Interchange (2022) 53:151-165
https://doi.org/10.1007/510780-021-09445-1

™

Check for
updates

A Widening Gap Between Official Teacher Training
and Professional Life in Norway

Eli Smeplass'® - Hakon Leiulfsrud?

Received: 7 September 2020 / Accepted: 27 October 2021 / Published online: 8 November 2021
© The Author(s) 2021

Abstract

A sociological case study of Norwegian teachers reveals how teacher education
reforms have inadequate definitions of teacher competence. Legislators, officials and
the media continue to uphold the image of a school system and teaching profes-
sion in crisis in several OECD countries. For the Nordic welfare states, education
is a public good. Mediocre results in international comparisons cause public debate
regarding the quality of the educational system. This has led to a devaluation of
teachers and teacher education. The aim of this article is to analyze and discuss how
teacher education is valued and converted by Norwegian teachers. Interviews and
written accounts from novice teachers and persons with teacher training working
outside of the school environment suggest an alternative narrative in which teachers’
competences are in high demand. The results and discussion reveal a more nuanced
way to view teachers’ expertise as an asset in a multitude of careers.

Keywords Teacher education - Reform - Competence - Neo-institutionalism -
Teacher turnover

Introduction

This article reports on a qualitative sociological study of the Norwegian teacher
education in a changing institutional landscape (Smeplass, 2018). School systems
and teacher training are undergoing revisions in several Organization for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries (Bieber & Martens, 2011).
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Consequently, we observe numerous attempts to devaluate the overall quality of
teacher training. However, we also observe a growing number of reforms aimed at
improving teacher education (Advisory Panel for Teacher Education, 2020). Norway
is hardly unique in this respect, but the country is of general interest, as it is a small
nation that is eager to follow what is generally regarded as “best practice” by the
OECD (Nusche et al., 2011). In Norway, as in many other countries, more atten-
tion is directed towards teacher education in the quest to improve education (Barton
et al., 1994). A North American influence is dominating international research on
teachers’ effectiveness and the content of teacher education (Cochran-Smith, 2013),
although the attached systems of evaluation represent a narrow view of teachers’
qualities and purpose (Holloway, 2018). A strong public economy and a political
willingness to do what it takes to address the problem have also resulted in a large
number of measures being put in place since the mid-1990s (Ministry of Local Gov-
ernment & Modernization Norway, 2016; Johnsen, 2005; Lindblad et al., 2018). In
the Norwegian case, new national teacher education frameworks have been imple-
mented to improve teacher quality (Ministry of Education and Research Norway,
2010, 2015b), ensure the national standardization of education (Ministry of Educa-
tion & Research Norway, 2014) and increase the requirements for teacher compe-
tences (Ministry of Education and Research Norway, 2016a). The current changes
are, in most cases, legitimized with arguments pointing to OECD standards (Minis-
try of Education Norway, 2016b) and established notions of how educational policy
should look to common benchmarks in order to improve educational quality. We
argue that this intensified search for output improvement causes Norwegian poli-
cymakers to overlook strengths in the current school organization as well as profes-
sional qualities of teachers.

As is expected when the emphasis is placed on the actors, rather than the organi-
zations involved, the public discourse tends to reduce the issue to being “a teacher
problem.” Policymakers assume that teacher competence can be governed and regu-
lated with more control and monitoring of teaching as a profession. Teachers and
their interest organizations are losing ground in this discussion, and the list of con-
sultative organizations in educational policy is increasing (Ministry of Education &
Research Norway, 2015a), suggesting that the central actors in educational policy
are no longer the teachers and their associations. As we illustrate, the current cri-
tiques of teacher skills and credentials in Norway are based on a narrow and instru-
mentally based understanding of the teaching profession that overlooks important
aspects of the social value of the profession and the more unofficial aspects of the
teacher role.

Our aim is to analyze and discuss the value of teacher training as perceived by
Norwegian teacher students and fully qualified teachers after graduation. Our analy-
sis is based on qualitative data material with 51 informants from two groups: teacher
students during and after their studies and teachers working outside the education
sector. To situate teacher training in Norway, we give a brief introduction based on
available statistics and white papers before we describe the methods and data mate-
rial used to substantiate the conclusions made. The theoretical framework is neo-
institutionalism and an organizational approach with a focus on individuals’ adap-
tation and interpretation of formal structure and institutionalized myth (Meyer &
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Rowan, 1977). Our analysis presents three alternative empirical cases that illustrate
different, yet important, narratives of the value of teacher education. These analyti-
cal cases are (i) teacher students’ expectations and frustrations, (ii) novice teachers’
narratives from their first year as educators and (iii) teachers working outside of the
school system describing their relations to the labor market. We conclude that pro-
fessional qualities obtained during teacher studies include abilities in pedagogical
values, human relations, communication and leadership skills. These skills are in
high demand in labor markets beyond school-based education, illustrating that edu-
cational reforms in recent years might widen the gap between official teacher train-
ing and professional life in Norway.

Regulation and Certification of Teachers in Society

The professional teacher is a social construct (Berger & Luckman, 1967) that is
produced and reproduced in language and through and within various systems of
knowledge. This construct is also expressed through official frameworks stating
what good teachers are, what they are expected to accomplish and, increasingly pre-
dominantly, how they should or should not do their work (Ministry of Education
and Research Norway, 2009; OECD, 2012; Utdanningsforbundet, 2018). One of
the most significant changes in Norwegian teacher education in recent years is the
change of the national framework plan for teachers. Reforms have shifted from the
general teacher reform in 1999 to the elementary school teacher reform in 2010 to a
master reform in 2017 (Advisory Panel for Teacher Education, 2020). In summary,
these changes represent a move towards a more academic teacher-training, believed
to strengthen teachers’ knowledge by focusing on their formal subject competence.
Meanwhile, the state government has interests invested in the profession on a struc-
tural level, ensuring access, production and control of professional personnel. The
formal teacher certification is the teacher diploma, an official document regulated
by national law. This evidence of approval constitutes an institutionalized form of
cultural capital (Noordegraaf & Schinkel, 2011) that allows access to hold a pro-
fessional position but gives no obligation to do so. An institutionalized system of
qualification creates a dichotomy between those who are unqualified and those who
are trained and licensed to engage in a specific profession, such as a teacher. From
the government’s perspective, investments in teacher education ensures a satisfac-
tory number of professionals at any given time (Roksvaag & Texmon, 2012), which
helps to avoid future shortages of education personnel and may also give people
with teacher training a stronger market value and negotiation power.

Statistics on Teacher Turnover in Norway
In Norway, 78,744 elementary school teachers worked as teachers, while 448 were
registered as unemployed in 2018 (Statistics Norway, 2017, 2021; Nav, 2021). The

unemployment rate for teachers was only 0.57%. In addition, 26,300 high school
teachers worked in the educational sector, while 245 were registered as unemployed,
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(i.e., an unemployment rate of 0.93%). The overall national unemployment level
at the same time was 2.4%, demonstrating that persons with teacher training are
less likely to be unemployed than the general population. Some researchers have
reported that 67% of all qualified teachers work in the education sector (Kober et al.,
2005); others claim that 72.2% of novice teachers work in schools (GNIST, 2016).
This illustrates that even though most of the people who earn their teaching degree
tend to work as teachers in schools, many also find work elsewhere. This outcome
may be interpreted in several ways. The Norwegian teacher association argues that
teachers’ working conditions are deteriorating (Lund et al., 2017). The statistics
available from the Norwegian Ministry of Education, however, show that only 10%
of those who have worked as qualified teachers leave for a job elsewhere (Ministry
of Education & Research Norway, 2017). The teacher turnover statistics can be used
to argue for several different policy interventions, depending on what type of prob-
lem is being addressed. Nonetheless, from these controversies, it can be seen that
(a) people with teacher training in Norway are better off than those in most other
professions in terms of employment chances, including those who work outside of
the education sector; and (b) even though teacher education is understood primarily
as a means to produce qualified teachers for the school system, a substantial number
follow other career paths. As a consequence, in this paper we are less interested in
push and pull effects and policy arguments and more interested in how teacher pro-
fessionalization is created, understood and used in various contexts.

Theoretical Approach

The study is theoretically informed by sociological perspectives and an organiza-
tional focus with a focus on individuals’ adaptations and interpretations of formal
structures and institutionalized myths (Brunsson, 1989, 2006; Meyer & Rowan,
1977, 2006). In this framework, we consider how organizations act and behave in
accordance with external expectations to gain legitimacy and to adjust to institu-
tionalized expectations in the environment by norms being formally represented. We
also consider how the teacher educational organizations adaptation has few conse-
quences as organizations tend to decouple their practices and core activities from
formal representation. To maintain official conformity, teacher education organi-
zations may buffer their formal structures from the reforms by becoming loosely
coupled, placing gaps between their formal structures and actual activities (Meyer
& Rowan, 1977, p. 341). By decoupling from an instrumental perspective of teach-
ers’ competences, they can continue to uphold professional norms and pedagogical
values, without risking producing teachers who are only interested in subject mat-
ters. This approach is particularly well-suited to study the relationship between offi-
cial policies and social practices, as teacher competence is narrowly defined in the
national framework and government plans.
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Table 1 Overview of data

Informant type  Number of Gender distribution  Type of data

informants
Teacher stu- 32% 5 men First contact: 11 focus group interviews with 32
dents 27 women teacher students
Second contact: 27 written accounts at the end of
the final semester
Third contact: Four interviews, 26 written accounts
and questionnaires
Teachers in 19%:* 8 men 11 written accounts
other careers 11 women 8 interviews

#This includes eight primary school teachers, 12 school teachers, six informants from the master’s pro-
gram in education at a university college and six informants from the high school teacher program at a
university

These informants attended various teacher education programs and graduated between 1972 and 2013

Methodology and Empirical Data

To extend the theoretical vocabulary of how actors act and think, we also rely on a
more explorative and heuristic approach of theorizing (Swedberg, 2012). Theorizing
is a reflexive way of opening up the relation between empirical data and theoretical
positions and can be used to question dominant perspectives, such as a problematic
teacher education (Smeplass, 2018). The study was designed with the aim of explor-
ing alternative understandings of the teaching profession and teacher education and
is based on a multi-methodological qualitative approach. The data material for this
analysis was collected over a period of 2 years, from 2015 to 2017. In this article,
we are especially interested in transitions between education programs and employ-
ment in schools and in alternative professional careers. The empirical data consist
of accounts from 51 strategically recruited informants, presented in Table 1. Their
experiences were documented through 11 focus groups, eight individual interviews,
43 written accounts and 26 questionnaires. The informants represent two different
categories. The first category includes 32 teacher students, who were followed from
their education into the first year of their professional work life. These participants
were first interviewed in focus groups, and two written follow-up accounts were sub-
sequently gathered in addition to a qualitative and quantitative questionnaire. The
second category of informants includes 19 persons who have a teaching degree but
are employed outside the education sector. Eight of these participants were inter-
viewed, and 11 provided written accounts.

Our data is analyzed by thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), exploring
a broader range of topics and roles. The questionnaires provided us with interest-
ing descriptive information about the novice teachers but were mainly analyzed
as a supplement to the qualitative material. The interview guides were adjusted to
the informants’ current situation as students, teachers or those in another line of
work. The focus groups enabled us to engage with teacher students in discussions
about their various strengths and insecurities. The individual follow-up interviews
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and accounts gave us access to their personal thoughts and experiences as novice
teachers. A codebook was developed and reshaped after several rounds of analysis
(DeCuir et al., 2011; Saldafia, 2015), and all the data material was carefully analyzed
and systematized for this study. Teachers outside the education sector were encour-
aged to reflect upon their career choices and possibilities. They were also asked how
their educational background was useful in their current work environment. All
interviews were conducted in Norwegian, carefully transcribed and anonymized.
Ethical considerations were done in line with national and international standards to
ensure our informants safety and integrity. All quotations were translated into Eng-
lish by the first author after the analysis was finished. We find that this combination
of data provides us with nuanced material for understanding the experience of enter-
ing the labor market after obtaining a teaching degree, presented in the following
three sections.

Analysis
Teacher Students’ Expectations and Frustrations

Teacher students who had reached the end of their studies were asked to discuss
their overall experience with their education and how well it prepared them for
entering the professional environment. A major pattern in all the focus group
interviews with the teacher students was uncertainty, which was expressed as
both a concern about having inadequate skills and a lack of professional confi-
dence as future teachers:

I definitely do not feel prepared to be a teacher. I have talked to many others
who feel the same. I have been working as a substitute teacher the past year,
and through this experience, I have found many gaps in my competence that
I feel the education should have better prepared me for. I now find it much
easier to talk about what I lack as a teacher rather than what I can do. (Sara)

Sara is at the end of her training to become a middle school teacher. In her narra-
tive (and those of the other informants in this group interview), she criticized her
training as having insufficiently prepared her for work as a teacher. The narratives
of uncertainty appeared again in several of the individual interviews and in the
written accounts. Teacher students’ insecurities illustrate how the translation of
competence in a complex field of practice diverges from the prototype of “a good
teacher” presented in the official documents (Ministry of Education & Research
Norway, 2014). Several of our groups discussed confusion regarding the formal
competences they were expected to have in terms of credit points and subject-
specific knowledge at the expense of a realistic view of the school as a workplace:

Ann: The relationship between our college and the practice school hasn’t
been very good, I think. Because the follow up...

Tori: Yes, I think it was quite poor, actually. The supervising teachers
received vague and insecure evaluations about our teacher training.
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Ann: My practice school last year was kind of in that situation. The teachers
meet [with the college] every year before the students’ practice period, and
she [the supervisor] said that she didn’t get ANYTHING out of that meet-
ing. What they discussed had nothing to do with the reality.

Mary: I remember how I was dissatisfied with the practice reports. There
were many goals included that supervisors actually didn’t have any basis
for assessing us in. So, they were forced to say, “Sure, you've achieved this
goal.” There are many strange goals.

The students felt that attempts to control and standardize their practical training
were meaningless and superficial. The “strangeness” of the practice goals reveals
a gap between the theoretical world of teaching and the everyday tasks and situa-
tions in schools, which is difficult to regulate.

Rather than feeling underqualified in their teaching subjects, which is the
major focal point of the latest teacher educational reforms in Norway, the teacher
students explained that they lacked practical training and felt that they needed
more school practice. The questionnaires reveal that 90% of the teacher students
were unofficially working as substitute teachers during their studies. This extra
work may, in addition to income, be a coping strategy to ensure that they gain
more practice than the education alone would provide. It also illustrates how
teacher students have an especially strong interest in the practical aspects of the
teacher role and profession. Several participants emphasized how they felt that
the theoretical shift within teacher education has created uncertainty in the tran-
sition into the labor market. Maria, who is a primary school teacher, explained
how, after experiencing practice in the field, she would rather focus on social
aspects of being a teacher:

The most important thing I have learned about being a teacher is how
important relations are for well-being and learning, for both teachers and
students. Earlier, I had the impression that subject matter was at the core
of our practice, but this view changed rather rapidly after my first practical
experiences. The degree to which children are much more eager to learn
when our relations are good is immense.

This quote illustrates that although policymakers are preoccupied with well-
defined goals and specifications in the design of teacher education reforms,
professional ideals appear to be more ambiguous and diverse. Several respond-
ents said that they needed more didactical training; yet, others were more con-
cerned about how to handle relations with children and parents. Strikingly few
mentioned theory, pedagogy or subjects as matters of great concern. In sum, the
analysis shows that the teacher students tend to undervalue their competence as
professional teachers as well as their educational credentials.
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Translated Teacher Competence

An important part of this study was comparing the students’ expectations before
and after their entry into the school as fully qualified professionals. Those work-
ing as teachers were asked to reflect upon their work experiences and report on
how their teacher education had prepared them for their new roles a year after
finishing their degree. This group included 24 persons working as teachers in 24
schools across Norway. After their first year as professional teachers, a major-
ity, three-quarters of our informants, reported that they felt qualified to work as
teachers. Two informants regarded themselves as over-qualified. This finding
represents a dramatic change from the insecurities observed from persons a year
earlier in their careers. Whether this was due to teacher training as such or to
personal attributes is an open question, but it is interesting to observe that several
informants tended to emphasize their personal abilities:

I still feel that I spent four years obtaining my degree without receiv-
ing the skills I need. The education focuses on didactics, but there are so
many other things besides didactics that you need to be a good teacher. As
a teacher, you have to be knowledgeable in your subjects, have didactical
skills, be able to communicate with children and teenagers, be able to cre-
ate good relations, stay calm in stressful situations, relate to parents, assess
if children need extraordinary measures, give useful feedback, etcetera. The
teacher education only prepares you for a small fraction of what to expect
when you start working. (Birgitte, middle school teacher)

Although the views expressed by Birgitte were shared by several of the respondents, we
also observed that most of the novice teachers in our study had to teach subjects outside
of their formal qualifications. This finding suggests that newly trained teachers have to
be especially adaptable in transitioning to professional life, which entails utilizing more
of the generic skills associated with being a teacher. Agnes, a high school teacher, illus-
trates this well:

I have experienced that the teacher education, with its focus on pedagogical and
human competence, has given plenty of useful knowledge translatable into other
jobs. I expected that the teacher education would be more directed towards the
profession, but all I have learned, in my subject specialization, pedagogics and
practice, have proven relevant on a more general level.

Overall, we found that the teachers reported a more positive attitude towards their own
competence after entering the labor force. This finding illustrates how teachers’ profes-
sionalism and competency can be regarded as a more complex phenomenon than what
was reflected in the official framework for teacher education.

Several stated that more generic skills, such as their communication skills or social
abilities, are important qualities. In response to the question of which qualities were
most important during her first year as a teacher, Nina, a primary school teacher, said
the following:

@ Springer



A Widening Gap Between Official Teacher Training and... 159

I feel that I have gotten the most use from my ability to see my students, cre-
ate relations and be patient and so on. I have focused on varying my teaching
and using different didactical approaches. I have of course also used my subject
knowledge.

Nonetheless, several of the novice teachers saw their initial worries confirmed during
their first year as teachers. Gillian is a secondary school teacher who described how she
was surprised by what the job implied beyond teaching:

Many things were different than I expected. [...] My teaching has been the least
surprising part. It feels similar to when I was a substitute teacher, but now I know
the children better and see them every day. That makes it easier. The biggest sur-
prise to me was how challenging it was to be the contact teacher. [...] It takes
so much time to answer emails [and] phone calls, [to have] conversations with
pupils and parents, parent meetings, Christmas and summer endings [rituals to
mark the end of the semester] and so on.

This is a good illustration of how ideas in teacher education and the public discourse
about what teachers ought to know only partly match the complexity of the teacher’s
role at school in practice.

Alternative Careers

Our informants working outside the school system held a variety of jobs in
the public and private sectors, with various responsibilities and statuses. They
were hired as a law firm secretary, social case worker, translator, communica-
tion spokesperson, IT department leader, entrepreneur, costumer advisor, flight
attendant, leader and counsellor at a school, product manager in IT, leader in an
non-profit organization and salesman. They were also hired to work in a bank
working with insurance, in education research, at a public institution, in a psy-
chiatric department, in insurance and IT, in art communication and in a leading
position at a recruitment agency. These persons, who had trained as teachers, had
limited experience working in schools, a few years of experience as teachers or
long teaching careers behind them. Only one of them had obtained additional
education to work as an economist. The many alternative career paths suggest
that teacher training may be an asset that is in high demand outside of the educa-
tion sector.

Most of these informants continued to regard themselves as teachers with a pro-
fessional identity and with a sense of belonging to the profession. When asked to
reflect on their teacher training, several mentioned generic skills that have been of
use as leaders, including the ability to lead a group and collaborate. In addition, sev-
eral mentioned that their teacher training had been useful in terms of teaching them
communication skills and enabling them to obtain new knowledge rapidly.

Trey, who works as a salesperson, described how he leads courses for col-
leagues at other store locations. Melanie, who is a communication spokesperson,
described how she has found her training to be applicable:

@ Springer



160 E. Smeplass, H. Leiulfsrud

Others absolutely consider me a teacher. I am interested in people, [I] know
how to listen, and I see solutions before others. Some of my current work
can be regarded as teaching, and because I have a background as a teacher, I
make instruction materials for my organization (Melanie).

When asked why their careers took an alternative direction, the informants gave
varied reasons. One informant explained how a fixed position in a government
agency was more lucrative than having a temporary position as a teacher. Another
talked about having a part-time job as a student that became a long-term career
possibility after graduation. He now holds a position at an employment agency as
a general manager. Others left careers as teachers due to stressful work situations.
Chloe now works with insurance and web design in a small firm; she left her
teaching job, where she had to teach six different subjects and work 14-h days,
after only 3 months:

I have always been versatile and interested in a broad spectrum of subjects.
This was also the reason why I chose teacher education. I have had many
different summer jobs and part-time engagements during my studies and
have always known that I wanted to try out several jobs.

She continued to describe how teacher education prepared her for professional life:

I continue to realize just how good my teacher education was. I learned to
reflect on what I do and why, since reflection notes were a frequent tool in all
of the subjects. I learned the value of being able to adapt and to see unique and
good qualities in every pupil, in addition to good academic training, of course.

Chloe described her educational background as being especially useful due to her
pedagogical competence and her ability to proofread letters sent out by the com-
pany where she works. Her employer hired her because he believes that teachers are
capable of quickly learning new things. George is another informant with 3 years
of experience as a teacher. He described his previous job as a teacher as demand-
ing but rewarding. At the same time, he discovered “...that teaching is not the main
aspect of the job,” as he had to do a great deal of administrative work. At the time
of the study, he worked with information technology and regarded his career choice
as a consequence of his pedagogical training. Based on the interviews and written
accounts from this group of teachers, we were able to identify several ways teachers
can potentially use their educational skills in positions other than teaching, illustrat-
ing how a teaching degree gives both official admission to the profession, but more
importantly, unofficial admission to other career paths. Even if these informants
educated as teachers do not work as teachers, they continue to use and reproduce a
professional identity as teachers in their work environment.
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Discussion

This study goes beyond a narrow focus of teacher training aimed solely at becoming
a teacher and spending the rest of one’s career in the education sector. As seen with
a number of other occupations, including students with degrees in law, engineering,
administrative and economic programs, healthcare and so on, it is not self-evident
that all candidates end up in the profession and job they are trained for. The obvious
question is rather how formal training may open opportunities for different kinds of
career paths that are not easily governed with the current policy. Employment num-
bers for teachers in Norway indicate how teacher education organizations succeed in
creating competences that are in high demand, even though the official public nar-
rative devaluates the overall quality of teacher training. Teacher professionalism is
created through a complex process where students’ motivations for self-recruitment
is one aspect (Nesje et al., 2018) and ensuring a “healthy” drop-out from those not
sufficiently motivated for or suited to the profession is another (Smeplass, 2018).
Furthermore, a third factor is how teacher training also emphasizes more generic
skillsets, such as collaboration (Lghre et al., 2020a, 2020b), leadership (Helstad &
Mgller, 2013), reflective pedagogy (Hovdenak & Wiese, 2017), value orientations
(Lghre & Lund, 2020a; Lghre et al., 2016) and other important qualities of profes-
sional teachers in the Norwegian school system built to ensure inclusive education
(Rapp & Corral-Granados, 2021). Hence, those who complete the teacher training
have also undergone socialization and internalization of teacher norms during their
training, which is not possible nor desirable to regulate through national policy.

Our results show how teacher students’ expectations can create institutional pres-
sure for teacher education itself since the official program communicates an idea that
teachers are fully trained for complex work in schools after obtaining their degree.
Although teacher students tend to devaluate their training, when working as profes-
sional teachers, the same informants highlight personal attributes and more generic
skills they believe to be important aspects of their professionality. Norwegian teach-
ers operate in a labor market where teachers are in high demand and the official
unemployment rate is normally quite low. Many novice teachers must teach sub-
jects in which they are not formally trained. This requires a high degree of personal
skills and a willingness to adjust in a complex school environment, probably equally
important to the number of credit points in teaching subjects, which is the main
aspect of teacher education reforms. It is central to recognize that many of the stu-
dents in our study engaged in paid work as substitute teachers during their training,
signaling a need for more practical training, in sharp contrast to the policy initiatives
to improve teacher quality through increasing requirements for teacher competence
(Ministry of Education and Research Norway, 2016a), and expanding the length and
scientific aspects of the formal program (Ministry of Education and Research Nor-
way, 2010, 2014, 2015a, 2015b). As many teachers still feel unprepared for the prac-
tical aspects of being a teacher, we believe that the one-dimensional focus on teach-
ers’ knowledge and skills in educational reforms create a widening gap between the
official training and the everyday aspects of the teacher role. It is not necessarily the
case that all students will become teachers in the education sector. Hence, focusing
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on the transition between teacher training and a variety of job opportunities gives a
completely different outlook on teacher professionalism.

We observed a dramatic shift in terms of increased self-confidence and the ability
to master the various demands associated with teaching as our informants became
employees in complex organizations (Powell & Bromley, 2015) with numerous
tasks and challenges beyond the instrumental view on professional teacher skills and
qualities (Meyer, 2010). It is known from organizational research that individuals as
well as organizations tend to develop a number of myths to adapt and adjust to what
is seen as the formal structure (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Smeplass, 2018). Teachers’
various experiences with the profession underscore how schools officially comply
with formal norms and expectations but must simultaneously adjust to the situation
in terms of their resources, the institutional environment and the ecosystem in which
they operate (Rapp, 2018). Our study reveals how the labor market for teachers is
much more dynamic and complex than the official story of professionalism served
by the government and reproduced by the teacher education organizations as they
must secure their own legitimacy and maintain the monopoly they have in formally
qualifying teaching staff for the educational system.

Conclusion

Images of teachers’ competences as they are understood by Norwegian teacher
students, teachers and employers outside of the education sector reveal structural
problems with the way teacher training is being reformed. There are other skills that
are associated with a formal teacher qualification. In the political debate, what are
essentially seen as problems, such as the lack of highly specialized academic skills,
are moderated by our informants’ narratives. Both teacher students and the teachers
in other sectors prove to have belief in their pedagogical values, human relations,
communication and leadership skills, giving them a compound professional iden-
tity. These skills are in high demand in labor markets beyond school-based educa-
tion. To what extent these findings can be observed in other countries requires more
research. One plausible finding, however, is that educational systems such as the one
in Norway are under substantial public pressure and therefore tend to overemphasize
problems and undermine the legitimation of teacher training and teachers’ profes-
sional competences to follow OECD recommendations. In light of these findings,
we conclude that although the nation state has the legitimate power to define the
policy for teacher education, it should investigate further what other skillsets teach-
ers acquire during their training that makes them suitable for working in schools. In
this sense, we suggest a more bottom-up approach in designing professional devel-
opment, rather than a mechanic top-down construction of teacher professionalism.
This could be done by recognizing students’ perspectives as well as the perspec-
tives of teacher training organizations and their staff who have longstanding experi-
ence and knowledge regarding processes of bridging pedagogical reflection, subject
knowledge and didactical skillsets.
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