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Abstract 
Despite the academisation process the profession goes through in many 

Western countries for decades, the level of autonomy of the nursing 

profession is still relatively low; nurses remain broadly under the domination 

of doctors and health care institutions. The opening in 2009 at the University 

of Lausanne of a master’s degree marked a new stage in the history of the 

profession in Switzerland. With new resources, the emergence of this nurses’ 

profile disrupting professional relationships, both with respect to doctors as 

well as within the profession. After having presented the stakes of going 

through an academic training based on scientific knowledge, the article shows 

the attempt of redefinition of the practical and symbolic roles to which it gives 

rise as well as some of the effects of this diploma and its resources are having 

on the professional relationships. 
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Introduction 
The nursing profession has historically been thought of as one which is subordinate in most 

working relationships1. Hughes (2008) noted that at the end of World War Two their role 

consisted of “of all the things which have to be done in the hospital and which are not done 

by other kinds of people” (p. 312). Looking at the hierarchical component of this division of 

labour, Freidson (1970) showed that the medical profession held a legal and symbolic 

monopoly on the assessment of patients’ ailments; nurses had neither power nor autonomy 

over any decisions concerning patient care. Although these views may seem somewhat 

dated, later works came to similar conclusions. In the 1990s, Feroni and Kober (1995) 

showed that because doctors had a monopoly on diagnosis, prescription, and making 

incisions into human bodies, nursing remained a “profession of limited autonomy” (p. 37). 

More recent research came to the same overall outcomes showing that social relations 

between doctors and nurses remain marked by different kinds of domination—notably 

legal, symbolic, and gender domination (Picot, 2005; Longchamp, Toffel, Bühlmann, & 

Tawfik, 2020). 

This picture cannot, however, conceal the long process of emancipation that the profession 

has undergone since its emergence. On the educational side, schools of nursing managed to 

largely free themselves from the tutelage of doctors during the second half of the 20th 

century. On the practical side, as of the 1950s, a distinct hierarchy began to appear (Feroni 

& Kober-Smith, 2005), with a distinctive “role of their own” (role propre) developing in the 

1970s (Lert, 1996), partly freeing nurses from doctors. The emergence of distinct nursing 

knowledges (nursing sciences) further contributed to the nursing profession’s potential for 

emancipation from the medical profession. The combination of these aspects provided 

nurses with a certain level of professional autonomy. Some authors were then tempted to 

label the relations between nurses and doctors as a “negotiated order” (Strauss, Schatzman, 

Ehrlich, Bucher, & Sabshin, 1963), at least in some sectors (Liberati, 2017). Others went so 

far as to consider the two professions as partners (Svensson, 1996). 

That said, these two notable stages—the establishment of specific nursing education and 

the development of their “own knowledge”—were not enough to emancipate the 

profession. It has been observed that despite the ongoing academisation process taking 

place in many countries in continental Europe (Laiho, 2010; Lahtinen, Leino-Kilpi, & 

Salminen, 2014), the level of autonomy of the profession is still relatively low: nurses 

remaining broadly under the domination of doctors. This ascertainment has been shown as 

well in recently academised countries, such as Italy (Sena, 2017), as where academisation 

started way earlier, like in the USA (Judd, 2010). Tied to its past, the nursing profession 

seems incapable of throwing off its symbolic designation as “paramedical,” which trap it in 

 
1 A longer version of this paper has been published in French in the Swiss Journal of Sociology (Toffel, 2020). 
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the status of a “would-be profession” largely subordinate to doctors and hospitals (Freidson, 

1970). 

The vertical and horizontal differentiation, which accelerated in recent years within the 

profession, begs questions about the definition of areas of knowledge and the care 

practices. Whereas the vertical differentiation (multiplication of training and career paths) 

to which more academic education contributes can generate tensions between different 

nursing profiles (Chaves, 2005; Ayala, Gerard, Vanderstraeten, & Bracke, 2014), horizontal 

differentiation (multiplication of institutions employing nurses due to the raise of 

ambulatory care) produces different conceptions of the profession, such as the varied 

means used in the struggle for its autonomy (Longchamp et al., 2020). These 

transformations are occurring within a context where professional borders are being 

redrawn under the influence of factors like increasing numbers of women doctors (Picot, 

2005), shorter average lengths of hospital stay (Acker, 2005), and impregnated by neo-

liberal reforms of the healthcare sector in OECD countries (Pierru, 2008). 

Western Switzerland2 presents an interesting case to apprehend some of these changes and 

their effects on the nursing profession. The master’s and doctoral degree programs in 

nursing sciences available at the University of Lausanne’s (UNIL) Institute of Higher 

Education and Research in Healthcare (IUFRS) since 2009 were the first academic programs 

at this level in this part of the country3. This is a new stage in the profession’s history and is 

contributing to the general movement towards a more academic style of teaching nursing 

occurring across continental Europe. Nurses began to acquire new knowledge backed up by 

recognition of a new type: scientific. Making areas of professional knowledge more science-

based is a crucial step towards giving those professions greater autonomy (Elzinga, 1990).  

To grasp what is at stake in making the profession more academically based, this article 

focuses on nurses who have gained a master’s degree in nursing sciences from the IUFRS 

while keeping in mind that these nurses are only a sub-fraction of the profession. This calls 

for a structural approach capable of embracing the profession as a differentiated social 

space like Bourdieu’s field concept invites (Bourdieu, 1996). Some attempts to use 

Bourdieu’s theoretical framework on the healthcare universe have been made—notably to 

overcome a sociology inherited by Parsons (Collyer, 2018). Unlike many loose uses of this 

framework pinpointed by Collyer, the in-depth employ of Bourdieu’s toolbox allows to 

grasps the different agents (for instance individual and institutional, professionals and 

patients) at stake within a complex relational field of struggles (national but also trans-

national) as highlighted by Hindhede & Larsen (2018). Following the work by Pinell (2005, 

2011) on the medical field, the use of Bourdieu’s research program permits to show what 

 
2 I.e., the French-speaking part of Switzerland. 
3 A comparable program has been available at the University of Basel (German-speaking Switzerland) since 2000. 
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ties the nursing profession but also what divides it. Considering the nursing profession as a 

social space firmly inserted within the medical field allows us to distinguish fractions holding 

specific representations and practices about nursing. These fractions are struggling around 

the possession of two main types of capital (nursing and medical) at stake within a “nursing 

space” that may be analyzing as a sub-space of the medical field (Longchamp, Toffel, 

Bühlmann, & Tawfik, 2018).  

Following on from this, this paper focuses on the nurses whom I have termed the “scientific 

elites” because of where they are practicing—usually as clinical nurse specialists in 

university hospitals or as teachers in universities of applied sciences (UAS)—and the 

symbolic prestige (Bourdieu, 1984) associated with their new academic resources4. These 

nurses are called upon to play key roles in the transfer and monitoring of the use of clinical 

practices. Whether that occurs while they are leading care teams on wards or teaching, their 

ambition is to participate actively in a redefinition of the profession.  

The purpose of this article is to contribute to a sociological analysis of the evolution of the 

nursing profession in Switzerland, and wider, to a reflection on the effects of its 

academisation. What are these nurses’ perceptions of how the medical profession considers 

them? How do these nurses perceive the profession and their colleagues, particularly 

bedside nurses and nurse managers? And finally, to what extent does the new diploma and 

the new role of these nurses contribute to the autonomy process of the nursing profession? 

After setting out the stakes surrounding making nursing knowledge more science-based, I 

will present some of the effects that this academic degree has generated; particularly on a 

potential redefinition of the practical and symbolic roles that it has engendered, vis-à-vis 

doctors as well as within the profession itself. 

Method and analysis strategy 
This research has been carried out in Western Switzerland from 2012 to 2017. Following the 

theoretical framework elaborated by Bourdieu (1984, 1996), especially the field concept, 

the main goal of this research project was to understand the relationship between the 

position occupied in the profession (vertical—according to the careers and institutional 

positions—and horizontal—between the different wards and institutions) and the nurses’ 

attitude toward the core of the profession and the relationship with surrounding 

professions. The first phase involved 21 semi-structured interviews carried out in 2012 with 

nurses of very varied profiles in terms of sex, age, job description, and workplace. The 

 
4 The “elite” can designate “social groups which, because of their position or resources, can influence a society’s 

evolution by participating in its most important decisions” (Hartmann, 2007, p. 17, my translation). Applying this 

definition to the nursing profession, I harnessed the notion of a “scientific elite” to characterize the specific 

resources which can help nurses to reach positions of power. Even though a master’s degree may not seem a 

high-level diploma compared to the average level in the academic field, it thus means a lot within a profession 

where less than 2% of the nurses in Western Switzerland have it (Longchamp et al., 2020). 
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second phase consisted of a survey of nurses’ practices and representations (N=2923), 

carried out in 2014. These two phases showed what has been named a “nursing space” in 

which each fraction, based on volume and structure of a combination of capitals, is 

characterized by a specific image and set of practices, whether in relation to nursing 

practice, knowledge production, or the relationship between nursing and the medical 

profession (Longchamp et al., 2018, 2020). To investigate a sub-fraction of the profession, a 

third phase took place in 2017, consisting of ten semi-structured interviews of nurses 

holding master’s degrees awarded by the IUFRS. These nurses interviewed formed a 

convenience sample selected according to their different institutional employers, 

professional positions, job description, and sex. All of them have been (or are still) working 

at the bedside. They were asked to speak about their academic training and about the 

caring side of the job. Five are working in University hospitals, three in UAS, two in 

retirement homes. Among other topics (for instance career path, typical working day), these 

interviews examined nurses’ motivations for studying a master’s degree, how they 

conceived of the profession, what they did as part of their daily work routine, and how they 

saw the profession’s future. I conducted the interviews which lasted approximately one 

hour and a half each. All were recorded and transcribed. They went through a thematic and 

categorical analysis that highlighted their perceptions of working relations with doctors and 

their nurses’ colleagues as well as their feeling about the nursing profession’s role within 

healthcare. Although based on the results of the overall research, the present article relies 

mainly on the interviews from phase three. 

Towards an academically-based profession 
Nursing only became professional rather late on in its history, particularly in Switzerland 

(Droux, 2000). Although it evolved constantly throughout the 20th century, nursing 

education saw its most rapid changes in the last few decades. Until 1992, nurses in Western 

Switzerland could follow one of three basic career paths (general care, maternal hygiene 

and paediatrics, or psychiatry), but this was then substituted for more general nursing 

education. In their turn, as of 2002, these diplomas made way for tertiary level education in 

the form of a bachelor’s degree at the UAS and then the introduction of master’s and 

doctoral programs at UNIL in 2009. 

Although nursing education had de facto become academically-based with the introduction 

of bachelor’s degrees in nursing care at UAS, the launch of the IUFRS’ new programs added 

a further significant stage to that education. Nursing professionals can now obtain the 

highest degrees given by the higher education system. And the type of knowledge produced 

and taught at this institute is probably even more significant because it is nurses who are 

doing the teaching and, above all, producing scientific knowledge—in other words: 

garnering scientific capital (Bourdieu, 1976). Abbott (1988) showed that the creation and 

maintenance of frontiers between professional groups are anchored in their “turf battles” 
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for the construction and conservation of expert knowledge in order to build up their own 

jurisdictions.  

The combination of these two theoretical frameworks may seem unusual. If Bourdieu didn’t 

investigate the health universe per se, he also criticized the closing effect of the 

“occupational taxonomies” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). But far from being incompatible 

with an analysis of professions, it has been shown that his theoretical framework helps to 

highlight the symbolic struggles at stake within professions (Schinkel & Noordegraaf, 2011). 

Moreover, an in-depth use of this framework, along with Abbott’s theory of professions, 

tends to be fecund as Morel showed (2016). Instead of opposing two sociological heritage—

yet based on a wide range of differences—I will show the interest in combining the two 

perspectives. 

Making nursing education both more academic and more science-based, constitutes a major 

shift. Even though the skills and knowledge developed during professional training are 

recognized and have a certain legitimacy, with a hierarchy of academic titles and the 

resources provided by the cultural capital which those titles confer (Bourdieu, 1984), one 

can consider the move from vocational education to an academic education as being the 

final stage in a profession’s scientific and symbolic evolution. It is well known that 

conquering new areas of professional knowledge requires the capacity to enlist abstract 

knowledge. As Elzinga (1990) highlighted, “professional groups look to academic research 

for the theoretical core needed to validate their knowledge, and obtain recognition through 

the institution of degree programmes” (p. 151, my emphasis). This will, too, make nursing 

education more academically-based is associated with a desire for legitimacy, which, 

according to both Elzinga and Abbott, can be backed up using two types of strategies. The 

first is cognitive and consists in demonstrating the components of the new type of 

knowledge; the second is social and rests mainly on the capacity to argue the (new) 

discipline’s added value and utility. However, these two strategies must be thought of in 

combination. Although using science—in other words, the resources of a scientific capital 

(Bourdieu, 1976)—to lever professional autonomy is not the raison d’être for expanding 

educational opportunities in nursing sciences, it does make up a substantial part of the 

argument according to which nurses have great social utility. Understanding the means that 

these nurses use in their quest for recognition requires a grasp of the social relations that 

the nursing profession has with related professions, most notably the one which has 

dominated it since its beginnings: the medical profession. 

On a level playing field with doctors? 
According to the nurses interviewed, their access to a master’s degree in nursing sciences is 

accompanied by a re-evaluation of the profession; notably, they perceive greater 
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recognition from doctors. As Mr. Sari mentions,5 “with the doctors […] things went very well 

straight away because they immediately saw the added value that we [holders of master’s 

degrees] can bring.” Ms. Genoud even speaks about stronger professional relations: 

– It very favorably reinforces the relationships we have with doctors. 

– Isn’t it a source of friction? 

– Not at all. With that professional group, it’s even been a facilitating factor […]. 

So, there is something a little privileged being played out in day-to-day 

interactions. 

 

Beyond the perception that working relations with doctors have become closer, there is also 

a sense that these academically trained nurses now feel empowered by that relationship. 

From the point of view of recognition, university graduate degrees represent a turning point 

for these nurses; now armed with legitimate resources of professional knowledge they feel 

capable of rising to the position of a doctor’s alter ego. There are two closely linked aspects 

to this enhanced positioning: a way of expressing things and a way of doing things. These 

aptitudes seem to enable nurses to “be on a level playing field,” as Ms. Nicole states. 

Legitimate ways of expressing things 

I have the feeling that my professional language has changed (Ms. Genoud) 

One of the resources acquired by the scientific elites rests on the purely symbolic effects of 

earning a nursing sciences diploma that is recognized as legitimate because it is from a 

university. These nurses seem to have gained confidence through the increase in their 

cultural capital associated with the award of a socially recognized degree (Bourdieu, 1984). 

And it is thus easier to understand nurses’ feelings of being able to evolve in parallel with 

doctors and of “no longer being undervalued” (Ms. Demaya)—sentiments that were 

repeated frequently during the interviews. Contrasting before and after the award of her 

master’s degree by the IUFRS, Ms. Nicole mentions that independently of the value of the 

knowledge acquired in their initial bachelor’s training and the clinical acts they carried out, 

nurses had remained dominated in their relations with the medical profession: 

– We could be good at what we did, but we were somehow always at a slightly 

inferior level… or there was always a form of—How should I put it?—either 

humility or… I can’t find the word, but a sort of complex… 

– Of inferiority? 

– Yeah, exactly. And I’ve got the impression that it’s not like that anymore; that 

we can participate at the same level. So, there you go. That’s what these 

master’s degrees bring us, somehow. It’s real recognition at the academic level. 

 
5 Names have been changed to ensure anonymity. 
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Ms. Nicole is reporting an essentially psychological dimension—whether it was humility or 

an inferiority complex. That “complex” is a mark of the symbolic violence resulting from the 

misunderstanding it creates (Bourdieu, 2000). That psychological dimension unconsciously 

determines the behavior which nurses should adopt in relation to the (especially class and 

gender) dominated position they occupy. In addition to the institutionalized capital 

recognized in the form of a diploma, there is also cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1979) in the 

form of a way of expressing things that gives one the tools with which to fight the effects of 

domination. As Ms. Nicole states, “recognition at an academic level” is undeniably effective 

in our “ability to align ourselves, to be able to use language where we are not just taken for 

silly women.”  

The sentiment of being able to speak to doctors from a position as professionals of equal 

value, thanks to different knowledge, is the result of a new language made up of two types 

of resources. Being newly able to express themselves using “legitimate language” (Bourdieu, 

1991) becomes a cultural skill, distinguishing its “speakers” and supported by the 

recognition perceived by the scientific elites:  

I think that [the master’s] provides a kind of credibility. Because we know how… 

the language to adopt to play in the big league, is what I want to say. We’re not 

the little nurse who can’t express her thoughts properly anymore, you know?… 

It’s that we quickly get into situations where “I don’t have the right vocabulary; I 

don’t really understand what the other person’s saying,” it’s at another level. 

And then [the master’s] gives us, in presentation skills for starters, in being able 

to do literature searches, etc., with references and stuff; we have a solid 

background. (Ms. Nicole) 

Although knowing to “express [their] thoughts properly” may bring recognition, it would not 

be enough to create feelings of legitimacy if it were not for a “solid background” of skills. 

This is the second but principal resource of these academically educated nurses seeking that 

all-important recognition (Abbott, 1988; Elzinga, 1990) from their doctor colleagues: the 

tools of scientific research. 

A scientific way of doing things 

It is because they have the skills to use a specific language—the language of science—that 

the scientific elites’ knowledge of what to say is determinant in their perception that their 

relations with doctors have been transformed. As Ms. Gomes states: “at the university, at 

the IUFRS, the approach often advocated is basing care on scientific evidence,” and the 

other nurses interviewed repeatedly mention the acquisition of scientific knowledge—id est 

of a scientific capital (Bourdieu, 1976). Whereas Ms. Gomes mentions that what “interested 

me the most were the contributions from research […], everything about learning how to 
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critique a scientific article”, Mr. Décosterd insists on “the importance of research in the 

domain of nursing sciences, the power of research [he emphasizes]”. 

Ms. Nicole reveals that the principal benefit of her academic education is its approach to 

research, which is safeguarded by “methodology,” the use of “tools,” and the “scientific 

literature”. Mr. Sari also mentions these aspects and, like his colleagues, relates them 

directly to nursing practice and the development of “guidelines” in order to be able to 

implement a clinical project. Interviewees repeated mention theoretical frameworks and, 

above all, learning about research methodology, and knowledge about these conferred 

nurses with “more standing, depending on the interlocutors”: 

– Now, when I write a protocol, I don’t do it like that anymore. I go and look for 

what’s been written about it, what’s being done. 

– A research approach. 

– It gets printed out, and I find that it gives me a stronger footing with the 

stakeholders who I’ve got in front of me. (Ms. Bourg) 

 

This is the distinction between before and after higher academic nursing education, one that 

recurred in interviewees’ answers and which was relevant vis-à-vis doctors and bedside 

nurses. The feelings of having evolved and of being better armed to practice their profession 

is also what nurses with master’s degrees identify, advocate, and wish for their profession’s 

future as Ms. Pralong states: 

I think that with the Master we are more… we are more open to some 

confrontations. We are not afraid to say what we think because here what the 

Master also teaches us: to be more leaders. 

Being able to use scientific arguments is a central issue in the position which nurses adopt 

when faced with doctors, as it enables them to be taken more seriously and even to 

“convince.” As Ms. Bourg states, she “really regrets no longer having any access to 

PubMed”6: 

That’s how I managed to convince doctors. Typically, you shouldn’t delude yourself, 

in the end, they are scientists really, so when you turn up with arguments, saying, 

“Well, here you go, three meta-analyses say this, three things say that, randomised 

studies…”. Well, they listen to you differently. 

The scientific elites acquired many resources during their academic education—resources 

that turned out to be very effective, both socially and professionally. In that sense, their 

strategy of recognition fully illustrates the strategies identified by both Abbott (1988) and 

 
6 A bibliographic research engine for studies in biomedicine. 
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Elzinga (1990). Of course, if these nurses became closer to doctors, they can also be 

perceived as competitors. The use of a scientific language sets up these nurses as privileged 

interlocutors, but this foray into their territory can also generate tensions between the two 

professions, as Mr. Décosterd argues: 

There are two types of doctors. There are those who are convinced that they are 

responsible for the world, for care. And there are those who understood that it is 

important to work in interdisciplinarity. So, with those who are convinced that the 

hospital is run by doctors and bosses, of course things go wrong. 

That said, the nurses interviewed unanimously feel that they now hold the means to reach 

their ends; the scientific elites incarnating the heroic figures of a profession lacking in 

recognition and autonomy since its very beginnings. Yet it is worth asking the question of 

whether today’s nurses are experiencing a transformation in social relations with the 

medical profession or whether they are idealizing the extent of those changes. Because of 

the dominant position of knowledge from the medical field, knowledge that nurses are 

using widely, perhaps we are witnessing “a conversion to the biomedical paradigm” (Holmes 

& Perron, 2008, p. 407, my translation) rather than the development and promotion of 

nurses’ own knowledge anchored in the theories of nursing sciences7. It is not sure that the 

scientific capital acquired and seen as resources in the academic training is directly 

convertible to a clinical nursing space of practice still dominated by medical capital 

(Longchamp et al., 2018). Furthermore, case studies on increasingly academically-based 

nursing education tended to have demonstrated that relations between nurses and doctors 

are continuing to be characterised by dominations despite the new resources acquired by 

nurses. Thus, from both the cognitive and social points of view, the quest for legitimacy is 

continuing, and the quest for autonomy has yet to be satisfied. 

In-between bedside nurses and nurse managers  
The scientific elites seem quite satisfied with their working relationships with doctors—that 

of respected colleagues who are nevertheless kept at arm’s length. They seem less satisfied 

with their working relationships with their fellow nurses. Whereas bedside nurses are 

sometimes described as being “back to the stone age,” as Ms. Bourg states, nursing 

managers, often presented as trapped by organizational constraints, are discredited 

because of their great distance from the patient. When the scientific elites make the most of 

their university education and their scientific capital, their professional relations move in 

two directions: their more academically-based education brings them closer to their doctor 

colleagues, but it also distances them symbolically from their nurse colleagues.  

 
7 Knowledge which is both discussed from an epistemological point of view (Longchamp, 2005) and yet little-

used within the nursing profession, whether in research (Dallaire, 2015) or in healthcare (Lechasseur, 2009). 



The Academisation of Nursing in Switzerland 

  11 

Because they have been trained to “optimise the quality of care and patient safety” and to 

“collaborate in organisational changes and necessary developments to the health system,”8 

the role of the scientific elites is mainly a matter of team management. The tools which they 

have learnt to use in their academic education become central to the implementation and 

monitoring of “best practices.” Mr. Décosterd is convinced of his mentor’s role: 

You have to go out on the ward, show how, train, supervise constantly: you have to 

mentor. […] During my training, I think that I realized that maybe I had become too 

distanced from bedsides and that when I brought [new knowledge] to people, I have 

to do more than just convince them its good. 

As they are implementing strategies to “convince” their colleagues of the merits of their 

new input, the nurses interviewed feel that they are on a mission to introduce reforms to 

professional practices. But the task is not easy: on one side, they come up against bedside 

nurses who don’t always see the added value in “theoretical” input, and on the other side 

they come up against nurse managers who consider them to be competitors who want to 

exercise the managers’ powers. 

Bedside nurses with their “noses to the grindstone” 

The scientific elites perceive the nursing profession from the commanding position they 

believe that they have attained. Thus, Ms. Demaya’s master’s degree enables her to go 

beyond her previous tasks centred on technical aspects of nursing practices and to think 

about things in a more “meta way”: 

So as not to be just a nurse giving technical care like [bedside nurses], but also to 

think in a little bit more of a meta way about “What can we put forward?”, “How can 

we push our profession forward?” By demonstrating the added value, in the end, of 

how we accompanying [patients]. 

Fortified by a feeling of superiority instilled by their academically-based education and their 

task of implementing best care practices, the scientific elites consider bedside nurses a little 

condescendingly. Indeed, the interviewees frequently bring up bedside nurses’ lack of 

“responsiveness” or “critical appraisal” as Ms. Seppi states, finding them restricted to 

carrying out “tasks.” The contrast is underlined by a classic division of labor between manual 

and intellectual tasks. The scientific elites distinguish themselves from the bedside nurses 

with their “noses to the grindstone,” incapable of grasping the “true professional 

challenges” because of a “lack of vision”; they perceive themselves, however, as being able 

to take a step back, reflect and establish strategies for change “for everybody’s good”:  

 
8 Website of the University of Applied Sciences and Arts Western Switzerland (HES-SO). 
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I find that nurses really get into something, with their noses to the grindstone, so 

they have some trouble taking a step back and saying, “We have to change this. Then 

let’s do it, let’s change it.” For everybody’s good. (Ms. Demaya) 

However, this pursuit of the common good is manifestly not obvious to everyone. Bedside 

nurses do not see the added value in the new nursing knowledge brought to wards by the 

scientific elites; showing the struggles taking place between the different fractions in the 

“nursing space” (Longchamp et al., 2018). Faces with this lack of enthusiasm about their 

desire to use the tools learned during their Master’s—and their wish to instill a new 

professional culture—some of the scientific elites display a hint of bitterness: 

I’ve got a colleague who’s a nurse who once said to me, “Why are you doing a 

Master’s? If you’re going to do that, why not study medicine.” I thought that it was 

completely off the mark for a nurse to say that. (Ms. Demaya) 

Fear of being judged by bedside nurses critical of their academic training or their new roles 

is common. The words of Ms. Genoud’s head nurse reminds her of how prudent she had to 

be, despite her eagerness to disseminate the knowledge acquired in her master’s program: 

[She said to me] “You know, Sandy, don’t forget that when you come from the 

nursing pool9, people know that you are a specialist nurse clinician in my unit and 

they’re watching what you’re doing with a magnifying glass” […] Depending on 

existing habits and routines, arriving and, let’s say, wanting to disseminate new 

knowledge can unsettle people a bit unless you are careful. 

Yet interviewees are minimizing the potential for conflict as if time would naturally guide 

the whole nursing profession towards a consensus agreement on the benefits of the 

master’s degree program and the new resources it brought to patient care. This teleology, 

promoted by the scientific elites, is closely linked to the perception they have of 

themselves—a perception in which they are the only ones empowered to lead the entire 

nursing profession towards a desirable or preferred future. 

Thus, the scientific elites’ project works on two levels. Firstly, they aspire to the 

development of a “meta viewpoint,” which would improve the professional position of 

nurses in the health space vis-à-vis other professions. Secondly, they aim to develop a true 

professional culture based on new skills and scientific knowledge that is exclusive to their 

profession, which would encourage professional autonomy and improve patient care 

management.  

 
9 The “pool” is a replacement ward. 
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Nursing managers weighed down by daily administrative tasks 

Nurse managers have often been perceived as “administrative auxiliaries,” or even 

“collaborators,” as overly controlling on theoretical aspects while not being experts in 

practice (Dubet, 2002, my translation): veritable “countermodels of the female caregiver” 

(Véga, 1997, p. 112, my translation). They find themselves frequently discredited by nurses 

due to their distance from the patient’s bedside and the managerial approaches they 

embody (Resenterra, Siggen, & Giauque, 2013).  

This perception is shared by the scientific elites who constantly mention these two aspects, 

but for two different reasons: to deplore it and to distinguish themselves. Increased 

distance from patient bedsides is a trait which the scientific elites particularly deplore. Mr. 

Sari argues that whereas the scientific elites remained caregivers, becoming a manager 

“removes [nurses] from practice” and thus from the profession’s core mission: 

– Up until ten years back, let’s say, if you trained as a nurse, it’s true that after a 

while, career-wise, there weren’t necessarily many big opportunities unless you 

became head nurse, and thus a manager. But if you do that, you distance yourself 

from practice. 

– From the bedside. 

– From the bedside. So you’re, I wouldn’t say, it’s a bit much, but you’re not 

necessarily still a nurse if you… […] I’m exaggerating, but the epistemological 

question is: “Are you still a nurse if you don’t see any patients?” I don’t know. 

Although Mr. Sari qualifies his exaggeration, the concept of proximity to patients is central 

to the nursing profession. The scientific elites definitely do not want to be distanced from 

patients. Indeed, they want to square the circle by remaining close to them (contrary to 

nurse managers whose greater distance is to the detriment of their professional legitimacy) 

and by introducing the clinical best practices that their “meta-perspective” enables. This 

apparently ideal position fails to hide a paradox that Ms. Ferreira’s words illustrate. 

Although she pleads for nurses providing “person-centred care,” that care would not be 

given by the scientific elites but by bedside nurses who are already fully invested “in direct 

care.” The scientific elites would be responsible for “managing care projects,” and as such, 

would somewhat distance themselves from patients, like nurse managers, but without 

having the hierarchical function. Because they aspire to monitor best practices, few of the 

scientific elites are managers, at least not in the formal sense. Four of the ten nurses 

interviewed did have management functions, however. Ms. Bourg, formerly a nursing home 

manager, maintained very close relations with the management of the care institution 

where she is working. Although they are working as clinical nurse specialists, Ms. Genoud 

and Ms. Nicole are part of their respective departments’ management teams. As for Ms. 

Seppi, who is heavily involved in rewriting the training curricula in her UAS.  
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Although they reject the symbolic managerial positions which bedside nurses might 

associate them with, unofficially, the scientific elites often have close relationships with 

their management. This can cause tensions, which are the result of poorly defined roles. 

Whereas role differentiation seems clear to the scientific elites vis-à-vis bedside nurses, they 

feel a level of competition with nurse managers who “feel threatened” (Ms. Genoud). 

Tensions seem to be anchored around questions of management because managers do “not 

always have a clear, defined vision of who does what” (Ms. Pralong). Managing working 

time, which is one of the nursing manager’s roles, seems to have become an issue struggled 

over with the scientific elites as soon as the latter group got involved in patient care 

management. These relational difficulties are driven by both a lack of institutional 

recognition and strains on the hierarchy because different groups’ roles remain unclear: 

nursing managers are in charge of care resources, but clinical nursing specialists are 

supposedly responsible for the introduction of best practices: 

So, it’s true that I also positioned myself by saying that if I was going to have a role to 

play at the same level as the head nurses10—that means some power to orient 

clinical care—then I’d have to be a little bit above them, at least when it came to 

representing the unit. (Ms. Nicole) 

On his side, Mr. Décosterd deplores the lack of support that clinical nursing specialists are 

receiving from his institution and how the scientific elites are subordinate—“subservient”—

to nursing managers: 

Clinical nursing specialists are directly subservient to departmental head nurses, 

which is an aberration, in my opinion […] Clinical nursing specialists and head nurses 

should have a shared decision-making interface for organizing care. Those 

responsible for care, for clinical care, should be clinicians. And those responsible for 

resources and other management should be managers. 

Hierarchy issues seem to be central to the power relations opposing the scientific elites and 

nursing managers. However, recognition of their status is not merely a challenge associated 

with finding a position within that hierarchy; it is also a challenge with regards to the 

struggle for a legitimate new definition of the nursing profession rooted in the academic-

based knowledge as underlined by Elzinga (1990). The scientific elites’ reformist project is 

only a part of that struggle, and it is a project for which they are clearly having trouble 

getting backing, especially from their nursing colleagues. 

 
10 Head nurse on a ward. 
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The redefinition of the role of nursing 
A central element in the scientific elites’ discourse concerns their grand plan to reform their 

own nursing role. The scientific elites intend to represent the renewal of the nursing 

profession through the conceptual shift from nursing practice being seen as task-based to it 

developing around therapeutic projects in which the profession will establish its core role. 

Typical of the “new entrants” in a field (Bourdieu, 1996), this redefinition will require 

defending a model of the profession on a scientific-based knowledge that will necessarily 

challenge the established order. But, if it is a necessary condition to obtain recognition in 

both Abbott (1988) and Elzinga (1990) sense, it may not be a sufficient one. Sainsaulieu 

(2012) recalled that “the historic socialization of nurses does not predispose them to 

political protest” (p. 330). Although this observation may reveal the traditional stance held 

by nurses, anchored in a professional history marked by dominations (notably class and 

gender), we have to qualify its contemporary validity when we are trying to grasp the 

scientific elites’ new discourse. This is because these new standard-bearers for nursing have 

an element of militancy about them, even if that militancy bears no resemblance to classic 

revindications about working conditions. Asked about their motivations for taking a 

master’s degree at the IUFRS, interviewees insist on the “added value” it brought to boost 

the profession’s standing, as illustrated by Ms. Demaya’s words: 

Throughout their history, nurses have often been under-valued. […] So, I think that, 

yes, when my colleague said to me, “Well, [the master’s] is an opportunity to 

promote and develop our profession, and to put it forward. And to show that, in the 

end, we can also be experts in the situations we encounter.” I think that motivated 

me too, […] I think that it’s true; nurses have often been undervalued, and we’ve had 

enough now because they’ve also contributed so much. 

The feeling that the profession is at a turning point, the affirmation that they were “experts 

in the situations we encounter” and the belief that they have the ability to bring “change” 

through the use of their “tools” in order to overcome the difficulties faced by bedside 

nurses is omnipresent elements in the scientific elites’ discourse. One might subscribe to 

Dubet’s remark that “nurses have the feeling that they are continually running between 

several definitions of their job, none of which they are completely happy with” (Dubet, 

2002, p. 195, my translation) when they are talking about bedside nurses. Still, it seems that 

the scientific elites have now stopped “running” after definitions and now propose just one 

for the entire profession, that of scientific healthcare expert. However, it is by no means 

certain that all nurses will adhere to this. 

Conclusion 
The purpose of this article is to contribute to a sociological analysis of the evolution of the 

nursing profession in Switzerland and to understand the struggles within and out the 

profession that are linked to the academisation process. Obtaining a master’s degree in the 
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nursing sciences from a university in Western Switzerland is something very new for the 

profession. Because of the symbolic value of this qualification, as well as the type of 

resources which it embodies, the scientific elites glimpse a clear future for their profession. 

Equipped with the latest scientific assets, they want to actively participate in the 

redefinition of their profession by helping to change nursing roles and practices, giving new 

legitimacy throughout this scientific capital (Bourdieu, 1976) to a profession that has been 

undervalued throughout its history. This process is consistent with the means for 

recognition of a profession shown by both Abbott’s (1988) and Elzinga’s (1990) works. 

However, both the reformist project and nurses’ institutional positions remain fragile. So 

far, even though their perception of the relations with the doctors improved, the attempt to 

redefine nursing roles seems to have a limited effect on social relations with them. 

Moreover, this attempt has, above all, been a vector of tensions within the nursing 

profession. The scientific elites’ reformist project is still a long way from being able to 

overturn the medical profession’s dominance over nurses, and they are having trouble 

finding their place in a highly differentiated nursing space: somewhere between bedside 

nurses who are slow to adhere to their project and nursing managers who see them as a 

threat to the management order. Even if one can qualify these nurses as “elite” with regard 

to their academic degrees and the types of knowledge resources at their disposal, it has to 

be acknowledged that the inter- and intra-professional relations in which they currently find 

themselves mean that this sub-fraction of the profession is still in search of its power rather 

than being able to exercise it. 

Based on a case study, this paper is a call for a more general process of reflection on the 

uncertainties of making nursing education more academic. Although it may pave the way to 

a reconfiguration of social relations, the process can guarantee neither recognition nor the 

attainment of a more legitimate place for nurses in their interprofessional relations. 

Enlarging the picture of the stakes that the academisation process of the nursing profession 

in Western countries implies with a cross-national comparison could reveal some key 

features that are structured by a medical field that may be considered beyond national 

boarder (Hindhede & Larsen, 2018). Finally, the adoption of a structural approach based on 

Bourdieu’s field concept makes it possible to understand the varied forms and unexpected 

effects in which a more academically-based style of nursing education might have on 

relations between members of that profession as well as with the medical one. 
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Abstract 
The education policy of the last few decades has significantly changed the 

Swedish school system. Municipalization and deregulation reforms were 

implemented in parallel with an internationally prescribed professionalization 

of teachers. This seemingly contradictory combination has reshaped not only 
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multi-year academic training, certification and career steps are analysed. Based 

on Freidson's three competing work organization and control logics, this article 
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Introduction 
With the decentralization and marketization reforms of the 1980s and 1990s, teachers' 

professional activities were placed at the top of the international education policy agenda. 

Influential international organizations such as the OECD and the EU argued for the 

transformation of the industrial society into a knowledge society, competing knowledge-

based economies and a growing need for professional teachers. The OECD's economy-based 

education project expressed high expectations for and strong criticism of the education 

sector. Teachers' professional practice was considered to have stagnated, unlike that of 

other professions whose professional activities had changed in line with knowledge 

development and new research findings (OECD, 2005). The EU Commission noted that 

today's globalized economies and rapid pace of change required teaching to be continuously 

upgraded. Teachers’ knowledge and skills were considered outdated in comparison with 

those of what are usually regarded as the first generation of professions, the classic 

professions (EC, 2012). 

Just as a medicine or law professional who qualified 30 years ago would be unable to 

work today without significant upgrading of knowledge and skills, rapid changes in 

society and the economy require revisiting and refining traditional criteria for entry 

into the teaching profession, whose license to teach can be valid for four or even five 

decades from recruitment. (EC 2012, p. 29) 

The concepts of professionalization and professionalism have been problematized in a 

number of international studies which have found that the effects of new forms of 

governance and changed working conditions in the public sector have given the concepts 

new content and meaning. Professionalization studies have been enriched with concepts 

such as professionalization from above (McClelland, 1990; Buyruk, 2013), service 

professionalization (Hoyle, 2008), organizational professionalism (Evetts, 2009), 

commercialized professionalism (Hanlon, 1998) and colonized professionalism (Bourke, 

Lidstone & Ryan, 2013). All of these concepts referred to new and problematic connections 

between professional autonomy and external scrutiny and control. In light of these changes, 

the aim of this article is to explore the conditions for the professionalization of teachers in 

Sweden. It deals with the following issue: How far have Swedish teachers, despite increased 

external pressure, managed to realize the professionalization project and the ambitions to 

achieve professional status at the same level as classic professions?  

Since the end of the 1980s, the public sector in Sweden as well as in several other Western 

countries has been decentralized and governed with the latest management concept, New 

Public Management (NPM). How these changes have affected Swedish teachers’ 

professional practice has been a common subject (e.g. Lilja, 2013; Parding, 2018; Ringarp, 

2012, Wermke & Forsberg, 2017). The Swedish case is interesting as changes seem to be 

more radical here than in other countries. Like Hoyle (2008) several researchers have 
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distinguished between two modes of organizing work in the public sector, the professional 

and the bureaucratic. In a Swedish context we can speak of a third mode. According to 

Pollitt and Bouckaert (2011), the Swedish variant of NPM was more pronounced than other 

countries' in terms of management by objectives, evaluation and control, and also by 

deregulation and marketing. The starting point for the discussion of professionalization and 

the status of teachers as professionals is therefore taken in Freidson's (2001) analyses of 

professionalism, bureaucracy and the market as three competing work organization and 

control logics. Professionalism as an ideal type and logic is based on abstract and esoteric 

knowledge acquired through multi-year formal vocational education, professionally 

controlled vocational education, division of labour as well as labour market positions, and a 

developed professional ethic that emphasizes the quality of work over economic gain. In 

comparison with professionalism as a logic and with research and evaluation reports 

relevant to these aspects, state reforms and teachers' union projects aimed at raising the 

professional status of teaching are explored. Methodologically, the approach can be 

described as critical document analyses (Fairclough, 2003) where manifest and latent 

perspectives and positions regarding professionalization and teaching have been identified, 

contextualized and explored.  

Swedish school reforms—a short background 
During the 1990s economic crisis with negative growth for several years, high 

unemployment and increasing budget deficits, the Swedish welfare model was increasingly 

challenged. Neoliberal political ideologies, inspired by Margaret Thatcher and British 

domestic politics with tax cuts, marketization and reduced public spending as the main 

purpose, gained a foothold in Swedish politics (Pollitt & Bourkaert, 2011). The Social 

Democratic government was replaced in 1991 by a conservative one whose school policy 

reform contributed to a greater scope for market forces. A major step in the neo-liberal 

direction was taken with the government bill for a free school choice, the content of which 

was a clear expression of a new and changed school ideological perspective (Government 

Bill 1991/92, p. 95). In the past, private or independent schools as they were often referred 

to, were eligible for state grants if the educational activities were considered to be valuable 

and stimulating for public school education development. However, educational 

development would be based primarily on new research findings. The school politicians of 

the 1990s, on the other hand, believed that educational development should be shaped by 

market forces. A new remuneration model was introduced wherein independent schools 

could operate on the same financial terms as public schools. 

As stated in government bills in the 1990s the new school policy aimed to break up the 

public schools’ monopoly and to give pupils and parents increased opportunities to choose 

which school they preferred (Government Bill 1992/93, p. 230). Pupils' school choices then 

formed the basis for the distribution of public funds in the form of individual school 

vouchers. The introduction of school vouchers and private schools contributed to the 
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emergence of a quasi-market, that is a market of profit-maximizing and simultaneously 

publicly funded schools. According to the Swedish National Agency for Education's 

calculations in 2012, three out of four private upper secondary schools were run as joint 

stock companies (Swedish National Agency of Education, 2012). One quarter of all private 

schools, at both primary and secondary levels, were owned by multinational corporations. 

Private schools had a limited share of the school market; around 20 percent of all primary 

and secondary school pupils attended private schools, but in neoliberal rhetoric they were a 

clear indication of a school policy shift. The 1990s school reforms included several of the 

neoliberal credo markers: school vouchers, students’ free school choice and competition 

between different schools and school companies. The free school choice and the private 

school reform mainly benefited students whose parents had good knowledge of the 

education system and its changed logic. According to the Swedish National Agency for 

Education, the freedom of choice reforms resulted in a highly diversified school market, 

increasing social segregation and a less egalitarian school system (Swedish National Agency 

of Education, 2012). The ideological shift in education of the 1990s was a clear departure 

from the Social Democratic welfare state vision of equal education for all citizens. 

In several policy areas central to the teaching professions, the public sector management 

concept and the political-administrative form of governance called New Public Management 

(management by objectives, focus on measurable performance and cost-effectiveness as 

well as external regulation, review and control) has been prominent. Teacher education is a 

clear example. From the 1968 Statute for Teacher Education to the recently revised Higher 

Education Ordinance, the descriptions of aims and objectives have become increasingly 

wordy and show a marked shift in perspective (SFS 1968, p. 318; SFS 1993, p. 100). 

According to the 1968 Statute for Teacher Education, teacher students should be brought to 

understand the teacher's task of promoting pupils' personal development, and the 

objectives are described in collective terms. This is in contrast to the current Higher 

Education Ordinance with the aim of promoting the teacher student's personal 

development, self-knowledge and empathic ability. The more process-oriented approach of 

the Statute for Teacher Education has been replaced by the emphasis on results and not on 

the vocational education itself but the individual teacher student. Professional education as 

primary vocational socialization, in addition to theoretical and methodological knowledge, 

mediates a profession-specific culture and identity (Freidson, 2001). Focusing on the teacher 

student’s personal development and study performance, combined with a shortening of the 

internship periods, might contribute to a construction of teacher identity based on 

individual performance and attitudes to teaching rather than the profession and its 

professional codes (Nilsson Lindström, 2019). 

Teachers' experiences of increased external control  
Teachers are thus caught in a tension between collective and unionized professionalization 

aspirations on the one hand and increased individual performance requirements and market 
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control on the other. In a survey of the Swedish professional layer 8,500 professionals 

representing seventeen occupational categories were asked about their experiences of 

different forms of governance and the effects on the quality of work (Brante, Johnsson, 

Olofsson & Svensson, 2015). The members of the two teachers’ unions, The National Union 

of Teachers, NUT (organizing mainly secondary school teachers) and The Swedish Teachers’ 

Union, STU (preschool and primary school teachers), like other public sector professionals 

(e.g. doctors, nurses, social workers) responded that political, bureaucratic and economic 

governance had increased. 

NUT affiliated teachers stated the highest values on issues of increasing external control in 

relation to the average value for all professions, higher than both STU and also the 

university teachers. In terms of increased political governance NUT showed the highest 

value in the survey. In the assessment of bureaucratic and financial governance, doctors 

accounted for the highest values. Furthermore, NUT and STU belonged to the professions 

where a very high proportion of members (NUT 90 per cent and STU 84 per cent) stated that 

the rate of work increased and that this had a negative impact on the quality of work. An 

overwhelming majority (NUT 90 per cent and STU 84 per cent) said that the work intensity 

increased in step with increasing administrative work alongside teaching. These results were 

corroborated by previous investigations. In the Swedish National Agency for Education's 

survey of primary school teachers' working hours, teachers stated that they devoted a lot of 

working time to administration and documentation. Only about one third of the total 

working time was devoted to teaching (Swedish National Agency of Education, 2013.) 

According to Brante et al. (2015), teachers belonged to the occupational categories which 

most strongly stated that the increased control had a negative effect on their work. The 

majority (NUT 74 percent and STU 68 percent) believed that rationalization and economic 

savings requirements meant that they could not perform in a way that made them satisfied 

with their work effort. Economic governance is the form of governance that, according to 

the teachers, has increased most. With this form of governance, new quality measures such 

as economic efficiency have been introduced and compete with those of the profession. 

Certified teachers and the limitations of certification 
Certification is usually considered a strong indicator of successful professional closure. 

Closing as a professional monopoly, that is the monopoly of practitioners over the practical 

application of a specific area of knowledge, is expected to contribute to strengthened 

jurisdiction and discretion. According to Freidson (2001), certification seems to weaken the 

influence of external management logics. On the importance of professional monopoly for 

the exclusive right to organize and control the professional activities, Freidson writes: 

…monopoly is essential to professionalism, which directly opposes it to the logic of 

competition in a free market. Freedom of judgement or discretion in performing 
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work is also intrinsic to professionalism, which directly contradicts the managerial 

notion that efficiency is gained by minimizing discretion. (Freidson 2001, p. 3) 

Swedish teachers' unions have since the 1990s, regarded teacher certification as an 

important step towards higher status as professions. Professional certification and a year-

long internship as an introduction to working life were expected to raise the status of 

teaching and like the education for doctors, lawyers and psychologists, attract high-

performing students. The teachers’ unions, together with the government, advocated a so-

called double quality assurance, double in the sense of having foundations in both academic 

vocational education and employers’ assessment (Government Bill 2010/11, p. 20). 

However, this double quality assurance soon proved to be administratively complicated and 

time-consuming for principals and the National Agency for Education. Since 2014, the 

certification has been based solely on the teacher's degree. 

The certification’s main principles state that only certified teachers should have permanent 

employment and the responsibility for grading. Teachers who are not certified must do 

assessments together with a certified teacher. If teachers do not agree and a teacher 

certified in the specific school subject is not available or if the grade is incorrect the grade 

must be decided by the principal (SFS 2010, p. 800). As managers principals, whose position 

does not require teacher training or teacher certification, have to deal with market forces 

and the pressures from pupils and parents as consumers. Parding, Sehlstedt, Johansson, 

Berg-Jansson and Jakobsson (2018) studied how secondary school teachers perceived their 

working conditions after the private school reform. This study provided scientific evidence 

that pressure attempts existed. Secondary school teachers further argued that principals, 

pupils and parents make too great a claim to direct teachers' work. Despite teacher 

certification there is room for managers and consumers to counteract professionalism as an 

organization logic. 

Teacher professionalization and professionalism as a logic 
The professionalization of teaching can be divided into different phases on the basis of how 

professionalization is defined by teachers themselves or by external actors (Nilsson 

Lindström & Beach, 2019). The first phase, from the 1880s to 1940s, was marked by 

teachers' internal professionalization strategies such as the formation of professional unions 

and the attempts to create professional monopolies through the application of various 

forms of closing strategies. The second phase was marked by the welfare state's 

secularization and modernization aspirations for the pre-scientific teacher education and 

schooling. This culminated in the university reform in 1977, when all teacher training 

programs were included in the higher education system. In contrast to the first phase, this 

second phase was marked by externally defined ambitions and interventions in relation to 

the teachers’ unions. The third phase was characterized by the neoliberally influenced 

education policy of the 1980s and 1990s with decentralization and marketization. This phase 
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was also characterized by external professionalism rhetoric and an adaptation of teacher 

education and teaching to increased external evaluation and control. The three phases each 

made a more or less distinct mark on the teachers’ unions' actions for increased cognitive 

and social legitimacy. During the third phase, the unions made demands for the introduction 

of professional certification and opportunities for teachers to make a career as teachers. 

Teacher certification and career step reforms were gradually introduced from the year 2011 

until 2013. 

The reforms, carried by teachers' unions in alliance with leading school politicians, can be 

regarded as the beginning of a fourth phase in the professionalization of teaching. However, 

the professionalization project appears to be increasingly problematic. Teacher certification, 

which reinforces jurisdiction and discretion in professional practice, is in conflict with 

increased external control, a stronger customer focus and increased leeway for market 

forces. With this fourth and challenging phase as the starting point, how far have teachers 

managed to drive the professionalization process and the ambitions to achieve professional 

status in accordance with EC recommendations and on par with the classic professions?  

This question is explored based on Freidson's ideal type of professionalism as one of three 

competing organization and control logics (Freidson, 2001). The bureaucracy as a logic is 

based on features of Weber's ideal type (hierarchical organizational structure, centralized 

decision-making, specified jobs, positions and career paths). Adam Smith's and later on 

Milton Friedman's neoliberal theories of the free market as an economic principle 

transferred to the public sector form the basis of the market as organization and control 

logic. The ideal type of professionalism as a third logic consists of five basic components: 

recognized abstract and esoteric knowledge acquired through multi-year formal vocational 

education, professionally controlled vocational education, division of labour as well as 

labour market positions and a developed professional ethic. The following discussion is 

structured on the basis of these components. The components form the basis of 

professionalism as a logic, that is the profession's power over the organization and control 

of work. To the extent that teacher certification works as expected, it would, in line with 

Freidson's argumentation, strengthen teaching as profession in relation to municipal 

bureaucracy and market logics, in other words weakening the influence of managers and 

consumers over teacher autonomy (Freidson, 2001).  

Educational sciences as teacher’s new knowledge base  

Since the School Commission was set up in 1946, the importance of science-based teaching 

has been emphasized. However, the research carried out at the Swedish departments of 

education was discussed and questioned (Nilsson Lindström & Beach, 2019). In the 1990s 

investigations, the education researchers were criticized for not broadening the research 

base of teacher education and not producing enough PhDs to fill the lecturer services in 

teacher education. As a solution to these problems, the school experts of the 21st century 
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advocated a new field of science called educational sciences and a Swedish Research Council 

Committee for Educational Sciences was established (Government Bill 2000/01, p. 3). 

Educational sciences are defined by the committee as research on education, teaching and 

learning. The purpose is to broaden and deepen the scientific knowledge base of the 

teaching professions to several academic disciplines and didactic perspectives. A profession-

specific scientific knowledge base is regarded by most researchers as a given prerequisite 

for cognitive and socially legitimate professional monopoly. Educational sciences can be said 

to be an attempt to contribute to the ‘one-to-one’ relationship between the profession and 

a specific academic discipline, introduced by Elzinga (1990).  

Educational sciences as the academic residence of the teaching professions and as a newly 

established research area was dealt with in an anthology edited by Sandin and Säljö (2006). 

They described educational sciences as a field in formation. The struggle for interpretative 

preference between various research interests was ongoing, some emphasizing practical 

application and others emphasizing academic traditions and holding high theoretical 

ambitions. Therefore, educational sciences cannot be unambiguously defined, the authors 

noted. The anthology contributions emphasized the importance of teacher education and 

practice-based research, which was said to contribute to strengthening teachers’ knowledge 

base and thus counteracting de-professionalization of teaching. One of the authors called 

for close-up studies of the activities in preschools and schools. The lack of such practice-

oriented studies was regarded as the void that educational sciences was expected to fill 

(Sandin & Säljö, 2006). 

Other researchers expressed fears rather than expectations. Educational sciences as a 

multidisciplinary research area was problematized in a critical report from the Committee 

for Educational Sciences. In a study of research communication and publication patterns 

Hansen and Lindblad found that Swedish educational sciences researchers were linked to a 

number of different disciplines and published their research in a number of different 

journals, but referred to each other to a very limited extent. They described Swedish 

educational research as fragmented adhocracy, characterized by a high degree of researcher 

independence but at the same time by great uncertainty and disagreement about how 

research results are to be interpreted and evaluated. The conclusion was that this led to 

difficulties in maintaining autonomy in relation to other disciplines and external interests 

(Hansen & Lindblad, 2010).  

Educational sciences as a research area was mapped ten years after its establishment. The 

basis for the evaluation were grants from the three largest research funders: the Swedish 

Research Council (which accounted for 85 per cent of funding), the Swedish Central Bank 

Anniversary Fund and the Swedish Research Council for Work Life Research. The survey 

included a total of 345 applications during the period 2005–2010. The results showed that 

educational sciences research was conducted at about twenty different educational 
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institutions and in various organizational forms, such as subject departments, faculties or as 

a cross-faculty activity. The average allocation by subject, such as education, sociology, 

political science, mathematics and history, gave a clear picture of educational sciences as 

teachers’ profession-specific multidisciplinary knowledge base (Broady, Börjesson, Dalberg, 

Krigh & Lidegran, 2011). 

Teachers’ scientific knowledge base is heterogeneous, and as shown by Brante et al. (2015), 

the scientific foundation of teaching, according to teachers’ own assessments, was weak in 

the sense that the link between scientific knowledge and teaching was less developed. The 

weak link is problematic in relation to Brante’s (2014) model of the professional structure as 

a lasting and self-reinforcing relationship between profession-specific scientific knowledge, 

the professional practice and its object. The interdisciplinary and heterogeneous nature of 

the knowledge base is another weakness that distinguishes teaching as a new profession 

from the classic ones. When competition arises between contradictory ontological models 

and different theoretical and methodological assumptions, the development of a generally 

recognized profession-specific knowledge base is hampered, Brante argues.  

According to the Swedish Education Act (SFS 2010, p. 800) only those who have teacher or 

preschool teacher certification may conduct teaching. However, the law allows for 

exceptions and the eligibility requirements can be expanded. Uncertified persons can be 

hired one year at a time when there is a lack of applicants, the uncertified applicant has 

sufficient competence and there is reason to assume that the applicant is suitable for 

teaching. From a professionalization perspective these exceptions are problematic. Thus, 

the development of a professional structure according to Brante's model is counteracted 

also by the fact that uncertified and persons with other educational backgrounds are 

allowed to teach. Freidson (2001) emphasized that only when certification is a prerequisite 

for entry into the labour market does it protect the profession from the most pervasive 

effects of competing forms of governance. The teacher certification does not have this 

closing effect. 

Academization and reduced internship periods 

The Swedish university reform in 1977 and the subsequent 1988 teacher education reform 

meant adaptation to the Higher Education Act and its portal section on education based on 

science, proven experience and research. With the 2011 teacher education reform, the 

teacher education programmes were prolonged by, on average, two semesters (SFS 1993: 

100). Despite the extension in time, the subject studies have increased at the expense of 

internship periods which are reduced from two semesters to one.  

The academization of vocational training is not without problems. According to Becher's 

studies of the conditions of pharmacists, nurses and teachers in 1980s Britain, there was a 

strong confidence in academic studies as part of the professionalization process (Becher, 

1990). At the same time, the influence of the professionals was weakened as responsibility 
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for vocational training was transferred to the academy (Becher, 1990). Like Becher, Elzinga 

(1990) argued that academic studies and the reduced influence of profession 

representatives were problematic. It led to increased gaps between theory and practice, 

with negative consequences for both vocational education and the relation of profession-

specific research to practice.  

When recruiting staff for the academic vocational training, university teachers took 

precedence over professionals. The clear demarcation of the theoretical elements in 

relation to the practical ones was strengthened. This intensified division, according to 

Becher, led to disputes between academic teachers and the professionals about the content 

of a relevant knowledge base. Calander (2005) studied Swedish teacher education and drew 

similar conclusions. The methodology teachers, as the link between academia and the 

profession, were not considered competent to conduct science-based teaching and were 

replaced by university lecturers. According to Calander, this had negative consequences for 

the anchoring of vocational education in practical professional activities as well as for the 

formation of professional identity, especially the identity of primary school teachers. 

The academization of teacher education has thus shown a Janus face, on the one hand 

higher status compared to previous teacher education, on the other, reduced influence of 

certified teachers. Another aspect that indicates that teachers’ influence over vocational 

education is weakened is teachers' reduced opportunities to influence their own knowledge 

and competence development. Since the municipalization, it has been up to principals to 

decide what type of teacher development should be carried out. This led to negative 

consequences for teachers. The need for subject studies and in-depth pedagogical studies 

defined by teachers competes with needs defined by their employers. According to the 

study by Parding et.al. (2018) only one in four public-sector secondary school teachers and 

four in ten teachers employed by school companies stated that the employer's offer for 

competence development covered their needs. Thus, the fact that professional teachers’ 

participation as well as internship periods has decreased, suggests that teaching professions 

no longer meet the requirements of Freidson's ideal type, as they do not control the 

vocational education to the extent they did in the past. 

A new division of labour and a challenged collegiality 

Discretionary specialization, as introduced by Freidson, refers to the specific type of 

specialization that distinguishes professions from other occupations through high 

requirements for multi-year formal education and a demonstrated ability for flexibility and 

recognition in the assessment and management of qualitatively advanced tasks (Freidson 

2001). The specialization of teachers as professionals was a central theme in teachers' 

unions dispute over the design of teacher certification as a joint professional certification or 

specified for each teacher category. 
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The division of labour between different teachers’ unions and teacher categories has 

formed the basis for disputes that clarified teachers’ different educational backgrounds and 

positions in the education system. The two teachers’ union followed different 

argumentation logics in the preliminary work on the 2011 teacher education reform. STU 

advocated a common teacher degree for all teacher categories regardless of subject 

orientation and school level. NUT argued for different exams for different teacher 

categories and positions in the education system. NUT's claim for differentiation was 

realized. The new teacher education meant that the previous homogenization of different 

teacher training courses to a joint teacher degree was abandoned in favour of a return to a 

clear differentiation between teacher categories. In close connection with the teacher 

education reform, the question of teacher certification was raised. Even in this matter, the 

teachers' unions had different opinions. STU advocated a teacher certification common to 

all teacher categories, and NUT advocated a clear profiling based on subject studies and 

school level (Lilja, 2013). The differentiation advocates won the battle.  

An example of the unions acting together is their struggle for a developed career structure 

and career opportunities. Career services, called First Teacher and Lecturer, were 

established in 2013. Applicants for career services must be certified, show documented 

professional skills, have at least four years of service in the school system, demonstrate a 

particularly good ability to improve pupils' school results and have a strong interest in 

developing teaching methods. In addition, a lecturer’s post requires research training. The 

career service as First Teacher mainly involves initiating educational development and 

developing collegial collaboration and research-based practice (Swedish National Agency of 

Education, 2015c). The establishment of a lecturer position as a career step was aimed at 

strengthening the links between education sciences and teaching. The new career structure 

was also expected by teachers' unions and politicians to strengthen the status of teaching 

by making visible and rewarding especially skilled teachers. Another central motive was 

increased wage spread. 

According to Freidson, career paths typical of professions are horizontal, in the sense that 

the practitioners are loyal to the profession throughout their professional careers, by 

specializing within the professions or by changing workplace. For practitioners as 

employees, which applies to most Swedish professional practitioners, there are two career 

paths that break the horizontal pattern: the position as senior supervisor and mentor for 

lower-qualified or less-experienced colleagues and positions as managers. The First Teacher 

position can be regarded as a vertical career path in Freidson’s sense when it comes to 

leading and mentoring colleagues. As a vertical career path, the recruitment to and 

appointment of First Teachers is a key issue. The eligibility requirements for First Teacher 

positions, certification and four years of work experience have in some cases raised 

legitimacy problems, especially when First Teachers have lower scientific qualifications or 

less professional experience than their senior teacher colleagues. The problem was 
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highlighted by the Education Administration in Stockholm in a survey addressed to teachers 

with career positions (Stockholm Stad, 2015). The results showed that four out of five First 

Teachers perceived their legitimacy as being questioned by teacher colleagues. All of the 

others stated that they had a great need for further education at the master level, and one 

third considered themselves in need of postgraduate education. The lecturers were not 

questioned to the same extent. The requirements for postgraduate education gave 

cognitive and social legitimacy.  

An external evaluation of the City of Stockholm's implementation of the career step reform 

carried out by Ehneström, Ellström, Svensson and Öhman Sandberg (2016) showed another 

interesting problem. The criteria for the appointment of First Teachers had generally been 

developed within the school management team without being anchored among teachers. 

This meant that the teachers perceived the aims of the career step reform and the criteria 

for the appointment as unclear. The evaluation showed that the principals perceived First 

Teacher services as a career step for particularly skilled teachers, but also to a large extent 

as support for principals. The principals’ responsible for the job description submitted parts 

of their assignment as educational leaders to First Teachers. The fact that teachers take over 

principal's tasks can be perceived as positive from the perspective that it can give teachers a 

greater responsibility for and influence over the school activities. If the First Teachers also 

take over some administrative tasks from their colleagues, it can free up time for teaching. 

From a professionalization point of view, the career steps as a new division of labour, 

insofar as it is only anchored in the school management, causes problems.  

The number of First Teacher services is limited; only about one in eight teachers will have 

access to these services. If career services, of teachers’ colleagues that are not promoted, 

are considered to be a new level in the managerial hierarchy, this can counteract rather 

than strengthen the collegiality of teachers and thus contribute to the weakening of 

teachers’ position in school as a work organization. According to Svensson (2008), 

collegiality means cooperation and control among equivalent colleagues based on 

profession-specific knowledge and ethical principles. The First Teachers' experiences of lack 

of legitimacy and the need for further education at higher academic levels provide an 

indication of how legitimacy is closely associated with equality in the eyes of colleagues, and 

a certain consensus regarding specialization and career-level qualifications and skills. In 

Freidson's (2001) model of discretionary specialization the ability and opportunities of 

professionals to decide which qualifications are required for the performing of various tasks, 

is a central dimension. It is far form given that career services in the form described above, 

unilaterally based on assignments and tasks defined by the managers, will in the long run 

strengthen teaching as a profession. 
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Certification and strengthened labour market positions 

The pay gap between different teacher categories has decreased since the late 1990s. For 

secondary school teachers, salaries increased by 78 percent in the years 1996–2015, and for 

preschool teachers, they increased by 91 percent (SCB, 1997; 2017a). During the period 

2013–2016, teacher salaries increased more than those of other professions, and the 

differences between teacher and principal salaries decreased. 

The profession's control over the labour market was strengthened by the general rule that 

only certified teachers can be considered for permanent employment. A high proportion of 

uncertified teachers, generous retirement benefits and weak search pressure for teacher 

education created a high demand for certified teachers. This strengthened individual 

teachers’ negotiating positions in relation to municipal and private employers. During the 

2013/2014, the proportion of certified teachers in municipal primary schools was 87 

percent, in private school 70 percent; for secondary schools, the proportions were 80 and 

65 percent respectively. Two out of three primary school teachers and every other 

secondary school teacher were certified in the subjects they taught. Four out of five 

teachers in primary school and about the same proportion in secondary school were 

qualified in at least one of their teaching subjects. The large number of immigrants in 2015 

also contributed to the shortage of teachers. Until the year 2031, the need for certified 

teachers will increase, especially in compulsory school. In the case of teachers in grades 1–3, 

an increase of 50 percent, and in grades 4–6, 120 percent more school teachers will be 

required (SCB, 2017b). 

Another problem is the dropout from the teaching professions. Of those who graduated 

between 2008 and 2012, one in ten teachers left for other professional activities (Swedish 

National Agency of Education, 2015a). Searches in the teacher register in 2013 showed that 

just over 50,000 people younger than 65 years with a teaching degree were employed in 

other occupations in or outside school. According to the Swedish Agency for Public 

Management the career step reform was introduced in 2013 and three years later, more 

than 14,000 career services were added, which corresponds to one eighth of all certified 

teachers (Swedish Agency for Public Management, 2017). Career service means reduced 

teaching time by up to 50 percent (SFS 2013, p. 70).  

Recruitment needs are great, and the lack of qualified teachers leads to principals 

competing for teachers by offering increased teacher salaries. As stated by The Swedish 

Schools Inspectorate, teachers' tendency to change schools is increasing and for socio-

economic reasons, less attractive municipalities and schools find it difficult to recruit and 

retain teachers (Swedish Schools Inspectorate, 2017). Several employment agencies have 

focused on school staff, and hired teachers have become a costly resource. The introduction 

of teacher certification and career services, increased incentives for horizontal and vertical 

teacher mobility combined with a great teacher shortage, meant stronger teachers’ unions 
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and labour market positions. On the other hand, the effects of strengthened labour market 

positions in terms of professionalization of teaching, are limited. 

Ethical codes and a teachers’ responsibility committee 

Freidson (2001) also deals with professional ethic and the emphasis on the quality of work 

rather than financial gain. In the study by Brante et.al. (2015) priests in particular, but also 

almost every other university teacher and STU-associated teacher, as well as four in ten NUT 

teachers, perceived the teaching profession as a calling. Classical professions usually have a 

number of professional ethical codes as well as procedures for reviewing certifications. 

Teachers' professionalization strategies included the establishment of a joint professional 

ethics programme and a professional ethics council. Later, in connection with the teacher 

certification, a responsibility committee was established. The Teachers’ Professional Ethics 

Council, established in 2007, is a joint project of the two teachers’ unions. The Council 

consists of four professional teachers representing the teachers’ unions and one researcher 

with a teaching background.  

The Council's task is to safeguard professional ethics and good teaching practice. Good 

teaching practice means that teachers undertake to adhere to professional principles such 

as to a) conduct and develop their work based on science and proven educational 

experience, b) take responsibility for developing their competence in order to conduct good 

teaching, c) follow the scientific developments d) take responsibility not only for students' 

learning but also for what they learn, e) avoid advocating and engaging in such 

developmental trends and actions in school and society that may harm students, f) respect 

both colleagues and students, g) engage other expertise to assist students if necessary. 

However, it may seem a bit problematic that The Council's principles follow the intentions 

that proved to be difficult to implement, such as science-based teaching and knowledge 

development. 

In connection with the introduction of teacher certification, the Teachers' Responsibility 

Committee was established. Its task is to examine on behalf of the School Inspectorate the 

continued right of individual teachers and preschool teachers to retain their certification 

(SFS 2011:326). The board consists of a chairman and eight members appointed by the 

government every three years. The committee is led by a regular judge. Members must 

have knowledge of and practical experience in teaching (SFS 2010: 800). The committee 

decides on revocation of certifications if the teacher has demonstrated gross negligence as a 

teacher, committed serious crimes, has a disease that adversely affects the ability to fulfil 

their professional duties, or proves in other ways unsuitable to conduct teaching or requests 

a revocation. The committee’s decision can be appealed to the General Administrative Court 

(Swedish National Agency of Education, 2015b; SFS 2010: 800). With regard to 

reconsideration of the right to teacher certification, the teachers' unions have been 
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successful. With the committee members anchored in practical teacher work, the board can 

function as quality assurance on terms of the teaching professions.  

Conclusions  
Since the school reforms of the 1990s, the Swedish school system has been characterized by 

increased external control and a publicly financed school market. The mix of different work 

organization and control logics has changed for the benefit of bureaucracy and the market. 

With new forms of political-administrative and economic governance teachers' professional 

autonomy has been questioned. In this new school-political landscape, teachers’ unions 

succeeded in enforcing their certification requirements. The teacher certification means: a) 

recognized teacher-specific knowledge base; b) monopolized professional activities such as 

the exclusion of uncertified teachers from permanent employment in combination with c) 

strengthened union labour market positions and d) the establishment of a teacher-

dominated responsibility committee. If we follow Freidson’s argumentation on licensing as 

monopolization, we can argue that the teacher certification counteracts or weakens the 

influence of external organization and control logics. However, as stressed by Freidson, only 

when licensing is an absolute prerequisite for access to the labour market the profession is 

able to, despite increased external pressure, assert its exclusive jurisdiction and discretion 

that is to a large extent define, exercise and control their professional activities (Freidson, 

2001). 

On the basis of professionalism as an ideal type, including both cognitive and social aspects, 

the picture of the Swedish professionalization of teaching became more complex. From the 

cognitive point of view and based on the definition of professions as occupations whose 

practitioners have many years of scientific training, who follow the development of research 

and in practice apply scientifically based knowledge and principles, there are obvious 

limitations. The new scientific base, educational sciences, was described as a broad research 

area in an initial profiling and establishment phase. From Brante's (2014) strict definition, a 

broad and interdisciplinary knowledge base counteracts the development of generally 

recognized profession-specific knowledge. Except from the problem of the establishment 

and recognition of the teacher-specific knowledge base, academization and the 

professionals' weakened control over vocational education, career services and the 

profession’s lack of control over the internal division of labour were other examples of 

problematic aspects.  

To sum up, the Swedish case highlights two significant aspects in relation to 

professionalization. Primarily, the development of a defined teacher-specific knowledge 

base is an important part of the teacher professionalization project. As the cognitive base is 

vaguely profiled and the link between science and practice proved to be less prominent, it is 

also doubtful whether new social attributes like licensing and career steps are 

professionalizing. Social aspects like certification are strongly linked to the cognitive base. 
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This was shown by Freidson (2001) who stressed the importance of licensing as professional 

monopoly, meaning the monopoly over the practicing of profession-specific knowledge. The 

Swedish teacher certification does not have that closing effect when it comes to cognitive 

aspects, nor socially. The fact that, in the absence of a certified teacher, it is possible to hire 

uncertified temporary staff and that employers, public and private, and principals (a 

managerial position without requirements for teacher training or teacher certification) have 

the overall responsibility for the exercise of authority, weakens the cognitive and social 

significance of teacher certification. Further on, the emergence of a quasi-market is another 

problematic aspect and, as far as I understand, unique to Sweden. The competition between 

schools for the pupils’ school vouchers constitutes a strong financial incentive for principals 

as managers and parents and pupils as consumers to exert pressure on teachers, especially 

in connection with grading. With increased external control, school vouchers and students’ 

free school choice, the legitimacy of teacher autonomy in terms of jurisdiction and 

discretion is challenged.  

Teacher certification and career services can strengthen the teachers’ unions’ success in 

traditional union questions such as wages, employment conditions, and the like. Teachers’ 

unions’ strength and strengthened labour market positions are successes in themselves, but 

do not benefit the professionalization project. The classic professions and professionalism as 

a work organization and control logic remains a distant, and in relation to the changing mix 

of logics, incompatible ideal. 
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Epistemic logics in professional education 
Much research has highlighted the need for stronger integration between knowledge 

domains and sites of learning in teacher education (e.g., Buchmann & Floden, 1992; 

Grossman, Hammerness, & McDonald, 2009; Hammerness, 2006; Smeby & Heggen, 2014; 

Zeichner, 2010). A general assumption is that the configuration of different forms of 

knowledge in an educational trajectory is consequential for student learning. Designing 

programmes that are “integrated” or “coherent” is therefore seen as important for 

strengthening educational quality.  

This field of research is thematically diverse. One strand has examined conceptualisations of 

coherence and their empirical manifestations (Canrinus, Bergem, Klette, & Hammerness, 

2017a; Hatlevik & Smeby, 2015; Heggen & Terum, 2015). Others have foregrounded 

practical approaches to coherence, including principles for programme design and 

pedagogical implications (Hammerness, 2006; Jenset, Hammerness, & Klette, 2018). Other 

concerns include the need to combine research-based education with professional 

relevance (Afdal, 2017; Munthe & Rogne, 2015) and the importance of equal partnerships 

between schools and higher education institutions (Lillejord & Børte, 2016; Zeichner, 2010). 

The role of disciplinary knowledge domains in professional education has received less 

attention. Professional education is characterised by epistemic pluralism, in which courses 

with disciplinary and professional orientations coexist. For example, a student teacher may 

take courses in sociology or history at disciplinary departments, while simultaneously 

studying pedagogy and educational policy at a teacher education unit. A nursing student 

may attend courses in anatomy or microbiology taught by faculty that have never practiced 

nursing, while qualified nurses teach public health nursing or professional ethics. More 

generally, professional education programmes are composed of knowledge domains that 

are organised according to two contrasting logics. Disciplinary knowledge domains are 

typically organised according to a self-referential logic that emphasises conceptual 

coherence. By contrast, “professional” knowledge domains tend to be organised around the 

conventions of professional practice.  

Such differences in knowledge domains can be described through the terms conceptual and 

contextual coherence (Muller, 2009). These differences in epistemic logics imply that it is 

not always obvious how different knowledge domains are to be “integrated” for educational 

purposes. The creation of relationships between knowledge domains will also depend on 

how educators conceptualise their purpose in professional education. Consequently, it is of 

empirical and analytical interest to examine how such relationships are constructed by 

educators, since they are likely to inform practical efforts toward programme coherence.   

This article examines how relationships between knowledge domains and the mandate of 

teacher education are constructed in a Norwegian teacher education programme. Known as 

Lektorprogrammet 8-13, this five-year master’s programme qualifies teachers for lower and 
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upper secondary school. The programme is characterised by epistemic pluralism. Multiple 

faculties contribute to the programme, and students simultaneously take courses offered by 

disciplinary departments and teacher education units. With its combination of courses with 

disciplinary and professional orientations, this programme represents an interesting site for 

examining questions of knowledge integration in professional education.   

The objective of the analysis is two-fold: to generate empirical knowledge about how the 

relationship between different knowledge domains can be manifested, and to contribute to 

our conceptual understanding of knowledge integration in professional education. The 

following research questions are addressed: How is the role of disciplinary knowledge in 

teacher education discursively framed and constructed? and What are the implications for 

efforts aimed at achieving programme coherence? 

The data consists of individual interviews and participant logs from 20 programme leaders 

assigned with specific responsibilities for programme design and development at four higher 

education institutions. Their work involves negotiating multiple knowledge domains and 

academic identities. Additionally, a national reform requires these institutions to develop 

so-called “integrated” teacher education programmes (Ministry of Education and Research, 

2013). The data therefore provide insights into a programme context where notions of 

knowledge integration are in the making.  

The next section reviews relevant existing research followed by a presentation of the 

theoretical and methodological approaches. The empirical analysis identifies four 

knowledge discourses that constitute the relationship between disciplinary knowledge and 

the mandate of teacher education: i) disciplinary knowledge as strengthening the teacher 

education programme; ii) the teacher education programme as strengthening the 

disciplinary knowledge domain; iii) the teacher education programme as challenging the 

disciplinary knowledge domain; and iv) disciplinary knowledge as being separate from the 

teacher education programme. The final section addresses implications for efforts aimed at 

knowledge integration and programme coherence. 

Coherence and knowledge integration in teacher education 
Considerable attention has been paid to notions of integration and coherence in teacher 

education. The two terms are often used interchangeably, but some differences can be 

delineated. Whereas “integration” is often used to denote relations between knowledge of 

different types (Lehmann, 2020), the concept of “coherence” has been applied more 

broadly to address different dimensions of teacher education.    

One line of research addresses the notion of coherence, including concepts such as 

structural, conceptual, biographical and transitional coherence (Hammerness, 2006; Heggen 

& Terum, 2013; Smeby & Heggen, 2014). These concepts analytically emphasise the 

relations amongst different aspects of professional education, such as the 
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interconnectedness between programme components, a shared vision amongst teacher 

educators, and the interrelationships between professional education and work. Notions of 

coherence have been directed toward programme characteristics, actors’ perceptions and 

visions, student trajectories, and connections across sites.  

Another line of research foregrounds the relationship between campus- and school-based 

education. A particular concern has been how learning across sites can be better aligned 

and how schools can be positioned as equal partners in teacher qualification (Grossman, 

Hammerness, McDonald, & Ronfeldt, 2008; Lillejord & Børte, 2016; Zeichner, 2010). This 

literature emphasises closer cooperation between higher education institutions and schools, 

and the need to organise on-campus learning activities around teachers’ practices (Canrinus, 

Klette, & Hammerness, 2017b; Darling-Hammond, 2014; Forzani, 2014; Jenset et al., 2018; 

Windschitl, Thompson, Braaten, & Stroupe, 2012). Within this body of research, the notion 

of integration often has a spatial framing, examining the interrelationship between two sites 

of learning (e.g. Lillejord & Bjørte, 2016). Another prominent theme is power relations and 

(un)equal partnerships between universities and schools (e.g. Zeichner, 2010).  

A third line of research addresses the challenge of combining a research orientation with 

professional relevance (Afdal, 2016; British Educational Research Association [BERA], 2014; 

Munthe & Rogne, 2015; Tatto, 2015). This body of literature has been concerned with how 

research-based education can been conceptualised, and how efforts to integrate research in 

professional education have been operationalised. Within this body of research, the notion 

of integration has been closely connected to the interrelationship between generically 

framed research findings and the situated and contextual practices of teachers’ everyday 

work.  

This brief review illustrates the complexity associated with notions such as coherence and 

integration and the multiple dimensions that must be attended to in efforts to improve 

educational quality. This article contributes to existing research by analytically 

foregrounding how educators construct relationships between disciplinary knowledge 

domains and the mandate to educate teachers. This aspect of coherence is important 

because students in many professional education programmes spend a significant amount 

of time attending courses that are framed by disciplinary logics. The analysis also 

foregrounds the centrality of educators’ sense-making practices related to epistemic 

diversity, and how discourses about knowledge generate constraints and affordances for 

efforts aimed at coherence.   

A discourse-analytical approach to knowledge integration 
This paper adopts a discourse-analytical perspective (Foucault, 2015), in which discourse is 

understood as “a particular way of talking about and understanding the world” (Jørgensen & 

Phillips, 2002, p. 1). A key assumption is that discourses shape social interactions and 
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identities by providing concepts, categories and representations through which the world is 

made sense of. Discourse is seen as constitutive of social structures by temporarily 

“freezing” the meaning assigned to particular activities, materials or social interactions. For 

the current purposes, this implies that conceptions of knowledge and its role in professional 

education can inform educational practices. Foucault also emphasises the intertwining of 

discourse and power. Discourses inform what we deem legitimate social practices and what 

is defined as inappropriate. This makes discourse a fruitful unit of analysis for exploring 

contestations over a given phenomenon, in this case programme design in teacher 

education.   

Another theoretical assumption is that subject positions are constructed and contested 

through the use of language. Subject position refers to how individuals are situated within 

specific discourses and how these positions are constitutive of their identities (Davies & 

Harré, 1990). Positioning theory (Davies & Harré, 1990) provides analytical nuance to the 

traditional Foucauldian emphasis on a single, monolithic discourse acting formatively upon 

subjects, by highlighting how individuals agentically construct their own and other peoples’ 

identities through language. Such constructions can be fluid; for example, a teacher 

educator may simultaneously be positioned as “a researcher”, “a mathematician” and “a 

teacher educator”. These positions may generate conflicting demands and expectations, but 

they also provide opportunities for agentic identity construction. Subject positions also 

inform perceived roles and responsibilities. For example, a disciplinary scholar that assigns 

disciplinary knowledge a significant role in teacher qualification, may be more likely to think 

of himself or herself as both a disciplinary scholar and a teacher educator.  

Professional education is understood as a set of institutionalised practices that are partly 

constituted by discourses about whose knowledge “counts” in professional qualification. 

Teacher education is characterised by a variety of knowledge discourses. Examples include 

discourses that emphasise research-based education (Afdal & Spernes, 2018; Munthe & 

Rogne, 2015), professional relevance and practical knowledge (Afdal, 2017; Wæge & 

Haugaløkken, 2013), and the importance of schooling as a tool for social justice (Cochran-

Smith, 2010; Pantić, 2017). In educational policy, knowledge is increasingly used as a policy 

tool to shape both teacher education and notions of teacher professionalism (Mausethagen, 

Prøitz, & Skedsmo, 2017; Mausethagen & Smeby, 2016). These knowledge discourses carry 

implications for how teacher education programmes should be designed and enacted. In the 

current analysis, knowledge discourses have implications both for how efforts toward 

programme coherence are perceived and for what kind of subject positions teacher 

educators adopt. 

Knowledge domains are understood as historically developed bodies of knowledge that 

underpin ways of organizing knowledge in higher education and work (Jensen, Lahn, & 

Nerland, 2012; Knorr Cetina, 1999). In the empirical analysis, examples of disciplinary 

knowledge domains include history, mathematics, political science, biology or religious 
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studies. These are not just constellations of accumulated bodies of knowledge, but also act 

as objects of attachment and identity for academics (Knorr Cetina 1999, 2001). Thus, 

attachment to a given knowledge domain can inform academics’ perceptions of self and 

their position in relation to others. From this perspective, the discursive construction of 

knowledge not only mediates questions related to programme design (what forms of 

knowledge should be taught when, how and for what purpose), but also the identities and 

social interactions of teacher educators. 

Conceptually, the notion of coherence is addressed in two ways in this paper. First, it is 

treated as an emic concept (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007) based on the participants’ own 

understandings. Frequent terms used by the participants include integrasjon (integration) 

and sammenheng (which can be loosely translated as a set of productive relations among 

programme components). Analytically, the notion of coherence is used to explore the 

relationships constructed by teacher educators between disciplinary knowledge domains 

and the mandate to educate teachers.  

A debated issue within existing literature is whether “coherence” implies the absence of 

tensions and contradictions (e.g. Buchmann & Floden, 1992). The position adopted here is 

that tensions and contradictions are an inherent part of human activity (Engeström, 2007), 

and that coherence should rather be understood as a form of alignment which, in the case 

of teacher education, is conducive for supporting student learning.   

Empirical context and methodology 
The Norwegian context is characterised by a plurality of teacher education programs. 

Broadly speaking, qualification to primary and lower secondary school has historically been 

carried out at designated teacher education units. These programs are generally organised 

according to a professional orientation, and students complete their entire degree at the 

same organisational entity. Qualification to upper and lower secondary school has 

historically been composed of a combination of disciplinary studies at subject departments 

and selected courses taken at a teacher education unit. These programs include both 

disciplinary and professional orientations and are characterised by organisational 

complexity.  

The programme studied here belongs to the latter category, leading to a teaching 

qualification for grades 8-13. Students study two disciplinary subjects (240 credit points), 

take courses in pedagogy and subject didactics (60 credit points) and complete a school-

based practicum of 100 days. One year of full-time studies equals 60 credit points. The 

programme organization reflects a national reform put into effect in 2013 (Ministry of 

Education and Research, 2013), which aimed to create more “integrated” teacher education 

programmes. An example of a programme structure is presented in Table 1.  
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The programme is characterised by epistemic pluralism. For example, one student may take 

courses in social anthropology, Norwegian grammar, international politics, pedagogy, 

literary history and subject didactics during the course trajectory for a degree. These 

courses are distributed across multiple faculties and have typically not been designed to 

have any relationship to each other.  

 

Table 1: Example of programme structure 

 

 

Students take courses in disciplinary knowledge at the relevant faculties. These courses are 

also attended by students enrolled in disciplinary degrees, such as a bachelor’s degree in 
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biology or history. Consequently, the courses are not specifically designed to educate 

teachers, and faculty are simultaneously teaching student teachers and disciplinary 

students. The distribution of the two student groups differs; student teachers might make 

up the majority or a small minority. Courses in pedagogy and subject didactics and the 

practicum are referred to by informants as “professional courses” [profesjonsfag] or as 

“professional knowledge” [profesjonskunnskap]. These courses are framed by a professional 

mandate, and notions of professional relevance are important for their design.  

As a consequence of this programme structure, faculty members involved in teacher 

education occupy a range of epistemic and organisational positions. For example, some 

work at dedicated teacher education units and others at disciplinary departments. This 

diversity typically informs the extent to which faculty members identify as teacher 

educators. Previously, I have examined the interplay of these organizational and epistemic 

factors (Hermansen, 2019). In this article, the analytical focus is on how the research 

participants relate to the epistemic dimension of this diversity.  

The empirical data consists of semi-structured interviews (20) and participant logs (75) from 

20 programme leaders at four higher education institutions. At each institution, 4-6 

programme leaders assigned with specific responsibilities for programme design and 

development were selected as informants. The term “leaders” is used in alignment with the 

literature on distributed leadership (Gronn, 2002). The category not only includes formal 

leadership positions but encompasses a network of key collaborators involved in 

programme design and development. Some informants were based at disciplinary 

departments and others at teacher education units.  

The main themes covered in the interviews were approaches to and priorities for 

programme design and development, along with descriptions of the participants’ work. All 

interviews were audiotaped and transcribed. The interviews comprise the primary data for 

analysis. Subsequently, participants submitted brief logs (Edwards & Thompson, 2013) over 

a period of nine months. In these logs, participants described recent incidents in which they 

worked on programme development and explained what they had tried to achieve, and 

why. These logs provided important contextual information about programme leaders' work 

and their reasoning behind specific actions related to programme design and development.   

For the purposes of this paper, only the data that explicitly addressed the intersection 

between disciplinary domains and teacher education were subjected to further analysis. The 

first step of the data analysis identified all statements in the transcripts and logs that 

contained talk about different knowledge domains, the relationships among these domains 

and the relation of these domains to teacher education. This included statements such as 

“discipline X is characterised by…”, “mathematics and pedagogy differ in these ways…” and 

“as a historian, I am concerned with…”.   
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The next step of the analysis identified how the relationship between disciplinary 

knowledge domains and the teacher education programme was discursively constructed. 

Analytical emphasis was placed on identifying recurrent patterns in the talk that related 

disciplinary knowledge to the mandate of teacher education and examining the underlying 

premises and logics of these patterns. Repeated readings of the transcripts led to two initial 

categories of statements: those constructing the relationship between disciplinary 

knowledge domains and teacher education as inherently positive and desirable, and those 

that did not. Within these categories, significant diversity remained. To examine this 

diversity, the subsequent readings focussed on identifying the justifications made to support 

these relationships. The general framing of such statements would typically be “teacher 

education is good for discipline X because of Y”, “teacher education benefits from discipline 

X because of Y”, “it is problematic that department X is involved in teacher education 

because of Y”, or “at department X, many people are not aware that we educate teachers”. 

Based on this coding, the two initial categories were differentiated into four patterns of 

discourse. All discourses could be identified across the four programs and the data was 

therefore treated as a coherent whole during the empirical analysis.  

1. Disciplinary knowledge as strengthening the teacher education programme, 

2. The teacher education programme as strengthening the disciplinary knowledge domain,  

3. The teacher education programme as challenging the disciplinary knowledge domain and 

4. Disciplinary knowledge as separate from the teacher education programme. 

The final step of the analysis examined the implications of these discourses for teacher 

educators’ subject positions. Each discourse included statements that assigned faculty 

members with particular roles and responsibilities, including normative statements about 

how faculty members should relate to teacher education (or not). These statements were 

coded and summarised within each of the four categories.   

Preliminary findings were presented to fellow researchers at three different points in the 

analytical process. This feedback helped to develop the analytical categories and a more 

stringent analytical account of the interrelationships between disciplinary knowledge and 

teacher education. Some respondents had previous experience from this specific 

programme, and their comments partially served as a form of participant validation.    

The next section presents the results of the analysis, organised according to the four 

discourses and addressing both research questions. When citations are used, research 

participants are referred to using an individually designated number.   
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Knowledge discourses in teacher education 

Disciplinary knowledge as strengthening the programme 

In this discourse, disciplinary knowledge was positioned as a strength for the teacher 

education programme. A key assumption was that educational quality was enhanced by 

“offering the best possible disciplinary-based knowledge and competencies” (2-2) based on 

up-to-date research. Disciplinary scholars were positioned as “experts” and “specialists” and 

contrasted to teacher educators at programmes for primary and lower secondary schools, 

where faculty typically teach a broader range of subjects. The “generalist” teacher educator, 

who needs to know a little bit about everything, was compared to the “specialist” teacher 

educator who facilitates a different learning process: 

So, the learning dynamics are strong in this programme, and I think that’s our 

strength in comparison to other programmes, where you have to learn and to teach 

a lot of subjects at the same time. They are strong on integration, but when you are 

teaching fractions, and how to teach fractions, and the importance of fractions for 

professional practice at the same time, it can become an educational challenge to 

facilitate deep learning around all those themes simultaneously. (3-1)  

This way of relating disciplinary knowledge to the mandate of teacher education had 

implications for how coherence was understood. In this quote, knowledge integration is 

framed as something that might undermine student learning by presenting students with 

too many issues to attend to simultaneously. Deep learning is facilitated through immersion 

in the disciplinary domain, and this learning process is facilitated by a subject specialist. In 

terms of programme design, a temporal sequence was constructed in which students first 

had to become subject experts and then attend to “professional” knowledge. Expectations 

of integration and professional relevance should not interfere with ideals of subject 

specialization:  

What should the practicum consist of? Many people in this teacher education 

programme, particularly those who have a strong background in disciplinary 

subjects, think that the practicum takes up too much time. And, they kind of think 

that, “this training, that’s all very well, but it should not under any circumstances 

interfere with the subjects we are teaching here on campus”. (3-3) 

Finally, the research-intensive nature of disciplinary departments was seen to contribute to 

teacher professionalism by exposing students to up-to-date research: “This is what I think 

our teacher education model is good at. If something new happens within research in 

[disciplinary field X], then this type of teacher education programme will be the first to 

integrate it” (3-1). Engagement with research was also seen to prepare teachers to critically 

examine and renew existing practices in schools, rather than merely reproducing them. This 
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was, again, contrasted to the teacher education programme for primary and lower 

secondary schools,  

…which has historically had a closer relationship to schools and to the field of 

practice, but sometimes that relationship can become too close – if teacher 

education only reflects current practices in schools, we don’t move forward. (3-1) 

In this statement, the criticism of teacher education being disconnected from professional 

practice is reconstructed as an advantage. Research is positioned as a tool that could help 

students maintain a critical distance from professional practice and renew established 

conventions for work.  

In summary, strong disciplinary domains and subject specialization were positioned as 

strengthening the teacher education programme, providing a competitive advantage over 

other types of teacher qualifications. This framing of disciplinary domains afforded 

disciplinary scholars a sense of ownership and purpose in relation to the programme. At the 

same time, this discourse implied particular perspectives on knowledge integration and 

programme design, through which established policy discourses on knowledge integration 

were challenged. Rather than reinforcing political expectations of increased integration 

across disciplinary and professional knowledge domains, keeping disciplinary knowledge at 

arm’s length from professional practice was construed as necessary for student learning and 

for developing critical and reflective practitioners. The most salient subject position was the 

disciplinary subject expert who is up-to-date on current research and facilitates subject 

specialization and deep learning.  

The programme as strengthening the disciplinary knowledge domain  

This discourse was characterised by an underlying assumption that involvement in teacher 

education provides disciplinary knowledge domains with increased legitimacy and societal 

relevance. Part of this legitimacy was related to the high academic achievement of student 

teachers. In several departments, this was contrasted to the students enrolled in disciplinary 

programmes, who entered university with significantly lower grade averages:  

What has really contributed toward creating interest and respect for the teacher 

education programme is the high academic quality of the student teachers. They 

often perform much better than the disciplinary students. And, the academics really 

like that, and it helps strengthen the respect for the teaching profession. (3-2)  

Talk about the “academic quality” of student teachers served both to position teacher 

education as beneficial for disciplinary departments, and as something that helped 

programme leaders to strengthen the legitimacy of teacher education amongst disciplinary 

scholars. Teacher education was also seen to strengthen the disciplinary domains through 
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increased recruitment. This was particularly the case within the humanities, where several 

subject areas had seen a decrease in student numbers:  

[Teacher education] is important for our department now, it’s important for the 

future recruitment of students and it’s particularly important for the subject of 

history, which has traditionally been a sizeable discipline, but we have lost many 

master students over the past years. And, we are competing with [the local 

university college], and they have been actively profiling themselves as a 

professionally relevant teacher education programme. So, of course, we also need to 

market ourselves as teacher educators if students are going to select us. (2-1) 

Here, recruitment to the teacher education programme helped disciplinary scholars protect 

the status of their knowledge domain. However, this required that the department position 

itself as a teacher education provider, competing on criteria such as “professional 

relevance”. While the disciplinary domain was being protected, it was simultaneously being 

reframed in line with students’ expectations toward professional education.  

This discourse was also shaped by the increased institutional emphasis on teacher 

education. Several informants described university rectors who were actively promoting 

teacher education, which was seen as strategically important. Contributing to a teacher 

education programme provided a tangible basis for arguing that a specific knowledge 

domain was useful for the university. This also generated additional resources: 

We have new academic positions that are legitimised because of the teacher 

education programme, and we have political expectations from Parliament and also 

from the university through the Rectorate and the Deanship. Really great, thumbs 

up, high spirits. (1-1) 

Finally, the importance of teacher education for the disciplinary domain was constructed 

around the idea of their organic interrelationship. In this account, the mandate of qualifying 

school teachers was closely connected with the future development of the discipline: 

One of the arguments I use is that I talk about the ecology of the knowledge society. 

We live in a knowledge society where everything is interconnected. So, if we don’t 

educate good teachers, then we undermine our connections with schools. And, it’s in 

the schools that our future students are being prepared. So, I try to say that, if you 

[disciplinary academics] want good students, then you need to educate good 

teachers who can educate the school students. And then, they can come here and be 

good university students. (3-2) 

This line of reasoning positioned the mandate of educating teachers not just as a strength 

but as a precondition for the future development of the disciplinary knowledge domain. 
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Thus, a mutually constitutive relationship was discursively established, in which the interests 

of disciplinary scholars cannot be considered separately from educational quality in schools.  

In summary, this discourse emphasised the advantages of being associated with the teacher 

education programme for safeguarding the disciplinary knowledge domains by increasing 

the legitimacy of the discipline, facilitating access to highly qualified students and 

generating resources. Implications for programme design were typically not articulated 

explicitly, but the disciplinary domain was often framed in relation to notions of societal and 

professional relevance, rather than discipline-specific criteria. This discourse went some way 

toward recontextualising the disciplinary domain in relation to the mandate of teacher 

education. It also positioned faculty with clear responsibilities for qualifying teachers, both 

for societal purposes and for ensuring the long-term development of the disciplinary 

domain. 

The programme as challenging the disciplinary knowledge domain 

This discourse was characterised by an underlying assumption that teacher education 

represented a threat to the disciplinary domain. This relationship was constructed as a zero-

sum game: an increased focus on teacher education would come at the expense of 

safeguarding disciplinary knowledge and identities.  

One reason for these tensions was attributed to an increased number of student teachers. 

Students enrolled in teacher education and disciplinary degrees attended the same courses. 

Historically, teaching had been organised according to a disciplinary logic, and no special 

affordances had been made to relate disciplinary subjects to professional practice. However, 

as the number of student teachers increased, sometimes outnumbering disciplinary 

students, disciplinary scholars were faced with expectations to cater more specifically to 

teacher education. The data contained several examples of such adaptations: for example, 

the literature lists in English language courses had been revised based on their relevance to 

work in schools, and a history course had become web-based to avoid timetable conflicts 

with the practicum. Another example related to the master’s thesis. The national steering 

document specified that the master’s thesis should be “professionally relevant”. This had 

caused concern amongst disciplinary scholars:  

This was a very important issue for many people. Because, what does it mean? 

“Professionally relevant”? And, of course, within the disciplinary departments, they 

had a strong fear that this would mean that, in all subjects, students would have to 

do classroom-based research. And that wouldn’t have been very well received, and 

they probably wouldn’t be very well placed to supervise such theses, either. (3-2).  

These examples illustrate how an increased focus on teacher education meant that key 

elements of disciplinary knowledge became “at stake” issues: course content, the 

organization of teaching activities and the master’s thesis. Such developments resulted in 
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tensions between the mandate of educating teachers and maintaining the disciplinary 

programmes:  

So, the Faculty Board has decided that we need to accommodate [our course 

offerings] to the teacher education programme. They are going to explore the option 

of designing specific courses within the disciplinary subjects that are targeted to 

teacher education students. And, of course, that’s something that’s… it’s not 

necessarily that easy to do, when you are a disciplinary scholar located within a 

disciplinary department and you have your academic identity and pride, and then 

you are expected to adapt to a teacher education programme. (4-1) 

He continued to recount how he was once asked, “Are we all going to be teacher educators 

now?” at a meeting where customization of disciplinary courses to the teacher education 

programme had been discussed, and elaborated on the implications for disciplinary 

scholars' academic identity:  

Sometimes I can understand it, if you look at the type of language that is in use and 

the official decisions that are made, that it’s difficult for the disciplinary scholars. 

And, that it can even be experienced as a threat. Because what happens to our 

identity in all of this? (4-1) 

Finally, concerns had been raised about the academic achievement of student teachers, 

because 60 credit points of their degrees were assigned to pedagogy and subject didactics. 

Combined with the 100-day practicum, these courses were seen as interfering with student 

teachers’ capacity to immerse themselves in disciplinary studies. Some academic staff were 

reportedly reluctant to supervise student teachers because they perceived the students’ 

knowledge base to be deficient: 

It’s a misunderstanding that I think we’ve now managed to get rid of, but for many 

years, my colleagues in the English department had this idea that the student 

teachers who were about to write their master’s thesis had fewer English language 

courses than the disciplinary students. They don’t. They have exactly the same 

courses. The only difference is that they write a 30-credit point master’s thesis 

instead of 60.… So, we used a lot of time discussing this because there was this 

perception that the student teachers were not academically prepared for the thesis. 

(3-2).  

In summary, this discourse was characterised by an underlying tension between the 

mandate of educating teachers and the safeguarding of the disciplinary domain, where the 

notion of a zero-sum game prevailed. Within this discourse, an increased focus on 

programme integration implied a threat to scholarly quality and established academic 

identities. Efforts aimed at adapting disciplinary courses to the teacher education 

programme were therefore met with resistance. Faculty were positioned as having their 
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academic integrity and identities challenged as a result of efforts aimed at increased 

integration. 

Disciplinary knowledge as separate from the programme  

The final discourse was characterised by the notion of a disconnect between disciplinary 

courses and the teacher education programme, expressed in a variety of ways. In one 

account, the separation was constructed as a natural consequence of the programme 

structure, which placed natural limits on the extent to which disciplinary knowledge could 

be integrated with professional courses. Rather than advocating increased coherence, it was 

emphasised that student teachers needed to be informed about the limitations of the 

programme design and to learn how to navigate its epistemic diversity. This was sometimes 

legitimised with reference to students’ future work: “this is how teachers work in real life, 

they run from one subject to another” (1-1). In brief, the disconnect was constructed as a 

“natural” state of affairs and something that students needed to learn to live with.  

Another manifestation of the disconnect appeared in accounts of disciplinary scholars who 

were completely unaware of the teacher education programme, even though they had 

student teachers enrolled in their courses. One programme leader recounted how a 

significant part of her job was to simply make her colleagues aware that they were teacher 

educators:  

I think I have been quite active in this regard, more than my predecessor… I have 

worked a lot within this department to make people aware that we are actually 

teacher educators. We just don’t know it, haha. (2-3)  

In this account, the disconnect was not necessarily intentional, but a result of ignorance or 

of the invisibility of the teacher education programme in disciplinary departments. This 

extended to formal decision-making fora, where the teacher education programme was 

described as falling off the radar. One informant described an important part of his role as 

reminding the leadership that the department had responsibilities for teacher education in 

addition to disciplinary degrees:  

And then my role [in the meetings] is always to say “so, what do we think about this 

in relation to the teacher education programme?” or “yes, but if we should be 

strategic, perhaps we should promote the teacher education programme”. (1-3)  

This type of disconnect was attributed to ignorance or lack of awareness. Thus, efforts 

toward increased programme coherence or knowledge integration centred on increasing 

the visibility and general awareness of the programme.  

A third version of the disconnect appeared through an othering of student teachers as a 

group that did not organically belong in the disciplinary departments:  
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Because, even if the student teachers write a master’s thesis within [the disciplinary 

subject]… then faculty think of them as students belonging to the teacher education 

programme. Even when the majority of the students attending lectures in Nordic 

languages and literature, history or German are student teachers, even when they 

enrol in courses that belong to our departments and they are students that belong 

to us… the faculty still think that, “Oh, it’s those student teachers”. And, that’s where 

a lot of the tension lies… So, now we are quite consciously talking about them as 

students who belong to the disciplinary knowledge domain. To make it clear that 

they are not other people’s students, they are our students. (4-1) 

In this case, the separation is expressed by student teachers being positioned outside of or 

on the margins of the disciplinary domain. The informant emphasised the contradictions 

associated with this discourse, given that student teachers take the majority of their credit 

points in disciplinary departments. However, through their enrolment in the teacher 

education programme, a distance was constructed between them and students taking 

disciplinary degrees.  

A final version of the disconnect concerned the relationship between the disciplinary 

domain and the related school subject, and more specifically, how the knowledge domain 

was organised and enacted. An example is this account of different approaches to “doing 

history”:  

So, history as a school subject has developed and separated itself somewhat from 

history as a university discipline. [In schools], they are concerned with historical 

consciousness and how we are both a product of history and producers of history, 

rather than accounts of what actually happened. That’s how history is taught in 

schools. But, nobody here [in the disciplinary department] knows that. Everyone 

thinks that history in school is the same as what they are working on, and that 

students arrive here with the same knowledge about the First World War that they 

had when they left school. (3-4) 

In this case, the disconnect was constructed between history as a university discipline and 

as a school subject, assigning the two domains different epistemic logics and scholarly 

identities. This has implications for efforts aimed at integration, in that the knowledge 

domain that could have acted as a bridge between higher education and school was 

discursively divided.  

In summary, this discourse was characterised by accounts of separation at various levels: 

faculty, leadership fora, the student group and the knowledge domain. The subject position 

of faculty was constructed as disciplinary scholars who have little knowledge or awareness 

of the teacher education programme, and who are either tacitly or explicitly denying its 

relevance for disciplinary departments. The implication for programme leaders was that 
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efforts toward programme coherence and knowledge integration had to be directed at 

multiple levels, but also had to be generally focussed on awareness raising and information. 

Discussion and conclusion 
The empirical analysis shows how disciplinary knowledge can be positioned in diverse ways 

in relation to the mandate of teacher education, with implications for efforts aimed at 

integration. The first discourse positioned disciplinary domains as significantly contributing 

to the quality of teacher education, affording disciplinary faculty with clear responsibilities 

for educating future teachers. However, prevailing notions of integration were somewhat 

resisted and recontextualised in favour of an emphasis on subject specialization and 

research-based teaching. The second discourse positioned the teacher education 

programme as a source of legitimacy for disciplinary knowledge domains, informed by 

broader policy discourses about societal and economic relevance. To some extent, the 

mandate of teacher education was discursively subsumed under the broader objective of 

securing the relevance and quality of the disciplinary domain. At the same time, this 

positioning required that disciplinary departments “market themselves” as teacher 

educators, and expectations of “professional relevance” informed how the disciplinary 

domains were talked about. The third discourse positioned the teacher education 

programme as a threat to the quality and organization of disciplinary domains, and the 

relationship between the two was framed as a zero-sum game. Expectations of integration 

were described as challenging established conventions for work and academic identities. 

Finally, the fourth discourse positioned disciplinary knowledge domains as separate from 

the teacher education programme, either in the form of an empirical gap or in terms of 

“natural” limits to integration. In the first case, separation was framed as an undesirable 

state that could be overcome; in the second case, separation was constructed as a natural 

state of affairs.  

These findings highlight the constructive and creative work that educators conduct as they 

actively seek to forge (or deny) specific relations between specific knowledge domains and 

the professional mandate. The four discourses coexisted across the four programmes, 

illustrating how the interface between disciplinary knowledge and the professional 

education programme cannot be taken as a “given”, but needs to be understood as a 

relationship that is contested, open for interpretation and continuously evolving. The ways 

in which these relationships were constructed were informed by cultural, organizational and 

political contexts. For example, these discourses were intimately linked with the relational 

and emotional ties that academics had developed with their particular knowledge domains. 

They were also informed by themes such as student recruitment, their academic 

achievement, the strategic priorities of higher education institutions and broader political 

discourses about the role of higher education in society.  
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As a consequence, the programme leaders needed to work with and upon these divergent 

discourses as an integrated part of their efforts toward programme design and 

development, addressing diverse conceptualizations of “coherence” or “integration” in the 

process. More generally, leadership of professional education involves navigating multiple 

epistemic domains and identities. There has been scant empirical attention paid to what this 

actually entails. Yet, negotiating this complexity and its divergent approaches to 

professional education appears to be crucial for efforts aimed at strengthening educational 

quality. This type of leadership involves working with people’s perceptions of and 

attachments to different knowledge domains, as well as to the professional mandate. This 

can be challenging because it entails working with and upon people’s identities and their 

emotional connections to their work.  

A practical implication is that efforts toward increased “integration” in teacher education 

need to take into account that a diversity of notions may exist within a given programme 

about what integration “is” and how the relationship between different knowledge domains 

and the professional mandate should be constituted. Programme leaders needed to develop 

their own accounts of these issues and relate them to the range of discourses they faced in 

their work. They also needed to create arenas and processes where these different 

discourses could be exposed to each other and placed under collective scrutiny (Hermansen, 

2019).   

Analytically, this article demonstrates the relevance of knowledge discourses as a unit of 

analysis for examining questions of coherence. By illuminating how knowledge is talked 

about and related to the professional domain, it is possible to gain insights into how specific 

educational settings provide affordances and constraints for efforts aimed at programme 

coherence. Theoretically, the analysis contributes to a conceptual understanding of 

coherence as a situated and emergent achievement (Hermansen, 2019), as opposed to a set 

of predefined characteristics.  

Limitations of this study include the lack of a longitudinal, developmental perspective 

documenting changes in discursive configurations over time. A larger participant sample, 

combined with an ethnographic approach, would also have allowed for a more fine-grained 

analysis of the historical relationships between specific knowledge domains and teacher 

education, incorporating the significance of organisational factors. These limitations 

represent avenues for future research.   
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Introduction 
Over the past couple of decades, Denmark has paid increased attention to children in 

vulnerable positions. As a result, there has been a considerable political will to propose and 

implement social reforms intended to reduce the proportion of children in vulnerable 

positions or at least reduce their levels of vulnerability (Socialstyrelsen, 2011). Recent 

studies have revealed that, despite this vigilance, the share of Danish children in vulnerable 

positions is actually increasing (Danmarks Statistik, 2018; National Association of 

Municipalities, 2019). A strong political focus on vulnerability, combined with reforms and 

interventions, is also reflected in a more global context, often without achieving the desired 

goal. This is especially true of preventive strategies targeting vulnerable children, which has 

been a major emphasis in many European countries (Eurochild, 2016, 2017; European 

Commission, 2013). In spite of this strengthened legislative focus, the strategies adopted do 

not appear to be working, as only modest improvements in the share of children facing 

social problems and vulnerabilities have been reported (Cingano, 2014; Inchley & Currie, 

2016). Several studies have focused on implementation, focusing on the role of professional 

employees (Bo, Guldager, & Zeeberg, 2015; Brodkin, 2012; Lipsky, 2010; Zacka, 2017). 

However, there has not been a corresponding focus on how vulnerability among children 

has been conceptualized. The existing literature reveals a consensus about defining children 

in vulnerable positions from a variety of dimensions: poverty, social exclusion, violence, 

sexual abuse, health difficulties, stigmatization, and discrimination (Andersen, Jensen, 

Nielsen, & Skaksen, 2017; House of Commons, 2008; Mynarska et al., 2015). In general, 

there has been less focus on identifying children with a more privileged social background 

who show symptoms of lacking well-being, but there is now growing interest in expanding 

traditional ways of delineating vulnerability. This implies that when vulnerability is to be 

detected by professional employees, they must examine broader target groups (Görlich et 

al., 2019). To be able to target social efforts to specific groups of children in vulnerable 

positions, it is necessary to identify and classify those groups and link this classification to 

the different kinds of efforts directed at them by the social welfare apparatus. This study 

investigates how different groups of welfare professionals construct vulnerability among 

children and seeks to answer this research question: How do different groups of welfare 

professionals (teachers, daycare workers, social workers, and health care workers) construct 

vulnerability when defining the target group for interventions and special efforts? This 

question requires investigating both how constructions are actually carried out and the 

results of those processes of construction. Finally, we strive to identify factors affecting the 

processes of construction. 

The case 
As a study case, we use the implementation of a developmental strategy in the area of 

vulnerable children in Aalborg, a large Danish municipality, from 2016 to 2020 (Commune of 

Aalborg, 2016). The strategy relates to Aalborg’s school administration and its family and 
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employment (F&E) administration. Cooperation between the two administrations addresses 

early detection and preventive work with vulnerable children. The strategy addresses two 

target groups: children showing initial signs of a lack of well-being who are at risk of later 

developing special needs, and children who are exposed to serious threats and in obvious 

danger of permanent damage. Cooperation between the employees in the organizations 

involves developing a common understanding of both target groups, which is a prerequisite 

for interdisciplinary cooperation between the professions involved. This is especially true for 

the four professional groups most central to vulnerable children. At the same time, those 

four professional groups work in different areas; while teachers, daycare workers, and 

health care workers deal with the general public, social workers serve a specialized 

population. There are also different work tasks: teaching (teachers), teaching and care 

(daycare workers), guidance (health care workers), and social efforts (social workers). 

Research design and methods 
In order to examine the construction of vulnerability among welfare professionals within the 

organizations, we conducted semi-structured individual interviews with four teachers, four 

social workers, three daycare workers, and four health care workers (4). We also conducted 

group interviews based on cases with the same informant groups—three teachers, three 

social workers, two daycare workers, and three health care workers—to initiate discussions 

about vulnerability within the groups. Altogether, 72 welfare professionals were 

interviewed. 

The interview guide used for the individual interviews included wide-ranging and open-

ended questions that focused more on theme than fine detail. The themes were 1) target 

group descriptions, 2) organizing interdisciplinary cooperation, 3) options for action, and 4) 

professional knowledge. These themes were also elements of the cases used in the group 

interviews. The interviews were coded using the NVivo software package. The process of 

coding comprised two levels: first, a broader thematic coding according to key concepts in 

the strategy (vulnerable children, interdisciplinary cooperation, early intervention and 

prevention, and organizational and professional knowledge), and then a more focused 

coding containing the key theoretical concepts derived from Abbott’s (1988) notions of 

jurisdiction and diagnosis, inference, and treatment. The coding contained statements from 

the professionals according to their tasks and their attitudes toward vulnerability, which 

were clustered into categories. For analytical purposes, we used power and proof quotes 

(Pratt, 2008) to illustrate and pinpoint important findings and key understandings. Power 

quotes are strong opinions and statements from interviewees that capture the central 

messages of the analysis. Proof quotes are several short single quotes, puzzle pieces that 

contribute to the overall analysis. The proof quotes are presented in two meaning-

condensed tables below (Pratt, 2008).  
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The structure of the analysis unfolds in two stages. The first part examines theoretical 

perspectives on vulnerability by analyzing the symptoms and causes linked to vulnerability, 

how welfare professionals define and construct vulnerability, and individual and contextual 

stresses. The second part examines the types of knowledge influencing the construction of 

vulnerability among welfare professionals and their professional backgrounds and functions.  

Based on our findings, we reflect on the consequences of ways of constructing vulnerability 

in regard to both the contextual practice of different interventions and interdisciplinary 

cooperation. Finally, we summarize the article’s key points, followed by our closing 

reflections on welfare professionals’ different constructions of vulnerability.   

Abbott’s key concepts of jurisdiction and diagnosis, 
inference, and treatment 
In our analysis of the similarities and differences in the four groups of professions, we use 

Abbott’s (1988) theoretical framework and his notion of jurisdiction, buttressed by the key 

concepts of diagnosis, inference, and treatment. Our aim is to understand the extent to 

which and why constructions of vulnerability made by the professionals are influenced by 

their organizational positions, their professional tasks, and their professional backgrounds. 

For Abbott, jurisdiction refers to the legitimate requirements for certain workers to 

maintain their specialized expertise and related competences. For that purpose, each 

profession builds a knowledge system (Abbott, 1988), which—in addition to academic 

expert knowledge—consists of more practical and experience-based cognitive procedures 

for problem identification (diagnoses) and problem intervention (treatment). According to 

Abbott, the understanding of the construction of professional jurisdiction includes—besides 

language—embodied experiences, material working tools, and organizational arrangements. 

However, language is central, as Abbott’s concepts of the knowledge system refer to a great 

extent to how certain expertise and understandings of diagnosis and intervention are 

codified linguistically as common professional resources. Each profession must balance 

different linguistic forms that relate to academic and practical working contexts. This point 

is particularly relevant for an analysis of the constructions of vulnerability among different 

professional groups. 

In Abbott’s understanding, diagnosis, inference, and treatment constitute three 

interconnected moments in practical professional work and are thus an approach to the 

notion of professional discretion (Østergaard Møller, 2018). Abbott uses these terms in a 

general way to understand the work of the professions. In our case, this includes the 

different ways vulnerability is constructed and identified (diagnosis) and explained and 

handled professionally through social and pedagogical interventions (treatment). 

Fundamentally, presenting a professional diagnosis is a question of how a given profession 

classifies, designates, and distinguishes a problem as a problem of expertise, while 
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treatment is about how professions address problems by choosing relevant types of 

interventions to undertake. Inference is the process that connects these two moments, 

linking the general classification of a problem with a specific type of intervention adapted to 

the specific case of a particular child. 

Constructing vulnerability as a combination of protection 
and risks 
Catalano, Berglund, Ryan, Lonczak & Hawkins (2002) pointed out that promising preventive 

efforts and early interventions are based on knowledge about risk and protective factors, 

but they also called for new research addressing the dynamics between risk and protective 

factors. 

According to Kvello (2013), risk factors are common terms describing conditions that 

increase the probability of developing problems when growing up in families with one or 

more challenges. Some risk factors are closely connected to the development of specific 

problems, while others are related to many different disorders. Just as it is the continuous 

interaction between child and environment that influences children the most, it is also long-

lasting exposure to risk factors that has the most severe effects on children, as opposed to 

shorter periods of intense exposure to high-risk factors (Kvello, 2013). Conversely, there are 

several protective factors in the childhood environment or within the individual that reduce 

the probability of damaging effects on children who are exposed to risk factors (Kvello, 

2013). Like risk factors, protective factors include genetic, biological, mental, environmental, 

and social aspects (Schoon, 2006). Protective factors can be effective against several risk 

factors and become crucial when risk factors are severe because they have been present for 

a lengthy period. 

Risk and protective factors can be both static and dynamic. The former are genetic 

predisposition, gender, and other factors that can only be altered to a modest extent, if at 

all, by social interventions. More often, risk and protective factors are dynamic and 

susceptible to influence and change through such interventions (Kvello, 2013). 

A mapping of risk and protective factors for children in vulnerable families conducted by 

Rambøll Management Consulting (2016) shows—across 70 international and 15 Nordic 

studies—that factors apart from parental care can affect the development of a child. 

Personal, individual, familial, and contextual relationships can all be either protective or risk 

factors for different target groups among children who live in families with social problems. 

For this reason, knowledge about protective and risk factors is important for professional 

employees working with vulnerable children, as they can connect to the children through 

relationships in an institutional context. 

According to the Rambøll study (2016), risk and protective factors that influence mental 

difficulties can be divided into the following three domains: 1) individual factors attached to 
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the child´s own resilience; (2) familial factors connected to the home environment, 

parenting skills, parenting interactions with the child, and proximity of relation; and (3) 

institutional factors related to the contextual surroundings that constitute the child’s 

network.  

Analysis of symptoms and causes linked to vulnerability 

Symptoms, causes, and consequences 

Because of how the concept is constructed, the academic field of children in vulnerable 

positions is associated with a multitude of terms and notions that fall into two broad 

categories: factors that burden children’s everyday lives and symptoms, signs, or indicators 

of the different kinds of burdens to which children are exposed (Görlich et al., 2019). The 

competences to make valid interpretations of the various indicators of possible situations of 

vulnerability and thus detect the largely hidden sources that are creating discomfort and 

stress make up an important part of the professional role of employees working in this field. 

The method that welfare professionals choose to solve the problem depends on how 

vulnerability considered as a problem is constructed, experienced, and explained (Abbott, 

1988). Definitions are used by the professionals to identify and categorize children in 

vulnerable positions and thus make target groups for different kinds of efforts by the 

welfare sector.  

The overall construction of vulnerability refers to three elements: the signs, indicators, or 

symptoms of vulnerability, the causes of vulnerability, and the consequences of 

vulnerability. It is largely signs and causes that make up the definition of vulnerability, along 

with its delineation from other phenomena. While indicators constitute the immediately 

observable phenomena of vulnerability, causes are typically more difficult to identify. They 

often require additional information in order to detect with accuracy the hidden factors 

producing the symptoms and, through professional analysis, to explain the relationships 

between causes and symptoms and point toward the proper ways of intervening in a 

situation. Concerns arise based on observed indicators that are either verified or rebutted 

based on whether an underlying cause can be detected and confirmed. Finally, the 

consequences of vulnerability are used to distinguish between different types and levels of 

vulnerability.  

The classified phenomena are grouped together with other phenomena that appear to have 

significant common features. The category of vulnerability is further differentiated into a 

number of subcategories, each of which is different enough to merit a categorical distinction 

(Lakoff, 1987; Laursen, 2020). 
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The who, why, and how of classifying vulnerability 

To support the analytical framing of the ways that employees in welfare organizations 

classify human beings, Rubington and Weinberg (1969) suggested the set of questions 

detailed in the paragraphs below. 

  

Who defines and classifies whom? Definitions and classifications are attached to children 

who show worrying features indicating that they are in vulnerable positions: violent 

behavior, self-harming behavior, absence from school, stress and anxiety, and a lack of 

participation in social communities. Definitions and classifications also include the children’s 

families as factors, because risk-creating stresses are often located in the family; examples 

include violence, abuse, changes in the behavior of the child due to parental discord and 

career parents who are busy and do not have time for their children. The institutional 

context of kindergarten or school is, however, also involved, especially as a framework in 

which symptoms of vulnerability can be observed. Definitions and classifications are carried 

out by a number of professionals within the two administrations.  

Why do people make definitions and classifications? Because public organizations are part of 

a welfare society with an imperative to act on social problems. According to Bacchi (2009), a 

phenomenon like vulnerability becomes a problem when society perceives it as such and 

feels a responsibility to address it. The starting point is to perceive it against the background 

of desirable normality, according to which it is possible to construct anomaly, its undesirable 

counterpoint. Based on a concept of normality, various examples of a lack of well-being are 

defined as abnormal and are thus conditions that will permanently harm the child. This 

motivates a morally justified demand to intervene in the problem.  

In order to reduce the level of vulnerability among children, employees in both 

administrations are asked to identify signs and indicators of children’s being at risk and to 

provide a description of the situation. In order to create a precise and informative 

description, professionals need to distinguish between different levels of vulnerability by 

estimating how serious the risks are. This classification is used to select the proper kind of 

intervention from among the options available in the two administrations (Jenkins,1996; 

Laursen, 2020; Theilmann, 2020). 

Even though all professionals share the same goal of early detection of vulnerable children, 

they are also each influenced by their different tasks. In practice, they classify according to 

slightly different criteria, depending on the particular purpose of their profession in 

classifying vulnerability. The social workers connect vulnerability to family background, 

where violation, abuse, mental illness, and a lack of resources are the most prominent 

factors, although diagnoses of children and recurring absences from school are also 

involved. The teachers focus on children who deviate from ideal pupils, who are 
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independent, self-reflexive, and responsible for their own learning processes. Daycare 

workers are generally aware of children’s access to and participation in social relationships, 

and health care workers focus on physical (mal)development and psychological well-being 

(Theilmann, 2020). Employees in the general area (teachers and daycare workers) initially 

make classifications from the perspective where daily operations like teaching and care are 

carried out. Disturbances and problems in daily operations are therefore classified according 

to a desire to keep operations flowing, which can lead to employees focusing on well-being 

in a broader sense. 

How can this be done? The identifications and classifications carried out in relation to 

vulnerability are an integrated part of the general process of identifying, explaining, and 

intervening in problems; as moments in the professional work process, they are carried out 

with support from the individual’s profession (Abbott, 1988; Østergaard Møller, 2018). The 

knowledge systems of the professions are generated from at least two sources: 1) 

professional training and 2) the work-based experience of individual professional 

employees. Employees draw on a broad knowledge base that describes and explains the 

phenomenon and on a set of procedures that prescribe how action should be undertaken 

(Argyris, 1992; Laursen, 2020). 

Through the interviews in our study, we learned that the professional groups draw on 

different sources of information. Social workers collect assessments from colleagues with 

different professional backgrounds:  

“When I receive a referral, I am always careful about the fact that many explanations 

can be at play. I often involve the kindergarten to qualify my decisions” (Social 

Worker (SW) 2).  

Teachers generally refer to their own knowledge constructions and self-made models. Still, 

technologies are also used as a tool for communicating with employees from other 

professions and administrations:  

“I make my own models in accordance with my experience, but sometimes the social 

workers ask me for a school statement. Then I use the ICS model” (Teacher (T) 1).  

Daycare workers take a more multifaceted approach to knowledge and methods. When 

revealing their understanding of a problem, they draw on knowledge from the child’s family 

and their colleagues, combined with professional discussions with other cooperators, 

handbooks, methods, models, and theories. For example, daycare worker (DCW) 1 reports 

the following: “I use Børnelinealen [an assessment tool] to make the relevant 

determinations.” DCW 2, meanwhile, says her professional group uses “the three 

perspectives of in front, next to, and behind the child to reach the nearest development” to 

qualify the identification and classification problems and as a prerequisite for initiating 

interventions. Health care workers report navigating between emotions, moods, 
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professional intuitions, and their prior understanding of good growth, relying on their 

nursing background to understand the well-being of the child as a starting point for 

professional decisions and interventions (Theilmann, 2020). 

How welfare professionals define vulnerability 
All interviewed employees were asked how they defined children in vulnerable positions 

and thus demarcated them from other children. During the process of analysis, all answers 

were coded in NVivo into eight categories (see Table 1).  

Table 1: Categorization (Theilmann & Laursen, 2020) 

Category/ 

Professional group 

Social workers Teachers Day care workers Health care 

workers 

     

Traditional social 

problems 

-violation 

-abusive parents 

-mentally ill parents 

-violent behavior 

-substance abuse  

-lack of resources in the 

family 

-parents with low IQ 

-children with only one 

parent 

-children with diagnoses 

-traumatized children  

-abusive families and 

problematic divorces 

-children from chaotic 

homes 

 

-children not guided by 

their parents 

-unwashed and dirty 

children 

-concerns about family-

related issues 

-children who have been 

exposed to incest, 

violence, or 

misguidedness 

-no contact with parents 

-resistance from parents 

to professionals  

-parents with diagnoses 

and drug abuse 

-conflicts at home  

-quarreling parents 

-vulnerable families, e.g., 

low-income families or 

ethnic families 

-alcohol and violence 

     

Physical and mental 

handicaps 

-children with diagnoses 

 

  -difficulties when 

regulating sleep and food 

maldevelopment 

-lacking contact with the 

child 

-physical problems 

-overweight  

 

     

Problems associated 

with learning, skills, 

-absence from school -children who are not 

able to help themselves 

-children with difficulties 

concentrating 

-child’s development, 

contact, interplay, and 
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and competences -absence from school 

-learning difficulties 

-deviant behavior 

-performance in school 

 

-children lacking 

knowledge of 

environmental awareness 

-sensory disturbances 

-handicaps 

-verbal challenges 

 

relationships 

     

Lack of well-being self-harming behavior -children who are not 

able to express their 

emotions 

-children suffering from 

a perfect-abiding culture 

-children with stress and 

anxiety symptoms 

-children who are not 

part of social 

communities 

-children, especially 

girls, with eating 

disorders 

-sad and tired children 

-children lacking social 

competences 

-deviant behavior 

-lack of well-being 

-socially disadvantaged 

children 

-lonely children 

-striking children, quiet 

children 

-invisible children 

-overweight  

-changes in the behavior 

of the child or context  

-changes in the child´s 

mood, or sadness 

-children who lack 

attention and are looking 

for affirmation 

-children with aggressive 

behavior 

-frustrated children 

-a child who is not doing 

fine, who deviates from 

the group 

-quiet girls 

-children that need to be 

delimited physically 

-children striking, biting, 

kicking, shouting, or 

running around wildly 

-a troubled child  

-sadness and depression 

-lack of well-being, e.g., 

pain in the stomach, 

concerning thoughts, 

anxiety, eating disorders, 

insecurity 

-deviant behavior 

-physical pain that has a 

psychological 

explanation 

-quiet girls 

     

Severe incidents  -children with changed 

home environments due 

to parents’ divorce 

-illness and death in the 

 -death in the family 
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family 

 

     

Stressful features 

related to parents 

 -busy parents who can 

afford to hide problems 

due to their finances 

-lack of care from 

parents in spite of 

material goods 

-parents who are busy 

realizing themselves 

through sports, new 

relationships, etc. 

-career parents who are 

busy and do not have 

time for their children 

 

 

     

Ethnic affiliation  -language-poor children 

 

-bilingual children who 

are far behind in 

language development 

 

 

     

Prematurity of the 

child 

   -prematurely born 

children  

 

 

In particular, there appears to be consistency in regarding traditional social problems in the 

child’s family as an important cause of vulnerability. Other examples of overlap are physical 

or mental handicaps like ADHD and autism combined with children showing a lack of well-

being. Ethnicity and premature birth were also commonly cited. These examples of 

consensus reflect a heavy emphasis on these factors in both public debate and research in 

the field (Andersen et al., 2017; Mynarska et al., 2015). 

The professional employees, however, also refer to other understandings that deviate from 

the traditional approach to vulnerability. This is shown through the following categories: 1) 

problems associated with learning, skills, and competences; 2) severe incidents; and 3) 

stressful features related to parents as the third issue. Finally, the lack of well-being category 

is also relevant because that category contains an ambiguity that we explore below. 

Problems associated with learning, skills, and competences 

Learning, healthy development, and acquisition of competences are both causes and 

symptoms of vulnerability and phenomena that arise in the relationship between a child and 
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the school or daycare. A child with learning problems in mathematics is not necessarily in a 

vulnerable position before encountering that subject and the learning goals associated with 

it. It does not necessarily represent a problem that a child has difficulties in achieving 

mathematical competences, but to understand vulnerability as something that might be 

produced in the institutional context is beyond a teacher’s perspective if that vulnerability is 

either created in the private sphere and brought into the institutional context or is 

something inherent in the child. The same applies to the child in a kindergarten whose 

behavioral interactions with other children and adults are only recognized as problematic 

when observed in the institutional context.  

Severe incidents (divorce, illness, death)  

As shown above, the employees referred to severe incidents as factors stressing the child. 

Divorce, illness, and death affect anyone, regardless of status. This is thus a rupture with the 

conception of classic social problems as the all-encompassing risk factor. In this case, 

professional employees look beyond the classic approach to vulnerability and point to 

causes that make vulnerability relevant to other groups. 

Stressful features related to parents 

In real-world contexts, professional employees recognize different indicators when inferring 

vulnerability. Stressful factors can be recognized as both the more classic risk factors for 

vulnerability, such as unemployment in a certain demographic area, and as issues connected 

to welfare-oriented relationships, such as stress due to careerist, self-centered, and self-

actualizing parents who focus on work and do not pay sufficient attention to their children’s 

well-being. Teachers and daycare workers were especially likely to highlight this welfare 

problem as an explanation of vulnerability. 

Lack of well-being (loneliness, social isolation, conflicts) 

We emphasize that showing signs of a lack of well-being as a category both as belonging to 

the classic understanding of targets for early detection of vulnerability and as deviating from 

the classic understanding of vulnerability because of the professional employees’ 

highlighting of loneliness, social isolation, and conflicts as issues that come into play for 

children in more privileged families. The empirical data also reveals an important insight; 

the powerful influence of classic understandings of vulnerability means that the same 

symptoms of vulnerability are not recognized as equally serious in more privileged families 

as in families with traditional symptoms of vulnerability. This is reflected by teachers and 

daycare workers stating that they do not have any children in vulnerable positions in their 

area and that vulnerability is attached to children in other areas in the commune: “We don’t 

have this kind of children here” (DCW 4). One explanation for this view is that professional 

employees might consider privileged families to be carriers of multiple protective factors, 

which could cause them to disregard vulnerability among children in those families and/or 

believe that those children have the resources to meet challenges without intervention. 

Thus, these children are in a position where there is no particular concern for them. On the 
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one hand, professional employees recognize the great variety in understandings of 

vulnerability, including which indicators ought to be observed. On the other, they find it 

easier to identify and act on the classic risk factors that constitute vulnerability. 

Generally, social workers carry out their identifications and classifications related to 

vulnerability without the benefit of direct contact with the child in the detection phase. 

Instead, they receive reports of concern from other professionals involved with the child. 

Unlike social workers, teachers know the children well and spend time with them on a daily 

basis; therefore, they are less dependent on other professional assessments in the early 

detection phase. At the same time, teachers often have only limited insight into a child’s 

family situation. In interpreting a situation that might cause concern, they draw on their 

previous personal experiences regarding possible interventions. Like the teachers, the 

daycare workers know the children well; in addition, they generally work more closely with 

the parents. Health care workers only meet children in a particular context: either a rare 

home visit or in school through a specific program. Health care workers thus make their 

assessments on the basis of nursing optics, which focuses on development vs. 

maldevelopment, health vs. disease, and normality vs. deviation. On the other hand, their 

jobs provide them with legitimate and accepted access to homes and thus to children’s 

family situations. 

Individual and contextual stresses 

The professional employees made further distinguished between individual and contextual 

stresses and signs of a lack of well-being. Individual stresses are either something inherent 

in the child, like a diagnosis, or deviant behavior by the child. Contextual stresses related to 

the conditions around the child can involve both the familial context and the institutional 

context.  

The study’s empirical data shows that employees regard individual stresses as either 

behavioral modes of reaction or traces of personality. Regarding contextual features, the 

professional employees also distinguish between the institutional context and the familial 

context. In connection with contextual stresses there is a pronounced tendency among 

professional employees to consider only the family as a context that causes vulnerability. By 

contrast, there is a tendency for professionals to treat the school or kindergarten as an 

arena where individual traits attached to the child are viewed as causes of vulnerability, 

with the institutional context left unexamined as a causal factor. 

Table 2: Origination of vulnerability, Theilmann & Laursen, 2020 

Origination/ 

Professional group 

Social workers Teachers Daycare workers Health care 

workers 
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Personal traits attached 

to the child 

-self-harming behavior 

-violent behavior 

-children with diagnoses 

 

-children who are not 

able to help themselves 

-language-poor children 

-learning difficulties 

-children who are not 

able to express their 

emotions 

-children suffering from 

a perfect-abiding culture 

-children with stress and 

anxiety symptoms  

-children who are not a 

part of social 

communities 

-eating disorders 

-sad and tired children 

-deviant behavior 

-children with diagnoses 

-children lacking social 

competences 

-lack of well-being 

-performance in school 

-socially disadvantaged 

children 

-invisible, lonely 

children 

-overweight  

-striking children, quiet 

children 

 

-changes in the behavior 

of the child or changes 

around the child 

- sadness or changes in 

the child´s mood 

-bilingual children who 

are far behind in 

language development 

-children with difficulties 

concentrating 

-children lacking 

knowledge of 

environmental awareness  

-sensory disturbances 

-children with aggressive 

behavior 

-frustrated children 

-a child who is not doing 

fine; one who deviates 

from the group 

-quiet girls 

-children that need to be 

delimited 

-physical handicaps 

-verbal challenges 

-children striking, biting, 

kicking 

-a troubled child  

-difficulties in regulating 

sleep and food 

-the child’s development, 

contact, interplay, and 

relationships 

-physical mal-

development 

-lacking contact with the 

child 

-prematurely born 

children  

-sadness and depression 

-lack of well-being, e.g., 

pain in the stomach, 

concerning thoughts, 

anxiety, eating disorders, 

insecurity  

-physical pain that has a 

psychological 

explanation 

-quiet girls 

-overweight  

 

     

Familial context -violation by parents 

-abusive parents 

-mentally ill parents 

-substance abuse by 

parents 

-lack of resources in the 

-absence from school 

-busy parents who can 

afford to hide problems 

thanks to their finances 

-children with only one 

parent 

-lack of care from 

-changes in the behavior 

of the child or changes 

around the child 

-children not guided by 

their parents 

-unwashed and dirty 

children 

-no contact with parents 

-family background: 

violent parents, family 

drug abuse, parents who 

were placed in care 

-resistance from parents 

to professionals  
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family 

-parents with low IQ 

-absence from school 

parents in spite of 

material goods 

-parents who are busy 

realizing themselves 

through sports, new 

relationships, etc. 

-children whose home 

environment changed 

due to parents’ divorce 

-traumatized children  

-abusive families and 

problematic divorces 

-illness and death in the 

family 

-children from chaotic 

homes 

 

-career parents who are 

busy and do not have 

time for their children 

-children who lack 

attention and are looking 

for affirmation 

-concerns about family-

related issues 

-children who have been 

exposed to incest, 

violence, or 

misguidedness 

-parents with diagnoses  

-parents’ drug abuse 

-conflicts at home, 

deviant behavior, death 

in the family 

- quarreling parents 

-vulnerable families, e.g., 

low-income families or 

ethnic families 

-alcohol and violence 

 

     

Institutional context -absence from school 

 

-absence from school   

 

Types of knowledge influencing the construction of vulnerability among 
welfare professionals 

The ways vulnerability is perceived and handled by welfare professionals are generally 

influenced by the following types of knowledge: 1) knowledge and values that support the 

definition of the problem; 2) profession- and practice-related knowledge of how to notice 

and interpret signs of vulnerability; and 3) knowledge of relevant types of possible problem 

interventions (Abbott, 1988; Bacchi, 2009; Høybye-Mortensen, 2013; Jenkins, 1996; 

Jöhncke, Svendsen, & Whyte, 2004). 

Vulnerability must be observable to be experienced and articulated, initially as a concern. 

Indicators, expressions, or symptoms represent ways that phenomena become visible and 

thus are objects for observation and detection. The symptom is both part of the 

phenomenon and an indicator of something that extends beyond itself (Laursen, 2020). The 

ability to interpret aspects of the observable world as signs of a typically hidden reality can 

be achieved from several possible sources. The selected indicators of vulnerability used by 

the various professions reflect partly their work assignments and partly their professional 

education. Each of the four professional groups identifies its own preferences as to 

indicators that arouse concern for a child. 



Constructions of Vulnerability by Different Groups of Welfare Professionals 

  16 

In practice, welfare professionals often do not distinguish between signs, indicators, and 

causes of vulnerability among children. For example, lack of care connected to deficient 

nutrition, clothing, and hygiene are aspects of vulnerability that are both indicators of stress 

and stressful factors themselves. A child who goes to school or kindergarten without a lunch 

box might be interpreted as an indicator of the child’s vulnerability, but it might also be 

considered an indicator of insufficient parental ability, which represents the real cause of 

vulnerability. Which aspect of the phenomenon to select as the cause of vulnerability is 

heavily influenced by the theories and models used by each group of professionals to 

structure their perceptions, which are thus generally based on professional knowledge and 

aspects that can be observed. This part of the problem construction draws heavily on the 

practice Abbott calls inference, which represents the specific know-how that characterizes 

the practice of the professionals (1988). 

Both individual professions and the overall organization possess a set of options for 

intervening in typical situations of vulnerability among children. Through interdisciplinary 

cooperation between the administrations and between the professions involved, the 

various types of vulnerability included in the classification systems used are linked to sets of 

possible types of intervention used in the organization. The process of linking observed and 

classified types of vulnerability with the different possibilities of intervention is carried out 

on the basis of task-related work experiences and coordination tools (Høybye-Mortensen, 

2013; Laursen, 2020; Sahlin-Andersson & Engwall, 2002) provided by management. 

Professional background and professional tasks 
The present study has focused on the four groups of professionals that are most relevant for 

the implementation of the developmental strategy. Most of the similarities between these 

groups are obvious; all have a very explicit focus on the group of children already known by 

social services to be in precarious situations—in fact the same target group is described by 

the developmental strategy as “those who are exposed to serious threats and are in obvious 

danger of permanent damage” (Commune of Aalborg, 2016 p. 3) We see a somewhat more 

diverse picture when it comes to the other target group described in the strategy: “children 

and adolescents showing initial signs of being vulnerable or at risk of developing special 

needs” (Commune of Aalborg, 2016 p. 3). 

However obvious the task of detecting vulnerability may appear, it is interpreted differently 

by the four professional groups. Another important observation from the interviews is the 

co-existence of several methods of addressing vulnerability, even if some ways of perceiving 

the phenomena in question are more prominent than others.  

Teachers and daycare workers 

An important tendency revealed in the interviews with teachers and daycare workers is that 

the construction of vulnerability by the two professions is influenced by their primary work 
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tasks. In kindergarten, these are development, care, and learning, while for schools they are 

learning and teaching. The consequences are that, while daycare workers focus largely on 

how a child relates to other children in a social context and make observations regarding 

whether that child acts in conformity with social expectations, teachers in school use the 

notion of a “normal pupil” as their point of departure in detecting vulnerability. There is a 

tendency for professional employees in kindergartens and schools to classify children into 

dichotomies based on whether they do or do not participate adequately in the activities and 

social community offered by school and kindergarten, respectively. When a child deviates 

from the “normal child,” professional employees demonstrate a pattern of trying to detect 

factors inherent in the child, like personality traits or developmental disorders, or trying to 

detect contextual factors with reference to the child’s private sphere. 

In general, teachers and daycare workers worry about the same aspects of the children: 

behavior, appearance, and ways of relating to the outside world. The identification of a 

problem is largely governed by the question of whether or not a child takes part in the 

everyday practices of the institution.  

However, there are also differences between kindergartens and schools. Of course, schools 

have far more subject-related learning requirements than do kindergartens, and adequate 

behavior is also identified differently depending on a child’s age. Therefore, we also observe 

marked differences in the disturbing features of behavior. For example, daycare workers 

more often referred to aspects of elementary language skills and physical and relational 

behavior than teachers in schools did; the latter group focused to a greater extent on school 

absence, children’s educational performance, and disruptions of teaching.  

Health care workers 

Health care workers noted that they are the only professional group with access to a child’s 

home and familial context (at least for infants under 12 months of age) as an integrated part 

of their professional duties. They are thus the only group who routinely enjoys a firsthand 

insight into a child’s family background. At the same time, the essential part of their work 

focuses on health aspects, which is reflected in a significantly greater awareness of health 

problems and physical disabilities. However, all three groups of professionals have 

significant awareness of mental disorders as stressing factors and of the classic problems 

within a child’s family.  

Social workers 

Social workers differ from the other professional groups in rarely being directly included in 

the early detection. They often become involved when concern for a child by a teacher, 

daycare worker, or health care worker has become so serious that it no longer can be 

handled by a professional from the general area alone. As a consequence, social workers 

depend on the observations of the other professions in the early detection phases. 

Generally, they tend to connect vulnerability to family background. Violation, abuse, mental 
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illness, and a lack of resources are all prominent factors, but so are diagnoses of the children 

and recurring absences from school, which are classic risk factors in which social services are 

already involved. One social worker expressed the difference in what social workers and the 

general professional groups witness: “This is not a big issue. I am not worried. This is 

peanuts compared to what we usually experience” (SW 5). It is striking that the same issue 

is considered major by teachers and trivial by the social worker. Unlike the other three 

professions, social workers’ constructions of vulnerability are related to a task-oriented 

combination of protecting the vulnerable child and supporting the family with the services it 

needs and is entitled to access.  

We thus conclude that different groups of professionals tend to construct the concept of 

vulnerability in accordance with their professional function and work tasks in the 

organization. Among the four groups of professional employees, there is both a consensus 

regarding the traditional approach to vulnerability and differences when it comes to the 

interpretation of symptoms, differences that are produced by the different functions, tasks, 

and positions occupied by the various professions.  

Consequences of the different ways of constructing 
vulnerability  
First, the professional employees appear to construct vulnerability as a phenomenon that is 

largely connected to the child, either within the child (by virtue of diagnoses or behavioral 

expressions) or in the child’s context, which is usually understood to be the family. The 

institutional context is not—in the professionals’ eyes—a context in which vulnerability is 

produced. This basic assumption is common to all professional groups and makes it easy to 

ignore the possibility that schools and daycare arrangements like nurseries and 

kindergartens sometimes act as coproducers of vulnerable situations for children. To 

recognize the institutional context as a possible coproducer of vulnerability implies a self-

critical awareness of the ways that institutions and professional employees relate to the 

child (Laursen, 2020). 

Second, it appears to be relatively easy for the four groups of professional employees to 

detect severely stressed children in vulnerable positions, especially when the causes are 

classic and well-known social problems of the families in question. By comparison, it 

appears to be much more difficult to identify vulnerability during the detection phase when 

the employees are confronted with an interaction between several possible causes of 

vulnerability; likewise, it is more difficult in this situation to choose the right decision from 

alternative interventions. This last challenge arises partly because detection is complicated 

by the different problem constructions used by various groups of professionals in 

interdisciplinary cooperation and partly because the inferences made by different groups of 

professionals cannot be unambiguously identified as indicators of vulnerability. Rather, they 

depend on context and the number of risk factors that must be considered in relation to a 
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given concern. Finally, the situation is complicated by the different kinds of interventions 

that professional employees can choose to implement.  

In addition, the various groups tend to interpret the same indicators differently when it 

comes to deciding the category of vulnerability to which an individual child should be 

assigned and thus assessing how serious or burdened the child’s overall situation is. What is 

of professional concern to teachers and daycare workers is not necessarily a major concern 

for social workers, and vice versa. These differences between the four professions in how to 

interpret the indicators of vulnerability could challenge the overall coordination of the 

individual efforts of the four professional groups in the context of interdisciplinary task 

solutions. 

Conclusions  
The present study confirms previous research on vulnerability to the extent that 

vulnerability is linked by professional employees to the presence of risk factors. The risk 

factors selected appear to support the classic understanding of vulnerability, where the 

attention of professional employees is directed to elements like social exclusion, violence, 

sexual abuse, health difficulties (poor mental health or disabilities), stigmatization or 

discrimination, cultural affiliation, unemployment, and sole provider status. The detection of 

these risk factors addresses children and adolescents in families who present with well-

known kinds of social problems. When it comes to indicators like loneliness, social isolation, 

and conflicts or contextual impacts like divorce, illness, and death—indicators and 

symptoms that are not necessarily linked to a problematic family background—there still 

appears to be a greater focus on children from families with traditional problems. In sum, it 

appears that it is easier to act on concerns associated with this group of children rather than 

with children who display similar symptoms but come from families that are better off. 

Those families tend to be perceived as anything but vulnerable, based on the implicit 

understanding that, in most cases, they are capable of dealing with their problems.  

Although professional employees generally do pay attention to family background when 

constructing vulnerability, there are also significant differences between the four 

professional groups when it comes to children at risk of developing special needs. Two 

important factors influencing the ways vulnerability is detected and constructed are the 

employees’ professional backgrounds and, especially, their professional tasks (whether in 

the specialized sphere of social services or the general area where daily routines are carried 

out).  

When constructing vulnerability, professional employees generally regard the risks 

responsible for creating vulnerability as related either to the child as a personal trait 

expressed through a certain pattern of behavior or to the child’s familial context. In the 

present study, the professional employees tend to consider the institutional context 

primarily as a place where vulnerability can be detected and not as a context where it is 
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produced or exacerbated. This means that there is a marked tendency to ignore schools and 

kindergartens as possible explanations for vulnerability.  

In conclusion, we emphasize that a robust consensus on how welfare professionals should 

detect symptoms and make inferences about causes and link them to possible interventions 

would help strengthen interdisciplinary cooperation further in terms of both quality and 

efficiency. On the other hand, a powerful consensus also has costs in the form of possible 

blind spots, such as ignoring the institutional context as an arena where vulnerability might 

be produced.  

At present, many social reforms related to vulnerable children and adolescents do not 

appear to have had their intended impact. One reason may be the divergent constructions 

of vulnerability caused by the different perspectives of the professions involved, which tend 

to disturb interdisciplinary cooperation and make it less effective. 
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An internal divide 
The community-led approach has been popularized among a wide spread of professions 

over the course of the past decades in sectors extending from health care and social work to 

librarianship (Athena, 2016; Nichols, Knighton, Brunisholz, Elbel, Smith, Choberka, Belnap, 

Allen, Moore & Srivastava, 2020; Williment, 2009; ;). The practice involves centering the 
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needs of clients, patrons, or the community by inquiring and involving them in the 

development of the service that the professionals provide. In this study, with the case of a 

group of public library professionals in Canada who (mainly) practices the community-led 

approach, the impact of this practice on the profession itself will be explored. 

By the end of the 20th century and in the beginning of the 21st century, the increased 

internet access among the public changed the demand of library services and thereby the 

professionals’ work activities. A contemporary example of the consequences of these 

changes is the fact that several public libraries in Canada were under threat to be closed in 

2018, although they remained open but underfunded (CBC, 2018). What can be detected as 

a reaction to these changes is the initiatives of increased community involvement 

throughout Canada in the past decades which has been described as an adjustment to meet 

the needs of the patrons and remain relevant (The Working Together Project, 2008, p. 7). 

The community led movement within the public library profession is an example of this, and 

it has taken the form of for example community reach out, where the librarians engage and 

adjust their programs and resources to non-users of the library (Kripps & Middlemass, 

2018). In the academic field, courses regarding the community led approach have also been 

taught in Nova Scotia in recent years (Dalhousie University, 2020).  

From this perspective, the relationship between patrons and public library professionals 

seems to have changed—the professionals’ only or main tasks does no longer seem to be to 

provide books and references. These old work activities were the cornerstones of the 

professionalization process that the occupation went through originally through academic 

institutionalization. This disparity indicates that there is a movement within the public 

library profession that is more concerned with relationship-building work activities and less 

concerned with the traditional work activities. This possible divergence among public library 

professionals will be explored in this study through the experiences of professionals who 

are, mostly, working with the community led approach as well as through analysis of a 

guideline document. Through identifying the impact of community-led work on the (de-

)professionalization process within this professional group, a deeper understanding of the 

profession as well as these processes, may emerge.  

This study is limited to exploring the experiences of Canadian public library professionals 

operating primarily within medium sized cities, mainly practicing the community—led 

approach. The changed work activities within the profession, found in previous studies, calls 

for a sufficient theorizing of the (de-)professionalization process of this group. The objective 

of this study is therefore to answer the following research question: What is the impact of 

community-led work on the (de-)professionalization process among public library 

professionals in Canada? 
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Changed dynamics challenging the profession 
Results from previous studies indicate that the public library profession was professionalized 

through mechanisms such as abstract knowledge (Abbott, 1988) and that there currently is 

a crisis within the field of librarianship (Dorner, Campell—Meier & Seto, 2017). The studies 

have concluded that this crisis stems from the digital revolution as it challenged the need of 

libraries—and therefore librarians – in society. Researchers have found that specific 

competencies are needed in order to stay relevant, or to develop the librarian profession, 

and key competencies beyond what is being taught in the library schools have been 

identified (Hansson & Wisselgren, 2018; Shumaker, 2012; Tîrziman, 2017).  

The librarians Berthoud and Finn (2019) discussed and emphasized the importance of having 

a social justice mentality in the daily practice of their profession. Through semi-structured 

interviews and participatory observation, Hyder and Tissot (2012) found that as terminology 

has a real effect on marginalization, discourse is an important aspect to consider when 

institutions, such as public libraries, aim to pursue an inclusive practice. Williment (2009) 

presented a paper where a general evaluation of the Community-Led Service Planning 

Model, in Canada, was presented as a way to practice social inclusivity at public libraries. 

The study concluded that the approach to co-create activities resulted in more relevant 

library services. Another paper on the topic was written by Williment and Jones—Grant 

(2012) discussing asset mapping. The approach entails identification of current resources 

within the community in order for the public library to complement these services. Over the 

course of a decade, Delica and Elbeshausen (2013) studied community participation in 

Danish at-risk neighborhoods through interviews, field observation and participation. They 

found that increased community participation and centers based on social needs among 

minority groups in at-risk-communities were benefitting these groups. These studies 

indicate a strive among (some) professionals to work differently than before. As this 

changed approach might be translated into changed work activities, this will be analyzed in 

this study in order theoretically explore what this change can mean for the (de-

)professionalization process among the professionals.  

The mechanisms found through studies regarding other professions, such as sensemaking of 

professional identity within the welfare sector (Harrits, 2016), effects from co-creating as 

professionals with the community within the health field (Kirkegaards & Andersen, 2018) as 

well as the analysis of which professional groups might be most open to co-production 

among mental health professionals (Leemeijer & Trappenburg, 2016) may be generative in 

the exploration of the (de-)professionalization process. Through exploring the possibly 

changed relation between the professionals and the community they serve—its internal 

impact as well as the process may be further understood.  

No previous studies explore the current (de-)professionalization process of public library 

professionals, what has been concluded is rather that the profession is facing a challenge or 
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crisis and strategies for how this can be managed. The essence of this crisis is found to be 

affected by external factors, namely the digital revolution and funding cuts, however no 

internal factors have been delineated. This study will focus on how the professionals are 

reacting to, and perhaps are contributing to, the changes internally by exploring the impact 

of community-led work on the (de-)professionalization process. This study brings a new 

perspective, by exploring these changes through the lens of sociological theories of 

professions. Since professionalization, according to Abbott’s theory, is a process that 

requires external validation but also internal strengths—exploring these aspects of the 

profession may be fruitful in order to theorize this impact. Through the lens of Bourdieu’s 

praxeology theory, these internal factors may be further conceptualized and specified. 

Theorizing (de-)professionalization   
The theoretical framework of this study consists of Abbotts professionalization theory, 

Bourdieu’s praxeology theory and my own sensitized concepts. Through Abbott’s theory of 

how the professionalization process works, the crisis of the public library profession found 

in previous studies, will be explored. What Bourdieu’s perspective adds to this theory is a 

conceptualization of the mechanisms of socialization and reproduction that one could 

argue, enable the professionalization process . My own sensitizing of Bourdieu’s doxa, will 

be used to further theorize the different ideas among the professionals, enabling for a 

theorization of the internal impact of community-led work. 

Abstract knowledge and control over work activities 

According to Abbotts (1988) professionalization theory, analysis of professionals’ work 

activities is essential to understand this process. Abbott found abstract knowledge to be an 

instrument that professionals use to legitimize their professional status and autonomy over 

a specific set of work activities. However, the purpose or use of this is more symbolically 

charged than practically charged. This is because the abstract knowledge works as a 

legitimizing tool of professional work by “clarifying its foundations and tracing them to 

major cultural values” which can be used to “legitimize that work in the context of larger 

values”. However, Abbott (1988, p. 59) acknowledged that these activities might only, in 

fact, be loosely related to the work that the professionals actually perform1. In relation to 

the changed work activities among library professionals, Abbott’s perspective will be used 

to explore how abstract knowledge operates within a changing profession.  

Abbott also suggested that professionalization, or deprofessionalization, is a 

multidirectional process, meaning that different tasks within a professional’s schedule may 

 
1 According to Carlhed (2011), one of the parallels between Bourdieu and Abbott is their 
acknowledgement of the difference between practical and “educated” knowledge. However, since 
Abbott’s concept is further developed specifically for studies of professions, I chose to work 
primarily with this conceptualization.   
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be more central than others . By exploring which activities that are core, and which that are 

in the periphery, a clearer view of what the professionals actually do and the impact of 

community-led work on the (de-)professionalization process may emerge. According to 

Abbott’s theory, when an occupational group controls their work activities, meaning that 

they are the only profession having those work activities, they can get professionalized. The 

group usually need to compete with other occupational groups to achieve or maintain 

control over these work activities. The absence of control over a certain set of work 

activities can be a part of the deprofessionalization process according to the theory (Abbott, 

1988, p. 60-61; p. 82-83). 

The doxa’s challengers, enablers, and loyalty culture 

One of the main ideas of Bourdieu’s praxeology theory is the doxa—the natural order. The 

concept concerns power in the sense that it represents “norms and beliefs” through stating 

what is right and what is wrong—what is natural and what is unnatural. This concept 

demonstrates the idea of an abstract “law enforcement” since we follow these norms as 

though they are rules—often oblivious to the fact that they are created through social 

interactions. Bourdieu meant that establishment—in combination with a high concentration 

of control and structure—can generate a conflict between conservative forces and 

challenging forces. Loyalty is a response to the gift that is the individual’s benefits, or 

perceived benefits, of the doxa (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 471). The more consecrated the 

individual or group is—meaning the more dedicated they are to enable the doxa—the more 

willing they are to consecrate objects within the doxa as well as reproduce its actions 

(Bourdieu, 1992, p. 159). 

Figure 1: Field of opinion and doxa 

Figure A :                                                     Figure B: 

 

Illustration of Bourdieu’s field of opinion and doxa is found in figure A (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 

168) while my sensitized version of the theory is found in figure B. As illustrated in figure B, 
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the doxa is understood as the professionalized status of the occupation and the universe of 

discourse is understood as the Library and Information Science (LIS) field. The sensitized 

concept ‘challenging ideas’ is placed next to the heterodoxy part of the doxa while the other 

sensitized concept ‘enabling ideas’ is placed next to the orthodoxy part of the doxa. 

In the analysis, the concept of the doxa will be further understood through my own 

sensitized concepts—challenging and enabling ideas—meaning the ideas that the 

professionals express or possibly embodies, illustrated in Figure B. I name the sensitizing of 

the conservative forces as enabling ideas and the challenging forces as challenging ideas to 

deepen the understanding of the professionals’ experiences. Identification of these ideas 

enables for a deeper analysis of what it specifically means to challenge or enable the doxa 

within the public library profession. It is my argument that, solely distinguishing that there 

are different forces within the doxa does not give enough space to theorize what ideas are 

affecting these forces and exactly how. My argument is that the concept of forces 

heuristically sends focus to opposites— negative or positive forces—but lacks the heuristic 

focus towards what these positives and negatives actually entails in specific fields or social 

rooms. Challenging and enabling ideas will be utilized as a tool to not only distinguish 

between different forces among public library professionals but also to explore further what 

they may entail. 

In regard to professions that are undergoing changes, the concept of the doxa offers a 

perspective regarding why a conflict can be created between the professionals who are 

open to change and those who are opposed to it. Education, which is a crucial step in the 

professionalization process according to Abbott (1988), “has an ideological function”, as it 

operates as an indoctrination to the specific logic and doxa of that field. Education works as 

a social reproduction tool (Bourdieu & Passeron, 2008, p. 151)—which according to my 

conceptualization is reproduced by the embodiment of enabling ideas. 

Method and Methodology 

Data collection 

The data consisted of transcripts from 11 semi—structured interviews with librarians, 

conducted between the 6th and 24th of December in 2019, and a national public library 

position statement. Through the interviews, the librarians daily work life could be explored 

as well as mechanisms affecting the (de-)professionalization process. Semi—structured 

interviews enable for a greater knowledge—producing potential than structured interviews 

according to Brinkmann (2013, p. 21) due to the possibility to adjust the interview to 

different angles that the interviewee deems as important. Privacy of the interviewees was 

ensured through anonymization and randomized quotations. Informed consent was 

obtained from all participants before the interviews. The document that was analyzed was 

the Position Statement on Diversity and Inclusion by the Canadian Library Association (CLA, 
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2012) which is a statement utilized by all public libraries in Canada. This statement presents 

goals and ethical values of Canadian public libraries and is therefore relevant in order to 

further understand the discourse of the LIS field.  

The sample 

The interviewees operated in three midsized cities and one large city, located in three 

different provinces of Canada—in Nova Scotia, Ontario, and British Columbia. I interviewed 

five Community Librarians, one Newcomers Librarian and three library managers. The 

managers were working in the departments of programming and community, research and 

analytics and service design. The two other interviewees worked as a Chief librarian and the 

other as branch head. The average interviewee had worked as a librarian since 2005 

whereas the most experienced professional had worked since 1978 and the least 

experienced professional had worked since 2017. The geographical spread in combination 

with the variating years of work experience, contributed to a more diverse sample. 

I was dependent on gaining access to senior staff members to get in contact with librarians 

at different branches. Due to this, initial convenience sampling, turning into snowball 

sampling was practiced. In search for a more diverse group of interviewees, librarians were 

also contacted through emails that were sent to 20 public libraries throughout 10 Canadian 

provinces, geographically distributed to increase the generalization capacity of the data. 

However, most of the interviewees were found through snowball sampling, as only one 

professional outside of the referring—system was available for an interview within the 

timeframe of the study. Five out of the eleven interviewees had also worked together on a 

project called “The Working Together Project” 2.  

No data was available concerning how many public library professionals operate within 

Canada today. The latest statistics was reported in 2012, when the number was 2,796 (CLA, 

2012, p. 6). The more recent statistics does not differentiate between different librarians 

(for example academic, public etc.), but illustrates that there were 16,700 librarians in 

Canada in total in 2018 (Government of Canada, 2018). It is difficult to determine the 

representability of a sample without a clear population number, however, these statistics 

may illustrate in which ratio the population may be. Regardless, whether the sample was 

representable of the professional group as a whole is doubtful concerning that the majority 

of the interviewees were practicing the community—led approach – which was found to be 

a contributor to a collegial conflict within the profession. However, theorization concerning 

different ideas emerged as important information about the collegial conflict among the 

public library professionals. This may indicate that the sample of this study may possibly be 

 
2 A governmentally funded project in Canada during 2004-2008 where selected public libraries were 
working with the community-led approach (Working Together Project, 2008). 
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representative of the professionals who practice the community—led approach, although 

population data is needed to determine if so, and to what extent.  

The sample size was determined based on theoretical sufficiency (Dey, 1999, p. 257), 

meaning that the sample was deemed sufficient when no new information challenged the 

categories that had already been coded from the already collected interview data. A 

consensus was reached through the categorization of data by the 11th interview. The ability 

to reach theoretical sufficiency by such a small sample may be further understood by the 

limited ratio of librarians in Canada—especially those who practice the community—led 

method. The interviews were also in depth and on average 50 minutes long, which enabled 

for a rich data set to theorize. Smaller samples may also be deemed acceptable for studies 

that does not evoke scepticism through claims concerning, for instance, “contradict[ions of] 

established research” according to Charmaz (2006, p. 114). This is in alignment with this 

study as it found a change within the public library profession – in accordance with the 

academic discourse concerning this change, or crisis, found in previous studies. 

Coding of data 

Since this was a grounded theory study, the theorization process was inductive (Charmaz, 

2006). Through theorization of the data, this study generated hypothesis in relation to the 

research question. This method involves the core principles of “(1) questioning rather than 

measuring, and (2) generating hypotheses using theoretical coding” (Auerbach and 

Silverstein, 2003, p. 16). Through the use of NVivo Software as a tool in the analysis process, 

the data was digitally transcribed, organized and coded. 

Repeating ideas were detected in the material and consisted mainly of the professionals’ 

aim to meet the needs of the community, to build and maintain relationships with the 

community and their experiences with expertise attitudes. After I organized the repeated 

ideas, a theme emerged in the form of a conflict within the public library profession 

regarding how it should be practiced and what should be taught in library schools. The next 

step in the coding process was to organize the themes into “larger, more abstract ideas” 

(Auerbach and Silverstein, 2003, p. 42) and through the lens of Abbott’s professionalization 

theory, complemented by concepts from Bourdieu’s praxeology theory and my own 

sensitized concepts, a conflict was coded between different ideas within the doxa of the 

profession. The social mechanisms of the professionalized nature of the occupation, in 

combination with the socializing mechanisms, constructed the embodiment of professionals 

who use enabling or challenging ideas of the doxa—essentially affecting the 

professionalization process. The document analysis was coded through incident-by-incident 

coding. This means that the different sub-statements, were coded individually (Charmaz, 

2006, p. 51). Two of these statements were coded as challenging ideas of the doxa.   
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Results and Analysis 

Contrasting abstract and practical knowledge  

According to Abbott’s professionalization theory, the process is built on legitimizing 

institutional processes such as academic degrees. Since a master’s degree in LIS is a 

requirement for librarians in Canada (NOC, 2020), the competencies the professionals have 

acquired through their education as well as through work experience, will be explored 

through the analysis.  

When asking about the different competencies or skills that they had developed through 

library school, I was met with surprise and even laughter on occasion: 

“[laughing] Oh, you see, a lot of the competencies that they taught in library school 

I’m not sure if.. I’m not sure if they’re applicable” — Librarian 1 

"I haven't thought of that in years, and now that I think of it, I must say that I haven’t 

used much of the skills I learned during my education…” — Librarian 6  

It appeared to be a topic that some of the interviewees seemed to have given a lot of 

thought, while others seemed to reflect more intuitively. Through this data, an experienced 

contrast between their education and their profession can be detected. The observed 

emotionally charged reactions can be detected as indicators of how strongly these librarians 

felt about the apparent divide between these two spaces. Frustration was coded as a main 

emotion among the librarians as they reflected on their experiences.  

Some managers also expressed concern over the staff that they are training since there 

appear to be a different idea of the profession within the educational space versus the 

occupational space. One manager shared the difficulty of training new staff — who 

technically are academically qualified: 

“There’s two questions what do they and what should they develop. […] Public 

library is like a specialty within the degree so it’s easy to get a library information 

degree with no exposure to libraries.” – Librarian 2 

The fact that it is possible to be academically qualified to work as a public library 

professional without taking any courses regarding public libraries (Government of Canada, 

2020), demonstrates a clear gap between what is being taught in library school in contrast 

to the skills that the librarians needed to do their work.  

The most frequently mentioned, or similarly phrased, competencies within the educational 

versus the occupational space, mentioned by at least 6 out of 11 interviewees, are 

presented in the table below. 
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Table 1: Table of competencies that were mentioned or phrased similarly by at least six of 

the eleven interviewees. 

Library school Frequency Work experience Frequency 

Collection building 11 Relationship building 9 

Program developement 8 Listening skills 9 

Intellectual freedom 6 Service minded 8 

Ethics 6 Conflict resolution 7 

  

Humility 6 

 

As illustrated through the table above, the most frequently mentioned competencies 

developed within the educational space were collection building (11), followed by program 

development (8), intellectual freedom (6) and lastly ethics (6). The most frequently 

mentioned competencies developed through work experience were relationship building 

(9), listening skills (9), the ability to be service minded (8), conflict resolution (7) and lastly, 

humility (6). The interviewees generally mentioned more competencies that they had 

developed through work experience, however, it is to be noted that the mentioned 

competencies from work experiences may intersect. This data rather shows the different 

focuses of the spaces—where the work experience-based competencies were coded as 

more relationship-oriented.  

In order to further demonstrate the discourse surrounding these competencies, and the 

spaces in which they are acquired, excerpts from the interviews where the librarians 

answered the question of what competencies they believe are necessary in order to do their 

work are presented below: 

“Dealing with conflicts because for example homeless people are very stressed 

because their lives are very difficult and complex and they have short time spans, 

like one hour,  that can affect their behavior, they’re in this permanent anxiety 

condition.[…] You need the skills as a library worker [so] that you can deescalate 

situations, you can manage conflict in a good way. We don’t want to throw anyone 

out […] But we must handle the behavior because it can be disturbing for other 

patrons and other staff.” — Librarian 5  
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“Listening to patrons and understanding what their questions are, talking to people 

from all different walks of life and finding common ground are some of the main 

[skills]” – librarian 3  

“We're really trying to position ourselves in the community as a space for people 

that live in it so it's really important to us to be mindful of our relationships” – 

Librarian 6 

The interviewees exemplified under what circumstances, or in which situations, that these 

competencies are necessary. The excerpts above specifically concern the competencies 

regarding interpersonal relationships. Through the data, the community, or the patrons, 

were detected as important components since the professionals expressed that they 

needed these skills to have and uphold a good relationship with them. Maintaining the 

relationships through listening, finding out what the community needs from the library and 

the ability to resolve conflicts were  coded as indicative factors of the nature of these 

competencies. These skills differ from the more practical skills that the librarians learnt in 

library school according to the data. 

A gap between what is being taught and what is being practiced within a profession can be 

analyzed through Abbott’s concept abstract knowledge. Abstract knowledge is a legitimizing 

form of knowledge used through institutions such as academic education to control the 

professionalization process. This knowledge is noted to not often relate to the practical 

knowledge used within the profession. One could argue that the competencies that are 

being taught at library schools in Canada are consisting, to some degree, of abstract 

knowledge since the skills that the librarians acquired through working differed in their 

nature. The abstract knowledge can be viewed as more practical in terms of using and 

developing systems while the practical knowledge can be viewed as more relationship 

oriented. Through the theorization of this data, a gap between abstract and practical 

knowledge can be detected as a key element in what appears to be a conflict between the 

educational body of the LIS field and the public library profession. This conflict is coded as a 

part of the essence of the profession’s contemporary status. 

The essence of the conflict  

According to Abbott’s professionalization theory, professions are founded on a major 

cultural value. This value, in combination with my own sensitized concepts challenging and 

enabling ideas of the doxa, will act as guides through the exploration of this conflict. 

The frustrated emotions in combination with the gap between the abstract and practical 

knowledge of the profession theorized in the previous section, were detected as indicators 

of a conflict. When the professionals shared how they view their profession in regards to 

competencies taught in library school, a majority of them shared that they find it 

problematic that they as professionals are taught to view themselves as automatic experts, 
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even on other peoples’ lives. The following data excerpts illustrates some of the experiences 

that they had. 

“In library schools there’s a lot of discussion around expertise and that’s how the 

profession tried to sell itself because ‘we’re experts’” - Librarian 4 

“We always say that the community is an expert on its own needs” – Librarian 7  

“Most librarians tend to be, in my experience, white, from middleclass backgrounds, 

educated, and they have this, what I call, professional mindset which basically means 

‘I’m well educated, I’ve been to library school, I know what I’m doing, I’m very 

competent and I’m basically the expert’ and the issue with that is [that] with 

community led work you’re not the expert - the community knows their needs 

better than you do because they’ve lived the experience […] So it’s a bit of a 

challenge for some professionals to kind of give up that power, give up that status 

and give up that we can never assume what people’s needs are.” – Librarian 8 

The interviewees shared how they were taught from library school to view themselves as 

experts. Contrasting ideas to this notion was found among several librarians who shared 

that they view the expertise to be found in the community instead. The interview excerpts 

above demonstrate that the experience from library school have been (for several of the 

interviewees) that the doxa conditioned them into believing that as librarians – they are 

experts. By acknowledging the source of this “mindset”, coded as the doxa, the librarians 

acknowledged the strength of this culture. The strength of the culture that creates these 

enabling ideas can be understood through the socialization process. The doxa has  been 

challenged by the challenging ideas through the core idea of the community being an expert 

on its own needs. The concept can be further understood through the very academic 

institutionalization that professionalized librarians - Bourdieu argued that education is one 

of the most powerful socialization processes.  Another aspect that strengthens this theory is 

Bourdieu’s concept culture of loyalty where the professionals gain a sense of obligation due 

to the institutional legitimization that gained them their position as professionals. This may 

explain why some librarians are opposing change within their profession.  

Another interviewee emphasized the importance of the non-expert “attitude”: 

“If you have this [expert] attitude in the community, you can actually kill 

relationships” - Librarian 10 

The phrasing of risking to kill relationships empathizes the importance of the relationship 

between the community and the librarians. This further supports the narrative of certain 

librarians being more relationship oriented and valuing relationships with the community 

and believing that they are fundamental for the occupation. 
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Expertise was coded as an essential aspect of the public library profession—whether it is in 

the form of a challenged or enabled idea. Expertise was also found to be a major cultural 

value, embodying the foundation of the professionalization of the profession. According to 

Abbott, the core of professionalization is expertise - this problematized the conflict since the 

challenging ideas within the doxa might essentially oppose the professionalized status since 

they are opposing the expertise narrative of their field.  

Lack of competitiveness  

Autonomy over a certain set of work activities is considered a crucial aspect of the 

professionalization process according to Abbott’s theory. It is therefore necessary to explore 

the professionals’ control, or lack thereof, concerning work activities. Through the 

analyzation of interview data regarding the work activities of the profession, this will be 

theoretically explored.  

The tasks of managers and librarians differed slightly since managers spent more time in 

meetings, planning and staff training. Activities mentioned by at least eight of the 

interviewees were however collection building, community engagement and program 

development. What could be detected from the data was activities taking place outside of 

the library and specifically with the purpose of engaging with the community. This was done 

through what the professionals’ referred to as community outreach or community 

engagement.  

The librarians exemplified how their branches have operated to meet the needs of homeless 

people and other socially vulnerable groups, both outside and inside of the library. An 

excerpt of this data is presented below: 

“The library would hand out free bus tickets so [they] could go to other organizations 

where they could access clothes and so on” - Librarian 2 

“In terms of where they can go during the day the library is the main place, we are 

warm, we don’t throw people out. They will be moved from shopping centers when 

not buying anything. We meet that basic needs during the day by having them in the 

building. Some have medical needs, so we bring in street nurses and they can check, 

we try to bring the services into the library to meet their needs rather than sending 

them back out into the community where they don’t feel safe. Many homeless 

people say that they feel that the library is the safest place in town. Because even 

[the shelters] are pretty violent places, libraries [are] a sanctuary in a way.” – 

Librarian 5 

Through offering free bus tickets and having medical services operating inside of the library, 

the professionals practiced work activities that are not explicitly mentioned in the national 

description of their work activities (NOC, 2020). By stating that they “meet their [homeless 
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peoples’] basic needs during the day”, the librarian indicated that they view it as a part of 

their profession to meet the needs of the community in collaboration with other actors. The 

labeling of the library as a sanctuary for some societal groups, was coded as a challenging 

idea, embodying   the relationship-oriented view of work.  

Relationship-oriented work activities are not very well aligned with the National 

Occupational Classification (NOC), they are however more in alignment with the excerpt 

from the Position Statement on Diversity and Inclusion by the Canadian Library Association 

(CLA, 2012), presented below: 

[A] diverse and pluralistic society is central to our country’s identity. Libraries have a 

responsibility to contribute to a culture that recognizes diversity and fosters social 

inclusion. 

Libraries strive to deliver inclusive service. Canada’s libraries recognize and 

energetically affirm the dignity of those they serve, regardless of heritage, 

education, beliefs, race, religion, gender, age, sexual orientation, gender identity, 

physical or mental capabilities, or income. 

The statement encourages libraries to deliver inclusive services and to “recognize and 

energetically affirm the dignity of those they serve”. This was theorized as a challenging idea 

of the doxa. According to Bourdieu’s theory of the doxa – this very act challenges the doxa if 

we define it as what is socially accepted as the “natural” work of librarians. All social fields 

have a set of believes and norms that create a framework of what is right and wrong within 

it—this constitutes the doxa. The conflict, in regard to Bourdieu’s theory, could only be 

created within a context that had been established for some time, meaning that it had a 

history where a high concentration of control and structure had been practiced. Due to the 

professionalization of the librarian profession, this context shows just that - a strong 

structure that  is currently being questioned by some of its members. 

The librarians appeared to view themselves as professionals who are not only supposed to 

follow the work activities specified in the Canadian job description, but also to do something 

more. It appeared to not only be something that they wanted to incorporate as a part of the 

work of the library - but also something that naturally should be a part of the occupation 

according to them. Several interviewees referred to, or even showed me, Maslow’s 

hierarchy of needs and demonstrated how the pyramid works in relation to the librarians: 

“[…] So you can't do the stuff up there until you address those basic human needs”- 

Librarian 1 

“We need to […]help them [homeless people] get accommodation, help them get a 

job so that we can move on to more high level needs such as becoming a library 

member, using the library, learn more about the collection, attending programs. 
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They’re not gonna do that when they don’t know where their next meal is coming 

from. So, we start at the bottom with the basic needs and then we move further and 

further up on the Maslow’s triangle.” - Librarian 3 

What can be identified through this data is a pattern of the professionals catering to specific 

groups, with the aim to provide them with, or redirect them to other actors, where they 

essentially can get further integrated in society. Eight of the librarians explained how they 

viewed it as their mission to guide groups, and individuals, in society up to the top - self-

fulfillment. This meant that they regarded it as their professional duty to, through 

cooperation with organizations in the community as well as the community itself, aid these 

groups even at the lowest level with needs such as shelter and food.  

Two public library managers shared how these relationship-oriented activities in the 

profession have been met by their colleagues and employees:  

“Not everything we did in the past is relevant anymore and that was another tough 

call for staff. So we said to staff we need to stop doing that thing even though it’s 

something you really like doing or you’re really good at. And we now need to do this 

thing over here instead, because that thing you were doing in the past no longer 

addresses the issues that we’re engaged in” – Librarian 5 

“I think the main thing was trying to work with staff to make them more comfortable 

providing services outside the library buildings and a lot of people were, you know, 

very comfortable providing library service in the library but if they went to a 

community organization they felt quite uncomfortable and they didn't really know 

how to enjoy promoting the library”– Librarian 9 

Confusion regarding why they should engage with these relationship-oriented activities, 

especially outside of the library, instead of doing the work that they have been taught 

through library school or through working before the profession started to change, was 

detected. Through the data, different ideas within the doxa were coded—the professionals 

described by the interviewees as open to these new activities were contrasted with the 

professionals who were not open. Working environment was coded as another important 

factor as the interviewees had witnessed difficulties with doing certain work activities, such 

as promoting or practicing their services, outside of the library. Through challenging what 

the professionals had been taught in library school, the new activities seemed to add to the 

conflict within the doxa. In the sense of controlling work activities, a conflict can be 

detected among the librarians where some are positive to new or different tasks while 

others are reluctant.   

“It’s just like an informal network that has been created among a lot of.. resources” - 

Librarian 7 
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“We’re the safety net. If they fall through the system, if they get thrown out form 

one place, or their behaviors are not being good, we catch them. We do work in 

partnership with a whole range of organizations. Nobody can do everything, we all 

do our part, we kind of fill gaps. […]. It’s a partnership approach we don’t believe 

that we can do everything ourselves. We also have to meet everybody else’s needs, 

the regular folk who come in who just want to borrow a book. Kind of balances it 

out.” – Librarian 11 

The professionals shared how they work with other actors in society to reach their goal – to 

meet the needs of the community. Since the professionals emphasized the importance of 

cooperation with other actors in society, their activities were not coded as controlled by the 

professionals. Professionals who are controlling their work activities according to Abbott, 

are competing to gain control over their work activities. In other terms, through the lens of 

Abbott, it could be argued that the lack of control of work activities can be viewed as a part 

of the deprofessionalization process. The fact that the different ideas—challenging and 

enabling ones—are coded as opposing forces regarding the professional status, might 

further validate this theory. 

The abstract knowledge of Abbott’s theory is again exemplified here as the professionals 

have acquired the relationship-oriented competencies through work activities and not 

through their education. And as Abbott noted, that knowledge may oftentimes barely relate 

to the actual work that the professionals do. What is interesting when the abstract 

knowledge that the professionals have acquired from LIS school does not align with the 

work activities of the profession, is that the work activities may intersect with some other 

occupations or professions. One librarian expressed this concern with the words: 

“I spend a lot of time listening to people. I remind myself that I'm not a social 

worker, while often it feels like the roles overlap. It's different in that I can both offer 

an ear, library resources, and most importantly a space where people can go and just 

be.” – Librarian 1 

One could argue that the professionalization process of librarians becomes ambiguous when 

other similar occupations operate side by side or even in the same building or through 

cooperation between the library and that service. The impact of this on the profession was 

coded as a challenging idea whereas the professional status of the occupation, through 

controlled activities for instance, was not prioritized. 

According to Abbott, when a group of professionals no longer occupy autonomy, or power, 

over a certain set of work activities, their status as professionals is threatened. The enabling 

ideas found among the librarians who were more hesitant to the changed, more 

relationship-oriented work activities, were coded as related to the enabling ideas prioritizing 
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the professionalized status of the occupation. The lack of control over work activities was 

coded as an indicator of deprofessionalization of the public library occupation. 

Discussion and conclusion 
The purpose of this study was to explore the impact of community-led work on the (de-

)professionalization process among public library professionals in Canada and through the 

analysis of empirical data, a theorization of said impact was explored. It has been 

acknowledged through previous studies that the profession has changed, and what was 

found in this study is a theory on how and why this has happened—beyond the effects of 

external forces such as the digital revolution.  

A clear difference between what the librarians were taught in library school and the 

knowledge they acquired through working, and the skills that they actually used and needed 

in order to do their job, was coded through the data material. This was conceptualized as 

abstract knowledge taught in library school, through the lens of Abbott. The empirical 

analysis indicated that the doxa of the public library professional is being questioned, or 

opposed, by challenging ideas of the doxa. This theorization adds to the understanding of 

the process since previous studies only indicated that external factors such as the digital 

revolution were responsible for this change. The internal conflict that was theorized in this 

study adds to the understanding of the profession by further exploring how and why it is 

undergoing these changes. 

The conflict theorization was further supported through coding of data that indicated that 

there is an expertise conflict within the library field where the challenging ideas are 

opposing autonomy of expertise. Since expertise was found to be not only the core of 

professions according to Abbott’s theory, but also the major cultural value of the public 

library profession specifically, the challenging ideas regarding the expertise narrative were 

coded as possible indicators of deprofessionalization, or aims for such process within the 

field. The expertise conflict was found to be closely related to the education gap which 

further supported this theory. In conclusion, public library professionals in Canada are facing 

an internal, collegial conflict between the challenging and the enabling ideas of the doxa as 

well as through the lens of Abbott’s professionalization theory. This conflict might affect the 

professional status of the occupation in the future if the challenging ideas, concerning for 

instance relationship-oriented activities, continues to be expressed or embodied by actors 

within the group.  

Interviewing professionals who actively worked with the community led approach, and 

some who had even worked together, might have interfered with the result of this study as 

the interviewees offered a specific perspective. However, this study may contribute to a 

fruitful discussion regarding professionals practicing the community-led approach in relation 

to the deprofessionalization process. Building on the sensitized theory of this study, an 
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exploration of which ideas that dominate—the challenging or enabling ones—may be 

helpful in order to theorize where a profession is in the process of (de-)professionalization. 
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