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Abstract
Recent research has indicated global trends of decreasing teacher autonomy and 
increasing teacher accountability. Standardised national tests have been identified 
as one of many factors constraining teacher autonomy. Another trend influencing 
teachers’ scope of action is the profiling and branding of schools that compete for 
students. This qualitative case study concerns the general upper secondary level in 
Finland, the only level of education in the country with a high-stakes final examina-
tion—the matriculation exam. The upper secondary level is generally regarded as 
Finland’s most subject-focused level of education. In contrast to this subject-focused 
tradition, the case school for this research has developed a cross-curricular profile 
emphasising creativity, boundary crossing and an outward orientated approach. 
The study explores the teachers’ perceptions of how their autonomy is constrained 
in this context characterised by tensions between the cross-curricular school pro-
file on one hand, and the subject-focused tradition and student evaluations on the 
other. Although one might expect these tensions to constrain teacher autonomy, the 
results show that the teachers, in fact, experience the cross-curricular school profile 
as increasing their individual autonomy. The study demonstrates that upper second-
ary teachers can experience extensive autonomy despite global trends of increasing 
teacher accountability and diminishing teacher autonomy.
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Introduction

Contemporary research has often portrayed teacher autonomy in a very positive 
manner as, for example, it is positively correlated with job satisfaction, empower-
ment, engagement and professionalism and is negatively correlated to emotional 
exhaustion (Erss et  al. 2016; Wermke et  al. 2019; Skaalvik and Skaalvik 2014; 
Wilches 2007). However, some research has concluded that autonomy is declining 
due to recent educational changes, resulting in the deprofessionalisation of teachers 
(Frostenson 2015). Research on teacher autonomy has focused on investigating the 
nature of teachers’ scope of action and the specific ways in which it is constrained in 
particular contexts (Frostenson 2015; Mausethagen and Mølstad 2015; Wermke and 
Höstfält 2014; Wermke and Salokangas 2015). Among many factors, standardised 
national evaluations generally have negative effects on teacher autonomy (Hopmann 
2003; Wermke and Forsberg 2017). Another factor possibly constraining autonomy 
is the variety of individual school profiles developed to create brands for schools 
competing for students (Heinrich 2015; Lundström 2015; Lundström and Parding 
2011). Developing a school profile is a curricular change process that can be driven 
either collegially within a school or externally, for instance, by a municipality or a 
private school owner. Heinrich (2015) suggested that profiling schools might shift 
the exercise of autonomy from the level of individual teachers to the collegial level. 
For some teachers, developing a school profile might start a process of unwanted 
educational changes, limiting their autonomy from the individual perspective.

During the merger of two Finnish upper secondary schools initiated by a munici-
pality, the case school collegially created the profile of the newly merged school 
and branded it the Creative Upper Secondary School. This distinctly cross-curric-
ular (i.e. non-subject-focused) profile emphasised creativity and an experimental, 
outward-oriented approach in contrast to the subject- and assessment-focused cul-
ture traditionally associated with Finnish general upper secondary schools. General 
upper secondary schools are the only level of education in Finland that conducts 
external high-stakes testing: namely, the national matriculation examination (Sahl-
berg 2007, 2010; Uljens et al. 2016). This national, high-stakes subject-focused test 
traditionally has made upper secondary schools one of the most subject- and assess-
ment-focused levels of education in the Finnish context. Possible conflicts between 
the new school profile and these established traditions and practices may create 
tensions and constrain teacher autonomy, and previous research has suggested that 
school profiles and national evaluations can both limit individual autonomy (Hein-
rich 2015; Hopmann 2003; Lundström 2015; Lundström and Parding 2011; Wer-
mke and Forsberg 2017). Research has also pointed out similar tensions between 
high-stakes subject-focused testing and cross-curricular non-subject goals such as 
twentifirst-century skills, creativity and innovation (Cachia et al. 2010; Collard and 
Looney 2014; Erss et  al. 2016; Looney 2009; Maustethagen 2013; Nehring and 
Szczesiul 2015; Sahlberg 2010, 2011). In such situations, teachers might find them-
selves between two different logics of education: one driven by accountability based 
on high-stakes testing and a second driven by a collegial vison of socially and mor-
ally responsible education (e.g. Sahlberg 2010).
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Our case school provided an opportunity to examine how the teachers’ autonomy 
was perceived to be affected by the tensions between the creative, cross-curricular 
profile, on one hand, and the subject-focused traditions and practices of Finnish 
upper secondary schools, on the other hand. The aim of this study was to examine 
the teachers’ perceptions of autonomy in the tensions between the subject-focused 
tradition and the collegially developed, cross-curricular school profile. This over-
arching aim was addressed through two research questions: (1) How do teachers 
think that individual autonomy is framed by the recently developed school pro-
file? (2) How do teachers think that individual autonomy is framed by the national 
matriculation exam and subject-focused curricula? The study analysis was based on 
qualitative semi-structured interviews with nine teachers in the case school, with 
supporting data describing the school profile and merger process. These interviews 
were conducted after the creative profile was implemented during the first academic 
year of the new school. This case study produced new knowledge of the teachers’ 
perceptions of autonomy in the tensions between these two different educational 
approaches and investigated how the collegial process of school profiling could 
affect the teachers’ perceptions of autonomy.

General upper secondary education in Finland

Post-compulsory education in Finland is divided into vocational education and gen-
eral upper secondary education, and the latter traditionally is the primary, academic-
oriented route to university. Finland conducts only one high-stakes national test: the 
matriculation exam, a subject-specific final test administered since 1874 at the end 
of students’ 3-year general upper secondary school studies (Sahlberg 2007; Uljens 
et al. 2016). The matriculation exam is based on the national core curricula for gen-
eral upper secondary education and consists of a minimum of four separate subject 
tests, with the possibility to take one or more optional tests (Ylioppilastutkintolau-
takunta, n.d.). Apart from the matriculation exam, all the grading in the individual 
subject-courses during the 3-year upper secondary period is done by the individual 
teachers. At the time of this study, the matriculation exam had substantial impacts 
on university admissions, which were generally based on the combined results of the 
matriculation exam and university entrance exams (Vuorio-Lehti 2007). Reforms to 
university admissions implemented in 2018–2020 have aimed at making the results 
of the matriculation examination the main foundation for university admissions, thus 
further increasing its status as a high-stakes test (Finnish Ministry of Education and 
Culture 2017).

As a final test representing the culmination of general upper secondary education, 
the subject-focused matriculation exam is known to significantly influence teaching, 
as well as students’ expectations and focus (Salmenkivi 2013). Consequently, over 
the years, Finnish upper secondary schools have been criticised for being too subject 
focused and for having a culture and tradition centred on preparing students for the 
exam. According to Antikainen (2006), upper secondary teachers want to safeguard 
an academic emphasis. Moreover, the idea that the exam serves as a measurement of 
school quality has been reinforced over the years, for instance, by public rankings of 
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schools based on the national exam results (Vuorio-Lehti 2007). According to Mül-
ler and Hernández (2010), Finnish teachers have experienced increasing accounta-
bility issues, and the matriculation exam has elements of the high-stakes assessment 
culture sweeping through education systems globally. However, the Finnish edu-
cation tradition is still believed to emphasise trust and professional autonomy over 
assessment accountability (Ahonen 2014; Sahlberg 2011; Samuelsson and Lindblad 
2015; Uljens et al. 2016).

Teacher autonomy

Teacher autonomy can be defined as teachers’ capacity to independently decide and 
determine their actions within the given contextual frame of constraints in which 
they operate (Wermke and Höstfält 2014; Paulsrud and Wermke 2019). Teacher 
autonomy thus is a multidimensional, complex, context-specific phenomenon exist-
ing at different levels (Wilches 2007). The literature features many parallel and over-
lapping concepts; the same concepts are sometimes used with different meanings, 
while different concepts are applied to similar phenomena (see e.g. Mausethagen 
and Mølstad 2015; Ormond 2017; Parker 2015; Prichard and Moore 2016; Vedder 
and O’Dowd 1999; Wermke and Höstfält 2014; Wilches 2007). Rather than using 
teacher autonomy as an all-encompassing concept, different levels of autonomy 
should be discussed separately and in relation to one another to develop a nuanced 
understanding (Frostenson 2015; Parker 2015; Wermke and Forsberg 2017).

Frostenson (2015) divided autonomy into three levels: the general autonomy of 
the teaching profession, the collegial autonomy of the individual school and the 
teacher’s individual autonomy of practice. Wermke et al. (2019) presented a similar 
three-tiered division, labelling the different levels the professional level, the school 
level and the classroom level. General autonomy refers to the ‘organization of the 
school system, legislation, entry requirements, teacher education, curricula, proce-
dures and ideologies of control’ (Frostenson 2015, p. 22). Autonomy at the gen-
eral level is related to the teaching profession’s mandate to influence national-level 
macro developments that affect teachers’ work, such as the requirements for teacher 
legitimisation and education, privatisation of education and development of national 
evaluations, curriculum and education policy (Frostenson 2015; Wermke et  al. 
2018). Extensive general autonomy means that the teaching profession substantially 
influences the national development of education and the teaching profession, for 
example, through teachers’ unions and teachers’ involvement in national curriculum 
development.

The collegial level of autonomy refers to ‘teachers’ collective freedom to influ-
ence and decide on practice at [the] local level’ (Frostenson 2015, p. 23). Collegial 
autonomy thus focuses on teachers’ scope of influence on individual schools’ deci-
sions that affect their work (Frostenson 2015; Wermke et al. 2018). These decisions 
may concern the school curricula, practical organisation of work, schools’ com-
mon ideologies and visions and development of school brands and profiles. Colle-
gial autonomy focuses on the scope of teachers’ joint decision making but should 
not be confused with school autonomy; the authority of individual schools within 
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an education system to decide issues such as budgets, textbooks, hiring and fir-
ing (Neeleman 2019). At present, developments in many countries have increased 
both school autonomy and accountability. Among others, Neeleman (2019, p. 32) 
has claimed that extensive school autonomy leads to good results only ‘in systems 
with rigorous accountability’. School autonomy can be exercised either in a collegial 
manner or primarily by the school head and management (Neeleman 2019). Conse-
quently, school autonomy focuses on the degrees of freedom an individual school 
has as an administrational unit within an educational system, but does not guaran-
tee collective autonomy for teachers and is not synonymous with, or focused on, 
teacher autonomy. The process of creating a school profile in the present study was 
not limited to, for example, the headmaster and school board. Instead, the process 
involved the headmaster and all the teachers, thus exemplifying the exercise of col-
lective autonomy at the school level.

Finally, the individual level of autonomy refers to ‘the individual’s opportunity 
to influence the contents, frames and controls of the teaching practice’ (Frostenson 
2015, p. 24). Individual autonomy thus encompasses individual teachers’ scope of 
action to decide their teaching work within the prevailing contextual frames (Frost-
enson 2015; Wermke et al. 2018). At the individual level, a multitude of different 
factors can contribute to framing the scope of autonomous action. One example of 
research on individual autonomy is the discussion by Shalem et  al. (2018) on the 
impacts of standardised lesson plans on teacher autonomy.

The levels of autonomy can affect one another, and limited or extensive autonomy 
at one level may or may not restrict or increase autonomy at another level. Accord-
ing to Frostenson (2015), decisions made at the level of collegial autonomy might 
restrict the individual autonomy of teachers who are expected to adhere to colle-
gial decisions. However, the collegial level does not necessarily conflict with the 
individual level if collegial decisions align with individual teachers’ perspectives. 
In this case, the collegial level can be regarded as an expression and an extension of 
individual autonomy (Frostenson 2015). Kelchtermans (2006) described a similar 
interpretation that autonomy and collegiality can exist in either a polar relationship, 
working against each other, or a circular relationship, facilitating and supporting 
the other. The effects of the exercise of collegial autonomy on teachers’ individual 
autonomy depend, among other factors, on whether the exercise of collegial auton-
omy is mandated by management or results from teachers’ choices (Frostenson 
2015).

The interplay between the collegial and individual levels of autonomy is of spe-
cial interest in this study as the creative profile developed by the case school can be 
seen as an expression of autonomous decision making at the collegial level. None-
theless, it is unclear how this exercise of collegial autonomy influences individual 
teacher autonomy. Collegial autonomy might be a form of decision making dele-
gated by management that may restrict individual autonomy as teachers, regardless 
of their individual preferences, are expected to adhere to collegial ideals and visions 
(Frostenson 2015). A school profile can influence teachers’ professional roles and 
place expectations of the educational approaches and methods used, adding to the 
constraints on teacher autonomy already imposed, for example, by matriculation 
examinations. However, collegial autonomy also emerges when the ‘preferences of 
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individual teachers result in collegial action and decisions’ (Frostenson 2015, p. 24); 
therefore, creation and implementation of a profile can increase individual auton-
omy. Collegial and individual autonomy, especially their interplay, thus are key con-
cepts to studying how autonomy is framed in our case school.

The extent of collegial and individual autonomy in Finnish upper secondary 
schools in general is an open question. On one hand, Wermke and Höstfält (2014) 
suggested that the Finnish teaching profession enjoys extensive autonomy at the pro-
fessional level, but a conservative normative professional culture restricts autonomy 
at the practice level (the collegial and individual levels according to Frostenson 
2015). On the other hand, Erss et al. (2016) showed that Finnish upper secondary 
teachers appear to experience extensive autonomy at the practice level. The teach-
ers reported not feeling especially constrained, for instance, by the curriculum, 
materials, methods or teacher accountability (Erss et al. 2016). The restrictions on 
autonomy they mentioned were primarily related to insufficient resources (Erss et al. 
2016). Research thus has raised questions about the nature of teacher autonomy at 
the practice level in Finland. In our case school, autonomy was possibly restricted by 
both the high-stakes, subject-focused national assessments and the collegially devel-
oped, cross-curricular school profile. Our goal was to examine how the teachers per-
ceived their autonomy in this context.

Method

This case study dealt with the tensions between the subject-focused traditions and 
norms and the creative, cross-curricular profile, focusing on the teachers’ percep-
tions of how their autonomy was framed in this context. By chance, we became 
aware of the school merger and the new school’s profile through a newspaper arti-
cle, and our engagement with the school began after the merger process had been 
completed. Several types of data typically are gathered for case studies (Cohen et al. 
2011), so we obtained information on the case school, the school profile and the 
creation process of the profile from meetings and e-mail correspondence with the 
school head, as well as written documents and information from the school’s web-
site. A formal interview was also held with the school head. The background data 
formed the foundation for the following description of the case school and merger 
process and provided the necessary contextual understanding for interpreting and 
understanding the teachers’ viewpoints in the interviews. Our engagement with the 
case school began after the merger, so we did not have the opportunity to study, for 
example, the enactment of teacher autonomy during the merger process.

The aim of this paper was to understand the teachers’ views on the constraints 
on their post-merger autonomy, so the main data source was individual interviews 
with the teachers. Following an interpretative, hermeneutic approach, semi-struc-
tured interviews were conducted to enable the teachers to give voice to their percep-
tions, opinions and points of view. The advantage of the semi-structured interviews 
was that they allowed the interviewees to freely elaborate on topics while keeping 
the discussion on topic (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009; Warren 2002). The inter-
view guide included five core themes, each approaching the question of individual 
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autonomy from different perspectives: the school profile, the curriculum, the matric-
ulation exam, collegiality and teacher evaluation. However, the specific questions 
asked of each teacher varied, providing a significant space to individually shape the 
interviews to allow the participants to pursue their lines of reasoning.

The entire teaching staff of 33 full time teachers were provided with a letter 
explaining the study’s background and aim and inviting them to volunteer to par-
ticipate. The nine teachers (six women and three men) who volunteered repre-
sented both of the original schools merged into the creative upper secondary school. 
Seven of the interviewed teachers taught subjects either mandatory or optional in 
the matriculation exam (mother tongue, second language, biology, geography, reli-
gion, psychology, history, civics, math and physics), whereas two taught subjects 
excluded (music and visual arts). Several teachers taught multiple subjects. The 
teachers’ ages ranged from 33 to 59 years old, and their teaching experience from 5 
to 30 years. The school head assisted in coordinating practical arrangements such as 
scheduling the interviews around the teachers’ work days. The on-site, face-to-face 
interviews were held in school meeting rooms, lasted 31–58 min and were digitally 
recorded. The interviews were held at the end of the merged school’s first academic 
year, so all the interviewees had experience teaching in the original schools and the 
new branded school. The interviews yielded a coherent picture, indicating that data 
saturation had been reached (e.g. Kvale and Brinkmann 2009).

The open coding (Rubin and Rubin 2005) analysis using a hermeneutic approach 
focused on giving voice to the teachers’ perspectives against the background of the 
specific school context and the general context of the Finnish education system. Both 
researchers had professional backgrounds as subject teachers, which presumably 
influenced their interpretations of the contexts and the teachers’ perspectives (e.g. 
Kvale and Brinkmann 2009; Ödman 2007). The data were categorised in numer-
ous rounds according to the research questions until the final categories emerged. 
Using QSR NVivo 10, the coding was done directly from the audio files to preserve 
nuances in the interviews generally lost in the process of transcribing (Gibbs 2007). 
Finally, the analysis results were presented to and discussed with the entire teacher 
staff at the case school during a seminar in early in fall 2017, approximately 1 year 
after the interviews were held. Doing so provided a form of validation as the discus-
sion confirmed the results.

The case study’s school profile and the merger process

The purpose of this section is to give readers a sufficient understanding of the study 
context based on the background material collected for the study. That material 
consists of information from written documents, the school’s website, e-mail cor-
respondence, discussions with the school head and interviews with the school head 
and teachers.

The case school was in a major city in Finland and had approximately 400 stu-
dents and 33 full-time teachers at the time of the study. It had recently undergone 
a major reform as two upper secondary schools merged into a single new school. 
The two original schools’ staff members collaborated in collegial process, beginning 
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2 years before the merger, to create the new school’s profile. The schools did not 
make the choice to merge the schools and create a new profile. Instead, the munici-
pality undertook a larger restructuring of the school system and adopted a strategy 
to profile all upper secondary schools. The schools were given autonomy to lead the 
profile creation process, and the municipality did not actively influence the process, 
but the school head kept it informed and regularly reported on the progress.

A team with members from both original schools in our case led the profile 
creation process. Seminars with the entire staff were held regularly as a collegial 
forum to advance the process. Various external influences were sought, for example, 
through dialogue with future researchers, a creativity consultant and education sci-
entists at a local university. Various bodies of literature, for example, on twentyfirst-
century skills also provided inspiration and guidance. The creation of the creative 
school profile was motivated by the notion that present and future societies would 
demand competencies other than those traditionally emphasised in upper secondary 
school. The emphasis on creativity and an open, varied work culture were perceived 
as establishing alignment with social developments and ensuring the future viabil-
ity of education. Although driven by the school, the process was simultaneously 
mandated by the municipality and had elements of branding schools to compete for 
students.

The process resulted in a vision of ‘open-minded education’ (School profile 
matrix). The school slogan of ‘The creative upper secondary school—science, 
humanity and arts’ communicated the focus on creativity founded in science, 
humanity and the creative arts (School head interview). The emphasis on both sci-
ence and art was intended to convey the desire to break the boundaries between 
them and to integrate art as a natural element within traditionally more scientific 
school subjects. The profile gave less focus to the substance of teaching and more 
to the working and teaching cultures. The mottos of ‘breaking the boundaries of 
the classroom’ and ‘it’s okay to make mistakes’ encouraged the teachers and stu-
dents to actively orient themselves towards society and to dynamically pursue open, 
experimental approaches to teaching and learning (School profile matrix). The 
motto ‘breaking the boundaries of the classroom’ issued an appeal to go beyond 
traditional classroom teaching, engage in active interactions with the surrounding 
society, ensure cooperation between the school subjects and teachers and exploit the 
multiple learning opportunities offered by the school and its environment.

The motto of ‘it’s okay to make mistakes’ positively viewed committing errors as 
necessary to development and learning. The aim of this motto was to create an open, 
unthreatening atmosphere for both the students and teachers to challenge themselves 
and try new things. The school head stressed that this strategy was meant to give 
the teachers space to actively try different and novel approaches to teaching without 
the risk of reputational damage or criticisms from colleagues and students in the 
case of failure. Pursuing new approaches was also linked to evaluation as traditional 
forms of evaluation did not always align with the school profile or society itself. 
Traditional student evaluations, to some extent, conflicted with the school profile 
and the envisioned work culture as evaluations concentrated on demonstrating cor-
rect factual knowledge, thus contributing to a culture that focused on subjects and 
stigmatised mistakes.
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Obviously, this profile was not created in a vacuum as a focus on creativity in 
education has been a global trend in western societies (Collard and Looney 2014; 
Shaheen 2010). For instance, the discussion on twentyfirst-century skills has fre-
quently called for more creativity and innovation in education as these are viewed 
as key skills for technological development, economic competitiveness and 
solutions to future societal challenges (Collard and Looney 2014; Kalin 2016; 
Shaheen 2010). Simultaneously, this re-invention of creativity as a decontextu-
alised, fundamental life skill primarily connected to innovation and business has 
been critiqued as part of a neoliberal discourse on education that has reduced the 
complexity of creativity to a matter of economic competitiveness, stripping away 
its critical dimensions (Kalin 2016). In general, creativity has not been espe-
cially well defined in educational contexts (Collard and Looney 2014). Against 
this backdrop, our case school appears to have tapped into the general trend of 
viewing creativity as a key goal for contemporary education and into the related 
criticism of traditional education without the often-associated economic empha-
sis. The key role of arts education in the school profile supported this conclusion.

Neither was the exercise of profiling and branding schools a local phenom-
enon. The practice of creating school-specific profiles to attract students, arguably 
influenced by the economic principles of competition and self-preservation, has 
become a common trend in Western countries (Forsberg 2018; Heinrich 2015). 
By creating symbolic capital through profiles and brands, schools have tried to 
position themselves favourably in the competition for students (Forsberg 2018). 
This practice has become especially prominent in countries with a large propor-
tion of privately run schools and has often been connected to social, ethnical 
and educational segregation as well as commodification of education (Cucchiara 
2008; DiMartino and Butler Jessen 2016; Forsberg 2018). However, this trend 
of school branding has remained highly uncommon in Finland, with its mostly 
municipally run schools known for their relatively small differences among them. 
Nevertheless, the interviews with the teachers and school head showed that to 
some extent, creating the school profile served to brand the school.

Findings

This section discusses the results of the analysis of the teacher interviews, pre-
sented in two sections with the categories of the results for each research ques-
tion. Table 1 gives an overview of the result categories.

How does the recently developed school profile frame autonomy?

The school profile resulted from the exercise of collegial autonomy. The results, 
therefore, demonstrate how decisions made at the collegial level were perceived 
as related to the teachers’ individual autonomy.
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The profile increases individual autonomy

The study findings show that the teachers utilised their collegial autonomy to cre-
ate a school profile that mainly increased their perceived individual autonomy. As 
Frostenson (2015) discussed, this result was not at all self-evident as the exercise of 
collegial autonomy could have also placed more limitations on individual autonomy. 
Interviewee number three provided one example of increased perceived individual 
autonomy:

It’s nothing that is being imposed on me. It rather allows me to do something I 
would like to do anyway.

This statement shows that from this teacher’s perspective, the profile was not 
imposed on the teachers but, instead, legitimated them acting according to their own 
preferences. The quote indicates that the profile developed at the collegial level of 
autonomy could be considered to be a ‘collegial outcome of individual autonomy’ 
(Frostenson 2015, p. 24), meaning that the teachers used the level of collegial auton-
omy as an extension of their individual autonomy. This view was also expressed by 
interviewee number six:

I’ve done a lot of things that I previously would not have allowed myself to do 
[…]. I am now allowed to do things that I previously would have had a guilty 
conscience doing.

This statement shows that the profile not only allowed the teachers to act as they 
wished but was also perceived as broadening the scope of their possible ways of act-
ing, thereby increasing the scope of their individual autonomy. Interviewee number 
six mentioned teaching outside of the classroom or school building, giving more 
responsibility to students, and deciding more freely on teaching contents as exam-
ples of the perceived increase in the scope of action. Interviewee number nine pro-
vided further evidence supporting this assertion:

This new profile increases flexibility. I don’t think it restricts my autonomy; to 
the contrary, it creates more space for autonomy […].

Table 1  Result categories

How do teachers think that individual autonomy is framed by the recently developed school profile?
 The profile increases individual autonomy
 The profile comes second to the teachers’ own visions
 The profile creates a common vision and common expectations

How do teachers think that individual autonomy is framed by the national matriculation exam and 
subject-focused curricula?

 The influence of the curriculum is downplayed
 The teachers choose how to relate to the matriculation exam
 Tensions exist between the subject-focused examinations and the cross-curricular profile
 The matriculation exam is not a measure of accountability



433

1 3

Journal of Educational Change (2021) 22:423–445 

As these quotes indicate, the teachers appear to have utilised their collegial auton-
omy in a way that allowed them to increase their perceived individual autonomy in 
this particular process of change. Creating a profile focused on creativity and break-
ing boundaries with the assurance that it was all right to make mistakes appears to 
have broadened the teachers’ scope of action from their previous experiences. Their 
individual teaching preferences gained more latitude as the profile legitimised teach-
ing in the ways they believed to be the most suitable. It, therefore, appears that in 
this case, the exercise of collegial autonomy was not mandated by management but, 
rather, extended the teachers’ individual preferences and autonomy (see Frostenson 
2015).

The profile comes second to the teachers’ own visions

Several teachers also expressed that they experienced extensive individual autonomy 
as their own professional identities and teaching philosophies influenced their teach-
ing more than the profile did. These teachers thus found support for their individual 
philosophies in the profile and ultimately subordinated it to their own visions. Inter-
viewee number three expressed such a strong, individual professional identity:

We are all teachers, and we like to “do our own thing”. You have to be able to 
shape your teaching as you see fit as that is when it is at its best […]. Leading 
teachers is kind of like herding cats […].

This statement expresses that a strong individual professional identity was perceived 
as typical among teachers, who demanded substantial room for autonomous action. 
Six of the nine interviewees clearly depicted individual philosophies as their main 
frames of reference. The remaining three did not clearly sub- or superordinate their 
individual visions in relation to the profile. Interviewee number six gave the follow-
ing statement:

I myself am the most influential factor in my teaching. I’ve always been scepti-
cal [of] curricul[a] as I’ve seen how they work […]. The profile is the second 
most important factor as it gives an identity both [to] me as a teacher and [to] 
us as a school […].

This teacher clearly stated that their teaching philosophy was foregrounded as the 
main frame of reference. The profile provided a secondary support for creating 
the school’s common identity. This category demonstrates that the majority of the 
teachers regarded their own teaching philosophies and visions as their main frames 
of reference, supported by the profile, indicating that the overall scope of individual 
autonomy was perceived as extensive, and the teachers did not experience being 
constrained by the profile to any great extent.

The profile creates a common vision and common expectations

When contemplating the profile’s role in their school at a collective level, the teach-
ers experienced it as a common vision that provided them with a direction and the 
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school with an identity. Although the teachers did not explicitly express it, this 
vision could be interpreted as possibly constraining the teachers’ scope of action 
by placing expectations to live up to the profile on them. Interviewee number three 
described the profile as a common vision:

It’s good to have an image of what we are trying to achieve. It sets a goal, what 
we want to be. When planning teaching, it’s kind of like [the] north star. We 
aim at being the creative school.

According to this teacher, the profile functioned as a guideline providing the school 
with a common identity and goal. The profile thus appears to have supported the 
teachers as they viewed it as a positive influence and a collective vision in line with 
their individual visions. Interviewee number six, however, indicated that at times, 
the teachers could experience this common vision as somewhat overwhelming:

I have inner pressure that I could have done this better or differently […].

This statement shows that the teachers found that the profile increased their scope 
of action, but at times, it could also create expectations to utilise this scope and live 
up to the profile’s expectations. At the same time, a feeling of not living up to one’s 
own expectations was inherent to the teaching profession, as interviewee number 
three stated:

I think that most of us at some level think that it could be better, but that’s how 
teaching is; you’re never finished.

The teacher stated that a key feature of teaching was its incomplete nature. Conse-
quently, the teachers found themselves in a process of constant development accom-
panied by the ever-present insight that the practice of teaching did not always cor-
respond to their individual or collective ideals.

Overall, the categories related to the first research question show that the col-
legially created profile was perceived by the teachers to mainly increase the scope 
of individual autonomy. However, the profile’s influence should not be overrated as 
the teachers indicated that they also experienced substantial freedom in interpreting 
the profile and predominantly saw their individual teaching philosophies as the main 
factors framing their teaching practices. The teachers expressed a strong sense of 
agency. Together, the result categories for research question one can be interpreted 
as indicating that the profile created more space for the individual teachers’ philoso-
phies and legitimised their exercise of autonomy on the individual level. The final 
category, though, also indicates that the profile, at least for some teachers, created 
pressures to live up to the common vision and utilise the existing scope of action.

How do the subject‑focused national matriculation exam and the curricula frame 
autonomy?

This section presents the teachers’ perceptions of how the subject-focused tradition 
of upper secondary schools, exemplified by the matriculation exam and the curric-
ula, influenced the teachers’ individual autonomy.
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The influence of the curriculum is downplayed

One obvious element that could be expected to frame teacher autonomy was the 
curriculum. The results, however, show that the teachers had a relaxed approach 
towards the curriculum. The curriculum’s main function was to provide a struc-
ture for each subject. Although the curriculum influenced teaching by framing its 
content, the teachers stated that they did not pay much attention to it, and instead, 
they tended to base their teaching more on their own professional judgment than 
the curriculum. Interviewee number two described this situation:

[T]hese curricul[a] that are just paper[s] that no one in day-to-day work 
reads. Who reads them? […] I know [that the curriculum is] there. I know 
what it’s about, but it’s the least important bit […].

This statement shows that not only the profile but also the curriculum came sec-
ond to the teachers’ own judgments, as shown in the previous section. Contrary 
to what might have been expected, the upper secondary teachers did not necessar-
ily see themselves as constrained by the subject-focused curriculum. Interviewee 
number one states:

If the curriculum says that we should cover [content], well, if we do all of it, 
it will only be name dropping. I choose what I feel are the most important 
parts, and so we do less but do it more in depth.

Interviewee number one reported using extensive individual autonomy in relation 
to the curriculum. The teacher chose to focus on content perceived as important 
rather than striving to cover all the content. These two statements demonstrate 
that when deciding on teaching content, the teachers mainly viewed their own 
professional judgment as more important than the curriculum, revealing a strong 
sense of agency. The curriculum thus was not experienced to restrict autonomy 
to a great extent, and its role in framing the teachers’ scope of action was down-
played, confirming the findings of Erss et al. (2016).

The teachers choose how to relate to the matriculation exam

The interviews show that for the subjects evaluated, the national matriculation 
exam evidently could exert more influence than the curriculum, even to the extent 
of taking on the role of the main curriculum. The teachers, however, added that 
the exam was based on the national curriculum, so there was no conflict between 
the two.

The exam influences [us] a lot. I think it influences [us] more than the cur-
riculum [does].

For interviewee number three, the exam appears to have been the primary influ-
ence on decisions regarding teaching content. Interviewee number five expressed 
a similar view:
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The exam gives me content that I have to address […]. It’s the pupils’ legal 
right […]. I can’t choose that, “Okay, I’m not gonna do this now as this 
theatre play is on, and we’re gonna do something with that instead” […].

This statement communicates that the need to cover the exam content restricted 
the flexibility of teaching and the possibilities to utilise teaching methods based 
on active interaction with the surrounding society, such as project work. The 
exam is based on the curriculum, but as its scope of subject content tends to be 
narrower than the curriculum, it appears to be the primary influence on teaching 
content. The need to cover the content likely to appear in the exam is experienced 
as restricting individual autonomy. Some teachers also expressed that the matric-
ulation exam influenced student grading in various ways:

The exam is the reference point that you can look at […]. It functions as a 
[form of] support when setting the scale.

Interviewee number three perceived the exam as a point of reference for identify-
ing the appropriate levels for grading students in the individual subject courses, 
which revealed another dimension of the exam’s influence. In addition to influ-
encing teaching as a curriculum, it also affected the ways in which students were 
graded. Interviewee number eight provided a slightly different perspective on the 
influence on evaluation:

At the end of their studies, I apply the evaluation criteria used in the matric-
ulation exam to show the students that this is what it’s about, so they know 
where they stand.

This teacher perceived that students benefitted when the grading in individual 
subject-courses used similar types of questions, tasks and evaluation criteria as 
the matriculation exam. These quotes demonstrate that the matriculation exam, in 
addition to functioning as a curriculum, could also influence the teachers’ student 
grading. As illustrated by the preceding quotes, the matriculation exam emerged 
as the culmination of upper secondary school and the main factor constraining the 
teachers’ individual autonomy. These statements confirm that teaching to the test 
may be a reality in upper secondary schools in Finland.

However, not all the teachers experienced the exam as restraining their scope 
of action, as exemplified by interviewee number six:

In that regard, I’m perhaps not a “good teacher” as I don’t give the exam 
much attention […]. My goal is to evoke their curiosity and [to help them] 
understand how the subject is structured and works […].

Despite teaching an exam-evaluated subject, this teacher reported that they gener-
ally did not allow the exam to influence their teaching, although the teacher was 
also aware that this approach somewhat violated the norms of upper secondary 
schools. Interviewee number seven gave another example of the same approach:
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For me, it’s never about coaching them to pass the exam. Of course, they have 
to pass my courses, but it’s about orienting outward, taking in influences, 
working across borders […].

Although both interviewees six and seven taught subjects included on the exam, 
they still reported that they did not allow it to influence them heavily. The teach-
ers, in fact, appear to have had autonomy to choose how to relate to the matricula-
tion exam. Some teachers regarded the exam as the main curriculum, whereas others 
significantly downplayed its influence. Naturally, the teachers of subjects excluded 
from the exam (e.g. music and visual arts) did not experience it as an influencing 
factor at all. The results show that the same approach of viewing individual teaching 
philosophies as the main frame of reference, as witnessed regarding the profile and 
the curriculum, was also possible with the exam. The teachers appear to ultimately 
have chosen how to relate to the exam. Consequently, teaching for tests, therefore, 
could be a reality in Finnish upper secondary schools but did not have to be.

Tensions exist between the subject‑focused examinations and the cross‑curricular 
profile

As the previous categories indicate, the teachers, to some extent, had to balance 
the subject-focused matriculation exam and the cross-curricular goals of the school 
profile. As interviewee number three explained, this tension could also be seen as 
positive:

I think it’s rather convenient that they are like two poles that pull in opposite 
directions. It means that you have to find the balance. You can’t go too far in 
either direction, so it’s not a bad conflict, rather a useful tension.

This statement shows that the profile could be perceived as a counterweight to the 
subject-focused exam, contributing to creating balance. The collegial creation of the 
profile thus could be interpreted as a means for the teachers to counteract an exces-
sive focus on subjects and to legitimately shift the focus to cross-curricular goals in 
line with their individual visions. Interviewee number eight supported the view on 
the tensions as positive:

I think the profile opens the gates to choosing the alternative that is not about 
sitting in class analysing texts as you would do in the exam […]. But I’m kind 
of in between there as everybody writes my subject in the matriculation exam 
[…].

Although the profile legitimised an increased focus on cross-curricular goals, the 
teacher stated that doing so should not be achieved at the expense of the subject 
goals evaluated in the matriculation exam. This teacher, therefore, perceived the ten-
sion as simultaneously positive and contrasting with the foundational logic of upper 
secondary education, making the tension somewhat problematic.

These statements show the teachers’ awareness of the need to balance the 
exam’s subject focus and the profile’s cross-curricular focus. This tension was 
mostly experienced as positive by the three teachers who explicitly mentioned 
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it, as it was perceived to maintain a balance between the subject and cross-cur-
ricular goals. This positive view supported the view that the profile was collegi-
ally created as an extension of the teachers’ individual teaching philosophies (see 
Frostenson 2015) to act as a counterforce to the traditional subject focus of upper 
secondary schools in general and the matriculation exam in particular. Seeing the 
profile as an extension of individual philosophies meant that tensions existed not 
only between the subject-focused exam and the profile but also between the indi-
vidual philosophies and the exam. Using a collegial scope of autonomy to create 
the school profile, therefore, could be viewed as a way for the teachers to reduce 
this tension and increase their individual autonomy by supporting their individual 
standpoints within a collective profile.

The matriculation exam is not a measure of accountability

The interviews show that the teachers perceived themselves as subjected to only 
one form of assessment: their individual self-evaluations. The teachers provided no 
evidence that the matriculation exam results were used to hold them individually 
accountable. Interviewee number six described a relaxed approach toward this exam:

I’m not personally that concerned with the results [of] the matriculation exam 
[…]. I, however, am very self-critical, […] so I evaluate myself a lot […].

This teacher did not experience being held accountable for students’ exam results. 
The frame of reference for evaluation, instead, was the teacher’s own standards. 
The pattern of the teachers viewing their own teaching philosophies as superor-
dinate to the profile, curriculum and exam, therefore, was also apparent in the 
evaluations of the teachers’ performance. Interviewee number one also down-
played the importance of the exam as a quality measure and instead emphasised a 
student-development perspective:

If a student [who] came in with very weak grades develops and gets a 7 or 
an 8, then we’re very happy. That’s a success for us.

As an indicator of teacher success, interviewee number one pointed to the per-
sonal development of individual students during upper secondary school rather 
than their performance on the matriculation exam. The main forms of perfor-
mance evaluation the teachers reported were the various self-evaluation routines 
developed by each teacher and the individual development of students, which in 
practice allowed each teacher to define the characteristics of good teaching. The 
deprofessionalisation caused by evaluation and accountability across Western 
countries, therefore, did not appear to have occurred in any great extent in this 
context, although the matriculation exam could have provided the preconditions 
for it. Relating to Solbrekke and Englund’s (2011) distinction between respon-
sibility and accountability, the teachers in our study clearly communicated that 
they felt responsible for their students and expressed their obligation to provide 
the best education possible in the absence of accountability measures.
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The absence of evaluation-based accountability was also evident in the teach-
ers’ views on the rankings of upper secondary schools. Although such rankings 
based on the matriculation exam results was a reality in Finland, the teachers 
still thought that these rankings did not have substantial effects on their peda-
gogical decisions, and they did not communicate being held accountable for their 
schools’ rankings.

I think it is more interesting to see how the weaker students have performed. 
That’s where my personal input is more visible. […] Or to look at the num-
ber of students taking the matriculation exam in one of my subjects, that’s 
more important to me […]. I’d rather see as many students as possible take 
the exam, struggle and learn than only have the top ones with high grades 
taking it.

Interviewee number three reasoned that having many students, including academ-
ically challenged ones, take the exam (resulting in lower mean grades and school 
rankings) was more important than having a few students earn top marks. Inter-
viewee number seven supported this view:

Pedagogy is not about rankings. It’s about how I can work with these young-
sters right here and help them forward. They are here for three years, and 
then they move on. What can I do with them during these years?

Although upper secondary schools’ rankings appear to have had little impact on 
the teachers’ perceptions of autonomy, they were not completely indifferent to the 
rankings. Interviewee number two illustrated this sentiment:

It’s there under the surface, that, “‘Ha, ha, this year, we were better than 
school xx”.

Although the teachers did not perceive themselves as controlled by or held 
accountable for the exam results and the consequent school rankings, they did 
acknowledge this issue, and rivalries between schools appear to have existed.

The results in this category show that the matriculation exam appears to be the 
main factor perceived to constrain the teachers’ individual autonomy. The exam 
framed the teachers’ actions regarding their choice of content and their evaluation 
of students. For some teachers, the exam appears to have had greater influence 
than the curriculum, but the extent to which and the ways in which the exam 
influenced the individual teachers depended on their choices of how to relate 
to the exam. The exam thus could exert influence but did not necessarily do so. 
The teachers did not report being subjected to any form of external assessment, 
or feeling evaluated or held accountable based on students’ matriculation exam 
scores. These results call into question the view on the matriculation exam as 
a high-stakes exam (Vuorio-Lehti 2007), indicating that the stakes appear to be 
high primarily for students but not necessarily for teachers. Instead of trying to 
achieve the best possible mean results for their school, some teachers actively 
encouraged academically challenged students to attempt non-compulsory tests on 
the exam, although the teachers had full awareness that doing so could negatively 
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affect the school’s rankings. These findings support the notion that teacher 
accountability associated with high-stakes testing is not a dominant element in 
the Finnish context (Sahlberg 2011), and the negative impacts on teacher auton-
omy usually associated with high-stakes testing appear to be generally absent.

Conclusions and implications

In this study, we set out to answer two research questions: 1. How do teachers think 
that individual autonomy is framed by the recently developed school profile? 2. How 
do teachers think that individual autonomy is framed by the national matriculation 
exam and subject-focused curricula? The study found that in the case school, the 
teachers appear to have utilised their collective scope of action to create a school 
profile that was an extension of their individual teaching philosophies. This process 
resulted in a perceived increase in the scope of their individual autonomy after the 
school merger as their individual philosophies were supported and legitimised. The 
profile also acted as a counterweight to the otherwise subject-focused tradition and 
evaluations at the general upper secondary level and legitimised departing from the 
norms of upper secondary schools. It, therefore, appears that in this case, the level 
of collegial autonomy was an extension of individual autonomy (Frostenson 2015). 
The relationship between individual autonomy and collegiality can be described as 
circular (Kelchtermans 2006) as they facilitated and supported each other.

The findings of high levels of teacher autonomy at both the collegial and the indi-
vidual level show that in the Finnish education system, extensive autonomy was pos-
sible on all three of Frostensson’s (2015) levels—general, collegial and individual. 
The results can also be interpreted from the perspective of the educational, social, 
developmental and administrative domains of autonomy (Wermke et  al. 2019), 
showing that this collegial exercise of developmental autonomy placed the develop-
mental and educational domains primarily in the hands of the teachers. The findings 
also support previous results suggesting a high level of perceived autonomy among 
Finnish teachers (Erss et al. 2016; Salokangas et al. 2019).

However, the findings also raise questions about the often taken-for-granted pic-
ture of Finland as an input-governed education system (e.g. Salokangas et al. 2019). 
The results show that the matriculation examination played an ambiguous role in 
constraining autonomy. On one hand, the examination functioned, in many cases, 
as the main curriculum and as a high-stakes test resulting in the public rankings 
of schools. On the other hand, the stakes appear to have been high primarily for 
students, whereas the teachers could choose to allow the exam to influence them to 
varying degrees. Some teachers gave the exam substantial weight, while others sig-
nificantly downplayed its influence on teaching, providing a reminder that individual 
agency and interpretations had significant impacts on how autonomy was experi-
enced and practiced.

The teachers were inclined to regard their own teaching philosophy as their main 
frames of reference. The profile, curriculum, matriculation exam and school rank-
ings were all secondary influences on the teachers after their own teaching philoso-
phies. This situation can partly be understood against the backdrop of the historical 
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development of Finnish basic and upper secondary education through which the 
teaching profession has acquired substantial autonomy, status and social trust 
(Simola 2005). The Finnish tradition emphasising trust and autonomy (Sahlberg 
2011; Samuelsson and Lindblad 2015; Uljens et al. 2016) has created the precondi-
tions for this open relationship between the teacher and the curriculum or evalua-
tions. In this case, meaning that although some of the teachers thought that the cur-
riculum covered too much subject content, their reliance on their own professional 
judgment prevented it from hindering their focus on the cross-curricular school pro-
file, exemplifying the exercise of educational autonomy (Wermke et al. 2019). This 
autonomous approach to the curriculum differs, for example, from Norwegian teach-
ers (Mausethagen and Mølstad 2015) who perceive themselves mainly as deliverers 
of curricular content and display an unwillingness to take an active role in deciding 
the content. The results serve as a reminder that success on international student 
evaluations, such as the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), 
does not have to come at the expense of teacher autonomy, and likewise, it seriously 
calls into question claims that rigorous accountability is a prerequisite for quality 
education (Neeleman 2019).

To summarise, this study investigated the outcomes of a merger and development 
process in which the teachers utilised their collegial autonomy to shape a new school 
profile that increased their perceived individual autonomy and shifted the focus of 
education from the upper secondary traditions, making it more in line with their 
visions of what education should be. In this case, the focus on non-subject goals 
appears to have been achieved through—not at the expense of—teacher autonomy, 
providing an example of how the teachers, acting in a collegial manner, could influ-
ence the premises and constraints of their work. This was possible, in part, because 
of Finland’s lack of a culture of teacher accountability, even though the matricula-
tion exam provided the means for it, and school rankings have been a reality for 
many years. The matriculation exam, however, had a major influence on teaching, 
as it appears to have been the main factor constraining both teaching content and 
grading.

The findings indicate how context specific and, indeed, individual the interplay 
of the levels of autonomy is, which future studies need to take into consideration. 
The results also show that the development of local school profiles can have sig-
nificant impacts on perceived teacher autonomy. This potential should be taken into 
account when developing profiles as including teachers in a collegial process of pro-
file development can avoid the otherwise present risk of deprofessionalisation. In 
this case, the municipality made the decision to develop profiles for all the upper 
secondary schools, but the creation process was led by the school, making it a top-
down and bottom-up process simultaneously. The results suggest that this approach 
to school development can have positive effects on teacher autonomy rather than the 
possible negative effects of a purely top-down approach (e.g. Parding 2010).

Naturally, this study has limitations. One possible limitation concerns the selec-
tion of the interviewees. Although the interviews produced a coherent picture 
with data saturation, the selection of different teachers could have produced dif-
ferent results. However, this scenario is unlikely, as the interviews did not indicate 
clear staff divisions over the profile. The study results were also confirmed when 
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presented to and discussed by the teaching staff of the case school during a seminar 
in early fall 2017, approximately a year after the interviews. A second limitation 
is that the study is a case study in a specific school at a specific point in time and 
the validity of the results naturally cannot be generalised beyond these limits. The 
study shows the possibility of extensive perceived autonomy at all three levels of 
autonomy in Finland but does not demonstrate that this is the case in every Finnish 
upper secondary school.
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