a whole, there are cut in premises and the number of teachers. The overall 
goal of the project is to create a campus for the upper secondary school according to the need 
for premises, the pedagogical idea, and the economical framework decided upon. This is 
expected to provide a school that promotes a natural meeting between vocational and 
academic programs and a place where a gender-segregated school is avoided (www.lulea.se). 
The way of getting to the goal is through "re-thinking, re-culturing, re-structuring". In the 
official documents of the project it is stated that the new Gymnasiebyn should be built so that 
it “will promote a culture that makes upper secondary school a natural meeting place for 
vocational and academic programmes and between schools and the surrounding community, 
promote collaboration between educators within upper secondary schools to help them bridge 
pedagogical and cultural differences, stimulate the development of understanding for the 
learning processes among students and personnel, and stimulate regular use of information 
technology throughout an education.” (www.lulea.se).

This is a qualitative case study based on interviews with teachers. It is based on 15 interviews 
with upper secondary teachers from a specific upper secondary school in northern Sweden.   

77 This decision was based on an ongoing political discussion during the 1970s and forward both on a national 
and a local political level. The Local Board of Education and the Municipal Executive Board initiated that Luleå 
Gymnasieby be built. By 1993-94, a final investigation was made, which resulted in four written reports. These 
reports were written by teachers, headmasters, and representatives from the trade and industry. Flexibility in the 
school is one aspect that is pointed out several times as very important; this flexibility is created through life-
long learning and development of good and efficient leadership. The economical aspect is also mentioned as 
important. In 1995, it was decided that Luleå Gymnasieby would be the best way to meet various demands of the 
future, both regarding meeting the national reform of the upper secondary school, society’s needs, and local 
political economic factors.  

http://www.lulea.se
http://www.lulea.se
http://www.lulea.se
http://www.lulea.se
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The majority of the interviews were carried out in 2004 and a few additional interviews were 
carried out in 2006. In total, 15 interviews were carried out.

Analysis model 
The fifth chapter describes the theory. How the empirical data has been categorised is in focus 
here. Role identity and four key relationships along with the concepts of power, control, 
governance, demand, support, and trust are central concepts.

Here two theoretical ideal type-inspired definitions of role identities are presented. These two 
ideal types should not be regarded as something the teachers themselves explicitly claim to 
be, but rather these two ideal types are applied to indicate two empirically identified different 
identities. The first one can be called profession-identity teachers and the second can be called 
organisation-identity teachers. It should be noted that neither of these two identities should be 
valued as better or superior in any way. They are merely ways of describing, understanding, 
and explaining why one perceives the discretionary powers the way one does. These are 
theoretical concepts and not empirical concepts that the teachers themselves use to describe 
their role identity. Valuing what the profession should be about is left to others.

Generally, the profession-identity teachers see the benefits of focusing on their own subject 
together with colleagues in the same subject. A role identity more closely linked to the 
traditional teacher role can be called profession-identity teachers just because it has a strong 
connection to the traditional teacher role. Svensson and Östnäs (1990), on the other hand, talk 
about free professionals when discussing different types of resources professionals who use 
professional or educational resources such as knowledge and skills but who do not depend on 
an organisation’s material, social, and immaterial resources. These free professionals focus on 
the core of the profession as such. They have a stronger belonging to the profession than the 
organisation. The profession-identity teachers should not be seen as merely conservative 
teachers who reject all changes; rather they can be described as having other ideas of what 
changes are beneficial and how these changes should come about. The organisation-identity 
teachers also see changes in the profession and in the teacher’s role. They can be said to 
embrace the ways in which current changes are implemented as good ways. They have a 
stronger belonging with the organisation than the profession. Still, this does not imply that 
organisation-identity teachers are pro change, no matter what the change, or that they are 
against preservation of all kinds. On the other hand, using mainly organisational resources 
with its material, social, and immaterial aspects, the employee, in Svensson and Östnäs’s 
(ibid) terms, can be described as a pure bureaucrat. With a role identity mainly with the 
organisation – in, for example, times of change – the employee will more easily adapt to 
changes.

Discretion can be viewed as a relational concept. Hence discretion is created in relation to 
something. It shall be argued that in addition to the concept of role identity, a number of 
relationships in which the teachers are involved are central to the understanding of the 
process of gaining discretion. Four key relationships – policies, headmasters, colleagues, and 
pupils – are central for the creation of discretion. In social interaction through role identity 
and the key relationships, discretion is created or not created. To clarify how discretion 
comes about, the following concepts have been used: power, control, governance, demand, 
social support, and trust. These concepts enable or constrain the creation of discretion in the 
relationships. Depending on the level of the various mentioned concepts, the level of 
discretion becomes higher or lower.  
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The empirical findings 
The empirical findings are presented in five chapters. The first four deal with the teachers’ 
relationships to policies, headmasters, colleagues, and pupils. Subsequently, the final result 
chapter is devoted to the issue of role identity. 

The first empirical chapter examines how the policies influence teacher discretion. None of 
the teachers find that the policies constrain them or govern them in a negative sense. It 
becomes apparent from this chapter that teachers speak of the curriculum’s content in terms of 
what is obvious. At the same time, opinions differ on whether the content is actually clear or 
not. There are also differing opinions on whether this is problematic or not. It is also clear that 
it varies whether the curriculum is viewed as a relevant and important document and a 
necessary aspect that they actively relate to and integrate. Those that see the curriculum 
relevant feel it is important to have the curriculum and that its content is good, but opinions 
vary on whether it is clear enough. The teachers with a vague link to the curriculum and who 
do not indicate that they want to have or currently have a clear relation to the curriculum 
believe they have what they need to perform their work in accordance with the curriculum.  

The second empirical chapter looks at the relationship teachers have to headmasters. The two 
groups – profession-identity teachers and organisation-identity teachers – believe that daily 
work still goes well even if the headmaster is not involved in the daily operations. The two 
groups also feel they have lots of discretion. This chapter, however, shows that they view the 
headmasters’ involvement in the daily activities very differently. One group of teachers 
deviate more in their view of operations compared to the headmaster and therefore distance 
themselves as much as possible and focus on what they call their core focus – the pupils. The 
other group views the headmaster as a great support. The first group of teachers, which speak 
in terms of professionalism, do not feel the headmaster takes care of the pedagogical 
leadership, which they express both as negative and as an indication that they want to take 
care of their own needs. These teachers seem to hint that the headmaster just messes things 
up. This can be linked in part to the fact that they have a different view of how the school 
should be organised and managed than the headmasters do. On the other hand, the other group 
of teachers see involvement in daily operations more as support rather than control. This 
control becomes negative for the individual professionals in that a superior exercises control 
over the individual. The fact that upper secondary schools in Sweden have changed 
organisation and in terms of their management is apparent in relationships between 
headmasters and teachers. It is difficult to say whether this change is positive or negative for 
discretion. It is logical to assume that the more headmasters work with administration and 
budgeting, the less time they have for taking part in work with teachers, which in effect 
improves the amount of discretion teachers have. The buffer zone is larger since there is less 
direct interaction. At the same time, headmasters are the ones who in many cases should be 
monitoring teachers and ensuring their work is reviewed and this can influence discretion 
negatively. This can be called indirect control. In other words, the absence of headmasters is 
positive in that teachers believe this provides them more discretion to make decisions without 
consulting headmasters or being worried the headmaster will oppose their decisions. In this 
way, conscious absence of social interaction can result in increased discretion. On the other 
hand, in cases when support is needed to exercise discretion, absence is negative.

Relationships between teachers and their colleagues can also be described differently. 
Characteristic for the relationship is the unspoken collegial code. Colleagues have a major 
role in discretion in terms of support. Different colleagues influence the two groups 
differently. It has been shown that colleagues play an important role in providing support, 
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which increases discretion. Formal organisations also provide teachers the ability to achieve a 
higher degree of discretion in or through this relationship in the terms of what the code and 
support can provide. More limitations are apparent for one group as opposed the other. The 
organisational conditions have changed in the school the teachers in this study worked. This 
change has influenced relationships between teachers and their colleagues. With only a few 
exceptions, today the teachers work in teams. The work teams are based on a group of pupils 
and the subjects the pupils are studying. Thus the work teams are interdisciplinary. They have 
common planning time to create common interdisciplinary projects for pupils. This 
organisational form with programme teams constitutes the main unit the teachers in the study 
belong to. There is also planning time for the subject-based colleagues to decide, for example, 
what material should be ordered. The subject-based teams meet less often than they use to and 
also less often than the interdisciplinary teams. As shown in this chapter, this change is 
relatively significant in that schools were organised according to subjects for many decades 
before the change. Traditionally, upper secondary teachers worked with their subject 
colleagues and research indicates that subject identity is stronger than general teacher identity.  

The teachers’ relationship to pupils can be described as a negotiation that to a certain degree 
is a difference from other relationships. Pupils are seen as a legitimate party to negotiate with 
about how work is organised and conducted. This can be compared to how negotiations are 
conducted with the other actors – policies, headmasters and colleagues. The relationship with 
pupils is very important for the teachers. This is where they are inspired and where they want 
to spend their time – working with young people, seeing them learn, and the enjoying this 
relationship. The interaction can be described as two-way communication as opposed to one-
way communication. The teachers are there for the pupils’ sake and attempt to meet the pupils 
and create as good a learning situation as possible. The relationship can be problematic when 
misunderstandings occur, but this is something they view as part of the job and something 
they can and will solve. It is interesting to note that parts of what is called the social 
dimension of the assignment between teachers and pupils is seen as problematic by some 
teachers and some even argue it is not included in their job. That is, they have not been 
trained for this type of confrontation.

Role identity is about how one views the teaching profession and thereby even one’s role as a 
teacher. This becomes evident in the teachers’ comments about what the job of a teacher is 
and what it should be. Two ideal types become apparent in the material. Using ideal types is a 
way of structuring material to find patterns and discern what is meaningful. This means each 
individual teacher does not fully fall under a single ideal type.

To summarise, profession-identity teachers feel more strongly that the structure they are 
active in does not correspond with their actual role identity. A discrepancy between 
profession and organisation can be seen. Organisation-identity teachers correspond more 
closely with the way the school is organised today. They do not have an expressed 
discrepancy between profession and organisation. Profession-identity teachers prefer a 
position where they defend or maintain their discretion more so than organisation-identity 
teachers. Tension can be seen, particularly among profession-identity teachers, between a 
sense of belonging to a certain role identity that does not correspond for all teachers with the 
organisation’s formal and official goals. If seen from the teachers’ perspective, this can be 
viewed as very problematic. It should, however, be noted that in most cases one must belong 
to an organisation to perform one’s profession, which involves giving up certain rights of self-
determination (Svensson, 2006).  
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Two ideal types have been presented as central for how teachers experience discretion: 
profession-identity teachers and organisation-identity teachers. They also influence the four 
main relationships and how teachers experience relationships as improving or reducing 
discretion.

Concluding remarks 
The final chapter of the thesis summarises the findings and subsequently the findings are 
discussed from a profession perspective as well as an organisation and governance 
perspective. Moreover, ideas for further research are presented.  

The main thesis in this study is that discretion is created in a social process in those relations 
that are most central for the teachers. Indeed, discretion is a relational concept (Hellberg, 
1991). The main relationships the teachers are involved in are experienced differently, 
depending on the role identity of the teacher. In theory, the socio-psychological concepts of 
power, control, governance, demand, social support, and trust comprise enabling and 
constraining processes for the creation of discretion. Depending on the role identity, smaller 
or greater portions of these concepts are experienced in the different relationships. Using the 
terminology of Giddens (1984), the concepts can be seen as rules and resources to use when 
negotiating discretion. Consequently, the relationships are significant in how the perceptions 
and relationship to the conditions are experienced. Depending on how the relationships are 
experienced, the conditions will be perceived as more or less enabling or constraining for the 
level of discretion. Therefore, the line of argumentation is that discretion is created in a social 
process; key aspects are role identity and relationships and the concepts of power, control, 
governance, demand, social support, and trust.  

It should be noted that the teachers in the study feel they have significant discretion. In many 
respects, this is hardly surprising as it is supported by several previous studies (see 
Alexandersson, 1999; Beckman, 1994; Berglind, 1995; Liljequist, 1999; Lipsky, 1980; 
Mintzberg, 1993; Sannerstedt, 1988; Vinzant & Crothers, 1998). However, considering the 
fact that the two different groups experience relationships differently, it is appropriate to see 
how teachers define their own discretion and the reasons behind this. To discuss and analyse 
the degree to which teachers have discretion, it is important to clearly identify the areas and 
issues being discussed. Different studies use different definitions. According to the empirical 
material in this study, it appears important for professionals to control or at least strongly 
influence the main relationships they are involved in because it is mostly here that their 
discretion occurs and can be created. More specifically, this study shows that the teachers’ 
discretion is defined by what they do at the micro level, in the classroom. In particular, it is 
about discretion in relation to and in the interaction with the pupils. Other factors come into 
play when it comes to how relationships with others are developed. This is particularly clear 
when looking at one group of teachers, the profession-identity teachers. For this group, 
discretion is limited in part by organisational frameworks that limit their ability to develop 
relationships between subject colleagues in the way they would like. Interestingly, the 
teachers’ own definition of discretion is so narrow that it primarily refers to the pupil 
relationship, while other work-related relationships are still valued highly. The definition of 
discretion in terms of the pupil relationship can be seen as a fairly limited definition.   

This thesis has examined the discretion of upper secondary teachers. The theoretical 
contribution of this study is primarily in how social interaction can form and be formed 
among professionals in an organisational context and the tension between profession and 
organisation. The empirical contribution is the impact of the upper secondary teachers’ own 
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reflections about their experiences of how it is to be a teacher in their specific school contexts. 
The teachers’ own opinions of their working conditions have been highlighted. This thesis is 
about upper secondary teachers and thereby also about the teaching staff and their working 
conditions. It can be said that it is important to learn more about what controls how teacher 
discretion is created - or not created - in practice. This is vital in creating good working 
conditions (which includes discretion). Knowing how and by what processes are formed, it 
becomes easier to achieve real change. Education is certainly considered crucial for society’s 
ability to develop and prosper. Working conditions are indeed a key aspect of the education 
sector, which is of vital importance for today’s society.
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Appendix 

Appendix 1,  
A brief overview of the Swedish school system 

Upper Secondary Education in Sweden 

“All young people in Sweden who have finished compulsory school are entitled to three years 
of schooling at upper secondary. Upper secondary education provides a platform of 
knowledge for further studies and for a future career. Upper secondary education comprises 
the regular upper secondary school and upper secondary for young people with learning 
disabilities. Upper secondary offers various types of programme. There are 17 national 
programmes, which last for 3 years. These are divided into mandatory courses, optional 
courses, individual choices core subjects and project work. There are a total of 17 national 
programmes. Individual programmes for pupils with particular educational needs. This might 
for example include pupils who want to do an apprenticeship. Specially designed local 
programmes, which combine subjects from the various national programmes.”
(www.skolverket.se)

http://www.skolverket.se




Appendix 2,  
Letter of invitation; original Swedish version 

Luleå, 2004-11-19 

Ett fritt yrke –En sociologisk studie av gymnasielärares handlingsutrymme 

Hur behöver vi just Dig? Du har genom ett urval blivit en av de omkring 20 lärare som får chansen att dela med 
dig av hur det är att vara gymnasielärare idag i Luleå Gymnasieby. Vi vet av erfarenhet att ett deltagande av 
detta slag brukar ger belöning i form av reflektion kring ditt arbete! Du kommer givetvis att få ta del av 
avhandlingen när den är färdig. 

I samarbete med Skolverket, Luleå Kommun och Luleå tekniska universitet (Institutionen för arbetsvetenskap), 
pågår ett forskningsprojekt vars övergripande syfte är att studera lärarprofessionen, genom att undersöka 
gymnasielärares arbetssituation. Handledare för detta projekt är professor Jan Johansson, LTU samt professor 
Lennart G Svensson, Göteborgs universitet. Inom ramen för detta avhandlingsprojekt genomfördes under 
vårterminen 2003 en pilotstudie med ett mindre antal medverkande lärare på en av gymnasieenheterna i 
kommunen. Nu är det dags för mig att komma ut till Dig som lärare igen!  

Man kan ha olika perspektiv och utgångspunkter när man studerar lärararbete. Jag ämnar i detta 
avhandlingsprojekt belysa lärares egna syn och upplevelser, snarare än att utgå från exempelvis ett 
ledningsperspektiv. Jag är med andra ord intresserad av att förstå, formulera och förmedla er syn. Att jag väljer 
den utgångspunkten är helt enkelt att lärarna är de viktigaste aktörerna i skolverksamheten. Gymnasieskolan kan 
sägas ha genomgått förändringar på ett nationellt plan och i Luleå Kommun är som bekant Gymnasiebyn under 
uppbyggnad.  

Jag är själv inte utbildad pedagog, och använder mig därför inte av ett pedagogiskt perspektiv i denna studie. Du 
som pedagog är expert på pedagogiken! Jag har en sociologisk skolning och utgår därmed från ett sociologiskt 
perspektiv. Min erfarenhet av skolan, förutom att jag själv genomgått den, är den pilotstudie jag genomförde 
under vårterminen 2003 och att jag har vikarierat som lärare på låg-, mellan- och högstadiet och gymnasiet. 
Vidare ingår det i tjänsten som doktorand att undervisa på grundutbildningsnivå, med en aktivitetsgrad av 20% 
per år.  

Jag vill också passa på att säga att jag själv står för urvalet, och är den enda som kommer att ha kännedom om 
vilka lärare som intervjuas. Materialet kommer att sammanställas på ett sådant sätt att identifiering av enskilda 
personer inte blir möjligt. Materialet kommer att användas som underlag för mitt avhandlingsarbete. Vidare vill 
jag också informera om att ditt deltagande är frivilligt och att du när som helst under studiens gång kan avbryta 
din medverkan om du så önskar. 

Den metod för datainsamling jag använder mig av är kvalitativ och består av intervjuer, samt i viss utsträckning 
deltagande-observationer, samt även i viss mån styrdokument. Jag kommer att vilja träffa dig för en intervju 
(som beräknas ta 1-1 ½ timme).  

Tidsplan för intervju: Oktober 2004 - februari 2005 



För att denna studie ska kunna genomföras behöver jag just Dig! Jag hoppas att du vill vara med i denna studie. 
Jag kommer att kontakta dig per telefon, men du får givetvis gärna ta kontakt med mig när det passar dig. På så 
vis kan vi boka en tid för intervju som passar dig.  

Med vänlig hälsning, 
Karolina Parding, doktorand vid Institutionen för arbetsvetenskap 

Telefon: 0920-493029 
E-post: karolina.parding@ltu.se

mailto:parding@ltu.se


Appendix 2,  
Letter of invitation; English version 

Luleå, 2004-11-19 

A Free profession – A Sociological Study of Upper Secondary Teachers’ Discretionary Power  

How do we need you? You have been selected as one of approximately 20 teachers to share your thoughts and 
experiences in regard to what it is to be a teacher at Luleå Gymnasieby. From experience we know that 
participating in research projects can be rewarding for you as a teacher. It gives you the opportunity to reflect 
upon your job, and in addition, you will of course be given the opportunity to read the thesis once finished. 

In co-operation with the National Agency for Education, Luleå Kommun and Luleå University of Technology 
(Dept. of Human Work Science) this is a research project with the aim to examine upper secondary teachers’ 
working conditions. Supervisors are Professor Jan Johansson, Luleå University of Technology, and Professor 
Lennart G. Svensson, University of Gothenburg.  

Teachers’ work can be studied from a number of perspectives. In this project the point of departure is to listen to 
teachers’ own views rather than applying a management perspective, for example. I am interested in 
understanding and learning about your views and experiences. This point of departure is applied because you as 
teachers are crucial in the school as an organisation. The upper secondary school has undergone changes on a 
national level but also on a local level in Luleå.  

I myself am not trained as a teacher, and am not an expert on teaching. I am a sociologist and use sociological 
theory as a point of departure in learning about you teachers. My experience from upper secondary school is thus 
limited to my own schooling, and in addition I have worked as a substitute teacher during my undergraduate 
studies. Furthermore, I teach at undergraduate level at LTU.  

I would also like to inform you that I myself have selected you to participate, and I will be the only one knowing 
about your participation. The results will be used for my doctoral thesis and will be presented in such a way as 
not to make any single individual teacher identifiable. Moreover, I would like to inform you that your 
participation is voluntary and you may at any time call off your participation would you wish to do so.  
I use a qualitative approach and base my study mainly on interviews, but also to some extent on participant 
observations and documents. I would like to meet you for an interview that will take approximately 1 – 1½ 
hours.  

The interviews will be scheduled starting from October 2004 – February 2005. I hope you will be able to 
participate. I will contact you by telephone to book a time when it suits you.  

Kind regards, 
Karolina Parding 

PhD student at Human Work Sciences, LTU 
Phone: 0920-493029 
E-mail: karolina.parding@ltu.se

mailto:parding@ltu.se




Appendix 3, 
Interview questions; original Swedish version  

Bakgrund
Hur länge lärare? 
Varför bli lärare? 
Motsvarades förväntningarna?  
Byta yrke? Till vad/varför? 
Vilka ämnen undervisar du i? 
Hur skulle du beskriva ditt arbete, det vill säga, ge en arbetsbeskrivning. 

Konkret; berätta om en valfri dag den senaste veckan. (Om det är en ovanlig dag på något sätt, motivera 
varför, det vill säga hur ser en typisk dag ut). 
Hur ser en bra dag på jobbet ut? Hur ser en dålig dag på jobbet ut? 
Vilka är eventuella störningsmoment under en arbetsdag? 

Handlingsutrymme 
Hur skulle du definiera handlingsutrymme/handlingsfrihet, i din arbetskontext?  
Hur upplever du ditt handlingsutrymme?  

Kan du utföra ditt arbete på ett tillfredställande sätt? Vad är tillfredställande för dig? 
Exempel på någon typisk händelse/situation då ditt handlingsutrymme prövas? Hur hanterar du det? 
Vilka begränsningar finns?  Vem/vad Hur När 
Skulle du säga att du har ett fritt yrke? Motivera. 
Hur ser du på styrdokumenten (Lpf -94, lokal skolplan), i relation till ditt handlingsutrymme? 
Om du fick välja, hur skulle du arbeta då? Organisational wise. Finns möjlighet att göra det? 
Dina mål vs. organisationens mål.  

Gör du någonting för att öka ditt handlingsutrymme, isf vad? Hur gör du för att få ett tillfredsställande 
handlingsutrymme? 

Profession 
Vad innebär lärarrollen idag?  

Upplever du att du har en samstämmig syn med dina kollegor som arbetat länge? 
Hur tror du att det kommer att se ut om 10 år? (Med avseende på organisationen och 
handlingsutrymmet). 
Hur skulle du beskriva lärarprofessionen; någon speciell skillnad mot andra professioner? 
Vad kan ett ändrat handlingsutrymme innebära för lärarprofessionen? 
Som du ser det, vilka utmaningar står lärarprofessionen inför?  
Hur möta dem?  
Vilka möjligheter kan du se? Hur få ut det bästa av dem? 

Tycker du dig se att det finns någon gemensam syn på lärarprofessionen?  
Inom professionen, dvs bland lärare vs. generellt i samhället. 

Vilken status upplever du att läraryrket har? Hur? Varför? 

Gymnasiebyprojektet 
Med dina ord, vad innebär Gymnasiebyprojektet? 

Vilka begränsningar/möjligheter finns för att Gymnasiebyidén ska kunna införas som tänkt? 

Organisation 
Tycker du att målen för verksamheten är tydliga?  
Hur ser du på ledarskapet i skolan? Tydligt/otydligt? Vettigt/baserat på ”fel” värden? 
Generellt, att arbeta i en politiskt styrd organisation, där förändringar initieras ovanifrån, hur ser du på det? 
Svårigheter?  

Hur ser du på organisationsförändringar (tex Gymnasiebyproj) som genomförts inom gymnsieskolan?  
Har de påverkat dig/din arbetsplats (med avseende på profession/handlingsutrymme).  
Hur har gybyprojeketet (förändringsproj) påverkat dig i din lärarroll? 

Övrigt
Det bästa/sämsta med att vara lärare? 



Appendix 3,  
Interview questions; English version 

Background 
How long have you been a teacher? 
Why did you want to become a teacher?  
Were your expectations met?  
Have you ever thought about changing professions? To what? Why?  
What subjects do you teach in?  
How would you describe your job?  

Concretely, tell me about a regular day at work from the previous week. 
What makes a good day at work? What makes a not so good day at work?  
What are possible constraining factors? 

Discretion
How would you define discretion in regard to your work context?  
How do you perceive your discretionary power?   

Can you carry out your job in a satisfactory way? What does satisfactory involve?  
Can you give an example of when your discretionary power is tested? What are the constraints? 
Who/what/when/how? 
Would you say that you have a free profession/a profession involving a high level of discretion? In what 
way? 
What is your view of the control documents, (Lpf -94, local school plan), in relation to the concept of 
discretion?  
If you could choose, how would your prefer to work (organisationally)? Can you do that?  
What are your goals? Do they correspond to the goals of the organisation?   

Do you take any measures to increase the discretionary power? What are these measures?  

The Profession 
What does the teacher role involve today?   

Do you think that your view corresponds to your colleagues’ views?  
How do you think the profession will have developed ten years from now (with regard to the school 
organisation and the level of discretion)? 
How would you describe the teaching profession? 
What can a changed level of discretion mean for the teaching profession? 
What challenges is the teaching profession faced with?  
How can they be met?  
What possibilities can you see?  

Do you think there is a common ground as to what the teaching profession involves today?  
(Within the profession and generally in society) 

What status do you think that the teaching profession has?  

The Gymnasieby Project 
In your own words, what does the project involve?  

What enabling and constraining factors can you see, when it comes to implementing the project?  

Organisation 
How do you view the goals of the organisation? Are they clear?   
What is your view of the leadership in the school?  
Generally, how do you feel about working in a politically governed organisation?   

What is your view of organisational changes such as the Gymnasieby project?   
Have changes such as that one influenced your level of discretion?   
How has the Gymnasieby project influenced your role as a teacher?  

Concluding questions 
What are the best and the worst parts of being a teacher?  
Any further reflections?  



Appendix 4, 
Excerpt from analysing the data; original Swedish version 

                    Tema 

Intervjuperson 

Beskrivning av 
arbetet 

Handlingsutrymme 
och vad det betyder 

Möjliggörande och försvårande 
faktorer

IP nr 4 (Idun) 1:17 Det är en 
omgivning med 
väldigt mycket 
människor. Det var 
kanske lite tuffare 
än vad jag hade 
väntat mig.  
1:31 Mötet med 
eleverna är alltid 
positivt.  

2:31 
Handlingsutrymme 
betyder… det ska 
jag ha. Den som är 
min arbetsgivare 
ska ha det 
förtroendet för mig 
och veta att jag 
sköter mitt jobb 
professionellt.   

1:35 Just vuxenkontakten, med de där 
påtvingade programlagsarbetena… det 
kan jag tycka är en jobbig del.  
2:33 Jag kommer överens med 
eleverna om hur vi ska jobba.  
3:30 Det har funnits perioder när man 
har känt att handlingsutrymmet har 
minskat, speciellt när man gick över till 
arbetslag och programlag. Det tycker 
jag var ruggigt jobbigt. .  
4:1 Det är eleverna som är mina 
arbetsgivare. De har rätt att 
ifrågasätta. 








