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Redefining teaching

An activity theoretical study of school practice in Sweden

Researchproject: What we are going to discuss today is based on our first report within the scope of the research project “Cultures of learning in schools without timetable
” (Eriksson & Jedemark, 2004; Eriksson, Arvola & Jedemark, in press). The report is based up on the results of a longitudinal study of four schools participating in a trial, initiated by the Swedish government, where they are allowed to work without a timetable as a probationary supplement to the state curriculum (Ds 1999:1). One of the purposes of the report is to deal with questions about how teachers' work in the compulsory school is affected by a school activity with no timetable.

We have followed five teams of teachers from four schools for three years. The schools represent a variation of both socio-economic conditions and grading outcomes. We have collected data in an ethnographic manner, by recording discussions in the teams of teachers, and making group interviews and classroom observations, with special attention to the organization of the school activity. In the analysis we have tried to discern what the teachers conceive as their object and what becomes visible in their discussions. 

Background: The restructuring of the school has brought a new governance in the form of “goal steering” (Carlgren & Hörnqvist, 1999; Klette, 2000). The curriculum for the Swedish compulsory school, Lpo 94, and the syllabuses are constructed about two types of goals: goals to strive towards and goals to be attained. Goals to strive toward are articulated in both the general curriculum as in each subject syllabus and form the basis of all schooling. They can be seen as a vision that should be apparent throughout the activities of the school and they specify the development orientation desired in the school. The goals to attain are divided into two levels – those achieved by grade 5 and those achieved by grade 9. These should only be seen as providing a minimum level, the very least that a student must achieve in order to pass in a specific subject (Lpo 94).  However, the goals are formulated openly and must be interpreted and given a specified content by the teachers and the pupils.

Prescribed task: The result from our activity theoretical study (Leontiev, 1968) shows that teachers are no longer defining their work in terms of teaching a subject, but the commission is now understood as striving for all students to achieve the pass grade. Before the restructuring of the school, the teachers conceived that their main responsibility was to present the subject in a pedagogical way, to “expose” the pupils to the content to be learnt. Today the goals to attain are seen by the teachers as the schools’ assignments and it is from this point of departure that teachers frame their commission. 

Higher grades are seen as being for the pupils who have the ability to pilot themselves towards a higher grade in individual work. Such a pupil must take the initiative to acquire the knowledge and abilities which are mentioned in the goal to strive towards, which, according to the teachers, corresponds to the demands of a higher grade. Thus it is a result of individual capacity and ability if the pupil achieves a higher grade. 

Many teachers conceive that the task of the school is, in reality, a question of realizing a school not with seventeen subjects, but a “three-subject school” of Swedish, mathematics and English, each with a pass grade. This focus on the pass grade and the realization of a “three subject school” is articulated whether the school has many or few students who do not pass.  

Today the teachers and the schools are held accountable for their results in a new way. Before the restructuring of the school the grading system did not contain the grade “fail” and the teacher or the local school did not have to take account of the pupils with low grades. Today the teachers have become responsible for their pupils obtaining a pass (cf Lindberg, 2002). When teachers discuss subjects, they do not focus the content of schooling and how to select a subject content or what kind of abilities pupils are going to develop. Teacher talk about tasks; how many tasks the pupils have to do. 

New content - new action: The teachers’ redefined work with their new prescribed task implies new actions. To give all students the opportunity to achieve a pass grade teachers promote two essential strategies: individualization and subject integration. 

For most of the teachers it seems that individualization is the most desirable. This occurs in two different shapes and from an activity theoretical point of view we can understand the two forms as different actions: 

· Individualization as pace

· Individualization as level

Individualization as pace

Most of the teacher consider teaching in whole classes as problematic. It is founded on the idea that all pupils work with same content in the same way at the same time. According to the teachers, however, the problems associated with achieving a pass grade decrease if the pupils are given the opportunity to work at their own pace.
Individualization implies that some pupils are given the opportunity to plan their own time and choose between different subjects and methods, decide what kind of task and text they have to work with. However, it is the individual pupils´ choices that form the content they will acquire. Pupils who run the risk of not achieving the goals to be attained will not have the opportunity to choose, but they will rather work with the tasks which are recommended by the teacher. It seems that this type of individualization implies that the content will be mere repetition. 

The individualization is organized in different ways. Some schools are giving the pupils their own time on the timetable one day a week, called “Pupil Options”. Another school has given time to the pupils organized as one or two weeks a year, so called “Team Weeks”, when pupils are supposed to reach the goals. 

Individualization as level

The problem of achieving the pass grade is not just about time, however. The level of teaching is also seen as problematic. Arrangements for pupils to work at the right level are made in two ways; by creating homogeneous groups or by differentiating the tasks. The teachers understood their pupils as having different abilities to manage certain tasks. In mathematics, for instance, the pupils are working with different kinds of textbook according to their assessed ability. According to the teachers, the pupils choose the level according to their capacity.     
The aim to increase individualization has changed the way the teachers work and organize their teaching. Pupils have to a greater extent been given their own time on the schedule. The balance between individual work and whole class teaching has changed and pupils are offered less opportunity to participate in learning through group discussions. 
Subject integration

The teaching is basically organized according to subjects. The second strategy that teachers conceive of as a way of giving all students the opportunity to achieve a pass grade, however, is a more holistic approach. As a method, subject integration is based on the pupils’ interest and can therefore help motivating pupils to deal with the tasks.  

This holistic approach means for some teachers an attempt to organise a higher degree of subject integration. Even if the approach is holistic, there is a strong individualistic trend also in the field of subject integration. It is still the pupils who need the capacity to create the whole on their own. In other case it will remain fragmentary.  

Why are the teachers redefining teaching? 

This study shows that it is not primarily the goal steering system which governs the school (cf Carlgren & Hörnqvist, 1999). The Swedish schools are exposed to external pressures. The increasing emphasis on accountability and marketization (with a system of school vouchers, making it easy to start new free schools with strong financial support) have impact on the school (Klette, 2000). The new grading system with a pass grade, which did not exist in the Swedish compulsory school for the past thirty years, has been very significant for teachers’ redefined conception of the task of teaching. The teachers have become responsible for their pupils to pass. This seems to be a more powerful driving force than the curriculum and syllabus and it frames the teachers’ conception of their commission. The teachers’ redefined object gives the practice of teaching a partially new content. 

We can also see that in contemporary society an increased emphasis on the individual (cf Bauman, 2002; Giddens, 1996) has had an effect on how teachers conceive their prescribed task. In the schools we can see a trend where the method of organizing the students work, called “own work” is expanding. The idea is that pupils can and will assume personal responsibility for learning and for their work at school. This kind of individual responsibility fits well into a decentralized society where you are supposed to govern yourself. 

Activity theory makes the changes visible

Today teachers, as the main actors in the school, ascribe to their professionality the ability to develop and formulate the content of their teaching. At the same time there is an idea of teachers as people who are unwilling to change their practice, and when the desired changes have not been realized it is interpreted as a shortcoming in the teachers’ intentions and attitudes (cf Lortie, 1975/1977; Hargreaves, 1998). 

That school is described as unchangeable and teachers as unwilling to change could be a result generated by certain research approaches, theoretical perspectives, types of data collected and tools used in analysis (Klette, 2004). The issue for us is what alterations in teachers’ work become visible if we choose other theoretical perspectives and methods, specifically action theoretical approaches?  

What in the activity theory gives the possibility of providing alternative ways of understanding and seeing change where others see only an unchanged school practice? The activity theory assumes that all human activities are historically and culturally developed, and therefore all activities are dynamic (Leontiev, 1968). Activity theoretical research will therefore always discern changes. But it is not enough to produce data which makes it possible to point out changes that have occurred. We are inclined to think there is a requirement to know what the changes consist of and what is forcing the change. This is the point where we believe that the activity theory will offer other ways to understand current trends in the Swedish school and offer a better modulated and nuanced picture of the school.   

To summarize: according to our result from this study we can see that teachers have redefined the meaning of their work. Earlier the teachers defined their work in terms of teaching as developing and formulating a content. By using activity theory, as a perspective for analyzing ethnographic data, we can see that the Swedish teachers seem to redefine their work and their proscribed task is now understood as striving for all students to achieve a pass grade. This redefined object is planned and carried out by individual forms of teaching and individual trajectories of schooling.. Teachers solve the situation of getting all pupils to pass by developing individual forms for teaching and they combine this with task to fulfil (goal to attain), but not with the idea of qualities of knowing (goal to strive towards). Activity theory has shown why changes occur and that teachers are not unwilling to change their practice By using activity theory it is possible to argue for an interpretation of teachers as eager to fulfil their commission and to change their practices, when needed. 
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