Paper presented at the First ISCAR Conference 20-25 September 2005, Seville, Spain


Redefining teaching - An activity theoretical study of school practice in Sweden

Inger Eriksson, PhD 

Stockholm Institute of Education 

Box 34103, 10026 Stockholm

+46 8 7375500, inger.eriksson@lhs.se
Marie Jedemark, PhD-student

Lund University

Box 117, 221 00 Lund. 

+46 46 222 00 00, marie.jedemark@pedagog.lu.se
Abstract

The issue of this presentation is how teachers in the Swedish compulsory school have redefined their jobs as a result of new demands that have emerged during the restructuring in the 1990’s. Earlier, the teachers defined their jobs in terms of good teaching, e.g. transforming the subject matter in order to make it accessible. By using activity theory as a perspective for analysing qualitative data, we can see that the commission is now understood to be striving for all students to achieve the grade ‘passed’. This means that teachers try to transform students’ willingness or/and responsibility to do their tasks. This redefined object is planned and carried through by individual forms of teaching methods and by individual trajectories of schooling. What can explain that the object has changed? What are the impacts of the new steering system, new curriculum, new assessment system, the increased emphasis on accountability and marketization and so on? In many cases teachers are described as unwilling to change their practices. By using activity theory, however, it is possible to argue for an interpretation that teachers are eager to both fulfil their commission and to change their practices. The presentation is based upon the results of a longitudinal study of four schools participating during a probation period, initiated by the Swedish government. Schools in this project worked work without the national timetable. 

Redefining teaching - An activity theoretical study of school practice in Sweden

In this paper the overall issue is how teachers, within the Swedish compulsory school system, have changed their conception of the main purpose of their work.

During the last 15-20 years radical changes have taken place in the educational system in Sweden, as in many other countries (Ball, 1994; Carlgren & Hörnqvist, 1999; Klette, 2000; Lindblad, 1997). One of these changes concerns the national curriculum. From having been a plan for the students’ learning it is now a policy document that prescribes the main objectives for the activity of the school (Carlgren, 2002). 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 (Lpo-94). Goals to strive towards are articulated in both the general curriculum and 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. However, the goals are formulated openly and must be interpreted and given a specified content by the teachers and the pupils.
As a consequence of the goal- and result oriented steering of the school, there has been critique concerning the national timetable - which prescribes the amount of time to be spent for each subject during the student’s years in school. The national timetable has been considered as an obstacle in achieving the national goals. As a response to this the Swedish Ministry of Education and Science initiated a five year long probation period
 where some municipalities where offered the possibility to – with the same task – work without regards to the timetable. The total amount of hours – 6665 – for the nine years remained unchanged but how this time is to be used is up to each school. By stating that the overall task – the commission – was to be unchanged, the government indicated that the task the teachers are given by the national curriculum also should be perceived and realized in congruence with the policy documents (Ds 1999:1). The Swedish Ministry of Education and Science no longer considered the timetable significant for quality and equivalence in regard to versatility and breadth. In return there were expectations associated with the abolition of the timetable. During the probation period teachers where given new opportunities to increase the quality and the incentives, promote new ways of interpretation and evaluation of the target area. That is, most of the changes the government was expecting to occur where about teaching methods and organization of pupils’ time. More precisely, there where expectations that working without the timetable would promote more teacher collaboration, e.g. subject integration but also more individualized teaching (SOU, 1997:121). 
Although the educational system is supposed to be regulated by goals and results and the timetable is seen as an obstacle, the actors within school are still shaped by the former educational system and by their conception of the commission. Taking an activity theoretical perspective as a starting point doubts could be raised regarding consequences of abolishing such regulating. What is the relation between teachers’ conception of their task and a concrete teaching practice? What makes changes happen in teaching and teacher collaboration? How does tradition and earlier developed methods influence change? What is the impact of contemporary tendencies in society? What other changes during the period of restructuralization can be found?

The study - Cultures of learning in schools without timetable

One of the purposes of the study, that upon which this paper is based, was to follow the impact of the abandoned timetable on teachers’ work (Eriksson & Jedemark, 2004; Eriksson, Arvola & Jedemark, 2004; 2005) The data was produced during three academic years (2001-02 – 2003-04) in four schools. The four schools vary both socio-economically and with regards to their average results concerning grades.

In the research project we followed five teams of teachers and their work in staffrooms and classrooms. The total amount of data per team consists of 20-30 audio-taped planning meetings, and approximately 350 hours of classroom observations in one or two classes connected to each team (grades 6-9). In addition, each team was interviewed twice and some of the pupils (app. six per class) were interviewed during the last year of observations. Throughout the study we also collected pupils’ assignments, planning documents and schedules. One of the issues for analysis was the teacher’s conception of their main task to fulfil and how they tried to solve problems related to this task.

The study was conducted within the tradition of activity theory (Leontie’v, 1986). One of the steps in the analysis was to find out what object dominantly motivated teachers work. Since the object is a rather abstract term to use concerning an activity as teaching, we prefer to talk in terms of teachers’ perception of what to transform, i.e. what the task is about. In order to identify what, by the teacher, can be conceived, by the teachers, as a dominant task we where focusing on identifying what the teachers regarded as problems and how they tried to solve them. In the analysis, issues that reoccurred several times, although in various shapes, were taken as indicators of the perceived task to be solved. We were also focusing on what actions teachers choose in order to fulfil the task. In order to discriminate different actions we analyzed what could be understood as goals, means and constraints. We also tried to understand how both locally and nationally developed traditions shaped the actions the teachers where organizing for.

The result in brief
One of the findings in our study, during this short period, was that the abandonment the timetable alone changed teaching neither as much nor in the way the government had expected. Instead the study shows that what does have an impact on teachers’ work is their understanding of the purpose of schooling, that is, what they understand as their main task.

During these more than ten years of restructuralizations it has become clear that teachers’ conception of their task has changed – a change that can be explained as being of the perceived object. Prior to the period of restructuralizations teachers defined their work in terms of delivering good teaching – the object was conceived as transforming the subject matter didactically and pedagogically in order to transfer the subject to the pupils. The teachers “transformed” the subject and thereby the subject was treated as the main object of the activity (c.f. Klette, 2000). Well transformed subject matter where conceived as answering the societally developed need of education.

Today the prescribed task of the school is to make it possible for all pupils to achieve at least the level stated in the goals to attain. This prescription is interpreted in a way where teachers see themselves responsible for pupils achieving the grade ‘passed’ in all subjects. That the commission concerns first and foremost goals to attain appear in all teams independent of the grading outcomes of the schools. In order to accomplish the conceived task they try to transform the pupils’ willingness and possibilities and/or responsibility to fulfil their assignment. That is, help pupils learn what is considered as the basics. Many teachers conceive that the task, in reality, is a question of realizing a school not with seventeen subjects, but a “three-subject school” – 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 regardless of the number of pupils who pass.
The goals to attain are seen by teachers to be the schools’ commission and it is from this starting point that teachers frame their task. While the goals to attain inform and direct teaching, the goals to strive towards come into play only if and when the goals to attain are achieved. Goals to strive towards are also understood as equivalent to the highest grades. This means that in teachers’ everyday work, these goals are seen as being designed only for pupils who have the ability to work individually towards a higher grade. Such a pupil must take the initiative to acquire the knowledge and these abilities independently. The goals to strive towards, according to the teachers, correspond to the demands of the higher grades. Thus it is a result of individual capacity and ability if the pupil achieves a higher grade. Goals to strive towards seem principally be a question for the pupils, not for teachers.

If this finding is robust it indicates that the object has changed and thereby the activity (Leontie’v, 1986). Thereby new demands and new contradictions in teachers’ work have emerged. What impact these changes have had on the how the teaching practices have developed will be further discussed below.

New content - new action

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. From an activity theoretical point of view we understand the two forms as different actions: 

· Individualization as regarding pace

· Individualization as regarding level

The aim to increase individualization has changed how 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 whole class discussions. What the consequences are when each pupil follows his/her own trajectory and pace and when the opportunities for whole-class-teaching decrease, is seldom a question for the teams. The teachers consider the benefits of pupils working at their own pace as more important than those of whole-class-teaching. 

Individualization as regarding pace

Many teachers consider whole-class-teaching as problematic. It is founded on the idea that all pupils work simultaneously with same content in the same way. 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 pupils are given the opportunity to plan their own time and choose between different subjects and methods, to decide what kinds of tasks and texts they have to work with. As a result, the content is that of the individual pupil’s choice. However, pupils who are considered unlikely to “achieve the goals” will no longer have the opportunity to choose. Instead they will rather work with the assignments recommended by their teachers. With regards to our data, this type of individualization implies that the content is mere repetition and its purpose is to reproduce knowledge. 

Individualization as regarding pace has two motives; firstly it is regarded as a modern form of teaching and secondly it is believed to facilitate learning. However, if a pupil has problems with mastering self-directed learning, teachers return to traditional teaching methods. In such situations it is clear that the goals to attain – the pass grade– are forming the conception of the main object.

The individualization is organized in various ways. Some schools timetabled one day per week, called “pupil’s option”, for pupils’ individual work. Others allocated one or two weeks a year, so called “team weeks”, when pupils are expected to work individually in order to reach the goals. 

Individualization as regarding level

However, the problem of achieving the pass grade is not just about time. It is also about the level at which pupils can work. Teachers organize pupils at the right level in two ways. Firstly, by creating homogeneous groups (≈ tracking) or secondly, by differentiating the assignments in heterogeneous groups. The teachers perceive their pupils as having different abilities to manage certain assignments. In mathematics, for instance, pupils work with different kinds of textbooks according to their assumed ability. According to the teachers, the pupils themselves choose the level according to their capacity. This form of individualization is more directly motivated by the teachers’ perceived task – all pupils are to achieve the grade pass.

Subject integration

Generally the teaching is organized according to subjects. The second strategy that teachers adopt, as a way of giving all pupils the opportunity to achieve a pass grade, is a more holistic approach. As a method, subject integration is based on the pupils’ interests and is therefore believed to motivate pupils to deal with the tasks.

For some teachers, this holistic approach is a means to organise subject integration more frequently. Even if the approach is holistic, there is also a strong individualistic trend in the field of subject integration. It is the task of the individual pupil to find versatile and varied information, process it and form this information to a whole.

Though subject integration is believed to make the learning task more attractive and motivating for the pupils, it is not self-evident that all pupils can learn this way. Pupils that are conceived as slow or under achieving in core subjects (in our data English and mathematics) do not have the same access to subject integrated teaching instead they are taught separately. This is also an example signalling that the dominating object is to ensure a pass grade for all. 

Why are teachers redefining teaching? 

Today teachers and schools are held accountable for their results as never previously. For 30 years, prior to the restructuralization of the school, the norm referenced assessment system had five grades 1-5. On a national level the grades where to produce a Bell curve. Pupils that performed poorly where given the grades 1 or 2 and those performing at top where given grades 4 or 5. This means that the system did not contain the grade “fail”. The praxis that developed during this period, when this assessment system was operating, reviled pupils who where given grades 1 or 2 as weak and in fact considered to have failed (Carlgren, 2002). But neither the teacher nor the local school where accountable for pupils with low grades. One of the changes that the curriculum 1994 brought about was a new assessment system – a system where pupil’s knowledge is to be assessed and graded – goal and criterion referenced system (Carlgren, 2002). This also makes it possible to assess a pupil’s knowledge as inadequate and therefore unable to be graded. In addition to this the new curriculum states that schools are to provide the opportunity for each individual pupil to achieve the goals. In relation to the new assessment system teachers have interpreted the commission to help all pupils’ to achieve the goals as meaning a responsibility to help all pupils obtain the pass grade (see also Lindberg, 2002). Thus the pass grade has become the outcome the teachers are working for.

This study shows that it is no longer the idea of transforming the subject into good teaching (the object) that builds teachers’ conception of their task. Instead the object of the teaching activity has changed, which according to Leontie’v (1986), indicates that the activity also has changed. It is no longer a teaching activity but rather an activity where the teachers’ task is to get the pupils to actively engage in their own learning, and through this engagement, reach the goals, i.e. the goals to attain. Teachers’ work is rather to encourage the pupils to accomplish their assignments so that they can get the grade pass. The new assessment system, with a boundary for the pass grade, has been very significant in the teachers’ redefined conception of their task of teaching. That the pupils achieve the pass grade is seen as teachers responsible. Accountability and marketization
 have had an impact on the school. These factors seem to be more powerful as driving forces than either the curriculum or the syllabus are and they frame the teachers’ conception of their commission. The teachers’ redefined object gives the practice of teaching a partially new content, i.e. higher rate of individualized teaching. 

What strategies teachers choose in order to solve their conceived task is developed in accordance to the increased emphasis on the individual in the contemporary society (c.f. Bauman, 2002/2001; Giddens, 1996/1990). Within the schools we can see reflections of this societal focus on the individual, e.g. as an increase in strategies for organizing pupils’ work as “independent work”. 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 expected to govern yourself.

Activity theory makes the changes visible

Today teachers, as the main actors in the school, ascribe to their professionalism the ability to develop and formulate the content of their teaching. Simultaneously there is an idea of teachers as a group of 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 (c.f. Lortie, 1975/1977; Hargreaves, 1998). 

That school usually is described as unchangeable and teachers as unwilling to change is possibly merely the result of 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 are revealed if we choose other theoretical perspectives and methods, specifically activity theoretical approaches?

We have experienced that activity theory provides us an alternative way of understanding and identifying changes where others see only an unchanged school practice. Activity theory assumes that all human activities are historically and culturally developed, and therefore all activities are dynamic (Leontie’v, 1986). Activity theoretical research will therefore always discern changes. But it is not enough to produce data that 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 forcing changes. This is the point where we believe that activity theory offers other ways to understand current tendencies in schools in general and makes it possible to give a better modulated and nuanced picture of the Swedish school in particular.

To summarize: This study shows that teachers have redefined the meaning of their work. By using activity theory as a perspective for analyzing qualitative data, we can see that the Swedish teachers appear to redefine their work and that their prescribed 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. Activity theory supports the argument that teachers are eager to fulfil their commission and to change their practices when needed and thereby motivated.
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� In 2005 prolonged to 2007.


� Project title in Swedish: Timplanelösa skolors miljöer för lärande.


� By introducing school vouchers, which e.g. makes it is easy to start new independent schools with strong financial support, the competition between schools has increased with regards to attracting and keeping pupils. 
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