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Global blueprints, national problem constructions
and local contradictions in Norwegian teacher
training

Eli Smeplass®*, Johannes Karl Schmees® and Hakon Leiulfsrud?

Abstract: This article presents an in-depth case analysis of Norwegian teacher
training, exploring the intricate dynamics between global blueprints, national pro-
blem constructions and local realities. As Norwegian educational policy has aligned
itself with the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s recom-
mendations, the study uncovers a loose coupling between educational policy, uni-
versity and university college teacher training and school teaching practices.
Starting from a neo-institutional perspective, our research utilised white papers and
qualitative interviews with 65 stakeholders involved in teacher training. The findings
reveal a complex relationship between policy and practice, with a tendency to
overemphasise problems and understate the strengths of Norwegian teacher
training. A document analysis and three empirical examples illustrate how this
misalignment has contributed to misunderstandings regarding teachers’ compe-
tences and challenges in the field. The study also reflects on the global influences
that shape domestic policy and the implications of focusing on international edu-
cational rankings. By shedding light on these nuanced connections, the article offers
critical insights that recognises both the global trends and local specificities of the
Norwegian educational system.

Subjects: Education Policy; Initial Teacher Training; Teacher Training; Teachers & Teacher
Education; Educational Research; Education Studies; Higher Education; Government;
Education - Social Sciences; Sociology & Social Policy

Keywords: education policy; international trends in education; neo-institutionalism;
teacher training policy; teacher training

1. Introduction

The landscape of educational policymaking in Norway was once dominated by the voices of
teacher associations, school principals and people associated with educational research (Helsvig,
2005). However, this power dynamic has shifted over time, as a diverse array of stakeholders with
vested interests in the educational sector now influence policy decisions (Government, 2016c).
Even in small nations like Norway, policy ideas are being imported from international organisations
like the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, short OECD (Smeplass &
Leiulfsrud, 2022).
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The Norwegian landscape of teacher training has undergone a series of rapid and profound
reforms, reflecting the nation’s proactive response to the evolving currents of society (Cochran-
Smith et al,, 2020). These reforms have been set against the backdrop of globalisation and the
adoption of New Public Management (NPM) during the 1990s. This transition propelled teacher
training into an era of heightened expectations for productivity and quality, overseen by the
Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in Education (NOKUT). As a result, the educational land-
scape experienced shifts from the overarching teacher reform in 1999 to the specific elementary
school teacher reform in 2010, culminating in the comprehensive master’s reform in 2017
(Advisory Panel for Teacher Education, 2020). The pivotal transformation in teacher training policy
that occurred in 2017 extended the training period from a four-year programme to a five-year
master’s education, exemplifying a strategic initiative to align initial teacher training with inter-
national benchmarks and emphasise the significance of research and specialisation within educa-
tion (Smeplass & Leiulfsrud, 2022). This transformational step was part of a broader pattern of
structural changes within higher education and financing approaches based on measurable
achievements.

However, when policymakers reform teacher training using universal solutions, new tensions in
the education system are created as recommendations are driven by an intensified foci on results,
effective teaching and learning output. In several OECD countries, these shifts in foci have been
introduced through the “backdoor” following delegitimising international comparative assess-
ments of school performance. In Norway, the country’s scores in the Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA) were consistently below the OECD average from the
initial assessment in 2000 through the period under discussion, a trend that began to challenge
the prevailing idea of an educational system of exceptional quality and consequently led to major
public debate at the beginning of the 2000s (Bergem, 2018; Helsvig, 2022; Meyer & Benavot, 2013;
Pereyra et al., 2011). Soon after came the rise of a new policy regime and in consequence the
replacement of an educational system informed by the expertise of the teaching profession
through an increasingly bureaucratic and technocratic system.

Teacher training research has been a contested area since it was introduced in the middle of the
19'™" century (Mazandarani, 2022). The assumption that teacher quality is crucial to a nation’s
educational excellence and that the preparation of teachers plays a pivotal role in ensuring quality
(Cochran-Smith et al., 2020), underpins the ongoing debates in Norway. Numerous policy reforms
and discourses indirectly revisit and revise the formal qualification competences of teachers
(Smith, 2021). Still there are different understandings of how research should be utilised to
improve the quality of Norwegian teacher training (Caspersen & Smeby, 2023). Many participants
in the public debate hold the view that Norwegian teacher training is inadequate as teacher
training programmes have always struggled to be acknowledged (Skagen & Elstad, 2023). This
paper aims to illuminate the consequences of what is commonly perceived as problems in the
structure of teacher training in Norway. By exploring the arguments used to critique teacher
training and validate recent reforms against the backdrop of evolving policy changes, we seek to
provide insights into the complexities of this educational landscape.

2. Theoretical approach

The study is informed by a neo-institutional approach. Therefore, all organisations involved in
teacher training are believed to be subject to processes of adaption to their institutional surround-
ings, leading to the following consequences:

(a) they incorporate elements which are legitimated externally, rather than in terms of
efficiency; (b) they employ external ceremonial assessment criteria to define the value of
structural elements; and (c) dependence on externally fixed institutions reduces turbulence
and maintains stability. As a result, it is argued here, institutional isomorphism promotes the
success and survival of organizations. (Meyer & Rowan, 1977: 348-349)
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In education policy, assessments, in particular, have the power of (de-)legitimising organisations
because within the education system there is no natural “currency” (e.g., money) that could be
used. Delegitimisation through assessments occurs, in particular, when the educational organisa-
tion’s formal structures do not align with the current state of the art. Then, “problems” are created
and orchestrated (Eagleton, 1991; Foucault, 1995; Lukes, 2006; Therborn, 1999) and can be used to
enforce new policy agendas. To maintain conformity, organisations may be tempted to incorporate
these agendas but at the same time buffer their everyday activities by implementing formal
structures and becoming a loosely coupled organisation (Meyer & Rowan, 1977: 341).

To address the social construction of problems, we use the concept of “problematisations” of
Carol Bacchi (2012a; 2016) translated into an analytic strategy and approach: “What is the
problem represented to be?” (Bacchi, 2012a, 2012b; 2016). In line with Bacchi’s (2012a) notion
of “problematisation”, it is of interest to reveal what constitutes a “problem”, including presuppo-
sitions and assumptions that underlie the idea of that specific problem. Is the “problem”
a structural matter or the result of unwillingness to comply with new legislation? In contrast to
a more conventional approach on discourses or agenda setting, Bacchi (2016) insists that we must
bring in items that are “successful” and what is referred to as “possible or desirable or impossible
and undesirable” (Bacchi, 2016: 1). In line with Richard Svedberg’s approach of theorising, our
theoretical strategy is to turn to the “context of discovery” (Swedberg, 2012, 2014, 2020; Swedberg
& Swedberg, 2014). By focusing on the criticism raised in policy documents, we used Bacchi and
Eveline’s (2010) six questions: (1) What is the “problem”?; (2) What presuppositions and assump-
tions underlie the idea of a problem?; (3) How has this representation come about?; (4) What
remains unproblematic?; (5) What are the effects produced?; (6) How can the representation of the
problem be questioned?

The neo-institutional approach, used in this study, offers a valuable lens through which to
understand the intricate interactions between formal structures, everyday practices and external
influences within educational organisations. By combining it with Bacchi’s approach, we delve
deeper into the underlying presuppositions of identified problems, revealing a layered understand-
ing of the challenges that go beyond obvious descriptions.

3. Data and methods

The study of Norwegian teacher training is founded on an extended case study approach
(Burawoy, 2009), employing a combination of document analysis, focus groups, interviews and
questionnaires within a larger investigation of educational policy and teacher training organisa-
tions (for details see Smeplass, 2018). The qualitative study was conducted during 2015 and 2016,
aligning with the period leading up to the substantial teacher training reform implemented in
2017. The chosen documents for the document analysis were not only politically significant during
this period but were also the most frequently cited documents within the contemporary public
discourse. This approach allows us to capture the political and bureaucratic arguments used to
enhance the quality of education through teacher training—a tool at the intersection of policy and
practice.

Sixty-five interviews conducted over the two-year span represented a diverse range of stake-
holders in teacher training, including students, novice teachers, supervisors, counsellors, govern-
ment officials and teachers from other sectors (see Table 1). This varied group allowed us to
explore different perspectives and understandings surrounding teacher training, offering insights
not apparent in the public debate. For each group, we used a distinct interview guide with
questions adapted to the specific situation and with different foci (for details see Smeplass, 2018).

The selection of documents was strategically chosen to span 12 years from 2002 to 2014,
culminating in the teacher training reform of 2017. This timeframe aligned with the crucial period
of policy development leading up to the transformative reform. Our analysis aimed to uncover how
these policy documents addressed and targeted issues related to teachers and their training. The
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Table 1. Types of data analysed

Data sources Types of data N
Teacher students/novice teachers | Focus groups, written narratives 32
and questionnaires
Supervisors Individual interviews 6
Counsellors Individual interviews 5
Government officials Group interview 3
Teachers in other jobs Individual interviews and written 19

accounts
Policy documents Three white papers, two official 8

reports, one political agenda and
two national core curriculums
documents

combination of qualitative methods—interviews and document analysis—allowed us to gain
a comprehensive understanding of the various dimensions and discourses surrounding teacher
training policy in Norway. By examining both the voices of key stakeholders and the official policy
documents, we aimed to provide an insightful exploration of the evolving landscape of teacher
training and its policy implications. In the thematic document analysis, we consider how policy
measures were set to target “problems” and we investigate how “problems” related to teachers
and their training were defined.

Our interviewees were recruited from three different public teacher training organisations in
Norway, universities or university colleges and represent different study programmes (teacher
training for primary and upper-secondary schools with different subject specialisations). Students
were at the end of their studies and were asked in focus groups to discuss the social responsibility
for teachers in schools and how prepared they felt for a future career in teaching. Teacher trainers
and counsellors in the study had many years of experience and were confronted with some of the
students’ perspectives. The other groups of interviewees were recruited based on strategic sam-
ples of central actors with other relationships to teacher training. Every group mentioned in Table 1
was asked to reflect upon their own challenges related to their work and situation and upon
definitions of what constitutes a “good teacher” and “good teacher training”. Their connection to
teacher training was important to investigate alternative and contradicting views on teacher
training and educational policy.

The final cases presented in the analysis are the result of several rounds of “casing” where we
discovered alternative ways of understanding phenomena that are represented in the data mate-
rial (Burawoy, 2009; Ragin, 1989; Ragin & Becker, 1992). This approach provides us with an
interesting departure for discovering new perspectives and understandings. Combined with
a theoretical notion of problematisations (see Bacchi 2012a, 2012b), this methodology has pro-
vided access to the narratives of actors who are not represented in the public debate on teacher
training.

4. Changing institutional landscape for teacher training

Several scholars describe a new global system of educational governance (Lawn & Lingard, 2002;
Lindblad & Popkewitz, 2006; Mundy, 2007; Parreira Do Amaral, 2011; Parreira Do Amaral et al.,
2019; Popkewitz, 1987; Sjeberg, 2018). This recent policy turn in education influences the way in
particular Western nations organise their educational systems (Meyer & Benavot, 2013; Meyer &
Rowan, 2012). In recent decades, there has been a widespread adoption of data-driven policy tools
aiming to modernise education governance and enhance global competitiveness. These tools, such
as large-scale (inter-)national assessments, have been widely disseminated and are now
employed in countries with diverse administrative traditions and levels of economic development
(Verger et al, 2019). External pressure comes from several government branches that are
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designed to evaluate the quality of education. As part of the international policy reform efforts,
there has been a pervasive conviction that teacher training can play a transformative role in
shifting traditional modes of schooling by producing a new generation of skilled teachers who
can elevate the knowledge standards of students and enhance the economic prowess of nations
(Trippestad et al., 2017).

For teacher training in Norway, the most significant changes in the institutional environment
have been the creation of the Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in Education (NOKUT) in
2003 (NOKUT, 2016, 2017) and the separation between the Ministry of Education and Research and
its executive agency, the Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training (UDIR) in 2004. NOKUT
was assembled in the aftermath of the Bologna Process, with the goal of ensuring comparability in
the standards and quality of higher education qualifications in the European Higher Education
Area. UDIR was established to formally depoliticise the educational sector through a separation of
evaluation that was executed by the UDIR and governance through the Ministry of Education
(Helsvig, 2014). The UDIR has the overall responsibility for supervising early childcare, education
and the governance of education. Furthermore, it is responsible for national educational statistics.
Based on these statistics, the directorate initiates, develops and monitors the development in the
sector. The objective is to ensure high-quality education on all levels through tighter monitoring of
the sector’s achievements.

An extensive school reform, the Knowledge Promotion Reform, was introduced in all Norwegian
primary and secondary schools from 2006 onwards (Bakken & Elstad, 2012). The overall goal was
to increase the level of knowledge and basic skills. In addition to introducing the PISA, the Progress
in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) and the Trends in International Mathematics and
Science Study (TIMSS), the Norwegian government has developed national tests in reading, mathe-
matics and English. Test results are currently publicly available. Furthermore, they are repeatedly
referred to in the national media (Lepperad, 2016). These measurement tools create a new climate
for the school system, which is becoming increasingly rigged for the neoliberal idea of account-
ability (Camphuijsen et al., 2021).

Moreover, the institutional environment and organisational basis of Norwegian teacher training
have changed dramatically as reforms, new agencies for evaluation and control and other policy
measures have altered the premises (Smeplass & Leiulfsrud, 2022). This change was associated
with a critical view of public education and a political narrative where both teachers and their
training were deemed insufficient in terms of ensuring necessary skills and evidence-based teach-
ing (Gallagher & Bailey, 2000; Murray, 2000). Norwegian education policy is heavily influenced by
international blueprints and reform agendas. Questions regarding the quality of teachers and
teacher training have been highlighted in the American context since the 1990s (Cochran-Smith,
2021; Cochran-Smith & Zeichner, 2009). One of the ideas that has gained ground in Norway,
without any serious debate, is that reforms of teacher training with tightly integrated programmes
will produce teachers who are more effective and more likely to enter and stay in teaching
(Darling-Hammond, 2000).

The official narrative is that the educational system will be depoliticised through an ever-
increasing rationalisation of the organisation, although the inclusion of new interests creates
a more fragmented policy landscape. At the same time, teachers’ organisations, such as the
Union of Education Norway (2014), have less influence on the overall design of educational policy.
As a reaction to new measures that are intended to control teachers’ time and work, a national
teacher strike took place in 2014. Following the strike, the Norwegian Association of Local and
Regional Authorities (KS) signalled that it wished to transfer decision-making powers to the
employers’ organisations. Consequently, many teachers felt a lack of trust in the profession—
demonstrated by attempts to micromanage their day-to-day work (Union of Education Norway,
2014). The conflict between the teachers’ union and the government illustrates an ongoing conflict
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over how to define educational policy and a shift of power from the profession towards the
government on educational issues.

One of the most significant recent changes in Norwegian teacher training is the change of the
national framework plan for teachers—from the general teacher reform in 1999 (ALU 1999), which
encompassed the elementary school teacher reform in 2010 (GLU 2010), to the master reform in
2017 (MGLU 2017). Still, the long-term effect of these reforms is yet to be investigated. In
summary, these changes represent a move towards a more academic teacher training, which is
believed to strengthen teachers’ knowledge by focusing on their formal subject competence. The
generalist teacher (“almennlareren”) was, for several years, the established norm, and students
gained introductory knowledge on a broad range of subjects. A broad competence with less
specialisation was regarded as necessary for teaching children at all levels of primary and
secondary schools. Since 2010, teacher students have received a more subject-specific education,
specialising in two main subjects, with didactics focusing on either the 1°¢ to the 7 grade or the
5% to the 10 grade. These reforms were followed by a national demand for higher enrolment
quotas in teacher training as official statistics predicted a future teacher shortage (Roksvaag &
Texmon, 2012; Gunnes & Knudsen, 2016). However, there has been a relatively high dropout rate
from teacher training, ranging from 27% to almost 40% in some cases (Utdanningsforbundet,
2017). Dropout rates from teacher education has been given political attention, as research
indicates that more than 30% of trained teachers work in other sectors (Government, 2016q).

Based on the established statistical models (LARERMOD) and related publications, national
admission to the education profession increased from 3,000 teachers per year in 2008 to 4,000
teachers in 2016 (Government, 2016b). This has resulted in dramatic challenges for some teacher
training organisations that doubled their student intake and consequently desperately needed to
increase the number of academics. Simultaneously, new requirements for teacher trainers were
implemented (Government, 2014), demanding a higher percentage of academics with PhDs. In
2014, the government also set new formal requirements for applicants for teacher training grades
in two subjects, Norwegian and mathematics. Although these changes were substantial, the
different organisations offering teacher training had no real way to oppose the measures because
evaluations of the ongoing reforms confirmed many of the political assumptions (Rogne et al,,
2012; 2014).

These policy changes were motivated by ideas that resonate with a global system of educational
governance (Lawn & Lingard, 2002; Lindblad & Popkewitz, 2006; Mundy, 2007; Sjeberg 2015) and
recent trends in how the educational systems tend to be organised (Meyer & Benavot, 2013; Meyer
& Rowan, 2012). In the next section, the official arguments used to criticise the educational system
and teacher training are introduced.

5. Defining problems in policy and practice

In our document analysis, we found eight problematisation categories that represent either
a diagnosis regarding the school system or teacher training (see Table 2). Regarding the school
system, educational policy has increasingly focused on results. Derived from the Norwegian PISA
test results, the official narrative was that Norwegian schools are characterised by (I) inadequate
goal attainment (NOU, 2002: 18; Report to the Parliament No. 11, 2008-2009: 10). Furthermore,
questions are raised with respect to the (II) inability to provide social equality, as children’s social
backgrounds continue to determine their success in the educational system (NOU, 2014: 43-44;
Report to the Parliament No 16, 2006, 2006-2007: 22). Other problems related to schools are
identified as (III) teachers’ resisting to implement educational policy (Report to the Parliament
No. 11, 2008-2009: 27; Government, 2014: 20) and (IV) deficiencies compared to other OECD
countries’ school organisation (NOU, 2002: 23; for the argument in general see; Gonon, 1998).

Regarding teacher training, we found extensive references to (V) problems with teacher training
and teacher students, both for having low average grades upon their admission and for having
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Table 2. Thematic codes of the document analysis

School system diagnosis (I) Inadequate goal attainment
(11) Inability to provide social equality
(I11) Teachers’ resisting to implement

educational policy

(IV) Deficiencies compared to other
OECD countries’ school
organisation

Teacher training diagnosis (V) Problems with teacher training and
teacher students
(VI) Variation across the different
teacher training programmes
(VII) Structures of teacher training
(VIII) Comparison to other nations

instrumental learning strategies overfocusing on tests results during their studies (Report to the
Parliament No. 11, 2008-2009: 30; Government, 2014). It is claimed that teacher students do not
work in an adequate and systematic way during their studies (Government, 2014: 42). The policy
documents in the analysed period create a narrative of the academically weak teacher student
studying fewer hours per week than the average undergraduate student. Even so, their grades
tend to be normally distributed (Government, 2014: 12). This discrepancy is interpreted as low
quality in teacher training. Another problem that is addressed is (VI) variation across different
teacher training programmes and, in some cases, outdated teaching practices (Report to the
Parliament No. 11, 2008-2009: 16). Hence, a lack of standardisation across different teacher
training programmes is seen as a threat to policy measures. Another way of framing the problem
of teacher training is to point to (VII) structures of teacher training, including insufficient assess-
ment of students (Report to the Parliament No 16, 2006, 2006-2007: 79), the academic staff’s low
competence (Report to the Parliament No. 11, 2008-2009: 10), little emphasis on subject specia-
lisation and poor coherence between theoretical knowledge and practical use. It is also claimed
that teachers lack enough formal competence in their subjects (Government, 2014: 6). The final
problem identified in the official reports is the (VIII) comparison to other nations (for the argument
in general see Gonon, 2011). In this context, the claim is that Norwegian teacher training is
substandard to Danish (Report to the Parliament No. 11, 2008-2009: 61), Finnish (Report to the
Parliament No. 11, 2008-2009: 62, 76, 89-80) and Swedish teacher training (Report to the
Parliament No. 11, 2008-2009: 62).

Overall, the analysis illustrates how both the school system and teacher training are heavily
scrutinised in the educational documents. The measures intend to generate a more integrated
system for evaluation, comparison and standardisation. Some of the criticisms in the official
reports may be considered universal challenges or questionable unless they are evaluated from
a strict governance perspective that demands complete adherence to official policy and political
rhetoric.

6. Three cases of educational contradictions

It is of interest how teachers and other actors within teacher training experience the ongoing reforms
and shifts occurring within teacher training and the school system. While teacher trainers seek
legitimacy through local implementation of the official framework, students are subject to several
contradictory expectations. One year after obtaining their teacher degree, a questionnaire containing
both qualitative and quantitative questions was sent to the 32 novice teachers interviewed in 2015. 26
of the 32 answered the quantitative questions. We found that most teachers in our study had chosen
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Figure 1. Questionnaire with
the novice teachers One year
after obtaining the degree,
selected questions (N=26).

m Strongly Agree Somewhat Agree  m Neutral M Somewhat Disagree M Strongly Disagree

A GOOD TEACHER'S MOST IMPORTANT QUALITY IS
SUBJECT KNOWLEDGE

| BECAME A TEACHER BECAUSE OF A SPECIFIC “
ACADEMIC INTEREST

"
=
= H

THE AMOUNT OF PRACTICE THAT | GOT WHILE

STUDYING TO BECOME A TEACHER WAS ADEQUATE 7 3 2
| CHOSE TO BECOME A TEACHER BECAUSE IT IS A
SAFE PROFESSIONAL CHOICE
N TERESTED 1N WORKING WiTh ColLoREN
INTERESTED IN WORKING WITH CHILDREN

a teaching career because they were interested in children’s wellbeing in school. Almost three-
quarters of the students were initially motivated to become teachers because of their general interest
in children. More than 80% answered that they found teacher training to be a safe professional choice,
the same level as with those who reported an academic interest in teaching (see Figure 1).

These findings illustrate that while the teacher role may be associated with academic content, it
is also attracting students because of their pedagogical interests and also because teaching is
a secure job in the welfare state context. In the following three sections, we identify and describe
different cases of adaptation and institutional decoupling in the relationship between teacher
training and the school system.

6.1. The irrational student

Our first case focuses on the idea of teacher students as irrational actors. This idea is not limited to
an established narrative in the policy documents; it is also expressed by the professors at the
universities and university colleges that are training teachers. Several of the professors in our study
describe how teacher students have problematic expectations of education and how they tend to
undermine their own status as students and future teachers. In the following quote, a professor
describes the students’ critique of the teacher training organisation:

Students in teacher training are critical of their education in general - more so than others,
and it is like that all over the country. They tend to “foul their own nest”. Students in other
fields, for example in economics, are preoccupied with their status. They brag about their
education, but this aspect, teachers do not understand. (Margrete, supervisor, 2015)

During our interviews, both teacher trainers and counsellors demonstrated little interest in stu-
dents’ feedback and critique of the teacher training programme. They are less preoccupied with
critiques from students who seek more practice, a more coherent education and better connec-
tions between education and professional life. In the following quote, Maria, who is a primary
school teacher, explains how she tends to play down subject matters highlighted in her training
and instead focuses on a good learning environment and on the children’s wellbeing:

The most important aspect I have learned about being a teacher is how substantial rela-
tionships are for wellbeing and learning for both teachers and students. Earlier, I had the
impression that the subject matters were at the core of our practice, but this view changed
rather rapidly after my first experiences from the practice field. (Maria, novice teacher, 2016)

Teacher students’ practical orientation diverges from the political focus on increasing subject-
specific knowledge. In our study, we found that subject matter training is more or less taken for

granted and is neither stressed nor problematised by the novice teachers. By disregarding teacher
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students’ expectations and demands for a more practical and coherent education, educators,
bureaucrats and policymakers fail to recognise how the educational reforms force novice teachers
to bridge the gap between theory and practice after finishing their education. If we consider the
novice teachers in this study, 19 out of 24 reported one year after obtaining their teacher degree
that they taught subjects in school without having any formal qualification through credit points.
Several also taught other age groups of pupils who were not matched with the specialisation
acquired during their teacher training.

The first year as a professional teacher is heavily influenced by how teachers adapt to an
organisational context and environment (Amdal & Willbergh, 2020). While the problem discourse
in policy documents upholds a top-down approach, our informants demonstrate how competen-
cies required in schools are broad and complex and are difficult to rationalise and control. Our
novice teachers reported that they were not trained to address the bureaucratic demands of
reporting locally, especially in cases of children with special needs or parental contact. 80% of
the novice teachers had worked as substitute teachers during their studies. As teacher training
reforms take education in an increasingly academic direction with a strong focus on formal
competence and a less explicit focus on the negotiation aspects of being a professional teacher,
additional practice becomes a strategic asset. These are all practical aspects overlooked in the
current public discussion of what is required of a good teacher.

6.2. Dropout as a structural problem

Our second case is based on the strong and consistent focus on dropout from the teaching
profession (Government, 2018). It is the government’s goal to reduce dropout from teacher
training programmes and from the teaching profession in general (Roksvaag & Texmon, 2012).
Based on our analysis of how professors and teacher students understand dropout, it serves as
a mechanism to determine who is best suited for teaching:

I wish more students could find out they are not suited the first year, because too many
leave the education too late. I think that is too costly for them and the society. The
suitability requirement should come earlier [...] This assessment we normally just use for
those students who are unable to be guided to leave, or who do something really inap-
propriate during their studies. (Borghild, supervisor, 2015)

To decide who is suited for teaching, educators use their own discretion and negotiate between
ideals of what constitutes suitable as opposed to non-suitable teachers. This rather heuristic idea
of dropout as an organisational function shows how it can be regarded as a mechanism to ensure
qualified candidates. Hence, the strategies of educators to ensure good teachers reach beyond the
national requirements and policy discourse. Even if certain candidates can take their exams and
follow the national requirements, their educators and fellow students might think they are not
suitable. The following quote illustrates how a student regards the question of suitability in terms
of candidates’ personal abilities:

Someone can be really good in their subjects, but they don’t have any interest in the
relational aspects [of the teacher profession]. And maybe their character makes them
difficult for kids to trust [...] You need to have social antennas. (Sofie, student teacher, 2015)

Dropout from the training programme ensures a population of teachers with appropriate profes-
sional focus and motivation. Many of the students begin teacher training with vague ideas about
what their professional role will require in practice, including communicative skills or bridging
theory and everyday life. A process of guiding students to leave their training or simply letting
students drop out after they fail either their practical training or exams is revealed as a practice
that ensures that core professional myths (Meyer & Rowan, 1977) of good teachers keep defining
who completes the teacher training.
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6.3. Bureaucratic disinterest in the field of practice

Our third case illustrates the gap between formal structures and the local framework of imple-
mentations at the school level. Employees interviewed at the UDIR showed little interest in local
variation and actual organisational life, as the educational sector is primarily analysed through
a lens of implementation, quality assurance and evaluation:

We work on developing a national curriculum, implementation and school development. [.. .]
Generally, when we are out talking to people in the school sector, we see the importance of
our work. To see what the school reform is and what this demands locally, it has to be
connected to the governing documents. [...] It is demanding, and we experience how those
working in schools don’t connect these things properly. (Tine, government official, 2015)

As representatives for the UDIR, these actors have adapted the language of new public manage-
ment. They perceive teachers’ challenges in everyday practice as irrelevant to the future develop-
ment of the sector. From their perspective, negotiations taking place between actors with
diverging expectations in the educational sector are signs of unwillingness to follow the stream-
lined and well-designed initiatives. As an ultimate example of decoupling (Boxenbaum & Jonsson,
2008), government employees simply portray the official mandate of their own organisation,
giving the impression of an educational institutional environment in which the rational simplifica-
tion of educational organisations has left the Norwegian educational system in a loosely coupled
and fragmented state. This is an organisational paradox, as the goal of separating educational
organisations and politics has been to create a more coherent system (Helsvig, 2014).

7. Discussion

Drawing upon the neo-institutional approach, which emphasizes the impact of external pressures
and the legitimation of organisational practices, our study gains insight into how the formal
structures of teacher training institutions interact with the dynamic realities of everyday practices.
Applying Bacchi’s “problematising” concept, grounded within the neo-institutional lens, enabled us
to unveil the hidden assumptions shaping educational problems and provided a nuanced perspec-
tive on the challenges faced by teacher training institutions. Isomorphism, a central concept of the
neo-institutional framework, reveals its significance as we consider the implications of our findings
in the context of a nation’s proclivity to import international policy ideas. In the case of Norway,
the embrace of global policy blueprints—importing practices and recommendations from interna-
tional organisations like the OECD—has engendered a complex interplay between external pres-
sures and domestic educational practices. The adaptation and institutional decoupling observed in
teacher training organizations mirror the pressure to conform to these global blueprints.

The Nordic welfare state is a complex system of control, evaluation and policy. A strong public
sector and substantial social and economic redistribution encircles the central government’s
financial spending. Education is a free public good and more than 96% of all children attend
public primary and lower secondary schools (Statistics Norway, 2021). At the same time, this
situation creates a particularly strong public interest in educational policy. Constant evaluation
becomes an important source of institutional legitimacy in the educational sector, although little is
known about the complex relationship between formal structures and day-to-day activities in
educational organisations. Additionally, frequent system reforms uphold an image of an active, up
to date and professional government.

In contrast, the empirical evidence of this paper shows how central actors in the educational
system are side-lined. This is a problem in terms of giving different stakeholders a voice, and it
undermines attempts to approach the various roles and functions of the teachers and teacher
training in society. The problems identified in the white papers, green papers, legislation and
political strategy documents are primarily framed in a policy logic highlighting the formal structure
and its stakeholders at the expense of the organisational factors within. It is interesting to observe
how problems identified within the school domain are explained by the quality of teacher training,
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staff and students, without a discussion on how these aspects are interrelated. One challenge in
the narratives revealed is that these tend to underestimate and oversimplify the competence
required of the teacher students and teachers. Another challenge is the lack of interest in the
existing tensions and contradictions built into the education system in practice. Consequently, we
observe several cases of adaptation and institutional decoupling (Meyer & Rowan, 1977) in the
relationship between teacher training and the school system.

Almost regardless of the empirical substance behind claims found in the Norwegian policy
documents, it is obvious that several “problems” are general features found in most educational
systems, including other Nordic nations and despite the PISA scores. This is clearly the case if we
examine criticism of inadequate goal attainments, an inability to conquer social inequality or
resisting implementation of national policy at the school level. From a policy perspective, architects
and evaluators of the school system may ideally wish for a system with clear goals, a high degree
of transparency and accountability. At the same time, transparency in policy and implementation
must also be understood against a counter logic at the organisational level, with an increased
policy objective for schools and teachers in the context of a welfare state (Rapp, 2018). The school
is not just a public domain of learning and socialisation; it is also increasingly intertwined with the
welfare system. The official claim of organisational deficiencies in the way schools are organised in
Norway compared to other countries may be seen as part of an ambition to reduce the autonomy
of schools, principals and teachers. In summary, this may be seen as an argument to further
strengthen what is essentially already a well-organised and integrated school system at the
national and local levels.

The problems identified with the overall quality of teacher students in terms of low average
grades upon admission and limited time spent per week on study are at least empirically sub-
stantiated and are concerns that both legislators and the teacher training programmes share.
However, as most of our novice teacher interviewees also combined their studies with jobs as
substitute teachers, this clearly contradicts the problematic notion of lazy teacher students.

As quality in education is increasingly understood due to the new measurement systems
(NOKUT, 2016, 2017), the logic of the reforms tends to be a simplification of what constitutes high-
quality teacher training. This approach is driven by an economic bias promoted by the OECD to
ensure that the government is economically effective. Variables such as the production of tea-
chers, credit points and other measurable outputs from educational organisations are based on
a problematisation discourse (Bacchi, 2012a, 2012b; Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016). These problems are
in sharp contrast to an educational system and a teacher profession that was regarded as
a success in Norway.

Our three cases illustrate several difficulties with the strong belief in educational governance
through political reforms at the expense of a more comprehensive debate over the various
functions the school system and teacher training are supposed to fulfil. It may also be argued
that the debate tends to be trapped in arguments over actors’ rationality, interests and motivation.
Consequently, we are left with a discussion of rational or irrational actors in terms of individual
interests and formal organisation at the expense of a discussion on how to think of the school
system as a network of organisations and an integral part of the state and welfare system (Meyer
& Benavot, 2013; Meyer & Rowan, 2012). What in theory may appear as irrational students down-
grading the merit of their teacher training and as a student culture of complaint, conforms to
a criticism found in the document analysis. Relying heavily on legitimation may also potentially
undermine the teaching profession. The problem with accepting the idea of irrational students as
an objective truth is that the students compensate for a lack of practice experience as substitute
teachers. Based on the results presented in this article, one may also ask how the newest teacher
reform in Norway creates a narrower translation of formal teacher competence and subject
specialisation into an education sector.
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A focus on formal organisation and on how things ideally should be tends to disregard the
challenges faced by teachers and other actors within teacher training. The analysis illustrates how
central actors decouple their practices and understandings from the official framework, challenging
official definitions of problems with their own conceptions. While the teachers’ educators seek
legitimacy through local implementation of the official framework, students are subject to contra-
dictory expectations. Many have chosen a teaching career based on their interest in children’s well-
being in schools. Their pedagogical competences and interests are, in their perspective, more-or-less
taken for granted, and in their highly individualised understanding, it is up to them to bridge the gap
between an increasing academic focus in education and other practical challenges in the profession.

The current evaluations of teacher training in Norway have a strong bias, as they seek to reveal
how actors are not implementing reforms as they should; they take for granted that the reforms
themselves serve as solutions and show little interest in unintended consequences. The interviews
with representatives at the UDIR clearly confirmed a policy view that is framed in a language of
problems and policy goals in governing documents, saying “those working in schools don’t connect
these things properly”. This is not to say that the bureaucrats in charge of implementation, quality
assurance and evaluation are necessarily unaware of challenges in daily work at the school level,
but those challenges tend to be discussed in terms of actors’ unwillingness and inability to follow
policy. Paradoxically, the intention of rationalising the education sector has been to create a more
coherent and integrated system, which has improved the quality of the learning output. This
paradox highlights the tension between the policymakers’ desire to achieve specific policy goals
and the unintended consequences that may arise from implementing these policies. The focus on
compliance and achieving policy goals may overlook the complexities and nuances of the educa-
tion system, leading to a narrow and biased assessment of teacher training that may hinder the
intended improvement of the learning output. The strategic embrace of global policy recommen-
dations, often framed as solutions for educational enhancement, further underscores the intricate
dynamics of institutional isomorphism. While these blueprints may be intended to promote
efficiency and improved outcomes, our study, anchored within the neo-institutional framework,
underscores the nuanced realities where imported policies intersect with local contexts.

8. Conclusion

Endless reforms and experimentation in any educational system tend to be associated with a risk
of overlooking what is working well. Almost regardless of whether we focus on the organisations in
charge of teacher training or on schools, organisations are largely based on day-to-day activities,
social interactions and problem solving. Many problems are solved daily to get things done. What
constitutes problems in daily work at a workplace or in an educational setting is, however, less
obvious once we make comparisons to official policy programmes, goals and assessments at the
system level. Within the contemporary research on Norwegian teacher training, a gap exists
concerning the practical implications of international trends. While international ideas dominate
the policy discourse, little exploration has for example been undertaken to understand how
Norway’s unique historical conditions shape the value orientation of professional groups like
teachers. Our study endeavours to bridge this gap by delving beyond prevailing international
concepts and highlighting the national context.

The Norwegian case is of interest because the policy problems that are defined are met with
a strong belief that the public sector, including higher education and the school system, are better
off when governed by principles associated with a private market actor and their rationality to
optimise gains. A major problem with this strong belief in market- and incentive-driven policy is
that it has obvious limitations. Even if the organisations of the welfare state, including the
educational system to a large extent, are based on accountability and market-based principles,
in Norway, such activity is financed by tax revenues.

Another issue is that the current idea of a rational educational governance is based on
a simplistic view of the role of the educational system and what the different stakeholders define
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as problems. Almost regardless of the economic bias built into the evaluation regime of teacher
training, the school system and other branches of the public sector, there are currently no
acknowledged alternatives to measure the success of an educational organisation. The case of
Norwegian teacher training illustrates how this regime and type of educational governance have
left the teacher profession with substantially less power and control, at the same time they hold
a societal mission extending beyond knowledge transfer—they are agents of social welfare and
citizenship. Our argument champions a more comprehensive analysis.

We conclude that the quest for enhancing teacher training should not rely on external policies.
The Norwegian case illustrates several challenges associated with global educational governance,
including the perspective that teacher training reforms will lead to improved learning outcomes.
Despite recent investments in Norwegian teacher training, it is not self-evident that this strength-
ens the overall quality of teachers. In an era of rapid educational reforms, our findings highlight
the value of embracing a participatory approach to policymaking and reforms at a slower pace.
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