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Forum

A systematic review 
of research regard-
ing Norwegian 
general teacher 
education 2000–2010

JAN ARVID HAUGAN

To be useful and meaningful, education research
must be cumulative; it must build on and learn
from prior research and scholarship on the topic.
(Shulman, 1999, s. 163)

It is common to claim that research on teacher education is in-
sufficiently explored, both in international (Murray, Campbell,
Hextall, Hulme, Jones, Mahony, Menter, Procter & Wall,
2009; Villegas-Reimers, 2003) and Norwegian (Bergem, Björ-
kqvist, Hansén, Carlgren & Hauge, 1997; Eritsland, 2004)
educational research societies. Despite its roots in research on
teaching, research on teacher education has developed in curi-
ous isolation from mainstream research on teaching, as well as
from research on higher education and professional education:
«the contemporary research in teacher education is somewhat
of an orphan, connected to either of its parents» (Grossman &
McDonald, 2008, p. 185).
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The Norwegian Agency for Quality As-
surance in Education (NOKUT, 2006) and
the former Network Norway Council
(Norgesnettrådet, 2002) evaluated the
Norwegian General Teacher Education
(NGTE).1 Above all, concerns about missing
connections between subject-matter knowl-
edge, didactical and pedagogical compe-
tence, and real-life practice in schools were
expressed. Haug (2008) reflected upon these
findings, and stated that the evaluations study
a wide range of areas, each of which is large
and complex. This makes it possible to de-
scribe conditions, but not necessarily to ex-
plain them. 

Furthermore, Haug claims the evaluation
has a weak theoretical foundation and an ab-
sence of references to research; thus, the col-
lected empirical data do not give a strong
enough foundation for further analysis and
explanations. As a result, it can be ques-
tioned as to whether the evaluations are
good enough indicators to guide the devel-
opment of the NGTE. With respect to Shul-
man’s quotation above and Haug’s critical
comments concerning the quality of the
aforementioned evaluations, we must base
further research on previous findings. This
review describes and synthesizes research on
the NGTE in the time span from 2000–
2010. The purpose is to map out the inves-
tigated areas, identify where little or no rel-
evant research has been done, and make sug-
gestions for further research by the use of the
following research question: «What do we
know about the NGTE, and what do we
need to explore further?».

Methods

To ensure a thorough and sophisticated in-
vestigation, this systematic review was con-
ducted in compliance with the quality indi-
cators and research method as proposed by
Boote and Beile (2005). The analysis starts

with the determination of coverage. For the
present review, this is high-quality research,
doctoral dissertations and peer-reviewed ar-
ticles published in scientific journals, on the
NGTE from 2000–2010. Using these de-
marcated selection criteria ensured that the
reviewed articles and doctoral theses were
scientifically approved, current and had sim-
ilar empirical grounding.

Based on this, the library/database, BIB-
SYS Ask2, was used to search for doctoral
dissertations from 2000–2010 using the
words: teacher education and student teachers,
and the Norwegian equivalent words, lære-
rutdanning, and lærerstudenter. This generat-
ed 61 doctoral theses, of which 10 were rel-
evant.3 In addition, similar combined
searches in the ForskDok-database4, and
ERIC5, generated a total of 83 peer-re-
viewed articles, of which 13 were relevant
(cf. Note 3). 

After the assortment of relevant studies,
the research material was analyzed. In the
synthesizing work, I sought to recognize,
differentiate and understand the meaning of
the content in each study. This search for a
similarity in content resulted in the classifi-
cation to analytical categories, based on
what was in focus and of primary concern/
objective in the different studies. The theme
in the studies made it natural to label them:
(i) Research on teacher educators in the NGTE:
studies that focused on teacher educators,
including both college teacher educators and
mentors in the internship periods, (ii) Re-
search on student teachers in the NGTE: studies
that focused on student teachers’ develop-
ment in NGTE, and (iii) Research on the de-
velopment and renewal of NGTE: studies that,
on various levels, discuss how guiding as-
pects influence the practice of the NGTE.
The forthcoming analysis entails both a sum-
mary of the reviewed studies and suggestions
for further research.
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Research on teacher 
educators in the NGTE

Five out of 23 studies are concerned with
teacher educators in the NGTE. These are
further divided in two sub-categories, re-
search on college teacher educators and re-
search on mentors in internship periods.

Research on college teacher educators
Two out of the five studies are concerned
with the teachers at the university colleges.
Bakke (2005) studied the college teacher
educators’ values and views concerning
professional educational preferences in
northern Norway’s NGTE colleges in Nes-
na, Bodø, Tromsø, Finnmark, in addition
to Sámi University College. In his investi-
gation, these values and views are implied as
priority conflicts and sought to be identi-
fied via preferences to the following ten-
sions: centralization vs. decentralization,
integration vs. segregation, individualism
vs. collectivism and normalized vs. thera-
peutic. 

Bakke finds that a majority of the college
teacher educators support a collectivistic
ideology, while at the same time preferring a
therapeutic view in education when it
comes to the weakest pupils in school. On
this basis, Bakke argues that the teacher ed-
ucators live in an inconsistent relationship
between ideal and reality, and further claims
that the action and value separate, and that
the value loses its potential for action.

In Kvalbein’s (2004) study, the focus was
related to what the college teacher educators
add to the concept of professionalism and
how they facilitate this in the education of
student teachers. The study revealed that
most college teacher educators emphasized
knowledge and skills in subject matter, but
there were few who valued this more than
other traits mentioned as being vital for
teacher professionalism. Nonetheless, when

questions were turned in the direction of
how future teacher professionalism is attend-
ed to within college education, it is the
knowledge of the subject matter that domi-
nates the responses.

The image of the professional teacher as
learner friendly, professional and didactically
competent appears to be significant. Kval-
bein points out that it was particularly unex-
pected that no college teacher educator
mentioned the five areas of competence that
the governmental framework aims to devel-
op in student teachers: academic, didactic,
social, ethical, and change and development
competence (UFD, 2003), or made any
comment on these.

Research on mentors in internship periods
Three out of the five studies in the category
concerning research on teacher educators,
investigated mentors during student teach-
ers’ internship periods in the NGTE.
Munthe and Ohnstad (2008) conducted a
quantitative study and questioned how the
formal agreement between the practical
training schools and NGTE had been imple-
mented (KD, 2005), and whether the men-
tors in these schools considered themselves
to be teacher educators. 

The results from this study indicate that
although some mentors are experiencing a
joint practical community together with
college teacher educators, their professional
identity is most associated with being a
teacher to the pupils and, to a lesser degree,
teacher educators. Further, the results indi-
cate that mentors generally perceive student
teachers as resources, mentors learn by su-
pervising student teachers’ practical training
and that being a practical training school is a
collective responsibility. Still, variations in
the involvement were recognized, and seem
to correlate positively with school leaders’
preparation and participation in practical
training.
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Sundli (2001) based her empirical data on
a longitudinal study of supervision during
internship periods. She found that a charac-
teristic trait in these periods is that it takes
place in the tension between reflection and
control. The ideal is the student teachers’ in-
dependent reflection and development of
«Practice Theory» (Lauvås & Handal, 2000),
which can be found in directives and objects
for supervision as well as in the guidance of
student teachers in practical teacher training
(UFD, 2003). The reality is different, and
Sundli describes a struggle between the dis-
courses of the NGTE and the field of prac-
tice. In educational institutions, the mentors
attend the teacher education discourse. They
participate in the reflection of their own and
their peers’ practice in primary schools. 

However, when mentoring the student
teachers, the discourse is different, the
NGTE discourse does not appear to be rele-
vant. In the NGTE discourse, the ideal is to
search for the better argument in a non-au-
thoritarian manner. A strategy of action and
reflection promotes this ideal, though Sundli
did not find this ideal used by the mentors.
She finds a practical preparation for action,
for both existing and non-discussed patterns.
Sundli claims that the use of the supervision
strategy promotes a high degree of control,
especially the supervisory basis, with detailed
plans for the teaching sequence well suited
to control student teachers’ actions.

In another investigation, Nilssen (2007)
conducted a qualitative case study. One
mentor and five student teachers were ob-
served and interviewed during a practical
teacher training period. The goal was to in-
vestigate whether the mentor’s supervision
supported the student teachers’ development
of «Pedagogical Content Knowledge» in
mathematics as well as the mentor’s reflec-
tions on their own actions, and the justifica-
tions for these. The main finding in this in-
vestigation is that the mentor developed a

double vocational identity as a teacher and a
teacher educator. In this way, the mentor can
focus on both the pupils’ and student teach-
ers’ learning. 

Literature, discussions and reflections
concerning one’s own supervision contrib-
uted to growth and alteration of this role
comprehension. One important aspect is the
mentor’s continuous reflection concerning
the mandate. The mentor asks questions
about her own actions, and not least, about
how to guide others. Nilssen (2007) con-
cludes that assembling knowledge and expe-
riences for different sources of pedagogical
action are vital if the supervision and feed-
back are to facilitate student teachers’ devel-
opment of «Pedagogical Content Know-
ledge».

Suggestions for further research
The reviewed research reveals an acquired
knowledge concerning various aspects of the
NGTE teacher educators’ values, beliefs,
preferences, reflections and collaboration.
The core finding is that four out of five stud-
ies in this category point out that there is dis-
tance between governmental intentions and
teacher educator actions, even though
Nilssen’s (2007) study departs from this con-
clusion. The aforementioned directives and
objects for supervision and guidance for stu-
dent teachers in practical teacher training
(KD, 2005; UFD, 2003), beg the question
whether the mentors work according to ex-
pressed intentions (Munthe & Ohnstad,
2008; Sundli, 2001), and whether the col-
lege teacher educators conceive the concept
of teacher professionalism according to na-
tional directives (Bakke, 2005; Kvalbein,
2004). These questions are in need of further
exploration.

This possibly distant relationship between
policy intentions and teacher educator ac-
tions can be connected to the contemporary
development of the NGTE. The fact that
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several vocational schools have been upgrad-
ed to colleges, introduced an academic posi-
tional structure, engage in research activities
and implement new rewarding systems has
led critical voices to argue that current proc-
esses extend the gap between an education at
a university college and the actual teaching
practice in schools (Hove, 2007). 

Heggen (2008) claims a consequence of a
weakened orientation towards the field of
practice in the NGTE favors more of an em-
phasis on theoretical learning material, re-
search and traditional academic activities for
both student teachers and college teacher
educators. He suggests that the field of prac-
tice may perceive the NGTE as increasingly
detached from reality. These claims are in
line with the findings in Munthe and Ohn-
stad’s (2008) and Sundli’s (2001) research,
and is also supported by earlier Norwegian
studies that argue that a lack of professional
orientation in the NGTE is of primary con-
cern (Bergem et al., 1997; Kvalbein, 1999). 

With only five out of 23 studies con-
cerned with research on teacher educators in
the NGTE, it is evident that further explo-
ration of teacher educators’ beliefs, opinions
and practice as it relates to student teachers’
learning and development is needed. That is,
how does the subjective assessment of teach-
er competence vary between different col-
lege teacher educators and mentors? In what
ways do sociodemographic variables and
quality indicators associated with teacher ed-
ucators influence the character and quality of
instruction in teacher education programs? 

In addition, it is both necessary and inter-
esting to investigate in what manner, or with
what strategies, teacher educators facilitate
the various competence goals for student
teachers, and whether these competence
goals are in line with what is needed to be a
professional teacher. Is it possible that the
governmental intentions, and not the teach-
er educator actions, are what need to be al-

tered? This seems an unplowed area of inves-
tigation in the NGTE. The content process-
es and contexts, in which instruction is
delivered, in both the educational institution
and practical training periods, need to be
further investigated.

Research on student teachers 
in the NGTE

Fifteen out of 23 studies investigated re-
search on student teachers in the NGTE.
This category is further divided into three
subcategories: (i) Student teachers’ develop-
ment of subject matter knowledge in mathe-
matics, (ii) ICT tools as facilitators for stu-
dent teachers’ development, and (iii) Stu-
dent teachers’ development of teacher
proficiency. 

Student teachers’ development of subject 
matter knowledge in mathematics
Five out of the 15 studies investigated the
development of subject matter knowledge in
mathematics. Bjuland (2002) engaged in stu-
dent teachers’ collaboration in small groups
with problem solving exercises in geometry
in his doctoral dissertation. The interpreta-
tion, which is based on observation of two of
the groups, highlights how mathematical
thinking and reasoning are expressed in dia-
logues, which are termed «Mathematically
Productive Discourses».

Bjuland (2002) questions if or possibly
when a teacher should provide input in the
solution process. The results indicate that
groups with different mathematical back-
grounds can make great progress in the solu-
tion process and arrive at solutions to geo-
metric problems with no help from the
teacher if they receive the opportunity to
collaborate on the issues over a longer period
of time. Following his doctoral thesis, Bju-
land later published three articles that all
consider characteristics of «Mathematically
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Productive Discourses» while student teach-
ers worked collaboratively on a geometry
problem in a problem solving context (Bju-
land, 2004, 2007a, b).

Bulien (2008) was interested in a compul-
sory NGTE course in mathematics in her
doctoral dissertation. The thesis was not in-
tended as an evaluation of the teacher edu-
cation program, the students’ work or meth-
odology, but rather as a contribution towards
defining the didactical challenges in teacher
education. Bulien concludes that it seems
likely that the way mathematics is taught in a
teacher training program differs from student
teachers’ previous experiences in how to
learn mathematics. Moreover, Bulien (2008)
emphasizes that this should be taken into
consideration in prospective mathematics
programs, claiming awareness will make it
possible for student teachers to experience
both teaching and curriculum in teacher ed-
ucation differently.

ICT tools as facilitators of student 
teachers’ development
Eight out of 15 studies of research on student
teachers in the NGTE was concerned with
how ICT tools can facilitate the student
teachers’ development. Heggem and Iversen
(2006) investigated student teachers’ mathe-
matical knowledge and how their probabil-
istic reasoning developed when working
within an experimental setting with access
to ICT tools (the software Flexitree) through
interviews with video and audio recording.
They conclude that the ICT simulation tool
played a crucial role in the students’ attempts
to create meaning of the stochastic situa-
tions. 

A similar study was undertaken by Bro-
dahl and Smestad (2009), who describe the
development of a classification system that
provides a framework for analysis of, and
communication about, a subgroup of learn-
ing objects from the area of mathematics in

the NGTE. The objects, labeled VaniMaps,
are considered highly visual, animated, in-
teractive and mathematics related. Both arti-
cles (Heggem & Iversen, 2006; Brodahl &
Smestad, 2009) argue how a careful selection
of VaniMaps and Flexitree, respectively, in
addition to statements, created opportunities
for discussion among student teachers on
how these ICT tools may stimulate the
learning of mathematics.

Dons (2008) and Engelsen (2006) investi-
gated how ICT can be used to further devel-
op the didactical skills for student teachers.
Dons focused on how the NGTE should
prepare student teachers to deal with pupils
who have a wide range of day-to-day expe-
riences of the digital world. He claims that
the development of digital awareness in the
NGTE has not gone as fast as the intentions
embedded in central policy documents
would suggest; the current NGTE is inade-
quately equipped to realize the potential for
learning found in the way that digital tech-
nology has now become an integral part of
the social and cultural practices of children
and young people. Dons concludes that stu-
dent teachers can be qualified to cope with
the way children and young people use tech-
nology by teaching them to adopt solutions
based on personal work.

Engelsen (2006) describes lessons from a
three-year comprehensive ICT-oriented
innovation project in the NGTE at the
Stord/Haugesund University College, and
analyzes ICT’s significance along with ped-
agogical and didactic principles for altera-
tion. The main pedagogical focus was on
the development of student teachers’ active
learning, the relationship between practice
and theory in programs and new forms of
assessment. To a small degree, his research
in the field of ICT in education suggests
that the introduction of ICT in itself con-
tributes to changes in how learning in
schools is organized. 
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Furthermore, didactic changes seem to be
primarily generated by those within the sys-
tem and far less by strategists from the out-
side or as a result of new technology. The
study concludes that a key precondition for
ICT’s central and genuine role in the altera-
tion processes seems to be creating a substan-
tial academic legitimacy for the use of ICT
tools. This kind of legitimacy must exceed
and have a broader foundation than legisla-
tion and other forms of governmental con-
trol orders, and is not created through impo-
sitions on the use of ICT or on the basis of
more or less abstract considerations of ICT’s
importance for learning and social develop-
ment in general. Engelsen (2006) claims that
a genuine academic legitimacy for ICT is
created only when the student teachers and
teacher educators perceive ICT as a tool that
can substantially help them to achieve more
general goals for learning in their teaching
and learning activities, or when it comes to
developing the environment for learning in
the desired direction.

Dysthe and Engelsen (2004) are con-
cerned with the possibilities that lie in ICT-
based assessment, and refer to a Norwegian
ICT-supported portfolio assessment project
in the Department of Teacher Education at
the University Colleges of Vestfold and
Stord/Haugesund. They describe and dis-
cuss the differences and similarities of the
portfolio models in these institutions and
highlight areas for improvement; among
them is the importance of building reflec-
tion, self-assessment and feedback into port-
folio assignments and processes in such a way
that it becomes part of what is documented. 

This will strengthen the formative assess-
ments of portfolios. The summative assess-
ment practices are strongly influenced by ex-
amination traditions in both institutions, and
digital portfolios provide new learning op-
portunities that are not yet fully utilized. By
way of conclusion, they explore some criti-

cal aspects of portfolios in teacher education
that focus on the concepts of participation,
reification and identity formation. 

Sjøhelle (2007), Fottland (2002) and
Eriksen (2004) have all investigated how
ICT can facilitate a digital learning environ-
ment for student teachers. In her doctoral
dissertation, Sjøhelle (2007) was concerned
with the interaction processes realized in a
digital learning environment in which e-
mails, asynchronous discussion forums and
online sites were central elements. The aims
were to obtain a better understanding of
how asynchronous discussions can be used in
the didactic context, and whether writing in
interactions in the discussion forum is signi-
ficant for the development of learning and a
professional identity. 

Fottland (2002) investigated how the use
of the Internet can establish a learning com-
munity of student teachers both online and
off-line. The analysis indicates that the on-
line interactions gave rise to meaningful
face-to-face conversations that in turn facil-
itated more reflective and sophisticated on-
line exchanges. These online and face-to-
face interactions assisted each other, and en-
abled the students to claim their voices from
among the multiple voices from diverse ed-
ucational practices that were sounded
throughout the entire process. The result is a
learning community of student teachers
whose individual voices speak through a col-
lective process. 

Eriksen (2004) explored how modern
communication technology can support and
increase activity, lead student teachers to
construct knowledge and facilitate a flexible
system of internship that gives tangible ex-
periences for their future profession. A main
result was that the student teachers had to
exchange their role as passive learners for a
more active and profession-oriented role.
They had to adjust to the principle of team-
work in their groups in preparation for co-
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operation in similar networks as professional
teachers, and had to develop ICT compe-
tence in relation to learning and teaching.
Additionally, they had to adjust to a situation
in which information is not something you
receive, but something you have to find.
This meant a greater individual responsibili-
ty for organizing their studies and the learn-
ing process within active communities of
practice and learning. 

At the same time, based on surveys of the
student teachers’ views on the quality of the
study programs, the project appears to have
improved the relationship between the stu-
dent teachers and the college teacher educa-
tors. And last but not least, the mentors were
asked to comment on how these changes af-
fected the quality of student teachers’ efforts,
and report on important progress in relation
to responsibility and collaboration/level of
reflection. 

Student teachers’ development 
of teacher proficiency
Two out of the 15 studies investigated how
the NGTE teaches student teachers to be-
come accepted as teachers in primary
schools. Riksaasen (2001) has focused on
how the students are being socialized into
the teacher community, while Østrem
(2008) has questioned whether it is possible
for teacher education to educate student
teachers with regard to the above. Rik-
saasen’s (1999) study is based on her doctoral
dissertation, and compares teacher socializa-
tion in the NGTE with preschool teacher
education (PSTE). 

Her analysis is focused on how two differ-
ent student teachers are being socialized to
work compared with Bernstein’s code theo-
ry. Riksaasen (2001) states that the primary
school’s practice, which is based on visible
pedagogy, and the preschool’s practice,
which is based on an invisible practice, are
being reproduced within the NGTE and

PSTE, respectively. PSTE gives a weak clas-
sification between the subjective experiences
and knowledge in subject matter, in combi-
nation with a weak control of communica-
tion from the teacher educators. In contrast,
the NGTE clearly classifies this everyday
knowledge as distinct from knowledge at the
university college level, and the communica-
tion in the classroom is steered more by the
teacher. 

Østrem (2008) is concerned with teach-
ers’ work, teaching practice and teacher ed-
ucation, as she argues that these conceptions
and professional practice are interrelated.
She investigates the intended relationship
between the NGTE’s ability to provide stu-
dent teachers with sufficient tools to become
good teachers, and empirically demonstrates
that this does not easily occur. A critical po-
sition in instrumental educational thinking
implies that one cannot only educate future
teachers to master the challenges in their
profession, but also illuminate the problems
concerning the professionalization of teach-
ers’ work. Her research shows that student
teachers clearly make a separation between
their internship periods and the instructions
they are given at a university college, and
states that a major challenge for teacher edu-
cation is how to best utilize the student
teachers’ positive experiences from the in-
ternship periods. 

Suggestions for further research
Most of the research (that is, in 15 out of 23
studies) on the NGTE concentrates on stu-
dent teachers’ development. However, sev-
eral related areas still seem unexplored. The
reviewed studies focused solely on mathe-
matics in terms of the development of sub-
ject matter (Bjuland, 2002, 2004, 2007a, b;
Brodahl & Smestad, 2009; Bulien, 2008;
Heggem & Iversen, 2006). Other subject
matter areas must also be further investigat-
ed, particularly the development of the abil-
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ity to teach reading and writing based on
Norwegian pupils’ results on PISA tests
(OECD-PISA, 2003, 2004; Kjærnsli & Roe,
2010).

Out of the eight studies on how ICT tools
can facilitate student teachers’ development,
two focused on the development of mathe-
matical knowledge (Heggem & Iversen,
2006), three on the elaboration of student
teachers’ didactical competence (Dons,
2004; Dysthe & Engelsen, 2004; Engelsen,
2006) and three others on how ICT can fa-
cilitate the development of constructive
learning communities in the NGTE (Erik-
sen, 2004; Fottland, 2002; Sjøhelle, 2007).
This indicates that research on ICT and stu-
dent teachers’ development is highly intense
when compared with other areas in this an-
alytical category. However, NOKUT’s
(2006) evaluation, NIFU STEP’s (Hetland &
Solum, 2008) report 26/2008 and ITU’s
Monitor (Berge et al., 2009) state that the
NGTE has not managed to integrate ICT
and digital competence in a satisfactory
manner. This is confirmed by the fact that
neither ICT nor digital competence has
been included as an explicit area of compe-
tence important to teachers’ work in the
new regulations for teacher education (KD,
2010a, b).

The areas of competence listed in White
Paper no. 11 (2008) are: (i) Subject matter
and basic skills, (ii) The school in society, (iii)
Ethics, (iv) Pedagogy and subject didactics,
(v) Leadership of learning processes, (vi) In-
teraction and communication, and (vii)
Change and development. It is therefore re-
markable that the development of student
teachers’ knowledge concerning the above is
not mentioned directly in the reviewed stud-
ies, and only indirectly in the studies by Riks-
aasen (2001) and Østrem (2008).

Based on this, it is necessary to investigate
whether/how student teachers learn to:
choose the curriculum in a manner that fa-

cilitates pupils’ development of subject mat-
ter knowledge; act in respect to the ethical
principles founded in the school’s purpose;
plan, organize, carry out and assess the
teaching in a manner that enhances pupils’
learning; establish rules and routines for pu-
pils’ work, including the ability to decide
and make decisions within a school democ-
racy; collaborate with pupils, parents and
other actors both in and outside the school
and reflect on their teacher practice in the
light of relevant research. 

To further explore these questions, re-
search should focus on factors that can pro-
vide some possible explanations. How does
the sociocultural context influence individu-
al development? Which mental processes
seem vital to the development of appropriate
teacher quality? Does teacher education
meet the needs of newly qualified teachers?
Can teacher education adequately prepare
student teachers to become professional
teachers? Several of these questions have
been frequently asked in an international
context (Brouwer & Korthagen, 2005;
Zeichner, 2005), and need to be continu-
ously asked in regard to the NGTE as well.

If the teacher as a person is as important
for the pupils’ happiness and progress as both
scientific research as, for example, Hattie’s
(2009) meta-study, and governmental white
papers claim (KD, 2007, 2008), a further and
more holistic exploration of student teach-
ers’ development with respect to the areas of
competence listed in White Paper no. 11
(KD, 2008) is of key importance. This is sup-
ported by a report from The Danish Clear-
inghouse. On behalf of the Norwegian Min-
istry of Education and Research, Nordenbo,
Larsen, Tiftikçi, Wendt and Østergaard
(2008) conducted a systematic review re-
garding which teacher competencies affect
pupils’ learning. This review concludes that
three areas of competence are especially im-
portant in addition to the academic insight
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yielded about the subject matter: didactical
competence, relational competence, and
classroom-management competence. This
calls for a special emphasis on further re-
search as it pertains to the student teachers’
development of these specific competencies.

Research on the development 
and renewal of NGTE

Three out of 23 studies investigate aspects
that did not focus on teacher educators or
student teachers, but concentrated on ele-
ments that influence practice in the NGTE.
Brekke (2000) studied didactics in the
NGTE, and claims that development has
undergone a quiet revolution, from an edu-
cational code dominated by teachers, sub-
jects, church, Christian norms and strict
rules of behavior, to a less visible didactical/
educational code. At the same time, educa-
tion has preserved central values such as faith
in the method of transfer, teacher educators
as profession models and practice experience
as a foundation for teacher qualification. 

Skjelmo (2007) analyzed organizational
aspects; legislation, decisions and written ar-
chival material concerning the decentralized
teacher education programs that were started
in Alta, Tromsø, Bodø and Nesna in 1979.
The analysis shows that the decentralized
NGTE was initiated with the aim of training
teachers for geographic areas which had
shortages of teachers. Problems regarding
geographical distance disappeared through
applying information and communication
technology. The distinctive features de-
creased, and with few exceptions, this alter-
native decentralized education was more like
the regular general education program.

Garm and Karlsen’s (2004) article investi-
gated the policy discourses more closely, us-
ing the NGTE as a «case» within Europe.
The teacher education reform from 2003
aimed to achieve a balance between academ-

ic, didactic, social, change and developmen-
tal competence, as well as competence in
professional ethics (UFD, 2003). The au-
thors comment on this framework plan for
the NGTE, claiming that subject matter
knowledge and, to some degree, didactic
knowledge appear to be the basis for obtain-
ing teacher qualification from a political per-
spective, and they come to some remarkable
conclusions. The NGTE is increasingly fo-
cused upon measurable skills and profession-
al training, less concerned with broader ed-
ucational issues, and its emphasis on out-
comes and external control is becoming
more dominant. «We can see the impact of
the new global market orientation in the na-
tional discourses on teacher education»
(Garm & Karlsen, 2004: 742). 

Suggestions for Further Research
The reviewed studies describe research on
aspects that on different levels direct the
practice of the NGTE. The fact that only
three out of 23 studies investigated the gov-
erning aspects of the NGTE underscores in
itself an important finding, and indicates a
need for further research. This is supported
both nationally (e.g., Björkqvist, Hansén,
Carlgren & Hauge, 1997; Eritsland, 2004)
and internationally (e.g. Cochran-Smith &
Zeichner, 2005; Darling-Hammond &
Bransford, 2005). It is interesting to recog-
nize that despite intense debate over the val-
ue of different forms of accountability, such
as the national accreditation, and different
policies affecting teacher education pro-
grams, little research has been done about
the impact of these governing processes (Ill-
eris, 2008; Nordenbo et al., 2008). How-
ever, in current times, the NGTE renews it-
self so often that researchers are not able to
investigate its impacts on either student
teachers’ or pupils’ learning, as a new reform
replaces the present one before it has been
adequately implemented. In other words,
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the government attempts to improve the
teacher education before educational re-
searchers are given enough time to contri-
bute with empirically-based advice. 

We need to know more about the rela-
tionship between the governing aspects of
the NGTE, to ascertain the consequences
for the practice of teaching and learning, and
for the qualification of teachers. Further ex-
ploration of didactical codes, values and
norms, in addition to research on organiza-
tional aspects and policy, is required to get a
clearer picture of how governing processes
direct practice in the NGTE, and, hence,
practice in schools.

Concluding Remarks

Teaching occurs in particulars – particular students
interacting with particular tasks over particular ide-
as in particular circumstances /…/ no amount of
knowledge can fully prescribe appropriate or wise
practice. (Ball & Cohen, 1999, p. 10)

This quotation from Ball and Cohen (1999)
does not deny that research can help us think
about teacher education in more useful
ways, and can offer some guidance as to
successful practice in accomplishing particu-
lar goals. Even so, research cannot reveal the
absolute truth regarding what to do in teac-
her education programs or in the policy are-
na (Cochran-Smith et al., 2008). Although
research has the potential to help us to better
manage and reduce the complexity and un-
certainty of teaching, it will never be able to
eliminate it (Zeichner, 2005). Among
others, empirical research is one source that
should be considered in determining the
worth of teacher education activity. 

Much like all other research, this review
has led to more questions than answers. The
needs for further research concerning the
NGTE are underscored as crucial for an em-
pirically influenced development. In the

current debate about the professional devel-
opment of the NGTE, considerable empha-
sis is placed on the need for «evidence-based
practice» – the government calls for science
to solve problems in education through «sci-
entifically based research» and «evidence-
based education» (KD, 2007, 2008). These
notions push us toward a somewhat narrow
conception of teaching and teacher educa-
tion (Steinsholt, 2009), which Cochran-
Smith (2004, p. 3) expresses as «a technical
view of teaching, a training model of teacher
education, … [and] equation of learning
with testing».

Aasen (2009) follows this comprehension,
and claims that although professional re-
search can draw a clearer picture of the com-
plex and contradictory social reality of the
field of practice, it cannot remove it. In a
postmodern philosophy of science para-
digm, this is bound to context and cannot be
generalized to a «best practice model». In-
stead, research gives us an appreciation of the
complexity of teaching and learning to
teach; hence, educational researchers must
do more to elicit that complexity and relate
it to broad notions of student learning (Vil-
legas-Reimers, 2003; Zeichner, 2005).

My own search did not generate many
hits, which itself is an important discovery. It
confirms a mutual perception of a fragment-
ed research into teacher education and the
difficulty of accessibility, considering the
rather wide search in databases claiming an
adequate overview. This finding is supported
by The Norwegian Research Council,
which carried out an evaluation of Norwe-
gian pedagogical research. They concluded
that the quality was varied, often conducted
in small-scale societies and that the interna-
tional publication of results was conspicu-
ously low (Borgen, Askling, Egelund,
Halldén, Englund & Hansén, 2004). 

Even though there must surely be more
research on the NGTE, my review shows
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that this is not easily accessible. In other
words, it is difficult to accumulate knowl-
edge and focus new research projects on ar-
eas that are the least studied. This calls for
the construction of an up-to-date and spe-
cific national database that provides detailed
information about accumulated knowledge
based on research on the NGTE. This is
also supported within the international
community directly by Zeichner (2005),
and indirectly by Shulman (1999), in the
opening quotation. We must strive to make
our documentation and analysis of teaching
more public and accessible. In this way, we
not only support the improvement of
teaching, but also increase the likelihood
that the all the good work being done will
be useful to our professional peers (Shul-
man, 1999).

Notes

1 The following summary gives a brief
overview of the diverse Norwegian teacher
education programs: 

Norwegian General Teacher Education
(NGTE) (four years): Qualifies a teacher to
work in primary schools and adult education
in basic school subjects. The program
includes a mandatory portion of 120 credits
and an optional portion of 120 credits. The
compulsory section includes 20 to 22 work
weeks of Practical Teacher Training. This is
supervised and mainly takes place in primary
school, but up to two weeks may also take
place in other relevant fields of practice. 

Preschool Teacher Education (PSTE) (three
years): Qualifies a teacher for educational
work in kindergarten and the first grade in
school. One year of relevant continuing
education is added for preschool teachers to
teach from the first to fourth grades.

Subject-Specific Teacher Education (three
years and four years): Qualifies a teacher to
work on subjects in primary schools, sec-

ondary schools, adult education and other
cultural work with children and young peo-
ple.

Vocational Teacher Education (three years):
Qualifies a teacher to work in secondary
schools, adult education and the sciences in
middle and secondary education in primary
schools.

Practical-Pedagogical Education (one year):
Builds on studies of subjects in vocational
education with practice, and qualifies a
teacher to work in primary schools, second-
ary schools and adult education.
2 BIBSYS Ask: This is a search tool that is
freely available to all on the Internet. BIB-
SYS Ask is used to search for documents in
BIBSYS’ databases: Library, ForskDok pub-
lications, ForskDok projects and BIBSYS
Portal.
3 Other research projects could have been
mentioned if the demarcation selection cri-
teria had been less rigorous. For example,
Ottesen’s (2006) study on student teachers’
learning during internship periods in schools
or Søndenå’s (2002) study on reflection in
Norwegian education for preschool teach-
ers. Both are left out in this article because
they do not ground their empirical material
in NGTE (cf. Note 1).
4 ForskDok: Norwegian research institu-
tions employ BIBSYS ForskDok to docu-
ment and promote their research and deliver
data about the academic publication of the
Ministry of Education. Searching the Forsk-
Dok-databases is freely available via BIBSYS
Ask.
5 ERIC: provides unlimited access to more
than 1.3 million bibliographic records of
journal articles and other education-related
materials, with hundreds of new records
added multiple times per week. If available,
links to full text are included. ERIC indexes
education journals, the majority of which
are peer-reviewed. See http://www.eric.ed.
gov/ to learn more.
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This study builds on and contributes to research on student teachers’ relational concerns in teacher education, as 

four Grade 3 Norwegian student teachers were followed during their internship for two periods of two weeks each. 

The article presents and discusses data from interviews and student teachers’ logs, while the aim of the study is to 

investigate the underlying motives for the student teachers’ relational concerns. The analysis indicates that the 

student teachers’ motives for their interpersonal relations with pupils are more sophisticated than what has been 

found with other research and are driven by personal and perceived pupil needs.  

Keywords: student teachers, motives, needs, caring, internship 

Introduction 
This study explores student teachers’ relational concerns during practical training in NGTE (Norwegian 

general teacher education) a four-year teacher education that qualifies one to teach in primary and secondary 
schools with pupils at the ages of 6 16. The practical training periods for student teachers in teacher education 
have been given different labels by the educational research society, e.g., teaching practice (Derrick & Dicks, 
2005), practicum (Zhu, 2011), induction (Collinson et al., 2009), field experience (Zeichner, 2010), 
school-based teacher education (Buitink, 2009), and internship (Darling-Hammond, 2006). The present study 
addresses these periods as internships in accordance with Darling-Hammond’s (2006) description. 

The investigation of the student teachers’ reflections in interviews and logs indicated an extensive concern 
with the establishment and maintenance of interpersonal relationships with the pupils during their internship. 
Such concerns can be considered as appropriate based on research which clearly finds that the relationship 
quality between adults and children is crucial in all interactions and upbringing (Cornelius-White, 2007; 
Nordenbo, Larsen, Tiftikçi, Wendt, & Østergaard, 2008). Hattie’s (2009) synthesis of over 800 meta-analyses 
related to pupil achievements stated that, “The most crucial aspects contributed by the teacher are the quality of 
the teacher, and the nature of the teacher-student relationship” (p. 126). 

In a Norwegian context, a systematic review of research on NGTE (Haugan, 2011) concluded that the 
need for further explorations of student teachers’ concerns during internship is scarce and still intrusive. 
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However, in other countries, the student teachers’ concerns have been addressed through numerous studies 
(Murphy, Delli, & Edwards, 2004; Ozgun-Koca & Sen, 2006), and their preoccupations with interpersonal 
relationships seem somewhat unanimous (Hansen, 2005; Minor, Onwuegbuzie, Witcher, & James, 2002). 
Several of these studies insinuate that such relational concerns may indicate a reduced insight into the 
complexities of the teaching profession (Goldstein & Lake, 2000; Weinstein, 1998), thus leading to a fear that 
the student teachers hold reduced notions of effective teaching by concentrating solely on relational matters and 
considering important aspects, such as subject matter knowledge and pedagogy (Shulman, 1986), to be 
subordinate or even unimportant (Fajet, Bello, Leftwich, Mesler, & Shaver, 2005; Goldstein & Lake, 2003). 
This article will explore “why” they are concerned with the establishment and maintenance of relationships 
with pupils. As such, this study aims to investigate the student teachers’ underlying motives through the 
following research question: What motivates four NGTE Grade 3 student teachers’ relational concerns with 
pupils during internships? 

The student teachers’ concerns are explored through a qualitative methodology by an analysis of their 
reflections in individual interviews and written logs. After a description of the method and theoretical 
framework, the results are presented and discussed in light of theory and previous research.  

Method
Contextual Description and Sample  

Internships are integrated into the NGTE for several periods, with a minimum of 100 days in total over 
four years. Four student teachers in their third year of NGTE, Anne, Beth, Cher, and Dave (aged 23 31 years 
old), were followed during their internships for two periods of two weeks each in the spring and autumn terms 
of 2010 2011, respectively.  

Data Collection  
This study is a part of a larger project that explored four student teachers’ reflections during their 

internship through the use of various methods: (1) semi-structured interviews (one prior to and one after the 
internship with each student teacher), which resulted in 20 hours of audio recording and approx. 300 pages of 
transcriptions; (2) logs (collected daily from each student teacher), which resulted in approx. 80 pages of text; 
(3) video observations (approx. 11.5 hours of dialogues between the student teachers and their mentors during 
guidance sessions both prior to and after teaching); and (4) field observations (daily field observations of the 
(inter) actions that took place during the student teachers’ teaching), which resulted in massive memos that 
were used as background information to situate the actions and sharpen the focus for further analytical 
collections of data. In this study, utterances in the logs and semi-structured interviews will be used to illustrate 
the findings.  

Data Analysis  
The constant comparative method originally developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) gave the analysis of 

data a structuring frame of reference with the main aim to let the empirical data guide the analytical process. By 
way of constant comparison, coding, and analysis of the data material, this methodological approach generated 
empirically based interpretations. The first analytical stage was an open coding of the transcribed interviews 
and logs, and in this phase, all data were of interest. Throughout the analytical process the emerging codes were 
continually redefined, and concentrated more toward what was interpreted as central topics. In the axial coding 
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at the second analytical stage, the data were compared and sorted into categories of interconnected codes from 
the open coding, and a central category that emerged from this constant comparison was a preliminary 
understanding of the student teachers’ relational concerns. In a continuation of this, intensive searches for 
analytical concepts that could help understand what was taking place were made. As a result, the data 
concerning student teachers’ relational concerns formed the basis for the choice of relevant theory in the final 
analytical stage presented in this article, and categories were modified and retested throughout the process to 
ensure consistency and validity (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). A coding software program, QSR NVivoTM Version 
9.2, was used in the recording, storing, indexing, sorting, and coding of the data and the program supported 
rather than performed any automated analysis by itself, however, the use of QSR NVivoTM made it easier to 
follow the analysis and assess whether the interpretations appeared logical and trustworthy. In addition, two 
other strategies were used to ensure the trustworthiness of the study. First, the data were solely analyzed by the 
first writer, although the interpretations were continuously reviewed by two other qualitative researchers. 
Second, member checking was used to secure that the student teachers recognized both the content in the 
transcriptions and the interpretations of their expressed reflections. 

Theoretical Framework 
The exploration of the student teachers’ motives connected to their relational concerns with pupils implied 

investigations of beliefs, attitudes, and feelings expressed in their reflections. These affective dimensions 
initially appeared as utterly confusing and fragmented, but two theories, Leontjev’s (1978) Activity Theory and 
Noddings’ (1984) Ethics of Care provided useful analytical concepts in the process of forming a deeper and 
more structured understanding. 

Activity Theory. Leontjev (1978) elaborated on Vygotsky’s (1978) notions of cognitive development and 
included affective dimensions in his Activity Theory, which is based on the assumption that one has to 
investigate how the interactions between humans and their environment are object-oriented, meaningful, and 
socially oriented. Figure 1 describes the hierarchical structure of an activity.  

 

 
Figure 1. Leontjev’s (1978) Activity Theory. 

 

Figure 1 illustrates how an activity is divided in several actions that have to be conducted in order to 
complete it. Furthermore, each action consists of several operations that have to be conducted to complete it. 
The activity is directed towards a motive and each action towards a goal. Operations have no goals, but adapt 
according to the conditional demands of the situations they are conducted in. The overarching motive is the 
main object, which is the catalyst for the entire activity and goals and conditions are created in order to achieve 
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a satisfactory outcome based on the overarching motive. Leontjev (1978) was most concerned with the 
underlying needs that directed and regulated human activities: “Need direct activity on the part of the subject, 
but they are capable of fulfilling this function only under conditions that they are objects” (Leontjev, 1978, p. 
54). Based on this, Kaptelinen (2005, p. 5) argued that the object of activity, which Leontjev (1978) described 
to be the same as the motive, can be defined as the “sense maker”, the concept that gives meaning and 
determines the value of the activity and the numerous actions. In this study, the student teachers’ establishment 
and maintenance of interpersonal relationships with pupils was the action that was most valued and of most 
concern in their reflections. In her Ethics of Care Theory, Noddings’ (1984) descriptions were useful in the 
process of grasping what was going on in this respect. 

Ethics of Care. The Ethics of Care is a moral philosophy developed by Noddings (1984), which is based 
on the recognition of needs, relations, and response. From this perspective, caring is understood as something 
more than being nice and considerate in relation to others. In a truly caring relationship, the caregiver is utterly 
receptive towards the cared-for’s intellectual and emotional needs and is based on a genuine desire to sustain or 
amplify the cared-for’s sense of well-being. 

Gordon, Benner, and Noddings (1996) defined “caring” as “a set of relational practices that foster mutual 
recognition and realization, growth, development, protection, empowerment, human community, culture and 
possibility” (p. 13), implying that caring is not viewed as a psychological condition or a congenial trait. Hence, 
it is possible to develop the knowledge and skills necessary to execute caring encounters during, e.g., teacher 
education. The following quotation provides a more detailed description of the concept:  

Caring involves stepping out of one’s personal frame of reference into the other’s. When we care, we consider the 
other’s point of view, his objective needs, and what he expect of us. Our attention, our mental engrossment is on the 
cared-for, not on ourselves. Our reasons for acting, then, have to do both with the other’s wants and desires and with the 
objective elements of his problematic situation. (Noddings, 1984, p. 24) 

In Noddings’ (1984) Ethics of Care, “engrossment” (to be attentive towards the cared-for’s needs and 
position to help achieve understanding), “commitment” (take responsibility to act in the interest of the 
cared-for), and “motivational displacement” (take into account the cared for’s needs above your own) are 
viewed as essential for the establishment and maintenance of caring relationships. Combined, these three caring 
encounters imply that, e.g., the teacher is continuously attentive towards the pupil’s needs, and that the 
knowledge generated from such close relations can be used to assess which pedagogical strategies seem to be 
appropriate for their development.  

Results
As mentioned above, the establishment and maintenance of interpersonal relationships with the pupils 

were of the most concern for the student teachers during their internship, which is not surprising, as other 
research has corresponding findings (Jones, Burts, Buchanan, & Jambunathan, 2000; Kim, 2007). However, the 
exploration of the “cause” of such emphasis uncovered more interesting results, and the following will present 
three categories of motives that catalyze the student teachers’ relational concerns. 

To Ensure That the Pupil’s Emotional Prerequisites for Development Are Addressed 
The first category describes how the student teachers are concerned with the establishment and 

maintenance of interpersonal relationships with the pupils based on a motive of getting to know and acting 
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upon their emotional needs. This motive seems to be catalyzed by a sense of responsibility they perceive in the 
role as a teacher, and is well illustrated by Anne’s statement in her log:  

Regarding the establishment of relationships, I have learned that it is the adults’ responsibility to take this seriously 
and to facilitate respect in the various relations. It is the teacher’s responsibility to ensure that the relationships between 
pupils are characterized by respect, and it is the teacher’s responsibility to build good, respectful relationships with their 
pupils. (Anne, log) 

Anne’s conviction regarding the teacher’s responsibility to ensure a mutual, respectful relationship with 
the pupils can also be found in the other student teachers’ utterances. Beth connects this with the necessity of 
pupils’ feelings of safety in her last interview:  

I believe that the pupils’ sense of well-being must serve as the foundation. (It is important) to establish a good 
classroom environment where the kids trust both each other, and maybe most of all their teachers, so they dare to give 
notice if something is bothering them. The teacher has to conduct him/herself to what the pupils are saying, and act on it. 
Because then it becomes safe. I believe that the purpose of school is that pupils are learning and developing. And I believe 
that if it is someone who is significant for this development, it is the teacher. If the pupils feel terrible at school, they are 
not able to concentrate on their academic work because the first priority becomes to survive. The pupils simply have to 
have people they can trust around themselves to be able to develop in a positive manner. (Beth, final interview) 

In addition to supporting Anne’s notion of a teacher’s responsibility, we see that Beth claimed that the 
teacher’s establishment of the classroom environment creates the foundation to ensure the pupils’ emotional 
well-being when they are at school. Beth also clearly stated that being attentive and acting on the pupils’ 
expressed needs is decisive in their development of a sense of safety. In the continuation of this, Beth claims 
that being concerned with and acting upon the pupils’ emotional needs will enable pupils to concentrate their 
attention on their academic tasks. This notion of the pupils’ basic need of safety, the teacher’s responsibility to 
facilitate the satisfaction of this, and the positive consequences of such an emotional state are also described by 
Cher in her final interview:  

A good teacher is the one who is knowledgeable, of course, cares for her pupils and manages to maintain a good 
learning environment, and who makes the kids feel well, safe and wanting to learn. The pupils really need that relationship 
with you. If the pupils are safe, then they can work and do what they are supposed to do. And then there has to be a 
relationship there. (Cher, final interview) 

The above quotation indicates that Cher views the teacher’s adequate subject-matter knowledge as an 
obvious prerequisite for effective teaching, though she is more concerned with the teacher’s responsibility for 
addressing the pupils’ emotional needs. From her conviction, this can only be achieved by establishing 
relationships with students and is a necessary prerequisite for the pupils’ development as a whole. A similar 
attitude was expressed by Dave:  

I do not know. I view it (the pupils’ feelings of safety) as a prerequisite for learning to take place, maybe. Pupils 
cannot be afraid of showing up at school, or to talk in the classroom, or making a mistake, it has to be safe. There has to be 
room for everybody who is there, so that no one feels that they are not good enough. (Dave, start-up interview) 

The statement for Dave’s start-up interview indicated a clear notion of the pupils’ needs for emotional 
balance for development to occur. Dave further stated that a prerequisite for development is that “all” have to 
perceive a sense of safety and feel that they have something to contribute within the community of a classroom. 
As such, this last quotation is also relevant to the second category of motives.  
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To Develop Emotional Prerequisites for Personal Well-Being in the Teacher’s Role 
The second category of motives describes how the student teachers are convinced that the establishment 

and maintenance of interpersonal relationships with pupils will result in positive and necessary feelings in 
themselves, based on need of safety in the teacher’s role. This aspect is well described in Anne’s log during her 
internship:  

The aspect that I would like to highlight as the most positive by being in an internship is, of course, the relationship 
with the pupils. There are many pleasant and charming pupils that are easy to fall in love with. It is when you establish a 
good relationship with the individual pupil that you know what it is good to be a teacher. (Anne, log) 

The quotation indicates that the most positive aspect of the role as a teacher is the perceived contact with 
the pupils, as the relationships in themselves give her positive feelings. In Anne’s final interview, she gives a 
further explanation why this is important for her:  

Well, I am just thinking about how frustrated I was the first time. I was really nervous and unwell, and wanted to go 
home. I was very concerned with myself I guess. And I was afraid of making mistakes and afraid because I did not know 
the pupils. But now, on the last day of the internship, I’m bursting with more self-esteem and am confident that if I meet 
challenges, I will deal with them. (Anne, final interview) 

In this statement, Anne describes how the interpersonal relationship with her pupils has developed her 
confidence and sense of safety regarding the belief that she will master the challenges she may encounter. From 
this, one can interpret that her attitude regarding interpersonal relationships as a prerequisite for her pupils’ 
development is double in nature, meaning that this notion is evident as a prerequisite for her personal 
well-being as well. This notion was also stated in Beth’s final interview:  

I have become safer in the teacher role. I do not know if it is because I know the class better now. That might be it, 
because I feel that I have become a better class leader. And that goes for the matter of the adapted instruction as well. I feel 
I have managed that. And I feel that I have managed to take the focus away from myself, so it is easier to maintain the 
attention on the pupils, on their learning outcomes… At least for my part, I do not learn much when I am thrown into 
things. I will get so insecure, and so uncertain of what I am doing. Then it becomes… well then there will be no peace in 
the class, for instance, and when there is no peace, I will be even more stressed. (Beth, final interview) 

Beth explicitly stated that she has become safer as a teacher, but is not as clear as it was with Anne in 
regard to what causes this. Nevertheless, she suggested that this may be because she experiences being more 
able to manage the class and conduct adaptive instructions based on her acquired knowledge of the pupils’ 
needs. Like Anne, Beth is also experiencing an enhanced ability to refocus her attention away from herself, and 
more toward the pupils and how they respond to her teaching. This improved ability for what can be labeled as 
“recipient consciousness” seems to come as a result of an enhanced sense of safety as a teacher. Beth’s own 
need for security as a precondition for her personal sense of well-being in the role as a teacher was shown in the 
last part of the quote when she described how she must grow into a new setting and need time to do this. As her 
need for safety was satisfied, Beth was gradually ready for new challenges; this phenomenon can also be found 
in Cher’s log:  

I feel a completely different need to know the pupils’ prerequisites so I can build the teaching on what the pupils 
already know. It feels as if I first had to learn how to stand in front of the class and talk, take much space and be a leader, 
but now I have to learn how to listen to the pupils to understand what they can do and then build on it. (Cher, log) 

In the same manner as Anne and Beth, Cher has developed a greater need to focus on the pupils through 
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an improved sense of safety. She needed time to build her confidence in terms of how she should act as a 
teacher, but now Cher has improved her capacity for “recipient consciousness”. From this, we understand that 
Cher, like Anne and Beth, had a similar double perception of a need for security as a prerequisite for 
development, for both her pupils and herself. It is only when she has satisfied her personal need for safety so 
that she is able to more fully focus on her pupils’ academic development, and the quotation implies that a close 
relationship with the pupils is necessary for such an emotional state to occur, which was also described by Dave 
in his final interview:  

First of all, I believe that a good teacher must be able to create a contact with his pupils and build relationships. I have 
found that to be utterly important. I have tried to teach in classes where I do not have any relationship with the pupils in 
advance. I noticed that it is much more difficult when you do not have contact. Eventually it gets easier as you get to know 
the pupils. (Dave, final interview) 

As with Anne, Beth, and Cher, Dave was concerned with relational matters. His experience informed him 
that it is far easier to act as a teacher if he has established interpersonal relationships with his pupils. However, 
Dave is not as explicit as the rest as to whether this comes as consequence of a sense of safety as a teacher. 
Nevertheless, we can interpret from his statement that the relationships with his pupils and the knowledge leads 
to cause an emotional condition in Dave that makes it more comfortable for him to be a teacher. With this, 
Dave, as the rest of the student teachers, describes how the foundation for both the pupils’ and student teachers’ 
emotional well-being, as well as the prerequisites for development, are built through the establishment and 
maintenance of relationships with the pupils.  

To Develop Personal Prerequisites for Action in the Teacher’s Role 
The third category describes how the student teachers are motivated by a conviction that informs them that 

the establishment and maintenance of interpersonal relationships with pupils are beneficial regarding their 
abilities to act as teachers, particularly when it comes to classroom management and adaptive teaching. This 
motive seems to be catalyzed by a need for knowledge, which is clearly expressed by Anne in her final 
interview:  

If you do not understand a pupil, it is easier to yell at him instead of asking why. So if you do know him, it is easier to 
help and guide him. I believe that through my experience of interaction with the pupils, I learn how to influence how they 
think. (Anne, final interview) 

From this, we can see that Anne is convinced that the knowledge about the pupils generated through close 
relationships enables her to act according to what she perceives as being appropriate as a teacher, both in terms 
of behavior management and facilitating the pupils’ cognitive development. Anne was concerned with 
understanding the pupils so that she can influence their development in the direction they are supposed to go. 
From this, one can interpret that Anne’s goal with the interpersonal encounters is motivated by a notion that 
informs her that this is beneficial for her conditions for acting as a teacher. The same notion can be found in 
Beth’s description in her log:  

My experience from previous internships tells me that when pupils become confident about us as students teachers, it 
also becomes easier for us to teach them… Because we have this relationship with the pupils, they will automatically be 
more attentive to what we have to say. (Beth, log) 

Beth described how she believes that when the pupils’ emotional safety needs are satisfied and they have 
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gotten to know her as a person, it will be easier for her to engage in teaching since the pupils are more attentive 
towards her. This conviction was also expressed by Cher in her log:  

It is always easier to teach in a classroom one knows compared to a classroom that one does not know. On the one 
side, I think that there are fewer considerations to take in a classroom you do not know, as you still do not know what the 
considerations are that you have to make… But the moment the teacher knows each pupil’s needs and is committed to 
guiding this person and getting the pupil through school in the best possible way, there are many more factors to consider. 
It is not enough to just know something about the students’ development in mathematics or Norwegian; the teachers must 
also know how the pupil works in collaboration, what interests the pupil has, what learning strategies the pupil uses, etc.. 
All this must be learned through close contact with the pupils in conversations, cooperation and through observation. (Cher, 
log) 

Cher’s statement indicates that she is developing an extended action repertoire caused by the insights she 
acquires through her relationships with her pupils. It is also interesting to note that Cher is experiencing an 
enhanced sense of responsibility, as she acquires further insights and her prerequisites for teaching are 
expanded. This notion indicates that Cher perceives the teachers’ responsibility and work as being more and 
more complex based on her continuously increasing knowledge of each pupil’s needs and preferences. Dave’s 
expressed attitudes in his log showed some of the same notions:  

Having good relationships with the pupils is also a very important factor when it comes to classroom management. I 
believe that showing the pupils some caring, being a safe adult and seeing the pupils are all important abilities for being a 
good leader of the class. If you can make this, the relationships between the teacher and the pupils have a good starting 
point. (Dave, log) 

Like Anne, Beth, and Cher, Dave was concerned with the establishment and maintenance of interpersonal 
relationships with the pupils as a “means to an end” in order to achieve the goal of acquiring enhanced 
prerequisites for action in the role as a teacher. He connects this to his ability to exert classroom management in 
particular. Overall, we see that the student teachers in this study have a clear strategy with their relational 
concerns, as the presented motives overlap, thus leading to the establishment and maintenance of interpersonal 
relationships with the pupils as their primary goal during their internship. As the different motives are met, the 
student teachers’ receptiveness and engagement seem to expand. The next section will discuss how these 
processes are connected.  

Discussion 
In reference to Leontjev’s (1978) Activity Theory, the internship can be defined as the main activity in this 

study. The student teachers’ actions and operations during the practical training are driven by an overarching 
motive to qualify as teachers by participating in this compulsory part of teacher education. In other words, from 
an activity theoretical perspective, the student teachers’ motive of being assessed as suitable for the teaching 
profession catalyzes their reflections and subsequent behaviors at the action and operation levels of the 
internship activity. This activity consists of several actions that the student teachers conduct, but the 
establishment and maintenance of interpersonal relationships with the pupils was interpreted as the most 
prominent, which was based on Noddings’ (1984) Ethics of Care results in actions that can be described as 
“caring encounters”. This finding is similar with several other studies aimed at analyzing student teachers’ 
concerns (Fajet et al., 2005; Minor, Onwuegbuzie, Witcher, & James, 2002), which is not surprising. However, 
when investigating the substance regarding “why” the student teachers are concerned with interpersonal 
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relationships, the impression becomes more nuanced than what has been found in other studies (Goldstein & 
Lake, 2003; Weinstein, 1998). The student teachers’ statements indicate that they are utilizing caring 
encounters as a result of their beliefs that regard these as a “means to an end” to enhance both their own 
possibilities to teach and the pupils’ possibilities to learn. The prerequisites for classroom management and the 
ability to facilitate the pupils’ academic and social development are perceived to be improved by caring 
encounters. The student teachers’ caring encounters seem to be driven by their ethical sense of responsibility, in 
addition to the personal need for safety and knowledge of the pupils’ needs. Figure 2 presents a summary 
overview of the interpreted connections between the student teachers’ needs, motives, and goal of most concern 
at the action level during the internship activity. From Figure 2, we see that the motives correspond directly 
with the needs that were interpreted to initiate the caring encounters. The main goal at the action level to 
establish and maintain interpersonal relationships with the pupils is defined by three independent even 
overlapping motives that the student teachers strive to accomplish during their internship activity.  

 

 
Figure 2. The interpreted connection between the student teachers’ needs, motives, goals, and actions of most concern 
during their internship activity. 

 

The first motive is related to the student teachers’ concern with the “pupils’ emotional prerequisites” for 
learning, based on a conviction that informs them that the pupils’ feeling of safety and well-being is a necessary 
foundation for their ability to perform and develop at school. It is their sense of ethical responsibility, which 
Noddings (1984) described as an “ethical ideal”, that seems to drive this motive for the student teachers. From 
this, we can interpret that one of the sources for the student teachers’ caring encounters is based on their moral 
choice and an intellectually deliberate strategy. 

The second motive is related to the student teachers’ “personal emotional prerequisites” for a sense of 
well-being in the teacher’s role. In accordance with the pupils’ needs for safety, the student teachers 
simultaneously aim to satisfy this emotional state for themselves. The student teachers’ caring encounters with 
the pupils are based on the conviction that this is appropriate for both the pupils and themselves. As such, the 
student teachers’ concerns related to the establishment and maintenance of relationships with pupils are doubly 

Need for safety

NEEDS MOTIVES GOAL ACTION

Ethical 
responsibility

Need for 
knowledge

To ensure the 
pupil`s emotional 
prerequisites for 
development are 
addressed

Establish and 
maintain 
expedient 

interpersonal 
relations with the 

pupils 

Caring 
encounters

To develop 
emotional 
prerequisites for 
presonal well-
being in the 
teacher role

To develop 
personal 
prerequisites for 
action in the 
teacher role



NORWEGIAN STUDENT TEACHERS’ RELATIONAL CONCERNS DURING INTERNSHIPS  846 

motivated, both in their notion of the pupils and of their own needs. 
The third motive underlying the student teachers’ emphasis on the establishment and maintenance of 

interpersonal relationships with the pupils is connected to a belief that informs them that this is beneficial 
regarding their own “abilities to act as teachers” during the internship activity. This motive is driven by the 
student teachers’ needs for knowledge in order to be able to appropriately facilitate the pupils’ development. 
Other researchers have found that tensions between caring and control cause concerns for student teachers (Lee 
& Ravizza, 2008; McLaughlin, 1991), but the findings in this study indicate that these two relational aspects are 
perceived as being symbiotic. The one does not exclude the other; instead, it seems as if the student teachers’ 
sense and ability to establish and control are enhanced as a consequence of their continuously improved 
relationships with their pupils. 

Other researchers (Goldstein & Lake, 2000; Weinstein, 1998) have referred to student teachers’ concerns 
with interpersonal relationships as indications of a somewhat simplistic notion of what the teaching profession 
implies. Nonetheless, the results from this study indicate that the student teachers are grounding their notions in 
more sophisticated ways than previous research has presumed. For this reason, one may suggest that the student 
teachers have already developed the ability to realize that the teaching profession is complex and that the pupils’ 
learning and the teachers’ teaching will never imply a simple 1:1 relationship. The results of the interpretation 
of the empirical data in this study are supported by Bauml’s (2009) findings in her investigation of student 
teachers’ conception of the teacher-pupil relationship as being an indication of professional knowledge. As for 
this study, Bauml (2009) demonstrated clear links between the student teachers’ notions of how the way they 
care and control affects their abilities to form interpersonal relationships, carry out teaching instructions, and 
execute classroom management.  

Conclusions
The research question of this article has been: What motivates four NGTE Grade 3 student teachers’ 

relational concerns with pupils during internships? To answer this question, data from interviews and student 
teachers’ individual logs were presented and analyzed. The analysis was theoretically grounded in Leontjev’s 
(1978) Activity Theory and Noddings’ (1984) Ethics of Care. The results indicate that student teachers who are 
concerned with relationships with their pupils do not necessarily have an incomplete or simplified 
understanding of the reality that awaits them. 

The process of establishing and maintaining interpersonal relationships with pupils seems to be an 
important prerequisite for the student teachers’ sense of safety, knowledge, and ethical responsibility, as they 
believe that such actions are expected of them in their role as a teacher. Eventually, as they sense more feelings 
of safety and knowledge and act in accordance with their ethical ideal, they perceive an enhanced ability to 
create even deeper relationships, execute classroom management, and facilitate the pupils’ learning, with an 
increased interpersonal knowledge that enables them to concentrate on these important elements of the teaching 
profession and guide pupils in continuously more adaptive manners.  

This study is a contribution to a more nuanced discussion when it comes to student teachers’ relational 
concerns with pupils during internships. Insights into student teachers’ needs and motives may provide ideas for 
practice and the amelioration of teacher education programs. The authors do not claim to have identified “all” 
the motives and needs that catalyze the student teachers’ relational concerns; rather, they have pointed out that 
the student teachers’ relational concerns may be more complex than previously claimed by other researchers. A 
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conclusion that emerges from what turns out to be sophisticated reflections and strategic caring encounters is 
that teacher education must listen more carefully for “why” the student teachers think and act as they do in 
order to be more capable of educating the teachers they intend to educate. 
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This study builds on and contributes to research on student teachers’ reflection
during internships in teacher education. In order to gain insight into the research
question ‘What characterizes four Norwegian third-grade students’ expressed col-
lective and individual reflections during their internships’, the student teachers in
question were followed during their internships for two periods of two weeks
each. In this paper, video-observation from guidance sessions and the student
teachers’ individual logs were used to collect data. In the analyses it appeared
that that the content in the collective reflections during guiding sessions mostly
concerned the concrete ‘how’ and ‘who’ of teaching. This result corresponds to
former research on student teachers’ reflection. In the analyses of their individual
logs, however, we found that that the student teachers not only reflected at a con-
crete level, but also at a more abstract level as their reflections contained contem-
plations regarding ‘why’ they sought to teach according to the expressed
concerns in the collective reflections. The overall theoretical framework of the
study is socio-cultural theory, and in particular the notion of ‘reflective media-
tion’ was useful both in the analyses of the data and in the further interpretation
of the findings. As the findings partially contradict previous congruent research
that argues for student teachers’ tenuous reflections, the paper concludes that this
important aspect of student teachers’ development should be further scrutinized
and discussed in a more nuanced manner than it has been until now.

Keywords: student teachers; internship; socio-cultural theory; reflective
mediation

Introduction

This study investigates student teachers’ reflections during their practical training in

Norwegian General Teacher Education (NGTE) – a four-year teacher education that

qualifies a person to teach pupils in primary and secondary schools between the

ages of 6–16 years. The practical training periods for student teachers in teacher
education have been given different labels by the educational research society, e.g.

teaching practice (Marcos, Sanchez, & Tillema, 2011), practicum (Ong’ondo &

Jwan, 2009), induction (Feiman-Nemser, 2001), field experience (Zeichner & Liu,

2010), school-based teacher education (Hegender, 2009), and internship (Darling-

Hammond, 2006). In accordance with Darling-Hammond’s (2006) description, the

present study will address these periods as internships.

*Corresponding author. Email: jan.haugan@svt.ntnu.no

Reflective Practice, 2013

Vol. 14, No. 2, 226–239, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14623943.2012.749233

� 2012 Taylor & Francis



For a long time, a world-wide objective in teacher education has been to propel

student teachers’ development of reflective abilities (Zeichner & Liston, 1987;

Zeichner & Liu, 2010). The NGTE has correspondingly adopted these concerns, as

the intention behind the activities during internships is to enhance student teachers’
critical reflections both in and on their teaching practice (UFD, 2003). This empha-

sis is justified by both Schön’s (1983) theory of ‘the reflective practitioner’ and Van

Manen’s (1995) description of different reflective levels, in addition to research

which claims that the development of abilities to monitor and evaluate personal

thoughts, feelings and actions is a prerequisite for the prospective teachers’ lifelong

learning (Jindal-Snape & Holmes, 2009; Ramsey, 2010)

There is, however, a lack of consensus among both teacher educators and

researchers concerning definitions of reflection, reflective practitioners and reflective
teacher education (Maaranen, 2009; Orland-Barak & Yinon, 2007). This leads to

unclear notions of what the student teachers are actually supposed to be reflecting

on (Korthagen, 2004; Marcos et al., 2011), and may partially explain the somewhat

congruent findings in research.

A review of international research on student teachers’ reflections during intern-

ships found that most student teachers initially reflect more on their own survival in

the classrooms and on how to control the pupils, rather than on how to facilitate

both their own and their pupils’ learning (Ong’ondo & Jwan, 2009). These charac-
teristics are also found in the Nordic context in Sweden (Hegender, 2007; 2009),

and Finland (Lipponen & Kumpalainen, 2011; Westbury, Hansén, Kansanen, &

Björkvist, 2005). In addition, both international and Norwegian research implies

that student teachers are guided by the existing ideals and traditions of both the

mentor and internship school (Edwards & Protheroe, 2003; Ottesen, 2007a), and

efforts are concentrated on the mastery related to these through the acquisition of

instrumental tools (Grossman, Hammerness, & McDonald, 2009; Ottesen, 2007b).

Other studies from the Norwegian context have found that critical considerations of
pre-conceptions and reflections on why values and actions are appropriate for the

teaching practice are seemingly absent (Sundli, 2001; Søndenå, 2004).

These findings all indicate that the student teachers seem to place greater

emphasis on self-conceptions and context-specific aspects, rather than overarching

epistemic reflections (Nerland, 2006; Ohnstad & Munthe, 2010). Theoretically

(Schön, 1983; Van Manen, 1995), such tenuous reflections will limit a student tea-

cher’s learning to merely a reproduction of the existing notions of expedient prac-

tice at the internship school and be at the expense of the student teacher’s critical
reflection, and thus professional development (Ball & Cohen, 1999; Feiman-

Nemser, 2001).

A systematic review of research on NGTE states that there has been very little

research examining student teachers’ reflections in the Norwegian context, and that

the need for further explorations of student teachers’ reflections during internships

seems still intrusive (Haugan, 2011). Based on this, this study aims to make a con-

tribution to the research on student teachers’ reflections during internships through

the illumination of the following research question: what characterizes four
Norwegian third-grade student teachers’ expressed collective and individual

reflections during their internships?

The relationship between student teachers’ reflections in the collective discus-

sions with the mentor during guidance sessions and in the individual written logs is

explored through a qualitative methodology. After a description of the method and
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theoretical framework with its analytical concepts, the results are presented and dis-

cussed in light of theory and previous research.

Method

Contextual description and sample

Internships are integrated into the NGTE for several periods, with a minimum of

100 days over a total of four years. Four student teachers in their third year of

NGTE, Anne, Beth, Cher and Dave (aged 23–31 years old), were followed during

their internships for two periods of two weeks each, in the spring and autumn term

of 2010–2011, respectively.

Data collection

This study is a part of a larger one, in which four student teachers were investigated

by the use of various methods: (a) Semi-structured interviews (one prior to and one

after the internships with each student teacher), which resulted in 20 hours of audio

recording, and approx. 300 pages of transcriptions; (b) Logs (collected daily from

each student teacher), which resulted in approx. 80 pages of text; (c) Video-observa-
tions (approx. 11.5 hours of dialogues between the student teachers and their men-

tor during guidance sessions both prior to and after teaching); (d) Field

observations (daily field observations of the (inter) actions that took place during

the student teachers’ teaching), which resulted in massive memos that were used as

background information to situate the actions and sharpen the focus for further ana-

lytical collections of the data. In this study the video-observations and statements in

the logs will be used to illustrate the characteristics of the student teachers’

reflections.

Data analysis

The constant comparative method, originally developed by Glaser and Strauss

(1967) to be used in Grounded Theory (GT), was the structuring frame of reference

in the analysis. Grounded Theory has received massive criticism, particularly for

being too subjective and for not including theoretical interpretations to lift the anal-
ysis to a higher level of abstraction (Richardson & Kramer, 2006). This criticism

has led to an exposure of the theoretical foundations on which GT rests (Strübing,

2007), and, in continuation of this, to a development of a number of versions that

match scientists’ different ontological and epistemological positions (Bryant &

Charmaz, 2007).

An important consideration in the study was the question of which theoretical

framework we should use as an analytical tool in the interpretation, description and

explanation of the empirical world under study. We found the socio-cultural theoret-

ical framework appropriate as it is a perspective that underlines that reality is situ-

ated in contextual aspects and is constructed by actions conducted in response to

these (Vygotsky, 1978). As such, this study resembles a constructivist version of

GT (Charmaz, 2006). Our pre-conceptions as researchers rested less on Glaser’s

(1978) understanding of GT as a methodology to detect the ‘real’ truth as it

emerges from the empirical data, and more on Strauss and Corbin’s (1994) stated

notions that they did not believe in the existence of a ‘pre-existing reality out there.
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To think otherwise is to take a positivistic position that … we reject … Our posi-

tion is that truth is enacted’ (p. 279).

Although the study made use of theory when making inferences, the main aim

was to allow the empirical data guide the analytical process. By way of constant

comparison, coding and analysis of the data material, this methodological approach

generated empirically based assertions that were later interpreted by the use of theo-

retical concepts under socio-cultural theory. As the discussion evolved in a tension

between empirically and theoretically generated constructions of knowledge, the

analysis first sought to conceptualize collective patterns in the videos of the guiding

sessions, and later individual patterns in the logs, by identifying empirical expres-

sions of the student teachers’ reflections. This method offered flexible analytical

guidelines that allowed a focus on data collection and the construction of theories

by way of successive data analyses and an ever-tightening conceptualization.

The first analytical stage was an open coding of the videos from the guiding

sessions and the comments from the reflection logs. In this phase, all data were of

interest. Throughout the analytical process the emerging codes were continually

redefined, and more concentrated towards what was interpreted as central topics. In

the axial coding during the second analytical stage, the data were compared and

sorted into categories of interconnected codes from the open coding. A central cate-

gory that emerged from this constant comparison was a preliminary understanding

of the characteristics of the student teachers’ reflections, and one of the most strik-

ing findings was the difference between the reflections in the discussions during the

guidance sessions and the individual reflections in the logs. In a continuation of

this, we made intensive searches for analytical concepts that could help in making

sense of what was going on. This conceptualization process generated interpreta-

tions that were grounded both in the empirical data and in socio-cultural theoretical

concepts. These assertions formed the basis for the final analytical stage presented

in the final sections of this paper.

A coding software program, QSR NVivoTM Version 9.2, was used in the record-

ing, storing, indexing, sorting and coding of the data. The program supported rather

than performed any automated analysis by itself, although the use of QSR NVivo

made it easier to follow the analysis and assess whether the interpretations appeared

logical and trustworthy. In addition, two other strategies were used to ensure the

trustworthiness of the study: (1) the data were solely analyzed by the first author,

while the interpretations were continuously reviewed by two other qualitative

researchers; (2) member checking was used to ensure that the student teachers rec-

ognized the content in the transcriptions, and that the interpretations expressed their

reflections.

A socio-cultural perspective on reflection

Vygotsky (1978) stated that learning and cognition are mediated by social and cul-

tural activities that cannot be separated from the artifacts in use. Artifacts mediate

actions, and collectively this creates meaning in concrete situations. Thus, the

capacity for human reflection, learning and action depends on the knowledge and

mastery of mediating artifacts. Leontjev (1978) elaborated Vygotsky’s (1978)

thoughts in his activity theory, with descriptions of the relationships at different lev-

els both within and between objects and activities. From this perspective, human

activity is aimed towards a motive, actions towards a goal and operations towards
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conditions in the physical world. The overarching motive is the main object and the

catalyst for the activity, and goals and conditions are created to achieve a satisfac-

tory outcome based on the overarching motive.

Analogous with Leontjev’s (1978) activity theory, Wartofsky (1979) divided arti-

facts into primary, secondary and tertiary. Primary artifacts correspond with the

operation level, and are artifacts that simplify and streamline the ways of working,

both technically and psychologically, e.g. such as chalk and blackboards. Secondary

artifacts correspond with the action level, and are artifacts that pass on the knowl-

edge of how primary artifacts are used and created, e.g. teaching methods and rules.

The secondary artifacts are connected to the primary artifacts as they provide guid-

ance on how the latter should be used. Tertiary artifacts correspond with the activity

level, and are artifacts that provide overarching perspectives and identities to collec-

tive activities, in addition to being of great importance to human subjective experi-

ences of the world, e.g. learning theories and scientific research paradigms.

Figure 1 merges the theories of Vygotsky (1978), Leontjev (1978) and

Wartofsky’s (1979), and illustrates how the different levels of objects, mediating

artifacts and activities relate, both vertically and horizontally.

Figure 1 implies that a tertiary artifact is an abstraction of the secondary

artifacts, as well as being the actions that serve the activity. Similarly, a secondary

artifact is defined as an abstraction of all the primary artifacts and the operations

used to perform the action. Reflection can be defined as an assessment of the activ-

ity’s impact in relation to an object or an artifact at a higher level of abstraction

(Wartofsky, 1979), but cannot take place without mediation as it necessitates an

experience of the consequence of the mediation. During reflection, the individual

takes a step back from the activity and moves the awareness from the immediate

object towards an object at a higher level. Through such reflection, it is possible to

achieve an understanding of given artifacts and activities in relation to other levels.

As a result, the process moves beyond the limitations of mediation as the artifacts

are understood in relation to other levels of the activity.

Reflective mediation

Dalsgaard (2007) developed the concept of reflective mediation to describe and

understand reflection based on the theories presented above. Reflective mediation is

the mediation of conditions with primary artifacts (in operations), goals with sec-

ondary artifacts (in actions) and motives with tertiary artifacts (in an activity), with

Activity

Action

Operation

ACTIVITIESARTIFACTSOBJECTS

Motive

Goal

Condition

Tertiary

Secondary

Primary

Figure 1. A merging of the hierarchical relationship between objects, artifacts and activities
(after Vygotsky (1978), Leontjev (1978) and Wartofsky (1979).
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a simultaneous reflection on the operation’s consequences in relation to goals or a

secondary artifact, or the action’s consequence in relation to a motive or tertiary

artifact. The concept of reflective mediation creates such a link between learning at

different levels, and is further developed in empirical and theoretical reflective

mediation (see Figure 2).

Figure 2 illustrates how empirical reflective mediation is a reflection concerning

the activity’s impact in relation to an object at a higher level of abstraction. The

activities in empirical reflective mediation take place as ‘trial and error’, because

the individual is solely aware of the object and does not know how, for example,

the goal is to be mediated. The individual is ‘empirically bounded’, and not able to

see beyond the immediate physical environment, thereby meaning that empirical

reflective mediation implies that the individual seeks his/her way through empirical

efforts until the object is reached (Dalsgaard 2007).

Theoretical reflective mediation is a reflection concerning the activity’s conse-

quences in relation to an artifact, in addition to the object being on a higher level

of abstraction. Conversely with empirical reflective mediation, theoretical reflective

mediation is not ‘trial and error’, as the individual is not solely aimed at the object.

The individual can see beyond the immediate relation to the physical environment,

while the reflection is concerned with to what extent the artifacts are capable of

developing mediating strategies that serve the motive for the activity (Dalsgaard

2007).

Results

Reflections in the guidance sessions

A content analysis of the video-recordings of eight guidance sessions with the stu-

dent teachers and their mentor gave an impression of the concerns in the collective

reflections. The themes were timed and placed in six (+1) categories (Method,

Learning prerequisites, Frame-factors, Content, Goals, Assessment), as shown in

Table 1.

Table 1 shows that the mentor and the student teachers first and foremost

reflected on methodological matters (approx. 38.4%) in their guidance sessions,

Motive

Goal Secondary artifact Action

(Consequence)

Goal

Condition Primary artifact Operation

(Consequence)

Tertiary artifact

Goal Action

(Consequence)

Condition Operation

(Consequence)

Empirical reflexive mediation Theoretical reflexive mediation

Secondary artifact

Primary artifact

Secondary artifact

Figure 2. Empirical and theoretical reflective mediation (modified after Dalsgaard, 2007:
56–57)
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especially in terms of the organization and implementation of teaching. This was

the case for both the student teachers (approx. 40.1%) and their mentor (approx.

35.8%). Hence, the main concern was how they carried out their teaching.

The pupils’ learning prerequisites were the second greatest concern (approx.

20.7%, student teachers 19.9% and mentor 21.9%). A typical conversation in this

category started with the student teacher’s considerations of the necessary adjust-

ments for their teaching instructions, based on the pupils’ learning prerequisites

(e.g. motivations, skills, home background), followed by the mentor’s reflections of

the aforementioned considerations and a detailed description of how she used to

organize and carry out her teaching as a consequence of the pupils’ learning prereq-

uisites (cf. the first category). In other words, their second greatest concern was

who they taught.

Reflections regarding the frame factors were the third greatest concern (approx.

16.4%, student teachers 13.5% and mentor 20.8%). This category involved the

teaching environment, and considerations regarding conditions that in various ways

limited or enabled teaching. The content in this category was discussions regarding

practical frameworks, e.g. curriculum, teaching materials and room conditions, in

addition to social frameworks such as the school culture, teamwork and the student

teachers’ personal resources, knowledge and values. A majority of the reflections

that were placed in this category were discussions of the norms and rules at the

school in general, and in the class in particular. In other words, this category is clo-

sely connected to the first two. A typical conversation began with the student tea-

cher’s description of an observation they had made of their pupils (learning

prerequisites), followed by a description of how they had taken this into account

(method), before the mentor finally commented on this based on how she and the

other teachers were used to doing it (method) with respect to norms and rules

(frame factors) that were already established.

The content of the teaching was the fourth greatest concern (approx. 11.3%, stu-

dent teacher 12.9% and mentor 9.0%). This category included the subject matter

content, the what of teaching. The subject matter was discussed to a low degree in

the guidance sessions, and in fact, it is interesting to note that reflections in the first

three categories were of concern approx. 74% of the time. In addition, discussions

regarding the aims of the teaching in the goal category were of even less concern

(approx. 7.0%, student teachers 6.7% and mentor 7.5%). The general aim for the

teaching lessons (the pupil’s development of knowledge, skills and attitudes) was

hardly reflected upon, which is also closely related to the low focus on how the

teaching and pupils’ learning should be assessed in the last category (approx. 1.0%,

Table 1. Video analysis; themes discussed by student teachers and their mentors during
guidance sessions given in minutes (rounded to nearest half-minute) and percentage

Actor Method
Learning

prerequisites
Frame
factors Content Goals Assessment Other

Talk
time

Students (min) 143 71 48 46 24 3 22 357
(%) 40.1 19.9 13.5 12.9 6.7 0.8 6.1

Mentor (min) 86 52.5 50 21.5 18 3 9 240
(%) 35.8 21.9 20.8 9.0 7.5 1.3 3.8

SUM (min) 229 123.5 98 67.5 42 6 31 597
(%) 38.4 20.7 16.4 11.3 7.0 1.0 5.2
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student teachers 0.8% and mentor 1.3%). Hence, discussions regarding why the

teaching had been carried out in the observed manner were almost absent. The

‘Other’ category involved conversations with no significance for the teaching of

pupils or for the student teachers’ training.

Student teachers’ reflections in logs

The analysis of the student teachers’ logs indicated that their reflective concerns

were more critical and on a higher level of abstraction than was implied during the

discussions in the guidance sessions. This is illustrated by the following quotations

from Anne, Beth, Cher and Dave:

I also choose to let students work together and discuss during their IT education, even
if the results are more noise than I actually prefer, because in the back of my head, I
have the theories of Olga Dysthe [a Norwegian researcher who has authored books on
socio-cultural learning theories], which state that collaboration strengthens the pupils’
faith in each other's academic abilities, not to mention the socio-cultural learning the-
ory which says that language is a tool for thought, and collaboration and mediating
tools help you through your zone of proximal development, thus promoting learning.
(Anne)

Good relationships form the basis for a good learning environment. Pupils who do not
have good relationships, whether with friends or teachers, have in my opinion a poor
basis for doing well in school compared with those who have good relationships with
the surrounding people. Good relationships with teachers make pupils tell if there is
something/someone who is bothering them, and good relationships with fellow pupils
make you want to go to school, because one thrives. (Beth)

I need to know the pupils prerequisites so that I can build my teaching on what the
pupils already know. The knowledge of where the pupils are mentally at different
stages and what they can understand is the knowledge that essentially comes with
experience. Of course, you can read about Piaget’s stages and look in the curriculum
for what the pupils should learn and when, but experience with real pupils brings a
whole different understanding of what, e.g. a third grader needs in terms of support
and facilitation compared to a seventh grader. … It is of course important to be con-
cerned about oneself and always reflect on what one can do to improve and become a
better teacher, but the key to how you can become a better teacher is always grounded
in the knowledge of the pupils you are teaching. (Cher).

I sense with myself that it’s easy to make use of behavioristic methods in an attempt
to create a quiet learning environment. I’m constantly trying to reinforce the positive
elements in the classroom presumably based on a hope that the positive behavior will
increase. Several times I have felt that the classroom environment has become too
noisy, and I have, in spite of my negative attitude towards disciplinary actions, reacted
with “anger”. When I think about it in retrospect, I’m not sure what I am trying to
accomplish with these reactions. Is it an attempt to practice some kind of negative
reinforcement, even though I really do not believe in this? I often experience these
reactions as somewhat desperate actions applied based on the fear of losing control.
(Dave)

From the presented theoretical perspective, all the comments can be regarded as

contemplations related to why (or why not) planned or conducted actions mediate

purposeful conditions for the pupils’ development at the operation level (Leontjev,
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1978). These reflections seem to be guided by the student teachers’ knowledge of

objects and artifacts at a higher level of abstraction (Dalsgaard, 2007).

Anne’s reflection is grounded in her knowledge of mediating artifacts on both

the action (c.f. collaborative teaching method) and activity (c.f. socio-cultural learn-

ing theory) level. Anne describes how she reflects on these conditions and accepts

the noise from the pupils’ collaboration, based on a theoretical knowledge which

informs her that this is appropriate and serves as a means to an end to achieve the

objects at higher levels (in this example the pupils’ learning). In comparison, Dave

refers to his methods (secondary artifacts) founded on behavioristic theory (tertiary

artifact) related to his classroom-management actions. In Dave’s reflection, we can

see how his knowledge of artifacts at a higher level of abstraction enables an ability

to assess his teaching practice. Differing from Anne, his reflection process ends

with a critical conclusion regarding his actions. According to Dalsgaard (2007), it

could be argued that Anne’s and Dave’s notions of appropriate teaching practice are

mediated through their theoretical reflective mediation as they anchor the reflections

in knowledge of mediating artifacts at a higher level (socio-cultural learning and

behavioristic theory at the tertiary). This reflection enables a critical evaluation of

actions (positive vs. negative), and as such has consequences for their future consid-

erations of teacher actions.

Similar to Anne’s and Dave’s, Cher’s comment expresses theoretical knowledge

by referring to Piaget (tertiary artifacts), but her critical assessment of the theory

informs her that this is not adequate in order to achieve an understanding of the

pupils’ capacity and developmental potential (goals at the action level). Based on

this, we can interpret that Cher’s reflections in the guidance session are rooted in a

clear attitude towards another object at a higher abstraction level and that insight

into the pupils’ prerequisites is a means to an end to help facilitate learning on the

action level.

Beth’s reflective mediation is somewhat different from the other three. Her logs

show no explicit traces of tertiary artifacts (e.g. learning theories) and the statement

illustrates that the sense-making reflections are grounded more in empirical experi-

ences. However, her reflection provides an indication of how she bases her notion

related to why she is concerned with the establishment and maintenance of relation-

ships with the pupils on personal opinions. She explains how she wants to get to

know the pupils, not by accident, but based on a conviction of this as being appro-

priate for the pupils’ well-being (a condition at the operation level), which is under-

stood as a prerequisite for obtaining the goal of pupils learning (at the action level).

As Beth is anchoring her reflections in the object on a higher level of abstraction

and the sense-making are based on personal experiences rather than on knowledge

of mediating artifacts at higher levels, one can interpret Beth’s reflection to be an

empirical reflective mediation (Dalsgaard, 2007).

Discussion

The findings from the analysis of the guiding sessions indicate that both the student

teachers and their mentor’s collective reflections first and foremost concerns meth-

odology, learning prerequisites and frame factors (the how, who and contextual

aspects of teaching). They appear to be less concerned with the subject matter and

questions related to why they act as they do during teaching. From the theoretical

perspective of this study, reflection is dependent on the use of mediating artifacts in
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object-oriented activities, and can be defined as the mediation and reflective media-

tion of artifacts within a given practice activity (Dalsgaard, 2007). In the guiding

sessions, the student teachers are reflecting on the operation level (Leontjev, 1978),

and are searching for primary artifacts (Wartofsky, 1979) that can mediate

(Vygotsky, 1978) conditions that are perceived as purposeful, rather than to reflect

on why these mediate pupils’ learning by abstract references to objects and artifacts

at higher levels according to activity theory (Dalsgaard. 2007).

A premise for student teachers’ thinking and knowledge development is that the

supervision and related reflection are not only focused on what the student teachers

have done (Sundli, 2001; Søndenå, 2004), but also on what lies behind their think-

ing and choice of actions, i.e. the ‘why’ of teaching. Thus, even though the focus

on the ‘who’ and ‘how’ of teaching in the guidance sessions enhances the student
teachers’ situated action competence by continuously learning how to use the cultur-

ally known mediating artifacts, they may not develop conceptual insights at the

action and activity levels (Leontjev, 1978). Based on the presented theoretical

framework, knowledge of secondary and tertiary artifacts is necessary to view

beyond the operation- and action-level of the activity (Dalsgaard, 2007). A lack of

critical reflections concerning ‘why’ limits the possibility for developing an under-

standing that exceeds the current context. Hence, the situated nature of learning

may be amplified by a somewhat absent focus on ‘why’ the objects, artifacts and
activities are purposeful.

The findings from the analysis of the collective discussions in the guiding ses-

sions correspond with research on student teachers’ reflections presented in the

introduction (Ong’ondo & Jwan, 2009; Ottesen, 2007b). As the discussions were

not drawn into more general and abstract levels in the guidance sessions, this may

be interpreted as a rather one-dimensional objective to learn tools and skills that

can mediate learning conditions that is perceived as appropriate at the operation-

level (Leontjev, 1978, Dalsgaard, 2007). These concerns may limit the reflections to
self-conceptions and concern with context-specific aspects (Nerland, 2006; Ohnstad

& Munthe, 2010), and thus be at the expense of the student teachers’ professional

development (Ball & Cohen, 1999; Feiman-Nemser, 2001). However, the inferences

based on the interpretations of comments from the student teachers’ individual logs

suggest, in light of the theory of reflective mediation, that their reflections are

grounded in more abstract levels than indicated by the discussions in the guiding

sessions.

The presented comments from the individual logs illustrate how the student
teachers reflect on why their activities can mediate wanted outcomes based on

objectives or artifacts at a higher level abstraction. This implies a critical appraisal

of both conducted and planned actions. The findings suggest that the student teach-

ers base their reflections on an emerging understanding of the interconnectedness

between their activities, objects and knowledge of mediating artifacts during intern-

ships. This subsequently enables them to self-mediate and reflect. In other words,

through their evolving practice and abstract considerations of experiences, the stu-

dent teachers’ reflection process proceeds as a self-governed activity.
A sign that indicates student teachers’ development is their recognition of the

complexity in the various aspects of the teaching profession, and that they are

increasingly able to utilize the available mediating artifacts to help pupils learn and

develop (Edwards, 2010). Learning to become a teacher involves the development

of an enhanced capacity to ‘interpret and act on the workplace and to question
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meanings and the social practices that sustain them’ (p. 67). In light of this, a prag-

matic interpretation of the student teachers’ reflections is that they are gaining sev-

eral action oriented strategies in their guiding sessions, in addition to the ability to

acquire culturally grounded artifacts they can assess and use as a foundation for
their reflective mediation in the future.

From a socio-cultural perspective, reflection cannot take place without media-

tion, as reflection necessitates an experience for the consequence of the mediation

(Dalsgaard, 2007). The practical orientation of the reflections during the guidance

sessions can mediate and ‘approximate’ the practice of experts (Grossman et al.,

1999). Without the empirically based concrete knowledge of experienced teachers,

novices may find that their discussions never get off the ground. This knowledge,

as well as the opportunity to try it out in a structured assignment with a relatively
controlled setting, enables the student teachers to experience more initial success

and mastery experiences, thus leading them to be more inclined to try again and to

have further opportunities to develop their effectiveness over time. In addition to

the practical benefits of simplifying a complex task when coupled with reflection

and discussion, the context-specific knowledge expands the opportunities to make

more overarching and abstract connections to comparable settings.

Conclusion

The research question of this paper was as follows: what characterizes four

Norwegian third grade student teachers’ expressed collective and individual reflec-

tions during internships? To answer these questions, data from guidance sessions

and student teachers’ individual logs were presented, analyzed and discussed. The

study was theoretically grounded in the work of Vygotsky, Leontjev, and Wartofsky

(1979), and the concept of reflective mediation, developed by Dalsgaard (2007),

enabled us to interpret how the student teachers mediated their activities through
reflections on artifacts and objects at different levels of abstraction. Considering

only four informants’ reflections were explored, the results from this study cannot

be generalized to the whole population of student teachers. Instead, the study’s con-

tribution to the research field is twofold.

First, the findings related to the collective reflections in this study are consistent

with other studies on the topic, which indicates that the student teachers are first

and foremost searching for a practical and concrete introduction to the applied prac-

tices and contextual aspects at the internship school (Hegender, 2009; Lipponen &
Kumpalainen, 2011). Other studies have assessed this phenomena as being an

expression of limited reflective abilities (Sundli, 2001; Søndenå, 2004). However,

from the presented theoretical framework, it is possible to view this pragmatic

approach as an important prerequisite to be able to facilitate the situated objectives

and conditions purposefully. The concrete knowledge of the appropriate ‘how’ of

teaching based on notions of ‘who’ they teach expands the student teachers’

insights of both situated objects and relevant mediating cultural artifacts as they

gain insight from each other’s experiences and their mentor’s expertise during col-
lective reflections. This theoretical assertion is supported when compared to the data

from the individual logs that indicate more abstract and critical considerations of

‘why’ the expressed concerns in the collective reflections are perceived as

appropriate or not.
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Second, the concept of reflective mediation in general, and the notions of

empirical and theoretical reflective mediation in particular, are analytical mediat-

ing artifacts in themselves that enable studies on reflection in educational

research. In sum, the findings in this study partly contradict the mentioned con-
gruent research regarding student teachers’ tenuous reflections in the introduc-

tion. Based on this, the study calls for further scrutiny and more nuanced and

pragmatic discussions with regard to student teachers’ reflections during

internships.
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