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Abstract  
The importance of building democratic competency in the face of current global challenges cascades down 

into national curricula. Illustratively, in 2020, Norway introduced a new national curriculum that conveyed 

an expectation that students should experience a democratic school society in practice. In response to this 

new curriculum, in 2019, an upper secondary school in Norway decided to embark on a mission to develop 

and implement a new pedagogical model. The ambition was to increase the students’ sense of 

codetermination and participation in school, the local community, and society at large. Subsequently, an 

interdisciplinary pedagogical model has been in development at the school, in which the subject content is 

organized according to overarching topics. These topics are presented to students as quests called learning 

missions.  

Through in-depth interviews with teachers and leaders currently working on developing the new 

pedagogical method at the school, the current article investigates the challenges and opportunities the 

participants encountered in this process. The data have been coded through a stepwise deductive-

induction method and analyzed using Bernstein’s concepts of classification and frame. The participants 

identified the inflexible organizational structures of the school—such as the school administrative system, 

the building, assessments, and the set timetable—as aspects that made it challenging for the school to 

depart from the dissemination-based approach to education. Inversely, the implementation of 

interdisciplinary topics in the Norwegian National Curriculum is one example of a structural change that the 

participants thought had opened up more flexibility. However, the participants experienced that this 

flexibility was not extended into the regulations controlling how time is spent in school or the assessment 

forms. Hence the article concludes that structural changes are necessary to enable the growth of 
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pedagogical models that can increase students’ codetermination, active participation, and real-life 

experiences in schools.  

Keywords: Student-centered learning, citizenship, student participation, interdisciplinary topics, problem-

based learning  

Introduction  

Our current era, which can be defined by the global struggle to preserve the planet, the recent encounter 

with the life-threatening COVID-19 pandemic, and a rise in the number of autocracies, has clearly shown 

that democracy and international diplomatic communication are crucial. Concerningly, the 2021 V-Dem 

Institute’s Democracy Report shows that, over the past two decades, the global level of democracy has 

declined to its 1989 level (Boese et al., 2022). Similarly, according to the Global Democracy Index, the year 

2021 marked another major decline in the global level of democracy (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2022). 

Within the international community, there has been broad agreement that education is essential for 

turning this trend around. When young students are allowed to be active agents in their community and 

voice their opinions through education, this increases their level of civic engagement (OECD, 2022). 

Correspondingly, the importance of building democratic competency in the face of global challenges 

cascades down into national curricula and school policy. 

Illustratively, in 2020, Norway introduced a new national curriculum expressing the expectation that 

students should experience a democratic school society in practice, stating, When the voices of the pupils 

are heard in school, they will experience how they can make their own considered” (Ministry of Education 

and Research, 2017, 2.5) The curriculum includes a core curriculum, published already in 2017 and 

implemented in 2020, that provides values and principles for Norwegian education, for example, by calling 

for more active participation and codetermination for students, not only in the school’s student council but 

also in everyday school life and practice. Furthermore, the core curriculum introduced three 

interdisciplinary topics: 1) health and life skills, 2) democracy and citizenship, and 3) sustainable 

development. This is the first time in Norwegian school history that the national curriculum includes three 

named interdisciplinary topics that are mentioned in the introduction of every subject curriculum and 

explicitly tie together various competency goals from the individual subject curricula with the expressed 

intent of making the students see the connections between subjects (Ministry of Education and Research, 

2017).  

In response to the new curriculum, in 2019, an upper secondary school in Norway decided to embark on a 

mission to develop and implement a new pedagogical model. The ambition was to increase the students’ 

sense of codetermination and participation in school, the local community, and society at large. Another 

major aspiration was to facilitate holistic, personalized, student-engaging, relevant, and social in-depth 
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learning through structural reorganization. There were approximately 1,800 students at the school, and 

many of these students were attending a vocational education program. An interdisciplinary pedagogical 

model was put into development at the school, in which competency goals were organized according to 

overarching topics. These topics were presented to the students as quests—called learning missions—

through which the ambition was that the students would be invigorated to explore relevant content and 

choose appropriate learning methods themselves. The new learning mission model was implemented 

incrementally starting in September 2020, following the implementation of the new National Curriculum 

(LK20).  

The research in the current article is based on in-depth interviews with teachers and leaders who were 

working to develop the new pedagogical method at the aforementioned upper secondary school. All the 

participants were key players in the development work at the school and represented a development work 

undertaken from 2019 until the writing of this article, which affected approximately 750 students in its first 

year and approximately 1,500 students annually after 2021. The research was part of a larger Action 

Research Public Sector PhD project, which entailed me being both a teacher and a researcher at the upper 

secondary school. The study was financed by the school owner and the Research Council of Norway. 

The research question addressed in this article is:  

What are the challenges and opportunities the teachers and leaders have encountered in the process of 
transitioning to learning missions?  

This is an important question to explore because the school’s development work is a micro-level example 

echoing a macro-level ambition in international educational policy. The ambition behind the school’s 

development project was to move toward a more interdisciplinary, active, and student-centered approach. 

This decision was inspired by influential policy reports, such as the OECD report Schools for 21st Century 

Learners and the Horizon Report 2015 (Johnson et al., 2015; Schleicher, 2015).1  

Generally, research has supported the idea that transitioning to more student-active methods is 

advantageous. Active learning is defined as “learning that requires students to engage cognitively and 

meaningfully with the materials” (Chi & Wylie, 2014, p. 219) and is often contrasted with dissemination-

based learning. In a one-way lecture, for example, the teacher facilitates a passive mode of engagement 

centered around the teacher´s activity and expects the students to ensure that the material is processed. In 

the active learning approach, both the learners and the teacher(s) are predominantly attentive to how the 

 
1 This video is a visual presentation of the OECD’s learning compass ambition 2030, which further illustrates how the 
learning mission model of the school echoes a macro-level ambition at policy level: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9YNDnkph_Ko (OECD Future of Education and Skills 2030: Learning Compass 
2030, 2019). 
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material is processed by the students, and the teachers aim to facilitate situations in which the learners are 

allowed to engage with the material. (Bonwell & Eison, 1991; Chi & Wylie, 2014; Deslauriers et al., 2019; 

Prince, 2004). Fullan et al. (2018) have shown that deep learning and the transition to active learning are 

intrinsically linked. Other studies have found that combining elements from project-based learning and 

problem-based learning can enhance critical thinking and student engagement (Hanney & Savin-Baden, 

2013; Shekhar et al., 2020). Moreover, a meta-study from 2019 that compared and analyzed the findings 

from 299 studies concerning the impact of student-centered instruction methods, concluded that a more 

student-centered approach can lead to significantly better learning achievement for students than the 

traditional dissemination-based approach. In the implications for further research, Bernard et.al argued 

that research should move beyond comparing whether new practice outperforms traditional classrooms to 

the questions of how nontraditional approaches can be further developed (Bernard et al., 2019). It is in this 

context that it is interesting to explore what hinders and enables the development of a more student-

active, interdisciplinary approach in a school that has centered on such a transition.  

Because the Norwegian National Curriculum, LK20, is new and has been implemented amid COVID-19 

measures, there has been limited research on the renewed curriculum’s consequences for practice. The 

research project Evaluation of the Subject Renewal (EVA) published two reports on the process leading up 

to the implementation of the new curriculum. In their first report, they argued that the introduction of 

interdisciplinary topics might lead to confusion and tension because it is unclear how and to what degree 

the various subjects should be integrated into the practical work with the interdisciplinary topics (Karseth 

et al., 2020). This confusion was echoed by Andreassen and Tiller (2021) in their extensive analysis of the 

LK20 curriculum, who even questioned whether the Core Curriculum’s interdisciplinary topics were merely 

intended as a guide for the authors of the specific competency goals and not for the teachers working with 

the curriculum (2021, p. 227). The EVA’s second report explored the tensions revealed in the practical 

preparation for implementing the curriculum. The authors critically questioned how the tension between 

implementing something new while simultaneously building on existing practice can affect and limit the 

new practice (Ottesen et al., 2021, pp. 83–89). The current article’s data material has suggested some 

answers to the questions posed in EVA’s reports: the challenges and opportunities the participants have 

encountered while implementing a pedagogical model that responds to the ambitions of LK20 can elucidate 

the effect of such structural tensions, particularly those related to interdisciplinary topics and active 

learning.  

A literature review of Norwegian research on civic and citizenship education from year 2000 and onward 

has indicated that even though teachers know that it is important that educators and schools should strive 

to develop active democratic citizens, it is often unclear to the practitioners how this should be done in 

practice (Biseth et al., 2021). That there exists a general plurality in the understanding of democracy which 
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affects what practice looks like has been systematically studied in an international, theoretical review of 

377 peer-reviewed articles examining how democratic education is conceptualized. Sant showed how 

different normative understandings of democracy have impactful implications for practice (Sant, 2019). 

Given that it is an explicit goal in the Norwegian Core Curriculum to enable students to act as active 

democratic citizens in their current school situation, the curriculum instructs Norwegian practitioners that 

students should learn to be democratic citizens through democracy, not only for democracy in their future 

as adults. Research has illuminated that to enable active participation, it is necessary for schools and their 

practitioners to have a broader focus than only strengthening civic knowledge. Skills, experiences, 

attitudes, values, and belief in future participation can be supported by focusing on developing the 

students’ sense of political efficacy, by creating an open classroom climate, and by active participation and 

experiential learning (Blaskó et al., 2019; Hoskins et al., 2015; Kosberg & Grevle, 2022; Ødegård & Svagård, 

2018; Sohl & Arensmeier, 2015; Westheimer, 2015). Although several studies have discussed the teachers’ 

understanding of democracy or pedagogy, the current research study has elucidated which aspects of 

school life practitioners, who already conscientiously work toward the ambition to strengthen students’ 

opportunity to be active participants in their own everyday school life, identify as challenges and 

opportunities. This contribution can provide valuable insights into the measures that can be undertaken in 

research and at the policy level to support practitioners. 

Theory  

Bernstein’s (1973) concepts of classification and frame, which are related to identifying the educational 

knowledge code—the founding principles that guide curriculum, pedagogy, and evaluation—were helpful 

to relate the micro-level experiences in the empirical data at a macro theoretical level. By analyzing the 

data through Bernstein’s concepts, I was able to cluster the complexity of the data, which allowed me to 

present the data more coherently and concisely.  

Bernstein stated that “curriculum defines what counts as valid knowledge, pedagogy defines what counts 

as a valid transmission of knowledge, and evaluation defines what counts as a valid realization of this 

knowledge on the part of the taught” (1973, p. 47)2. He sorted curricula into two categories based on their 

level of classification, that is, the level of the boundary between content: 1) the collection type is curricula 

with closed relationships between content, and 2) the integrated type refers to curricula with weak 

boundaries between content. In a collection type, the boundaries between content are what shape identity 

and one is socialized into the codes of a particular discipline. Interdisciplinary topics would be an example 

 
2 Even though Bernstein uses the word evaluation, I have used the word assessment in this article as this word is more 
commonly used in the current practice field.  
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of a more integrated type, as the boundaries between content are weaker.  

Framing, on the other hand, refers to the degree of control the teacher and learners have over what is 

transmitted at the pedagogical level. If the framing is strong, there are limited options for the teacher, even 

though the teacher is powerful in relation to the student and the student cannot affect what, how, or 

where the content is taught. When framing is weak, however, the student’s prior knowledge is welcomed, 

and there is little insulation separating the student’s world outside of school from that in school.  

If both classification and framing are strong, the educational relationship is shaped by traditions and the 

pupil is seen as ignorant with little power (Bernstein, 1973, p. 51). In other words, if one is to follow the 

logical line of Bernstein, to increase the students’ level of opportunity to partake in decision-making in 

everyday school life, it is necessary to move in a direction toward weak classification and framing. As 

mentioned in the introduction, it is an explicit ambition in the Norwegian Core Curriculum to increase the 

students’ opportunities to participate actively and partake in decisions regarding everyday life in school and 

class.  

However, weak classification and framing entail blurring the lines between what is and is not considered 

knowledge, which, according to Bernstein, will most likely direct attention toward how knowledge is built 

rather than which knowledge should be attained. Furthermore, more of the student’s life in terms of 

feelings, values, and context is exposed in the educational setting, which may result in a more intense and 

thorough socialization process. A sudden change in the cultural traditions of classification and framing leads 

to resistance. This is why a transition to a weaker classification and framing presupposes solidarity and a 

shared understanding among the employees that such a transition entails a different learning output, 

whereas the lack of such support can lead to a problem of order within the organization (Bernstein, 1973, 

pp. 63–66).  

Andreassen (2016) used Bernstein’s theoretical framework when analyzing the room for action where the 

various competency goals extend to the schools, the teachers, and the students in the Norwegian 

Curriculum from 2006 (LK06). Additionally, he explored the same categories when analyzing the National 

Curriculum of 2020 together with Tiller (Andreassen, 2016; Andreassen & Tiller, 2021). The current study 

further explores this room for action from the practitioner's perspective and shows that not only do the 

competency goals affect the classification and framing for the participants, but from their perspective in 

the practice field, in which all aspects that influence school life are merged into practice, they also highlight 

how other aspects of school, such as the school administrative system or the building, affect the level of 

classification and framing. This is important because it suggests that such aspects should receive more 

attention.  

http://www.nordiccie.org/
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Fullan had a similar understanding to Bernstein, making a distinction between deep learning and the 

traditional grammar of school. According to him, traditional grammar is a “conservative default culture that 

provides a sense of security, familiarity, and predictability. The default culture, as if it had a life of its own, 

seems ready to neutralize or blunt any serious attempt at change” (Fullan, 2020, p. 654). Also, it is 

necessary to break out of this grammar to enhance the quality of learning and achieve deep learning (Fullan 

et al., 2018).  

Methods  

The data presented in this article are based on 1) unstructured individual interviews, and 2) unstructured 

group interviews. In the individual interviews, open-ended questions were posed directly to the participant 

by me. In the group interviews, the participants were seated around a table and given Post-it notes. Each 

participant had a specific color Post-it note. On the table, there were two A3 pieces of paper, one labeled 

“challenges” and one labeled “opportunities.” Two of the groups were also given a third poster, labeled 

“wishes,” because they presented a few notes that could be more accurately described as wishes. 

Throughout the group interviews, the participants wrote down the challenges and opportunities they had 

experienced while transitioning to teaching through learning missions and sorted them into the two, 

sometimes three, categories. Throughout the interviews, the participants wrote short notes, sorted them 

into the most appropriate category, explained and discussed what they meant by what they had written on 

the notes, and talked about their experiences linked to the content. The participants also exchanged 

experiences and discussed similarities and differences of their experiences.  

I developed the method in this way because I wanted the interview to take the form of an informal 

conversation. As this study is part of an action research study and as I am also a practitioner at the school 

and a colleague to the participants, I intended this study to both enable fruitful exchange between the 

participants in the ongoing action and document the findings of the unstructured interviews. This turned 

out to be advantageous because the conversation brought up aspects that were relevant to the 

practitioners. After the interviews, several of the practitioners expressed that they thought it had been 

useful to participate in the interviews and that they enjoyed the way I had set it up because it was easier 

for them to shape the interview so that it brought up what was relevant for them. Swain and King (2022) 

argue in an article on informal conversations in qualitative research that this approach might create more 

ease of communication and therefore be advantageous for the quality of the conversation. They distinguish 

informal conversations from unstructured interviews, as the latter is planned. (Swain & King, 2022). In the 

current study I have, therefore, unstructured interviews and incorporated elements from informal 

conversations.  

http://www.nordiccie.org/
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Participant selection consisted of 13 employees at the school. Most of the participants hold at least two of 

the following roles: leader, teacher specialist, or teacher. The school offers a range of educational 

programs, and the participants mirrored the diversity of these different programs. Consequently, both 

vocational subject3 teachers and common core4 subject teachers were represented. The informants were 

invited to the interviews and selected because of their active participation in developing and evaluating the 

learning missions. The current study was part of a larger public sector doctoral dissertation work, meaning 

that I was both a teacher and researcher at the school. This double role gave me valuable insights into 

whom I should invite to participate in the interviews. All the quotes have been translated from Norwegian 

into English by me.  

All the interviews lasted for one to two hours and were video recorded. The recordings and the Post-it 

notes were transcribed and then coded in two rounds. The program NVivo was used to transcribe and code 

the data. I based the coding approach on Tjora’s (2019) stepwise deductive-induction method of coding, 

which is illustrated in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. Tjora’s stepwise deductive-induction method of coding 

 

Source: Tjora, 2019, p. 3 

In the first round of coding, I coded the content using an inductive descriptive approach, during which I 

ended up with approximately 210 codes. In the second round, I thematically sorted the codes and 

identified six code groups. This stage made me understand that Bernstein´s concepts of classification and 

framing from the theory of the Educational Knowledge Code were appropriate to reduce the complexity of 

 
3 Also called programme subjects in the Norwegian context  
4 Common core subjects are the mandatory subjects which are not special for the education program, for example 
mathematics or English.   
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the data material in the analysis.  

Figure 2. The process of coding the interviews 

 

Adapted from Tjora (2019). 

Findings 

The presentation of the findings is divided into four sections: In the first section, I elucidate how the 

participants explained the ambition for the new pedagogical model. Even though I knew the ambition at 

the school well, both as a teacher and researcher, it is important to shed light on how the participants 

conceptualized this vision. In the second section, I summarize the most common challenges the participants 

encountered. The third section describes how the participants framed the difference between the ambition 

and reality of the new pedagogical approach. In the fourth and final section, I summarize which solutions 

and advantages the participants encountered after they had transitioned to working with learning missions.  

Most of the participants viewed the new ambition as a conscious breakage with many aspects of the 

traditional way of teaching. One participant, for example, described that the set-up of a traditional 

classroom was not ideal for learning: “The best learning does not happen sitting at desks; this has been a 

very important premise … it is an important part of it that learning should happen other places than only 

within the school.” Similarly, several participants explained that the set timetable was perceived as a 

traditional aspect of school that did not fit well with the new pedagogical ambition:  

The way it was intended was that the timetable would be dissolved, and then, the Norwegian teachers, the 
English teachers, and the program subject teacher would sit there as a resource for the students, who would be 

Theory

• Educational Knowledge Code (Bernstein) 

Concepts 

• Weak or strong classification 

• Weak or strong framing 

Grouping 
codes

• 6 groups

• Ambition

• Hindrances/challenges

• Current state

• Solutions/advantages

• The path onward

• Student participation and influence  

Coding 

• 210 codes 

"Raw" 
empirical data

• In-depth interviews with 13 employees  

• 10 hours of recorded interview 
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able to approach them to seek knowledge and get help …  

Moreover, the traditional dissemination-based approach to teaching was seen as not fulfilling the criteria 

for the learning missions, as described by one of the leaders at the school:  

We made a template that the teachers should plan their teaching against. It was also a kind of reminder list … if 
you checked the “low” box on everything, such as student activity, there is no teaser, nothing that triggers 
motivation … in a way, it is a PowerPoint and an assignment afterwards; then, you should think whether to 
adjust your plan. That was the idea.  

One participant explained why the dissemination-based approach was discouraged: “To fill up, memorize, 

and spit it out afterwards, that is the opposite of student-active learning, I think…”.  

A challenge brought forward by the participants was how a new administrative computer system, which 

was also introduced to the employees in 2020 along with the new curriculum, had further illuminated to 

the participants the complexity of the organizational structure in an upper secondary school. The system 

counts the appropriate number of hours per subject, student and teacher so that it will fit perfectly with 

the regulations. One leader described this shift as follows:  

The dream was that the school would flow just a bit more; we then got a school administrative system parallel 
with this, which, if possible, was even more rigid than the former system we had, in which an entire year had to 
be planned before the summer at a detailed level. We have to insert whether we are going to have an alternative 
activity because that is not counted on the teacher and it is not counted in the subject.  

Ironically, the improved software enhanced the possibility of monitoring the complex regulations of upper 

secondary education perfectly, and this shift made the school´s organizational structure seem more fixed. 

One leader explained how detail-oriented the computer system allowed the school to be:  

This is why we have a 48-minute model here, to have five days during the year that can be used on some other 
activities than just the pure timetable, so that means that … if we would have had a 45-minute model, we could 
not have had any activities at all; we could not have had the team spirit day; we could not have had the sports 
day. Then, we could not have had any theme day, we could not have had the mock exams, and we could not 
have had any of those things, which is why we have set up a bit longer sessions … it influences that much those 
three minutes. It sounds ridiculous, but it is very bureaucratic I think; it is all about counting and such, that is, 
the technology we have as a school administrative system. 

One participant reflected on why the system has been set up in this way:  

Technology makes it more difficult because it is bureaucratic technology … the transition that we have had to … 
the school administrative system, it is entirely correct everything in there, the number of hours, everything is 
following the regulations, but it is not necessarily in accordance with what is communicated about thinking 
interdisciplinary and doing what was expected from the White Papers from the Parliament leading up the 
renewal of the curriculum because there was a lot of focus on flexibility, I felt, and a focus on finding solutions, 
thinking interdisciplinary and such, which our school technology is not built for at all. 

This impression of the school administrative computer system as a hindrance to more flexibility in school 

was also echoed in teachers’ descriptions. Several considered the system to hinder pedagogical 

development, as exemplified below:  

http://www.nordiccie.org/
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Participant A: There is (anonymized name of school administrative system) which is so locked that it … destroys 
everything!  

Researcher: How so?  

Participant A: The leaders are obliged to insert all hours in the system and have them counted, and the system 
is so rigid that it is not possible to move hours or dissolve timetables or the equivalent because this makes the 
system crack. 

Participant B: It is the world’s worst computer system.  

When I asked the participants whether this challenge would have been solved by removing the new 
administrative computer system, one leader answered with the following:  

No, I think maybe we had not managed it completely … with our old system either because there is something 
about how it is connected with absence management, it is connected with a lot, but with the school´s 
administrative system, it is almost connected with the salary of the individual teacher, in addition, meaning 
that the lesson must be held. But it is difficult to get some flexibility when the schedule is as tight as it is here.  

This shows how the complexity of the various national regulations for compulsory instruction time in the 

classroom, such as students’ absence management and teachers’ employment contract, constitute the core 

of the challenge that the participants encountered, and not the administrative computer system itself.  

One leader expressed resignation when describing how timetables and the complex structure in school 

made it difficult to break out of the traditional pattern when working with the interdisciplinary learning 

missions:  

A learning mission could have been much better if one would have had more flexibility... I think that ... it forces 
us into old thoughts about yes, then, I will make a lecture plan for the subject Norwegian, and then, you will 
make a lecture plan for ehm … simply put, timetables and structures in school are a hindrance for working more 
flexibly, so it becomes … at the same time, it is about those agreements we are tied to … that is just the way it is. 
So then, we make the best out of the situation and the framework we have. 

 

Another common challenge discussed was related to the school’s building and facilities, which were 

designed for a traditional and dissemination-based model. The school was expecting funding to build a new 

school, but when three counties were merged into one in January 2020, these plans changed. At this point, 

the school had already started the process, as described by one leader:  

... we planned a new school building, which was designed in such a way that things looked very different, there 
was much more room for sitting and working differently in a much more social way of working. For example, 
there were no desks and chairs in lines and rows in a room and such things, which we really liked, but it cannot 
be like that now, meaning that the building structure is actually a structural hindrance.  

A different leader expressed the following:  

I wish we had learning areas that were much more adjusted to a different way of working because now, it is 
very closed. There is one teacher in each classroom with one class; that is what our school is built for. 

http://www.nordiccie.org/
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The teachers conveyed that the building structure made it difficult to be creative and give students a physical 

space to cooperate.  

I can say that ok, in this learning mission I am not going to stand in the front and chatter, but there is no room 
to run the class creatively because we do not have any space other than the classroom. 

When the only available space was a traditional, poorly equipped classroom, teachers felt that it was more 

challenging to give creative assignment in which the students would for example make products, film, record 

sound, role play, or have private conversations, and made sitting by their desk the easiest choice by default. 

One participant called this the “learning by sitting” approach of school.  

A similar situation was described for the workshops at the vocational school, which, because of the lack of 

space, had been spread out to different locations. For some of the students and teachers, their school week 

was spread out to four different locations, making it problematic to create one coherent product following 

the ambition of the learning missions. Having the mechanical workshops and the subject teachers separated 

in different locations meant that the students had to learn specific techniques in isolation, such as welding, 

instead of being able to use the welding on a product they were working on in the other workshop The 

teachers thought this was a frustrating hindrance.  

Some of the participants addressed how the usefulness and personal development the students 

experienced through the learning mission were not necessarily reflected or awarded in the assessments of 

the students’ acquired competency. One leader discussed this:  

I think that it is very closely related: assessment and learning mission must be seen in connection because if 
these do not align, then you will not get anywhere. There is something that the traditional assessment type is 
that you go through something, and then, you get a test at the end; and that does not align with what learning 
missions are”… they should rather be evaluated in the process I …. It is absolutely a part of these learning 
missions that it shall not end up in a test at the end.  

A teacher participant, however, expressed the difficulty of measuring the students´ development as a result 

of the learning missions through assessments in the following manner:  

I experience that the students are in such good personal development, and they grow while they attend this 
school. I think it is very difficult to put that into a graded assessment ... I think that if we are going to take this 
about learning missions to its result, then we must have a different grading system or assessment system, 
which is much more nuanced and personally directed; we should not have just a cluster to measure everyone 
up against each other. 

Additionally, challenges related to cooperation and time were mentioned by the participants numerous 

times during the interviews. This was particularly highlighted as a challenge with assessments and exams. 

Several participants thought the interdisciplinary learning missions created an advantageous potential for 

having fewer exams and formal evaluations as this could lower the students’ sense of stress, and hence 

increase the potential for in-depth learning. As the timetable was not set up for interdisciplinary lectures or 
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assessments, the teachers had to find creative solutions when assessing the interdisciplinary learning 

mission. Several participants mentioned that it was a challenge to find the time for developing the 

framework for and conducting joint assessments with the various teachers involved. Some mentioned that 

they filmed the students while presenting their product and subsequently shared the film with the other 

subject teachers. Others voluntarily worked to attend a common assessment when they do not have 

classes, as exemplified in the following extract:  

It [the assessment ] was a role play, and then, I am actually sitting there class periods that week, which I will 
not get paid for, so it is understandable that a teacher will react … but if it is going to work, I have to do it like 
that; if not, I would not have succeeded in cooperating with my colleague in those class periods. So that is a 
measure that I do, but I cannot expect as a colleague…that they (other colleagues) will do that for free. 

In Norway, teachers are paid for the class periods for which they teach, and in addition, they have some 

inflexible and flexible time for preparation and development work. When the participant stated, “to work 

for free,” they meant that leaders/colleagues cannot require teachers to teach during their preparation- 

and development time, which again entails that participating in other class periods than their own becomes 

voluntary work which cannot be formally expected or systematized at an organizational level. Several 

participants expressed in the interviews that it would be a dream to have the timetable dissolved, at the 

very least when there were assessments for the students.  

According to one leader, the new ambition created a breach among the employees at the school: “The 

challenge, from my perspective, has been the conflict that arose between what we can call the 

traditionalists and the modernists … and that conflict stopped a lot of the process, so that was tremendous 

work in the beginning.” Although several of the participants described that they had experienced such 

resistance from others, none of the participants expressed negative attitudes toward transitioning to the 

learning missions. This may be because all the participants had been active in developing the new model.  

Several participants also mentioned that the students were not used to active learning and that the 

transition was a challenge:  

The biggest challenge … is that the students are not used to active learning at all; they are not used to seeking 
out learning. They are used to sitting completely still and calm on their chair and shutting up, preferably with 
earplugs in the ear and hood over, so it looks like they are listening to music.  

The fact that the students were not used to active learning and expressed passivity underlined the 

importance of shifting to a new pedagogical model for the participants who had encountered this 

challenge.  

The various challenges the employees at the school encountered created a break between the vision and 

reality. Whereas the vision rested on the idea that the students would be able to move between subjects 
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and teachers following students’ needs to solve the learning mission, the formal requirements to follow a 

set timetable planned a year in advance led to a different reality. One participant called this “a hybrid 

version,” and another said that “we´ve landed on something in between.” Some felt disillusioned, as 

illustrated in the following quote:  

… we are now talking about the framework for the learning mission; it is clear that if the students are expected 
to move to different classrooms and have the Norwegian teacher first and second lesson, then the English 
teacher in the third, fourth, and fifth, and the program subject teacher in the sixth, seventh, and eighth, then 
the whole point of the learning missions is gone.  

Many of the challenges the employees encountered in the school’s development process were because of 

the limitations of the traditional structures in schools, such as the timetable, the set-up of the classroom, 

and the formal expectations (e.g., number of hours per school subject). Although structure can be useful 

for creating order, it can also limit flexibility. The school aimed to let the students partake in shaping their 

school day; to reach this goal while also working around the challenges and limitations they experienced, it 

was necessary to think anew. Which solutions and opportunities have helped the employees toward 

developing the new model?  

Even though the COVID-19 measures had created a challenging time in the school’s development project, 

the digital competency the teachers acquired and practiced through the lockdown periods opened new 

possibilities. Some had experienced that students who normally received poor grades had blossomed 

during the lockdowns. One teacher wondered whether this was because when working at home those 

students were less prone to observe how fast the others were solving the assignments in comparison to 

themselves and, consequently, were able to stay more focused and motivated than before.  

Furthermore, even though the teachers in general had followed their students in the set class periods 

through online meetings, communication with students and the lecture plan had been more flexible during 

lockdown periods. This allowed both the students and teachers to experience a different school day 

situation in which learning and assessment happened while the students were spread in many different 

locations. The COVID-19 period opened new opportunities for letting students travel to off-school sites and 

manage their time more freely. One participant reflected upon this:  

There were some gains we received when we had home school during which we dared to let the group loose 
on their own, and then, you did not even need to be at the school. This makes me think that then there must 
be an opening for making the timetable more flexible. 

In short, the experiences during the COVID-19 period showed the participant that a more flexible timetable 

was positive.  

One solution all the participants agreed that had provided more, rather than less, flexibility was the 
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interdisciplinary topics introduced with the new National Curriculum in Norway. Whereas before the 

school’s development project, interdisciplinary cooperation was most often initiated with the various goals 

of the specific subjects and then coordinated into interdisciplinary projects, the starting point was now the 

interdisciplinary topics, which were subsequently tied to the specific subjects. The fact that the overarching 

topics and subject-specific goals were decided in the National Curriculum made it easier to plan 

interdisciplinary projects in advance because these could be plotted into the annual plan without the 

preliminary mapping of overlapping subject-specific goals. For some learning missions, students and 

teachers worked for more than three weeks on each of the three interdisciplinary topics. One participant 

explained that, by starting more systematically with the Core Curriculum, the understanding of how this is 

connected to the specific subjects had also developed: “One uses the Core Curriculum more systematically 

and gets a better understanding of the prescribed goals in it; then, every subject is placed more in its 

rightful place, if I can put it like that?” 

In the learning missions, in which they started with the interdisciplinary topics and subsequently decided 

which subject-specific goals would be included, made the school spend more time on these topics than 

would have been done if the school had followed the traditional approach. It is certainly true that the 

interdisciplinary topics made it easier to plan and coordinate interdisciplinary learning missions for teachers 

and their leaders.  

When asked about the positive aspects of the new pedagogical model as it was practiced, the most 

common answer among the participants revolved around how the new approach enabled the students to 

understand the connection between various subjects, hence increasing the probability of creating in-depth 

learning. This was motivating for the teachers, who felt that the students better understood the relevance 

of what they learned in school. One participant explained how this affected the students:  

I experience that the students get a different understanding of which role the various subjects have and what 
their significance is for what they are going to learn, first and foremost in vocational education, but also in their 
personal development.  

A better sense of relevance was another positive aspect that the participants had experienced through the 

learning missions as these were practiced. Some of the participants, particularly program subject teachers, 

experienced how it was advantageous to include elements from entrepreneurship in the learning missions 

to make them truly relevant. The following quote is an example of how the teachers viewed their real-life 

practice as optimal:  

Participant 1: “I think that it [what students create] has to be used for something; that is the best we can 
achieve.”  

Participant 2 agrees. 
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Participant 1: “They are going to sell their products in the Christmas market. And then, we are including it in 
English [the subject], math, and vocational subjects. And then, they have that youth business. They have made 
it, they make the products, they are there in the middle of it and doing it, and that is very relevant.”  

One participant had a dream of designing the learning missions as a form of active citizenship in which what 

the students did in their subjects in school would benefit the local community, hence giving the students 

practical experience of contributing to local society. Another emphasized that the learning missions should 

be useful for the current time and be designed accordingly: “If it is going to be a learning mission, then it is 

there and then; it has to be something that can be used or, yes, something that will be useful for 

something, so the timing is super essential. We have to be able to shape it, and it has to be a real mission.” 

This underlines the value of having the learning missions shaped by both society and the students in 

contrast to the more traditional dissemination-based model in which the students often follow textbooks. 

Another participant explained that the salary the students received through the youth business was 

motivational: 

… to make the instruction close to reality … we have started a youth business … we have received equipment 
from (anonymized name of the business) that they were done with using and that they were going to throw 
away, so we got that equipment. And that equipment one can repair and sell, so that leads to them (the 
students) doing it, it is like a carrot that they are left with something as a result of what they are doing. 

Several common core subject teachers experienced that the students appreciated that the subjects were 

closely linked to the various professions the students were aiming for, as exemplified in the following 

quote: “I can see that my students appreciate it when I now work more vocationally, that Norwegian and 

social science … take more into consideration the profession they are in and do not think of Norwegian and 

social science as isolated.” Meanwhile, a vocational subject teacher expressed the following:  

What I think is fun about working with the learning missions is that instead of memorizing theory, you can work 
on creating an understanding in the students, because retrieving theory today, it´s in books, online, there are 
academic articles, it´s out in the industry…you can get theory whenever you want, and as a skilled worker today 
it might not be the theory that you need, but rather to create understanding for the profession.  

This participant experienced that learning missions created a framework for building 

understanding rather than an emphasis on specific and common knowledge. This was interesting 

because the focus shifted toward a general development of understanding, but also a general 

move away from shared, common knowledge as the path to reach such an understanding.  

Analysis and discussion  

In all the interviews, the participants reflected on which solutions would be the most suitable to move the 

school’s development project closer to the intended vision. The message most clearly communicated 

through the interviews was that the complex structure administering everyday life in upper secondary 
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schools was not designed to make room for student participation, active learning, and increased interaction 

with the local community. Even though the National Curriculum had introduced interdisciplinary topics that 

provided more flexibility in terms of coordinating and planning interdisciplinary learning missions, this 

elasticity was not reflected in the regulations that the school’s administrative system represented to the 

participants. The feeling of being restricted by the complex structure created by the teacher’s employment 

contract and the system that monitored students’ presence, was a hindrance to transitioning toward a 

more student-centered and interdisciplinary pedagogical approach. This does not mean that there was no 

opportunity to further develop the model within the framework currently in place. As expressed by one of 

the participants, these aspects cannot be changed at the school level, so the path forward will have to focus 

on what can be done within the existing framework at the school level. However, illuminating practical and 

structural challenges is also important as resolving such aspects would probably make it easier for the 

practitioners to develop new practices.  

The transition to active interdisciplinary learning requires the students and employees at the school to 

work differently than what they have been used to; in many ways, the employees at the school were 

carrying out groundbreaking work. For the participants, one of the main arguments for transitioning to a 

more interdisciplinary and student-centered approach was that the student would experience the school as 

relevant, both here and now and for the unpredictable future the school is preparing the student for. The 

flip side of this was that the success of the new pedagogical approach could be measured by the degree to 

which the students experienced that the learning missions were indeed relevant. Many of the participants 

reflected upon what elements of the learning missions made the new approach relevant and how it could 

be improved to make it even more relevant. The aspect of usefulness in the real world was continuously 

considered key to creating a sense of meaningfulness and relevance for the students.  

The breakage with traditional aspects that the ambition of the school entailed would, in Bernstein’s 

framework, be conceptualized as a change toward both a weaker classification and weaker framing. It 

would be a weaker classification because the goal of the model was to make it more relevant for the 

particular student through a thematic and interdisciplinary approach, hence blurring some of the lines 

between the different subjects. It would be a weaker framing because the goal was to move from the 

traditional dissemination-based method toward a more flexible and student-centered way of organizing life 

in school, one in which the students themselves would have more freedom to choose where, how, and 

when they would work on the various missions.  

As predicted by Bernstein’s framework, the intended shift toward a weaker classification and weaker 

framing encountered resistance. The participants observed that it was not fully possible to create weak 

classification and, hence, give the students more freedom to make decisions while also following the formal 
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requirements controlled by the administrative computer program and the classroom and workshops 

available. Therefore, students’ freedom of choice in terms of how, when, and where they were taught was 

also limited, meaning that, in their case, classification and framing were interconnected and stronger than 

expected. The result was a middle place in which one ended up with a mix of the two, as illustrated in the 

image below 

Figure 3. The current status of the school´s development work in view of Bernstein´s concepts

 

Even though the participants had experienced that they had not been able to move on to ongoing practice 

as much as intended, more teacher than before moved away from a dominantly subject-specific, 

dissemination-based approach to a more interdisciplinary approach. This was made easier by the 

interdisciplinary topics introduced with the new national curriculum. The transition had shown the 

participants that the students were able to see more connections between the subjects rather than 

understanding the subjects as separate from each other. This discovery and contiguous positivity among 

the employees towards the interdisciplinary learning missions reiterate recent research on how a majority 

of teachers considered interdisciplinary teaching key to enhancing relevance, connection to society outside 

the classroom, and learning outcomes (Biseth et al., 2022). Furthermore, the participants found that giving 

flexibility was easier when they replaced the old organizational structure with a process-related one. This 

aligns with Bernstein’s prediction that the focus will shift from what they learn to how they learn.  

According to Bernstein, a weaker classification and framing will strengthen the student’s participation. 

Moving in such a direction would align with the following ambition in the national Core Curriculum: “The 

pupils must experience that they are heard in the day-to-day affairs in school, that they have genuine 

influence, and that they can have an impact on matters that concern them” (Ministry of Education and 

Research, 2017, 1.6). It is important to emphasize that for Bernstein, weaker classification and framing also 

give the teacher more freedom, even though the teacher´s role is more authoritative when classification 

and framing are strong. Put simply, if day-to-day affairs are too directed by tradition, framework and 
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control measures, it is more complicated for teachers and students to impact matters that concern them. 

This may be one reason why some participants experienced flexibility during the COVID-19 measures, as a 

period in which they dared to give the students more freedom. This is similar to the conclusion drawn in 

another study on the impact of corona measures in primary and lower secondary schools in a Norwegian 

municipality (Bubb & Jones, 2020). 

The findings in this article provide insight into some specific challenges and opportunities the participants 

had encountered when working towards complying with the ambitions for the interdisciplinary topics. 

Although the new curriculum introduced interdisciplinary topics, this did not exist as a category in the 

school administrative system. This contradiction created frustration for the employees, specifically in how 

the new curriculum communicated a move toward more flexibility, student participation, and 

interdisciplinarity, while the new administrative computer program based on the legal and formal 

requirements provided no framework to fulfill this ambition. In a report on results from an extensive 

questionnaire to evaluate the implementation of the new curriculum, 63% of participants representing the 

school owners of upper secondary schools in Norway respond that they not at all or to a small degree 

adjust subjects and school hour distribution to take care of the interdisciplinary topics. In the elaboration 

on why this is not done, some of the respondents replied that this is left to the specific schools to decide 

(Bergene & Solbue Vika, 2022, pp. 38–40). The findings in this article, however, suggest that it is not that 

simple for individual schools to adjust the subject- and school-hour distribution when the school 

administrative program and the regulations the program monitors make it very complicated to make such 

individual adjustments.  

Furthermore, no formal assessment was tied to the interdisciplinary topics. Many of the challenges the 

employees at the school encountered were linked to a tension between the subject-specific assessment 

expectations and the ambition of creating interdisciplinary topics. The participants strived to seamlessly 

merge subjects so that the completeness of a problem and interconnections between the subjects would 

stand out to the students. The students were asked to create an assignment in which they reflected upon 

the problem they worked with rather than focusing on which part of the information pertained to the 

individual subjects. However, when the teachers and students assessed the product, they again had to 

focus on each subject as the assessments were tied to this aspect. The extra layer of competency that had 

evolved through organizing and solving a task according to relevance rather than subject-specific criteria 

was not mirrored in the assessments. The experience of working hard to merge the subjects and, 

subsequently, to unmerge the subjects was time-consuming and frustrating for the participants. The 

deeper reason for the frustration the participants encountered seems to be that it was confusing to the 

participants that the ambition communicated through the curriculum was interdisciplinarity, yet the 

framework for assessing the students was purely subject-specific. 
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Finally, to move the model onward, the participants ideally would want a more flexible organizational 

framework and a building structure more adjusted to the new model. Within the hybrid version, however, 

they identified that a less complex structure and one developed to make space for allowing the students to 

influence what, how, and where they learned was necessary to allow for a higher degree of student 

participation and influence. Furthermore, if the students were to experience the new model as meaningful, 

it would be necessary to give them the experience that active learning in which the students can show a 

broader spectrum of their lifeworld was relevant, both in terms of usefulness in the real world and by 

aligning the assessment of the students’ competency with the competency they acquired through the 

learning missions.  

Considering that the goal of the learning missions and the school’s development project was to make the 

learning more relevant for the individual student and provide an opportunity for students to show their 

complete competency, it is important to create learning missions that are flexible enough to include the 

student’s prior knowledge and personality. Only if the teachers themselves have flexibility can they extend 

flexibility to their students, and this is why the framework for creating a structure cannot be too complex. 

Furthermore, the students are likely to experience active, student-centered learning as more relevant for 

them if the assessment and their grades reflect what they have learned through being active.  

Conclusion  

The participants identified the organizational structures of the school, such as the school administrative 

system, the building, the assessment, and the set timetable as inflexible measures that impeded the school 

from moving away from a dissemination-based approach to education. Inversely, the implementation of 

interdisciplinary topics in the new Norwegian National Curriculum can be seen as an example of a structural 

change that the participants thought had opened up a new space of opportunities to create 

interdisciplinary, student-centered learning missions. Even though the new curriculum had opened up 

more flexibility, the participants experienced that this flexibility was not extended into the regulations, 

which controlled how time should be spent in school or the assessment norms. This suggests that more 

similar structural changes would be helpful to enable the growth of pedagogical models that will allow for 

an increase in student participation, co-determination, and real-life experiences in schools.  

In the clash between the school’s ambition and organizational structures fitted for the traditional 

dissemination-based school structure, the participants found new opportunities to structure learning 

missions in interdisciplinary topics and improved digital tools and competency. Paradoxically, granted that 

the school’s ambition was to enhance students´ participation and influence, the employees experienced 

that the flexibility required to make space for student participation and co-determination in line with the 
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vision was hampered by the complexity of having to joggle the new pedagogical model and traditional 

structures. The findings led to two key observations that should be further explored to move the learning 

mission model toward enhanced student participation and co-determination. First, if the school wants to 

enable more flexibility to include the student’s co-determination and active participation, it is necessary to 

reduce the complexity of the organizational structures. Second, if the students are to experience active 

learning as truly relevant, it is necessary that the competency the student has acquired by being active is 

captured and aligns with the assessments.  
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