
129

Chapter 8
Merging Traditions and Emerging 
Tensions

Nexuses Linking Education Policy and the 
Development of the Teaching Profession

Petter Aasen and Tine S. Prøitz 

Abstract  The development of teacher professionalism is contextualised in timely 
and spatial configurations. Historically educational policy and reforms have influ-
enced the development of the teaching profession. In this chapter we discuss how 
educational policy and reforms in primary and secondary education and teacher 
education have influenced the construction of the teacher profession in Norway. We 
limit our examination of this policy—practice nexus starting from the end of the 
nineteenth century. In analysing policies and politics that have shaped developments 
of the teaching profession, we focus on three nexuses or connections crucial in any 
analysis of professional development: Policies influencing (1) the organization of 
arenas for professional development, (2) the steering, management and organisation 
of the professional field and occupational practice and (3) the professional knowl-
edge, skills, and standards. We argue that different knowledge regimes in educa-
tional policy historically have influenced the construction of the teacher profession 
and laid foundations for new forms of differentiation within the teaching profession. 
To meet emerging tensions and new forms of differentiation, the challenge seems to 
be how teacher education can strengthen research-based and value-based profes-
sionalism and how teacher training can ensure that the profession is developing a 
coherent conceptual framework, a common language, a unified theory, an intellec-
tual community, and a frame of reference for value-based and evidence-informed 
reflection and action.
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�Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to examine the construction, development and differentia-
tion of the teaching profession serving public education in Norway from a historical 
and contemporary political perspective. The foundation for the public school in 
Norway was laid in 1739 through a royal decree introducing compulsory schooling 
for all children. Over the next 100 years, compulsory schooling for children of the 
peasantry and of the poor in the cities focused on reading instruction and religion. 
The church supervised the school, and church servants were teachers. In parallel, in 
the cities there were separate schools for children of civil servants and the bourgeoi-
sie that went beyond religious instruction and prepared pupils for the professions of 
the bourgeoisie and for receiving a university education. In these schools, the teach-
ers had their education in disciplines offered at the university, but they had no peda-
gogical training. Gradually over a relatively long period, the church and theological 
knowledge base lost the hegemony. The decisive defeat, however, did not come until 
the end of the nineteenth century when the Norwegian parliament passed laws stat-
ing that public schools were no longer just meant to prepare for Christian confirma-
tion. To support the reforms, separate educational institutions for teacher training 
were established (Telhaug & Mediås, 2003; Telhaug et al., 2006; Aasen, 2008).

The chapter describes and discusses how educational policy and reforms in pri-
mary, secondary and teacher education have influenced the historical construction 
of the teacher profession. Nexus or connections linking policy and professional 
development and professional practice in the construction of the teacher profession 
is complex and addresses several issues, different stakeholders and historical and 
new forms of differentiation within the teaching profession. In analysing the devel-
opments of the teaching profession in Norway, we focus on three nexuses or con-
nections that are crucial in any analysis of professional development: Policies 
influencing (1) organization of arenas for professional development, (2) steering, 
management and organisation of the professional field and occupational practice 
and (3) professional knowledge, skills and standards (Fig. 8.1).

We address the socio-historical construction of the teaching profession and forms 
of differentiation within the profession based on a conceptual and thematically ori-
ented analysis rather than a chronological approach. The chapter draws on review of 
previous historical and contemporary studies of education policy and reforms in 
Norway and a re-analysis of the findings. The material includes data and findings 
from a broad set of studies based on different sources and methodological 
approaches, including surveys, interviews, sociodemographic data, and policy 
documents.1

Accordingly, the focus in this chapter is the nexuses or the links between policy 
and professional development and practice as a historical and contemporary basis 

1 Brekke (2000), Telhaug and Mediås (2003), Garm and Karlsen (2004), Karlsen (2006), Telhaug 
et al. (2006), Aasen (2008), Afdal (2013), Aasen et al. (2015), Mausethagen et al. (2017), Prøitz 
and Aasen (2016, 2017), Mølstad and Prøitz (2018), and Mølstad et al. (2020).
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for the development of the teaching profession. In an historical and international 
perspective Norway early introduced compulsory education and a common school 
for all; a comprehensive educational system which recruited students from all social 
strata. Compulsory and comprehensive schooling has also been decisive for the 
development of the teaching profession in many other countries. The assumption is 
that historical perspective on the development of the teaching profession in Norway 
will shed light on the policy-professional development and practice-nexuses and 
make the connections between policy and the development of the teacher profession 
more visible and thus promote the general understanding of the profession’s social 
position and professional practice today.

�Differentiation from a Historical Perspective

Historically, the construction of and the differentiation in the teacher profession 
and teacher professionalisation have developed in different ways in different 
countries. The concept of knowledge regimes can enable us to gain a better under-
standing of the policy practice nexus in the construction of the teaching profes-
sion and forms of differentiation. A knowledge regime in education policy refers 
to the understanding and definitions of governance, manners of governing and 
curriculum issues; thus, it comprises the contents, structures and processes of 

Fig. 8.1  Nexuses linking policy and professional development & practise 
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education policy and governance. Different forms of knowledge regimes under-
pinning modernisation have given rise to different forms of educational systems 
and teacher professionalisation in different countries—both structurally and ideo-
logically. Historically, different knowledge regimes work simultaneously within a 
country. They are in principle not linked to formal political organizations or par-
ties. Historically knowledge regimes also operate across political party lines. 
Thus, one finds e.g., traces of a social democratic knowledge regime both on the 
political left and on the political right, although historically the centre of gravity 
lies in the former. The same applies to a cultural-conservative knowledge regime, 
but here the centre of gravity historically has been on the political right (Prøitz & 
Aasen, 2017; Aasen et al., 2014).

In Norway, an active state has strongly regulated the educational system, includ-
ing teacher education, since the mid-1700s. Until the middle of the nineteenth cen-
tury, educational policy was dominated by a cultural-conservative knowledge 
regime characterised by religious pietism. The curriculum conveyed religious and 
moral enlightenment and a Christian-Latin European culture of unity (Telhaug & 
Mediås, 2003). In the political sphere, the hegemony of pietism and the notion that 
state authority had its legitimacy from God were gradually replaced by the ideals of 
liberal democracy. In the cultural sphere, the belief of progress as the will of God 
was gradually replaced by the belief in enlightenment and science. However, the 
cultural dimension also drew on impulses from Romantic idealism. The school was 
seen as a way to revive Norway’s soul and Norwegian identity after being the junior 
partner in unions with Denmark and later Sweden for many centuries. During the 
nineteenth century, national awareness and cultural nation building became a major 
task for the school curriculum. Christian humility was soon supplemented by 
national self-esteem and pride (Telhaug & Mediås, 2003).

Regarding teaching methods, the cultural-conservative pietistic knowledge 
regime, with its immense emphasis on memorising and reproductive pupil activity, 
came under heavy criticism from the mid-nineteenth century. The ideal became the 
enthusiastic, charismatic teacher who, through communication, motivated the stu-
dents and released them from social and cultural constraints. The curriculum was no 
longer to be catechism explanations but rather a broad academic approach based on 
enlightenment and an encyclopaedic tradition. At the same time, the school’s con-
tent was to reflect a national culture where the children met Norwegian literature, 
the Norse heritage and Norwegian fairy tales and legends (Telhaug & Mediås, 2003; 
Telhaug et al., 2006).

Approaching the turn of the century, education policy was increasingly influ-
enced by a social-democratic knowledge regime that emphasised the school’s role 
in the pursuit of social equalisation and integration. Gradually, the formation and 
operationalisation of a public, comprehensive education system became an increas-
ingly powerful tool for the realisation of broader social goals, such as nation build-
ing, economic growth and equal opportunities. A comprehensive school system was 
introduced in 1896 as primary education for all children from grades 1 to 5; this was 
organised in a common school for all pupils, replacing the different types of schools 
that had existed in parallel before (Telhaug & Mediås, 2003).
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The social-democratic knowledge regime, with its emphasis on comprehensive 
schooling, strengthened its position throughout the twentieth century. In 1920, pub-
lic comprehensive school was extended to grades 1–7. Later, new legislation in 
1969 and in 1997 expanded the comprehensive, unstreamed school system to levels 
1–9 and 1–10 (primary and lower secondary school), respectively. Education was 
considered to be an extension of the state’s duty to provide equality of opportunity 
for all members of society. Consequently, there has been little room in the Norwegian 
egalitarian political philosophy for elite schools, with the result being that private 
schools have constituted an insignificant fraction of the total number of schools in 
Norway. As late as 1970, the number of pupils in private schools comprised no more 
than 0.5 of the total number of children of compulsory school age (Telhaug, 1994; 
Aasen, 2003, 2007).

Since the mid-1990s, the Norwegian educational model has been influenced by 
a market-liberal knowledge regime. The consequence has been a new political order 
that can be characterised as dialectic in the way it unites faith in a relatively strong 
state with a neo-liberal political philosophy characterised by a market-based, 
choice-driven, consumerist policy (Aasen, 2003). The vision of a good state that 
ensures social and individual justice goes hand in hand with confidence in  local 
autonomy, market-based solutions, and individual choice. However, even today, 
more than 90% of pupils in primary schools and lower and upper secondary schools 
attend public institutions (Prøitz & Aasen, 2017; Dieudé, 2021).

Historically, the comprehensive structure has been supplemented by a common 
national curriculum that has been regularly revised in terms of both its content and 
level of detail. As late as the fall of 2020, a new national curriculum for compulsory 
education and upper secondary education was introduced. Until recently (2010), the 
general teacher-training programme qualifying for teaching all levels and subjects 
in primary and lower secondary schools was an important tool for creating a strong 
inclusive community within schools. Often, pupils stayed with the same teacher for 
all subjects throughout primary school. As we shall see below, after 2010, reforms 
in teacher education and national appointment regulations have changed the quali-
fication requirements for teachers both in primary and lower secondary schools. In 
upper secondary schools, however, teachers have always been specialised subject 
teachers holding a university degree.

To enhance the quality and efficiency in public education, policy initiatives and 
reforms after 1990 influenced by the market-liberal knowledge regime and new 
public management have reinforced deregulation and pushed policy-making author-
ity downwards in the education system. A cornerstone in these reforms has been the 
introduction of new forms of governing and managing schools leading to increased 
decentralisation and enlarged autonomy for school owners,2 school leaders and the 

2 In Norway, the ‘school owner’ concept refers to municipalities and counties that have the respon-
sibility for the provision and results of primary and secondary education. It is also used to refer to 
a small but growing number of independent schools managed by trusts. The concept was intro-
duced in parallel with the introduction of a more decentralised and accountability-oriented educa-
tion system in the early 2000s.

8  Merging Traditions and Emerging Tensions



134

teaching profession in general. Simultaneously influenced by the globalisation of 
educational policy, the reforms mark a serious effort to introduce robust perfor-
mance management into the education system. More weight has been placed on the 
schools and on teachers’ accountability for student achievement. This rationale has 
also influenced basic and continuing teacher training. The decentralisation of public 
education has brought into focus the balance between political/national and profes-
sional/local power and control over education. In this chapter these developments 
are seen as/are argued to have been/is suggested to be preparing the groundwork of 
new forms of differentiation in the teacher profession.

Below, we present and discuss the most notable trends in the three nexuses link-
ing policy and professional development and professional practice in the construc-
tion of the teaching profession. In the last section, we argue that educational policy 
has influenced the construction of the teacher profession and laid foundations for 
historical and new forms of tension and differentiation within the teaching profes-
sion. However, first, we give a short presentation of the contemporary Norwegian 
education system and teacher education as a point of departure for the analytical and 
historical perspectives on policies influencing the organization of arenas for profes-
sional development, the steering, management and organisation of the professional 
field and occupational practice, and professional knowledge, skills, and standards.

�The Norwegian Education System and Teacher Education

Since 1997, Norwegian children have begun their formal schooling in the calendar 
year in which they reach the age of six. Compulsory education covers 10 years and 
comprises primary education (grades 1–7) and lower secondary education (grades 
8–10). Primary and lower secondary education is founded on the principle of a 
comprehensive, unstreamed school system that provides equal and adapted educa-
tion for all based on a single national curriculum. Upper secondary education lasts 
for 3 years; it consists of either general or vocational studies.

Kindergarten is voluntary, but all children from 1 to 5 years old are entitled to 
enrolment. Municipalities are responsible for ensuring that the right to kindergarten 
is fulfilled by public or private providers. Whereas compulsory and upper secondary 
schooling in Norway is a public responsibility, with only approximately 4% of 
pupils attending private primary/lower secondary schools and 8% attending private 
upper secondary schools, 50% of children attend privately owned kindergartens. 
However, nonmunicipal kindergartens are entitled to a grant that equals 100% of the 
public funding allocated to municipal kindergartens.

The Norwegian parliament (the Storting) and government in general define the 
goals and decide the budgetary frameworks for primary and secondary education. 
The Ministry of Education and Research is Norway’s highest public administrative 
agency for educational matters and handles implementing national educational pol-
icy. A common standard is ensured through legislation, through a national curricula 
and a national quality assessment system for monitoring of the results and quality of 
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education. The municipalities are responsible for running primary and lower sec-
ondary schools, while county authorities are responsible for upper secondary 
schools. Within the framework of statutes and national curricula, municipalities/
counties, schools, and teachers can decide what learning materials to use and what 
teaching methods to adopt.

Today, a differentiated provision of teacher education and training studies is 
offered across the 23 higher education institutions in Norway. There are four 
teacher-training programmes: two 5-year integrated primary and lower secondary 
school (PLS) master’s programmes (PLS levels 1–7 and PLS levels 5–10), a five-
year integrated ‘lector’ programme (levels 8–13) and a one-year ‘practical’ teacher 
programme grounded on a discipline-based master’s degree (levels 5–13). 
Traditionally, university colleges have offered teacher education for primary and 
lower secondary schools, while the universities have provided a master’s education 
for teachers for lower and upper secondary school. Today, this division has changed, 
and universities generally offer all programmes.

�Organization of Arenas for Professional Development

In the nineteenth century and far into the twentieth century, Norwegian education 
reflected a class society where it was a sharp distinction between the social recruit-
ment to primary and secondary schools. This differentiation in the school system 
was also reflected in the organisation teacher education and the development of the 
teaching profession. The teachers in lower and upper secondary schools (den lærde 
skole, middelskolen later realskole and gymnas) were generally the sons of civil 
servants and people in free professions. They were recruited from subject or disci-
pline focused programmes at the university.3 Teachers in primary schools (allmues-
koler, later folkeskoler) were often recruited from gifted pupils from the peasantry 
who were trained at diocesan seminars and later, starting in the 1820s, at public 
teacher-training seminars4 (Aasen, 2008).

The university’s educational programmes were subject oriented and scientifi-
cally grounded. The candidates did not receive any practical pedagogical training. 
The seminars aimed at primary school and taught practice-based, vocation-oriented 
education. Access to further education was not an option. Without first having 

3 Until 1949, the University of Oslo, named Royal Frederick University until 1939, was the only 
university in Norway. The university was founded in 1811. Previously, Norwegian citizens went 
abroad for university education, primarily to Copenhagen. Norway currently has 10 universities, 
six university colleges and five scientific colleges owned by the state. Norway also has many pri-
vate higher education institutions in the nonuniversity sector, 15 of which receive government 
support.
4 By 1890, there were seven public seminars in Norway. During the twentieth century, the seminar 
tradition was continued and expanded through a number of teacher education institutions (lærer-
skoler, later lærerhøgskoler).
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passed secondary education—the Exam Artium—there were no openings for uni-
versity studies, which, in turn, could help individuals to professionally and socially 
advancement. The road to secondary education for seminarians was long and expen-
sive. Hence, the teacher profession was divided academically, socially, and cultur-
ally (Hagemann, 1992; Aasen, 2008; Thue, 2017).

Primary school and lower and upper secondary school were initially subject to 
their respective authoritative institutions: The state church and the university. This 
was also reflected in teacher education. Until the end of the nineteenth century, the 
priests were the administrators at the public teachers’ seminars, where they exer-
cised strict control over all aspects of the lives of future teachers. Christianity main-
tained a strong grip on teacher education well into the twentieth century. The teacher 
seminars were basically ‘total institutions’, where the students’ moral lives became 
subject to constant monitoring and control. The first seminars were often situated in 
the countryside, where students were minimally exposed to temptations. The time-
table was tight, the work pressure was hard, and all teaching took place in class-
rooms according to the model of teaching in the primary school. Although this strict 
control regime was gradually softened, for a long time, the legacy of the seminars 
came to shape the culture and teaching methods of teacher education of primary 
school. On the other hand, in line with the German and Nordic university traditions, 
the education given to future teachers in secondary school was open. Students 
enjoyed extensive freedom and the absence of institutionalised social control; they 
were educated in an academic knowledge tradition, for a long time without peda-
gogical preparation for the teaching profession.

In the nineteenth century, Norway was an agricultural society. In 1875, 210,000 
pupils attended rural primary schools, while 35,000 attended urban schools. For a 
long time, male teachers dominated the rural primary school. In 1875, 3272 male 
teachers and 54 female teachers were registered in the rural primary schools (SSB, 
2000). The period leading up to the interwar period in the twentieth century was 
characterised by the rapid urbanisation and feminisation of the teaching profession. 
The two phenomena were connected. In 1890, women made up 62 of urban primary 
school’s teaching staff, but only 11 of the staff members in rural schools. Although 
a large majority of the male teachers came from the countryside and the peasantry, 
the female teachers were primarily from the bourgeoisie or the middle class in the 
cities. From around the turn of the century, women began to dominate the teacher 
seminars. Thus, rural primary school also received an increasing proportion of 
female teachers. By the end of the century, women made up most primary school 
teachers. In 1985, 58% of teachers were women. In 2017, the proportion of women 
was 75%. It is worth emphasising, however, that the process of the urbanisation of 
the teacher profession in Norway was slow, in many ways slower than the general 
urbanisation and industrialisation of society would suggest. As recently as the 
1950s, Norwegian teachers in primary school stood out in the European context 
with their relatively strong connection to the peasantry (Thue, 2017).

For a long time, men dominated higher education, even though women started to 
be admitted to the university from 1882. In 1962, the proportion of women was 
about 22%. Since then, the increase in student numbers in higher education has been 
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much greater for women than for men. In 1986, for the first time, there were more 
women than men in higher education. The recruitment pattern of teachers in sec-
ondary school reflects the recruitment to higher education. Today, most teachers in 
lower and upper secondary school are women.

In the latter part of the nineteenth century, it was repeatedly suggested that the 
teachers in the secondary school/gymnasium should get a practical pedagogical 
introduction and pass a practical test before they could be certified to teach. However, 
the university authorities argued that a pedagogical education was a practical facil-
ity that was not university worthy. The parliament accepted this position. 
Nevertheless, the debate continued through the last part of the nineteenth century. In 
connection with the reorganisation of the university studies in 1905, when higher 
professional education programmes (medicine, theology, law, etc.) were supple-
mented with master’s programmes in philology and science, it was once again pro-
posed to introduce a one-year practical pedagogical education for qualifying 
university graduates as teachers. The proposed model included one semester in 
pedagogical theory given by a university seminar and one trial semester to test can-
didates by exercising the profession in the school. However, the university faculties 
were still sceptical of pedagogy as a university subject. Nevertheless, in 1907, a 
political compromise introduced one semester of practical pedagogical education 
(Grotnæss et al., 1982). Thus, in Norway, a pedagogical seminar at the university 
level to qualify teachers for secondary education was introduced rather late com-
pared with other European countries. The University of Copenhagen established its 
pedagogical seminar for teachers in secondary school as early as 1799. At the 
University of Oslo, the seminar for teacher training was officially opened in the 
spring semester of 1908. Thus, the seminary tradition and practical side of the 
teaching profession gained a foothold in the universities’ teacher education, even 
though it took many years before it became an integral, equal part of the university.

The educational reforms on the other hand introduced a gradual extension of a 
national comprehensive school system in the twentieth century, which, in 1997, 
culminated in a 10-year unstreamed school without structural differentiation, result-
ing in new disputes about the segregation and differentiation of teacher education. 
The radical extension of this comprehensive system was based on an economic 
objective and the assumption that there was a clear association between the level of 
education and economic growth. Supporters of the comprehensive system main-
tained that this form of school organisation was in a better position to unearth any 
hidden talent, more so than a system of parallel schools. A second and even more 
important motive for expanding the comprehensive system was to abolish the class-
based society. The structure of the comprehensive school system with its unstreamed 
classes would lay the foundation for equal opportunities and a social community in 
which the strong aided the weak.

The proponents of the comprehensive school argued that this form of educational 
system required a comprehensive teaching profession. Despite resistance from sec-
ondary school teachers holding a university degree—who were afraid of the devalu-
ation of academic standards and their professional status—the national political 
authorities decided to soften the dualism in teacher education. Historically, there 
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has been broad political agreement on both the expansion of the comprehensive, 
unstreamed public school and a comprehensive and more uniform teacher education.

In 1973, the old seminars (lærerskoler) were granted status as higher education 
in the nonuniversity sector by becoming university colleges (lærerhøgskoler). In the 
following decades, educational programmes for primary teacher education were 
gradually expanded. In the beginning of the twenty-first century, structural reforms 
in higher education and institutional merging processes included many of the 
teacher education institutions that had roots in the old seminar tradition in the uni-
versity sector. As of 2017, certification of both primary and secondary school teach-
ers requires master-level qualifications that can be taken at a university or university 
college.

Historically, the content in primary teacher education has been regulated by 
detailed national curricula. As of 2010 (teacher education for levels 1–7 and levels 
5–10) and of 2012 (teacher education for levels 8–10 and the one-year ‘practical’ 
teacher programme grounded on a discipline-based master’s degree) learning out-
comes that apply to Norwegian teacher education programmes are coordinated by 
rather detailed and specified national regulations. As shown above, teacher educa-
tion is offered as 5 years of integrated master’s programmes or as subject-oriented 
master’s education supplemented with a one-year practical pedagogical seminar. 
The integrated teacher education programmes are specialised and divided into pro-
grammes with a specialisation in school subjects. Thus, the seminar tradition of 
giving general teacher education has been abolished.

Consequently, in Norway, the historical dualism in teacher education and the dif-
ferentiation of the arenas of professional development have been gradually replaced 
by an integrated and comprehensive professionalisation of teachers for primary and 
secondary schools. This historical development has provided a structural base for a 
more unified teaching profession. There are separate educational pathways for 
teacher qualifications for the vocational programmes in secondary education that 
are based on craft certificates or the equivalent, along with a minimum 2 years of 
relevant work experience. However, teacher education for vocational secondary 
education is now offered both at universities and at university colleges.

In addition to the developments of the formal structures of the provision of 
teacher education, teacher professional development initiatives supplementing the 
system of teacher education can also be found in Norway. The Norwegian govern-
ment has a long tradition of in-service courses and nonaccredited informal training 
initiated and funded by the state; this has been linked to major educational reforms 
(Lloyd & Payne, 2012; Lyng & Blichfeldt, 2003). This tradition has been further 
developed and intensified with the Knowledge Promotion Reform (Kunnskapsløftet) 
in 2006 and has continued in the new Subject Renewal Reform (Fagfornyelsen) 
which introduced a new national curriculum for primary, lower secondary and upper 
secondary education starting from the school year 2020/21.

The development can be seen as reflecting the developments in many countries 
for more systematised approaches towards teachers continued professional develop-
ment (CPD) (Kirsten, 2020; Czerniawski, 2013). More recent education reforms 
have raised a strong awareness and focus on teacher competence as a key factor for 
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quality in education, paralleling an emergent emphasis on raising student learning 
outcomes in schools (Mølstad & Prøitz, 2018; Prøitz, 2015). This is not only 
strongly stated in policy documents, but also followed up by concrete CPD mea-
sures. One example is how the introduction of the comprehensive reform in 2006 
was coordinated with the national Strategy for Competence Development 
(2005–2008) of teachers and school leaders in both primary and secondary educa-
tion (OECD, 2019). A decentralised scheme was designed to ensure that all munici-
palities implemented competence-raising measures by channelling state funds into 
the municipalities that define and prioritise what they needed with reference to 
national goals and in co-operation with universities and university colleges.

However, studies of large-scale CPD programmes for teachers have shown that 
such initiatives often face several challenges. The evaluation of the Norwegian 
Strategy for Competence Development (2005–2008) found that most of the funding 
was spent on courses for leaders at the municipal level rather than being given to the 
schools. According to the evaluators, teachers had not been involved in the pro-
cesses of defining competence needs and the strategy was not grounded in teachers’ 
perceived needs’ (Hagen & Nyen, 2009, p. 8). In general research and evaluations 
repeatedly have shown that it is difficult to establish solid structures for CPD that 
involve teachers and meet their needs (Irgens, 2018). The CPD initiatives for teach-
ers can be characterised as an arena for teacher professionalisation built on short-
term perspectives to solve government needs for reform implementation or to make 
changes in existing practices related to international large-scale assessment results 
(ILSA) or other more acute policy needs. Furthermore, the great emphasis on the 
need for continued professional development has laid the foundation for new forms 
of teacher differentiation because the facilitation of professional development varies 
among counties, municipalities and schools. The individual teacher is also given 
greater responsibility for professional updates. Thus, new requirements open for 
regional and individual defined differentiation.

�Professional Fields and Occupational Practice

Historically, the development of the teaching profession in Norway has been influ-
enced by a strong innovative state that has constantly introduced new national 
reforms. Thus, powerful national steering and management of primary and second-
ary education, as well as teacher education, has regulated teachers’ professional 
fields and occupational practice. From the beginning of the nineteenth century, the 
social-democratic knowledge regime introduced a highly state-regulated public 
teacher education as an important element in the formation and operationalisation 
of a comprehensive educational system that constitutes what—after World War II—
has been referred to as the Nordic education model (Prøitz & Aasen, 2017); this 
model is intrinsically linked to the development of the welfare state in Scandinavia.

As we have seen above, in Norway, this model has its historical roots in the idea 
of a public comprehensive school system introduced and developed starting from 
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the mid-1800s. During the first decades after World War II, the compulsory school 
system was debated in many Western countries. However, a comprehensive system 
did not make any significant advances in countries such as Germany, France, the 
Netherlands or the UK. In Norway, on the other hand, a strong state and dominant 
social-democratic knowledge regime resulted in major advances in developing a 
comprehensive school system.

By the 1950s, Norway used a greater proportion of its GDP for public education 
than any other country in Europe. Teachers had a high status in society, both socially 
and financially, not only because of their idealism, but also because of the strong 
position of the teachers’ unions and high standards of recruitment into the profes-
sion (Telhaug et al., 2006). The political circumstances in general and education 
policy favoured national standardisation within an egalitarian and comprehensive 
school system. The aim was a common school for all children and young people, 
extending as far up the education system as possible. Education was defined as a 
common good, and children and youth were regarded more as the state’s responsi-
bility than as parents’ sole responsibility.

The particularly characteristic feature of classical social democracy was the 
transformation of a relatively passive bourgeois state into an active, strong authority 
engaged in national planning. This expansion of the state and public sector was 
based on the view that it was the responsibility of the state to promote the collective 
values and interests of society. The social-democratic welfare state model stresses 
the redistributive role of the state in promoting social inclusion, here with a special 
emphasis on equality of access and outcomes in education. The former addresses 
the responsibility of the state to provide equal opportunities to participate, while the 
latter is concerned with whether children from different social groups can take 
advantage of that access and are successful in doing so. From this perspective, sim-
ply providing the same opportunities is not enough because children with different 
economic, social, and cultural backgrounds will need different opportunities and 
support to be successful. However, working for equality in results does not imply 
that every child should reach the same level or receive identical results; instead, the 
goal is to reduce those differences children and youth possess when entering school. 
In this way, the pupil’s merits should emerge, regardless of their social background. 
If children from different backgrounds are going to have similar chances in life, they 
need to be treated differently. Hence, education policy has introduced different pro-
visions, ensuring actual participation/enrolment and a substantial degree of success 
across social and cultural groups. Differences in outcomes—attributable to differ-
ences in characteristics, such as geographical background, gender, wealth, income, 
power, or possessions—should be limited and disputed. In policy approaches, the 
social-democratic knowledge regime has stressed that to improve equity, which is 
defined as the equality of outcomes, the state must play a crucial role in ensuring 
that all citizens have real, not only formal, access to the required resources to com-
pensate for the inequality of provisions and resources (Prøitz & Aasen, 2017).

Since the mid-1990s, under the influence of the market-liberal knowledge 
regime, values such as competition, choice, streaming, hierarchy, and managerial 
accountability have been introduced to strengthen national competitiveness in a 
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global knowledge-based economy. Thus, socially inclusive policies, comprehen-
siveness in education, democratic values, and a focus on community rather than on 
the individual have been delimited by the recent education policy of the last decades 
(Blossing et al., 2014). Even so, every individual’s right to free public schooling, 
regardless of geographical location and learning conditions, is still deeply rooted in 
Norwegian and Nordic culture. Indeed, this image can be seen even clearer from the 
outside, where a comprehensive school for all is controversial under an increasingly 
market-oriented knowledge regime and possessive individualism (Aasen, 2003; 
Apple, 2006; Blossing et al., 2014; Prøitz & Aasen, 2017).

A prominent trend in Norway is the strengthening of the responsibilities for stu-
dent learning at the local authority level. The central elements in this change are the 
introduction of a more results-oriented education system and systems for assess-
ment and evaluation in combination with a stronger accountability script (Hatch, 
2013; Aasen et al., 2012; Mausethagen, 2013). Today, the initial ideas of decentrali-
sation and governing exclusively by goals and monitoring results have been dis-
rupted by the policy initiatives of recentralisation, which have strengthened the 
control of the central state. Today’s governing is characterised by the monitoring of 
results and outcomes and the provision of more supervision, various support sys-
tems and supplemental documents and guidelines for working with local curricu-
lum, specifications of learning outcomes and assessment and a system of school 
inspection (Aasen et al., 2012, 2015; Prøitz, 2015). This tendency towards recen-
tralisation has been observed in how the national authorities have developed and 
provided guidelines, tools and support materials directed at teachers’ work in class-
rooms more than at local authorities and school leaders (Prøitz et al., 2019). This 
can be considered a break from the former ideas of governing by distance and 
decentralisation, for example, as reflected in the formal documents regulating 
Norwegian education and teacher education.

The Norwegian national curricula are legal documents and can be regarded as 
having two functions: first as a platform and tool for the national governing of edu-
cation and schooling and, second, as a common platform and tool for the pedagogi-
cal work of teaching and learning in schools (Aasen et  al., 2015). The national 
curriculum aims to govern and influence what is taught in the classrooms, providing 
a common ground for teaching, and learning the same knowledge, experiences and 
values to all students. This approach also provides a common ground that should be 
prioritised in teacher education. Likewise, for the national curriculum, there is the 
National Framework regulations for teacher education, which certify the teacher 
profession; Norwegian teacher education is regulated by several formal documents, 
forming a web of regulations and guidelines of varied regulative power and influ-
ences (Prøitz et  al., 2017). The National Qualifications Framework (NQF) is the 
framework in which the study programme descriptions of all higher education are 
supposed to be written in accordance with. The Ministry of Education and Research 
has amended the NQF’s regulations for professional courses, including for teacher 
education. National guidelines for each subject field and module level have been 
developed by Universities Norway (UHR), a cooperative body of 33 accredited uni-
versities and university colleges in Norway; these guidelines have supplemented the 
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National Framework and the NQF. The guidelines can be modified and adapted by 
the institutions, but studies have shown that this is seldom done and that the guide-
lines are copied or mimicked in teacher education (Prøitz & Aasen, 2017). The 
higher education institution study programme for teacher education builds on the 
National Framework’s regulations and the guidelines but is developed by the higher 
education institution in accordance with the University and University Colleges Act, 
sections 1–5, on academic freedom.5 The program plan presents the study pro-
gramme in general descriptions regarding its purpose, structure and learning out-
comes. Within the frame of the study programme plan, there is a module plan that 
presents the structure, teaching and learning activities, syllabus, learning outcomes 
and assessment scheme of the programme.

Professional education must normally demonstrate that it meets the standards 
requirements described by the regulator. However, examinations of Norwegian 
study programme plans have shown that the most transparent and easiest way to do 
this is to parrot the source documents’ language in the institution’s guidelines 
(Prøitz et al., 2017). In theory, this should lead to standardisation, with each institu-
tion producing similar programme documents. This similarity was clearly found in 
the study programme plans for teacher education programmes; here, a study 
observed how teacher education programmes and module plans copied the National 
Framework and the competence structure set by the NQF, as well as the national 
guidelines. Compared with teacher education in the UK, the Norwegian case showed 
that teacher education is strongly regulated and influenced from the national level 
but not so much at the education level, where the UK was more thoroughly gov-
erned. To what extent these governing attempts actually reach the teaching and 
learning of teacher education in Norway depends on the practices in teacher educa-
tion (Prøitz et al., 2017).

In addition to more traditional ways of governing by regulations and resource 
allocation, successive Norwegian governments have lately introduced new require-
ments and heightened qualification standards to become a fully qualified teacher. 
One example is the introduction of new admission requirements for all forms of 
teacher education in Norway; this means that applicants must have a specified grade 
level in defined school subjects (e.g., Norwegian language and math) starting from 
upper secondary school to enter teacher education; another measure amended in 

5 Extract, Sections 1–5. Academic freedom and responsibility: (1) Universities and university col-
leges must promote and safeguard academic freedom. The institutions are responsible for ensuring 
that teaching, research and academic and artistic development work maintain a high professional 
level and are conducted in accordance with recognized scientific, artistic, educational and ethical 
principles. (2) In other respects, universities and university colleges are entitled to establish their 
own academic and value basis within the framework laid down in or pursuant to law. (3) Universities 
or university colleges may not be instructed regarding (a) the academic content of their teaching 
and the content of research or artistic or academic development work. (b) individual appointments. 
(4) Each person teaching at institutions subject to this Act has an independent academic responsi-
bility for the contents and plan for the teaching within the framework that is determined by the 
institution or that follows from statutes or regulations pursuant to statutes. Retrieved 08.06.20 from 
https://lovdata.no/dokument/NLE/lov/2005-04-01-15
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2015 requires all in-service teachers to have a defined minimum of relevant educa-
tion to teach key subjects (30 ECTS in primary school and 60 ECTS in lower sec-
ondary school). The amendment requires a large number of Norwegian teachers to 
upgrade their competence in certain subjects (Norwegian language, Sami language, 
sign language, math and English language). Yet another example of governing by 
qualifications and competence can be seen in the introduction of most teacher edu-
cation as a five-year master’s education. This last change must be seen in relation to 
the general trend towards research-based teacher education, here with an ambition 
to educate research-informed practitioners who can critically reflect on various 
trends and developments in education. This also includes a focus on evidence and 
knowledge about what works. Another prevailing trend that can be seen in relation 
to recent changes is the preparation for a teacher role within an education landscape, 
which comes with clearer responsibilities and an accountability rationale (Helgøy & 
Homme, 2006, 2007). Governing by competence can also be seen in relation to the 
already mentioned intensified provision of CPD, which was initiated partly in rela-
tion to the introduction of new reforms in schools but also because of national ILSA 
results.

Several of the governing measures mentioned here parallel an increased focus on 
teachers and teacher education in Norwegian education policy. This is exemplified 
by the appointment of several national and international expert groups, national 
commissions, evaluations of teacher education, national recruitment campaigns and 
a five-year national strategy for teacher education and a government and stakeholder 
forum and advisory council for teacher education to follow up on the strategy 
Teacher Education 2025. At least partially, all these initiatives can be viewed as 
government responses to the new and growing availability of national student per-
formance data, hence directing policy attention to the links between teacher compe-
tence and student learning outcomes. Norwegian policy documents also display a 
strong belief in teachers as change agents who have a high impact on students in 
school and in their future adult lives (Mølstad & Prøitz, 2018; Prøitz et al., 2019). 
This emphasis also reflects a policy concern for recruitment numbers and a future 
situation characterised by a lack of teachers in Norwegian schools.

Stronger national management of professionalisation strengthens the require-
ments for teachers’ knowledge base and professional practice, but at the same time, 
it challenges professional autonomy. It creates tensions that feed new forms of dif-
ferentiation that will be addressed in the final section, but first, we will look at the 
content of professionalisation.

�Professional Knowledge, Skills and Standards

Upper secondary school is no longer a school for youth from privileged classes. 
Even though upper secondary school is not mandatory, today, just about everyone 
who leaves lower secondary school in Norway enters upper secondary education. 
Thus, over the past 50 years, upper secondary education has evolved from being a 
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school for the elite to a prerequisite for further one’s career, be it academic or voca-
tional. This is placing new demands on teachers and, thus, on teacher education. The 
requirement for enhanced pedagogical competence among teachers in upper sec-
ondary education has been emphasised. At the same time, recent educational 
reforms in primary and lower secondary school have underlined that the teachers 
need to acquire more solid subject-based knowledge. Hence, the prominence of a 
more solid education in subject matter in teacher education for primary and lower 
secondary schools has been strengthened. Reforms and certification requirements 
have reinforced the links between science, research-based pedagogy, and teacher 
professionalisation, both through basic teacher education and through teachers’ 
access to CPD. All teacher education is currently at the master’s level. The funda-
mental differentiation between the two teacher education traditions has been erased 
both by the new needs that result from changes in student recruitment into second-
ary education and the stricter academic requirements for teachers in primary 
education.

The renewal of education and teacher education is influenced by international 
political tendencies and powerful supranational trendsetting political agencies. For 
example, the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) was initiated 
by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) in 
2000—and along with other international assessment regimes—has influenced both 
the content and national monitoring of schools’ academic level and achievements, 
as well as the content in the professional programmes of teacher professionalisa-
tion. The introduction of the NQF for all higher education—based on the European 
Qualifications Framework (EQF)—has also influenced reforms in teacher education.

High on the agenda nationally and internationally is the requirement to bring 
research-based knowledge into the daily work of professionals. The literature has 
defined this as the theory–practice or research–practice gap (Nutley et al., 2003). A 
recent example illustrating this situation is the Norwegian reaction to the interna-
tionally debated work of Hattie (2009), which was based on evidence from research 
synthesis and meta-analysis. A range of actors in education, including politicians, 
educators, and researchers, participated in heated debates not only about the results, 
knowledge, and recommendations in Hattie’s study, but also about what kind of 
evidence shaped the results and the basis of the systematic review studies.

The OECD project ‘Evidence in Education. Linking Research and Policy’ 
explained the expanded emphasis on evidence in education; it refers to a multitude 
of factors: a greater concern of student achievement outcomes; the explosion of 
available evidence because of a greater emphasis on testing and assessment; more 
explicit and vocal dissatisfaction with education systems nationally and locally; and 
the increased access to information via the Internet and other technologies 
(OECD, 2007).

In Norway and elsewhere, the implications of more evidence-based professional-
ism have been interpreted as both a reprofessionalisation and deprofessionalisation 
of teachers. Proponents have argued that research-based practice and specialisation 
imply a reprofessionalisation, making teachers’ professionalism more in line with 
the need to keep up with the demands and requirements of a new era. Critics of the 
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evidence-based practice movement emphasise how contextual variations seem to be 
ignored and question whether evidence-based practice can be used within the field 
of education. Others have criticised the linear and top-down logic that underpins the 
evidence movement; the main arguments here are that education, teaching and 
learning take place in contexts characterised by unpredictability and complexity and 
by decision making grounded in professional judgement and normativity. A funda-
mental consensus is that evidence-based knowledge, which focuses on studies of 
‘what works’, cannot meet the need for a broader focus in thinking about the rela-
tion among research, policy, and practice (Prøitz & Aasen, 2016).

In the Norwegian context, there are differences between the government and 
teachers’ union concerning the aspects of teacher professionalism. The government 
emphasises teacher accountability based on evidence-based practice, whereas the 
teacher’s union highlights research-informed practice and the teachers’ responsibil-
ity for educational quality in a broader sense and for their own professional ethics 
(Mausethagen & Granlund, 2012).

Although devolution and autonomy have been underlined in national education 
reforms, the contemporary governing of teachers in schools also shows a strong 
interest in leading the way and guiding teachers in how to interpret curriculum and 
teach ‘correctly’. Accordingly, a softer way of governing is embedded in contempo-
rary policies and national initiatives. The Norwegian Directorate for Education and 
Training—the executive agency for the Ministry of Education and Research that 
represents a strong normative force in shaping the content, methods, and assess-
ments in Norwegian schools and in teacher professionalisation—handles the devel-
opment of kindergarten and primary and secondary education.

Soft governance is carried out through a myriad of support structures, guidance 
materials and in-service training to help and guide teachers in their daily work. This 
development seems paradoxical regarding how the system has lengthened the for-
mal education to secure a highly competent teacher workforce. As shown above, the 
national government has initiated large-scale CPD programmes for teachers as a 
supplement to the provision of formal teacher education; these programmes often 
relate more to the government wanting to implement a new reform with new con-
cepts and working methods than to building on the needs of the municipalities for 
local governing or the needs expressed by teachers.

�Emerging Tensions and New Forms of Differentiation

In this chapter we have described and discussed how educational policy and reforms 
have influenced the historical construction of the teacher profession and the interac-
tion between historical and new forms of differentiation within the teaching profes-
sion in Norway. The more recent policy initiatives—characterised by a 
decentralisation of power/responsibility to local authorities, evidence-based prac-
tice, and accountability policies—have introduced new forms of differentiation. The 
policy initiatives have sharpened the tensions between national political 
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requirements/standardisation and local/institutional/professional independence. 
The teacher’s union has criticized new public management and the detailed follow-
up of goal management through a new and extensive test regime. Historically, 
Norwegian teachers have been licensed to manage their own affairs within the 
framework of the national curriculum. Both politicians and the parents have trusted 
teachers, accepting that they knew the best for their children. Since the beginning of 
the 1990s, this licensed autonomy has been questioned, and the state’s modality of 
control has been changing.

Additionally, in the context of devolution and new accountability regimes, new 
forms of differentiation seem to be evolving. This includes tensions in the policy-
making process and in the implementation of educational policy and reforms. 
Different ideologies or knowledge regimes work simultaneously and comprise dif-
ferent perspectives on knowledge and education: different understandings of school-
ing and the relation between education and society. Thus, because different 
knowledge regimes work simultaneously there are always contradictions and ten-
sions embedded in education policy and reforms. Recent and ongoing political ini-
tiatives have created and continue to create new forms of differentiation (Møller 
et al., 2009; Aasen, 2013, 2017; Prøitz & Aasen, 2017).

We can observe tensions between national educational policies and regulations 
and local policy implementations and professional initiatives. We can also find ten-
sions between expert power/steering and local professional power/autonomy. In the 
governance dimension, we can observe tensions between input- and output-based 
steering, between national steering authorities and locally elected political bodies’ 
ability and willingness to act autonomously and between decentralisation in terms 
of delegation and decentralisation as devolution.

In the systemic relation dimension, there are tensions between central, detailed 
control and state steering at a distance by empowering local authorities. The central 
state’s demands for extensive documentation are often interpreted as unwanted 
interference and a form of ‘feeding the beast’. At the same time, local governments 
and schools ask for national intervention in form of support.

In the social dimension, we can see strains between education as an individual 
good and education as a common good, between equity as equality and equity as 
equivalence and between the importance of early intervention and a more patient 
approach towards learning. In the knowledge base dimension, there are tensions 
between evidence-based practice and practice-based evidence, between research-
based solutions and experience-based reasoning, between efficient intervention and 
professional reflection and between knowledge directed at what works and knowl-
edge focusing on when and whom it works for.

In the school content or subject matter dimension, there are tensions between 
knowledge and competence, between competence and skills and between focusing 
on learning processes and the demand for documented learning outcomes. Finally, 
in the accountability dimension, there are tensions between professional teachers, 
school leaders and managerialism and tensions between trust in professionals and 
an increased administrative technocracy.
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Some of these tensions in education policy are also found within education prac-
tice, creating differentiation at the school and classroom levels and within the pro-
fession. The contradictions present challenges experienced by local authorities, 
school leaders and teachers in the classrooms. At the local and school levels, they 
can generate ambiguity, frustrations, and differentiation. Thus, in the educational 
disputes at the local and school levels, we can see the demands for a return to stron-
ger and clearer hierarchical guidelines and clear, consistent mechanisms. On the 
other hand, we can also see more proactive and autonomous actions by school lead-
ers and teachers. We can observe teachers as change agents, who are finding creative 
ways to occupy the openings and spaces created by these contradictions (Prøitz 
et  al., 2019; Dieude & Prøitz, 2022; Stenersen, this volume; Wiig, this volume; 
Hontvedt et al., 2023).

Identifying the varied aspects of teacher professionalism in terms of the arenas, 
management and governing and content seems to bring forth an image of several 
measures that point at the same direction, potentially leading towards a more unified 
teacher profession. At the same time, a new form of differentiation can be identified 
because of the governing of both Norwegian education and teacher education. From 
a governance perspective, our analysis of merging traditions and emerging tensions 
and new forms of differentiation in teacher professionalisation illustrate how the 
Norwegian education system and teacher education are brought together by over-
lapping and supplementing policies in new nexuses of education policy and prac-
tice. Where there is a piece missing in one of the systems, the other is constructed 
to fill the gap, whether by strengthening the formal education system or through 
more short-term initiatives.

Teacher education develops teachers’ professional judgement and discretion; 
this is grounded in research-based and experience-based knowledge and value-
based assessments and priorities (Aasen & Prøitz, 2014). Hence, to meet the new 
forms of differentiation manifested through the differences between schools and 
classrooms, the challenge seems to be how teacher education can strengthen 
research-based and value-based professionalism and how teacher training can 
ensure that the profession is developing a coherent conceptual framework, a com-
mon language, a unified theory, an intellectual community, and a frame of reference 
for value-based and evidence-informed reflection and action.
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