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PISA and teachers’ reflexivities. A mixed methods case study
Terje André Bringeland and Tone Skinningsrud

Faculty of Humanities, Social Sciences and Education, UiT – The Artic University of Norway, Tromsø, Norway

ABSTRACT
Neoliberal educational reforms include extensive use of standardized
tests. We examine the Program for International Student Assessment
(PISA) initiated and developed by the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD). Examining previous
research on teachers’ reactions to neoliberal reforms altering their
work context, we have identified three theoretical frameworks in
use: labour process theory, derived from structural Marxism; post-
structuralism, relying primarily on Foucault’s conceptualizations;
and ‘new professionalism’, which has emerged from the theory of
professions. A major weakness in these frameworks is their inability
to account for different reactions to the same structural and
cultural conditions. Therefore, we suggest utilizing Archer’s
theories of reflexivity and reflexive modes to understand these
reactions. Presenting one Norwegian lower secondary school
teacher’s reflexive engagement with PISA in the Norwegian school
context as an example, our mixed methods case study indicates
autonomous reflexivity as the prevailing mode. Meta-reflexivity
rates second in prevalence.
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Introduction

Research on the consequences of neoliberal educational reforms at the micro level of the
school and the classroom started out in the 1980s and 1990s when standardized testing,
the demand for performativity and, increasingly, accountability regimes were introduced
in schools. Some have traced the neoliberal turn in educational policies to ‘New Right’
think tanks, which in the 1980s furnished the US, the British and the Chilean government
with ideas for a new educational policy (Fuller 2019). The central theoretical paradigm in
early investigations on how neoliberal educational reforms impacted teachers was the
neo-Marxist labour process theory formulated by Harry Braverman (1974). He saw the
new forms of work control as a general tendency in capitalist economies, resulting in
de-skilling, intensification of work, and a separation of the conception of work from its
execution. Applications of the labour process approach to teachers’ work were adopted
on both sides of the Atlantic. Ozga and Lawn (1988) in Britain and Michael W. Apple
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(2013) in the United States were among the prominent early representatives of this theor-
etical tradition. However, at the time, Ozga and Lawn (1988) pointed to a lack in labour
process theory and argued for the incorporation of (collective) agency in explaining
the historical development of the skilling and de-skilling of the work force. They
claimed that the reorganization of work and de-skilling was not inevitable and uncon-
tested, though they still argued for upholding the labour process approach. This early
paradigm, however, was criticized for its structural determinism and its lack of a
subject (Reid 2003, 563). The structuralist perspective overlooked teachers’ subjectivities,
their agency, and the admittedly varied teacher reactions elicited by the new types of con-
trols introduced by neoliberal reforms (Reid 2003).

Following the ebb of labour process theory, post-structuralist theory, leaning on Fou-
cault’s conceptualizations, took over as the leading theoretical paradigm. Though appear-
ing to study a neglected domain in labour process theory, namely ‘subjectivity’, this
approach tended to perpetuate some inadequacies of structural determinism not by
neglecting subjectivity and agency, but by assuming that social agents and their subjec-
tivities are totally determined by external forces, resulting in a kind of ‘neoliberal subjec-
tivity’. Thus Steven J. Ball provocatively asserted that neoliberal educational reforms not
only determine what teachers do, but ‘who they are’ (Ball 2003, 215). Ball later modified
this statement by claiming that subjectivity is ‘a site of struggle’ (Ball 2016, 1129), which
may include ‘resistance’ (Ball and Olmedo 2013), but did not venture into studying more
closely a broader variety of reactions, except for ‘resistance’.

Despite the theoretical bias of labour process theory and post-structural theory, which
emphasize the uniformity of teacher reactions, both early and more recent empirical
studies guided by neither of these two divergent theoretical approaches have reported
teacher responses that are more varied and defied the expectation of uniformity (Lewis
and Hardy 2015; Troman 1996). What is missing from many of the empirical studies,
however, is a general and coherent conceptual framework that can explain the variety
of teacher reactions to the new forms of control.

Addressing the general question of how structure influences agency and how agency
itself is a cause contributing to structurally situated practices, Margaret Archer (2000,
2003, 2007, 2012) has revitalized the concept of reflexivity.1 Archer has suggested that
reflexivity, or internal conversations, is the mediating process linking structure, culture,
and agency. Various reflexive modes, i.e. communicative, autonomous, and meta – reflex-
ivity entail that persons have different stances on or orientations to their structural and
cultural environment. Some persons, however, have fractured reflexivity, which means
they are unable to engage their personal reflexive powers, due to disabling internal or
external circumstances. Applying the concepts of ‘reflexivity’ and ‘reflexive mode’ can
account for why different agents may react differently to the same structural and cultural
context. Agents’ modes of reflexivity, or their ‘way of being in the world’, co-determine
reactions to given structural surroundings. In this way Archer’s theory can account for
how social agents’ constellations of personal concerns, that is, what they deeply care
about, mediate and modify structural influences on their individual courses of action.

We consider Archer’s theory of structure, culture, and agency, introducing reflexivity as
the mediator of structural and cultural impacts, as a promising alternative to both struc-
turalist and post-structuralist approaches. Observing the ontological distinctions between
structure, culture, and agency, Archer’s approach avoids conflating them in concepts such
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as ‘neoliberal subjectivity’ and instead sees them as representing distinct causal powers.
The conceptualization of reflexivity and reflexive modes as activated in individuals’
internal conversations about their personal concerns, deliberating on how these may
be pursued in a given structural and cultural context can help to explain why teachers
vary in their reactions to new types of control and ideas associated with tests such as
the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA).

Archer’s concepts such as the internal conversation, reflexivity, and reflexive modes are
based in a philosophical and social ontology of emergence (Archer 1995, 135ff), seeing
reality as hierarchically stratified into levels with distinct causal mechanisms (Bhaskar
2016, 32). They are an integrated part of, and a further refinement of her morphogenetic
approach, providing a more specified content to the ‘vague’ notion of structural and cul-
tural ‘conditioning’ of action and interaction (Archer 2003, 2). This ensemble of concepts
enable theoretically coherent explanations of the reported diversity of individual reactions
to neoliberal educational reforms, which have been missing in previous empirical studies,
for example Troman (1996, 474), Ball (2003, 215), and Ball, Maguire, and Braun (2012, 145).

In this article, we will illustrate how Archer’s theoretical approach enables the analysis
of teachers’ responses to their structural and cultural context by reporting on one case
study of a Norwegian secondary school teacher. In the following, we will first provide a
short presentation of the Norwegian educational context, the implementation of New
Public Management (NPM) reforms, which are a subspecies of neoliberal reforms, and
Norway as a PISA-participant from the very beginning. We will then discuss the three
major theoretical approaches that have predominated in international studies of
teacher reactions to neoliberal educational reforms: labour process theory; post-structur-
alist theory based on Foucault; and the conception of ‘new professionalism’. Our presen-
tation of these research traditions examines typical examples from the vast literature that
is available and are not meant as comprehensive research reviews. We will then present
Archer’s theory of structure, culture and (reflexive) agency, explaining how reflexivity
mediates, in different ways, the impact of structure and culture on individual action. By
presenting a case study of one Norwegian secondary school teacher, we illustrate how
Archer’s concepts may be applied in practical research. The teacher interview shows
how social structure, in this case the teacher’s obligation to administer the PISA test as
part of his job, and expectations to use PISA to improve his work (assessment for learning)
activates various modes of reflexivity. It also shows how his compliance in administering
the test, which he is very critical of, is a product of both his structural context and his pre-
dominant modes of reflexivity.

The uneven adoption of NPM reforms in Europe

In this article we subsume NPM reforms under the general label of neoliberal reforms,
though NPM is a separate branch of neoliberal ideas that concerns the organization of
the public sector in particular. Neoliberal and NPM principles refer to market organization,
management techniques and accountability regimes that are adopted from the private
sector, aiming to improve effectiveness and efficiency in the public sector including edu-
cation (Gunter et al. 2016; Møller and Skedsmo 2013). Investigations studying the intro-
duction and implementation of NPM in ten different European countries showed
discrepant and uneven developments. The investigators explained this by differences
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in the national and local reform contexts (Gunter et al. 2016). Even among the Nordic
countries, there are major differences in how neoliberal NPM-reforms have been
implemented. While Sweden, since the 1990s, has introduced private schools on a pre-
viously unprecedented scale, Norway is described as a hesitant reformer, resisting edu-
cational competition and privatization (Møller and Skedsmo 2013). However, a
common element in recent educational policies implemented in Norway, Sweden,
Denmark, and Finland is their participation in the PISA test. Norway has participated in
the test since its inception in the year 2000, and in 2004, the PISA test was included in
the Norwegian National Quality Assessment System (NQAS) for education.

The introduction of NPM reforms in Norway

Describing the introduction of NPM-reforms in Norwegian education, Møller and Skedsmo
(2013) claim that this happened in two separate waves. The first wave, starting at the end of
the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s, consisted in a restructuring of the governance of
education, introducing management by objectives (MbO) and the restructuring of local
governance. These changes reduced the influence of teacher professionals on the local gov-
ernance of compulsory schools. The second wave started soon after the turn of the millen-
nium, one milestone being Norway’s participation in the PISA test for the first time. Other
major structural innovations constituting the second wave were the introduction in 2004 of
the National Quality Assessment System (NQAS), which included PISA among other inter-
national large-scale assessments such as Progress in International Reading Literacy Study
(PIRLS) and Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), and the intro-
duction in 2006 of a national curriculum reform called the Knowledge Promotion Reform
(K06), which reshaped the old national curriculum by introducing learning outcomes as
its central feature. Being ‘a hesitant reformer’, Norway introduced these NPM reforms
more than a decade after similar arrangements had been implemented in the UK. The intro-
duction of PISA, however, is seen by Møller and Skedsmo (2013) as a turning point in Nor-
wegian educational policy, releasing the second wave of NPM reforms. These changes to
the Norwegian educational policy through decades have contributed to stronger unifica-
tion processes in the Norwegian educational system, making it a centralized educational
system (Bringeland 2022a; Skinningsrud 2019).

PISA in the Norwegian educational structure

The PISA test is administered every third year. It is incorporated into the National Quality
Assessment System (NQAS) together with other international largescale assessments and
National Tests, and other student tests and questionnaires. The national random sample
participating in the PISA test is composed of single individuals from various schools and
school classes. Test results are therefore not representative of specific schools or class
units. The test is administered by Norwegian teachers who happen to be teaching stu-
dents in the random sample sitting for the test. Administering the test is part of their
duties as teachers. Moreover, as part of a feedback procedure, national PISA-results are
disseminated to all Norwegian schools, where school leaders and teachers are expected
to ‘learn from them’, that is, use them as feedback to improve school leadership and
teaching practice.
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The importance attached to PISA by Norwegian education authorities is underlined by
the ‘PISA-courses’ to which leaders in Norwegian lower secondary schools are invited.
These courses are offered on a regular basis by the PISA research team at the Department
of Teacher Education and School Research at the University of Oslo (Aursand 2018;
Aursand and Rutkowski 2021; Bringeland 2022b). As part of the National Quality Assess-
ment System, PISA, along with other international and national standardized tests, consti-
tutes a part of the Norwegian educational structure: it is mandatory for schools to take
part in the test; teachers must administer the test if their school is in the randomly
drawn national sample; and national results are disseminated in schools, where school
leaders and teachers are expected to discuss, and possibly implement the results. A pre-
vious study on reflexivity and reflexive modes have identified the prevalent reflexive
mode of three school leaders in their internal conversations about the PISA test as ‘auton-
omous’. Meta-reflexivity was the next prevalent mode. The school leaders are mainly
concerned with administrating the test and presenting and discussing the test results
for possible further implementation. Secondly, they are to some extent critical of the
test, especially the validity of the test results for their school due to random sampling
(Bringeland 2022b).

Theoretical frameworks guiding previous research

As mentioned, three theoretical traditions stand out as distinct in their conceptual
approach to the study of teacher responses to neoliberal educational reforms. Labour
process theory focuses on the increased external control of teachers’ work, resulting in
loss of autonomy, deskilling and the separation of conceptualizations and execution of
work tasks. The focus of this tradition was structural change in the work context.

An alternative approach, gaining ascendancy after the heyday of labour process
theory, focused on changes in ‘subjectivity’ resulting from structural change. In this
post-structural approach, relying heavily on Michel Foucault’s conceptualizations, sub-
jects were considered as ‘disciplined’ and ‘obedient’, almost totally malleable by their sur-
roundings. The post-structural approach conceptualizes the worker/teacher as a ‘subject’
but lacks a conception of ‘agency’. An analysis of English schools operating within this
research paradigm refers to Foucault’s concept dispositif, whose clarification is the
stated overall aim of the research. ‘Dispositif’ is defined as a thoroughly heterogeneous
ensemble consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory decisions,
laws, administrative measures, scientific statements, philosophical, moral and philanthropic
propositions – in short, the said as much as the unsaid. (Cited from Foucault 1977, in
Gordon 1980; and in Ball, Maguire, and Braun 2012, 141). By its definition, this ensemble
contains structures, ideas, and material artefacts without any theoretical clarifications of
how they are to be distinguished and possibly related to each other. The post-structural
approach, accordingly, avoided the structure-agency debate which was ignited by
studies based on the labour process, and instead introduced the concept of ‘discourse’
as a key in analysing education and educational institutions. Arguably, this represented
a ‘cultural turn’ in the theoretical approach to the consequences of neoliberal educational
reforms.

A third theoretical framing in studies of neoliberal educational reforms and their con-
sequences for teachers’ work practice is the theory of professions, epitomized in the
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concept ‘new professionalism’, which raises the issue of recent structural change and
their consequences for agency. The structural issue concerns the extent to which struc-
tural change affects autonomy at work, and the agency issue concerns the possible
emergence of a new type of professionalism among teachers, produced by neoliberal
reforms.

Labour process theory: focus on structural change, de-skilling, or up-skilling

Labour process theory originated in studies of industrial work. Accounting for the theory
and its trajectory in the study of teachers’ labour process, Reid (2003) claims that the
theory lost its momentum in face of both theoretical and empirical critique. Only a few
central concepts have survived in subsequent research, such as ‘de-skilling’ and ‘intensifi-
cation’ of work. At the theoretical level the theory was criticized for being too universaliz-
ing and deterministic, universalizing in the sense of seeing ‘scientific management’2 as the
only form of work control and deterministic in the sense of seeing ‘de-skilling’ and ‘inten-
sification’ of work as inevitable in a capitalist economy. The role of (collective) agency in
social development was neglected. Also, critics pointed out that ‘scientific management’
was not the predominant form of work control in education, and labour process theory
was therefore not applicable to teachers’ work. Reid (2003), defending the relevance of
labour process theory, despite its shortcomings, argues that when applied in the field
of education more attention should be paid to the particular circumstances and contexts
of teachers’ work (Reid 2003, 560).

Admitting that de-skilling was not inevitable, and that labour process theory lacked a
conception of subjectivity and agency, Ozga and Lawn (1988) incorporated agency in
their study of teachers’ work by providing historical examples. Their approach was,
however, criticized for merely providing descriptions and subjective experiences of tea-
chers’ work without formulating a theory which included both structure and agency
and how they were related. Other studies of teachers’ work claimed, on empirical
grounds, that structurally determined de-skilling did not grasp the current situation at
all, since teachers were developing more skills and experiencing greater autonomy in
their work than ever before (Reid 2003, 563).

Neoliberal policy for the public sector, that is NPM, is based in ‘public choice theory’
developed by James Buchanan in the 1960s. This theory postulates that public sector
workers, bureaucrats, and professionals, as well as everyone else, are pursuing their
self-interest and thus perpetuating inefficiency under the guise of serving the common
good (Hodge et al. 2018). This assumption fuelled caution among politicians who, accord-
ing to the theory of public choice, would see teachers in a new light as the maximizers of
self-interest rather than the public good. This idea promoted a new policy towards tea-
chers (Connell 2009; Robertson 2012). The consequences of a policy informed by public
choice theory were that public sector workers, bureaucrats, and professionals were tar-
geted for maximizing their own interests (Hodge et al. 2018).

The assumption that teachers were a hindrance to raising educational standards,
notably due to their pursuit of self-interest was, however, challenged when the OECD
in the 2005 publication ‘Teachers Matter: Attracting, Developing and Retaining Effective
Teachers’ (OECD 2005) argued that high quality teachers was an important precondition
for high quality education, playing a potentially vital role in preparing students for the
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new knowledge economy. The OECD recommendation of upgrading teachers’ qualifica-
tions and providing good work environments for them apparently defied the trend, which
labour process theory had predicted, towards the de-qualification and de-skilling of tea-
chers. There was a renewed interest in what constituted a ‘good teacher’, and in several
countries, for example England and Australia, lists of competencies were worked out indi-
cating the kinds of knowledge and skills effective teachers would have to develop
(Connell 2009; Robertson 2012).

However, long before OECD called for an upskilling of teachers, many countries, for
example Norway, Finland, and Sweden, had upgraded their teacher education in what has
been described as an academization process (Bergmark and Hansson 2021). Before the
turn of the millennium teacher education in these Nordic countries had become upgraded
to university level programmes. In 2010 Sweden made a decisive move to make education
scientific, passing an act which requires teaching practice to be based in ‘scientific knowledge’
and ‘proven experience’, the latter referring to examples of ‘best practice’ and ideas of ‘what
works’. Though reportedly difficult to implement, this act confirms a policy determined to
upgrade teachers’ competencies (Bergmark and Hansson 2021; Hansson and Erixon 2020).

Paradoxically, these upskilling efforts, and in particular their emphasis on teachers’
ability to understand and apply research results, can be a kind of de-skilling. Bergmark
and Hansson (2021) point out that the Swedish 2010 act which requires education to
be scientific by applying scientific knowledge, may in fact result in de-skilling, since tea-
chers are called to apply scientific knowledge that has been developed by others. Thus,
they may still be trapped in a work situation where the conceptualization of their work
is separated from its execution.

Likewise, recent Canadian research on the professions of engineering and nursing
show that these professions’ knowledge base is changing from being a clearly defined
body of knowledge specialized for the professions to becoming a hybrid and more het-
erogenous field of knowledge which could, according to Adams and Sawchuk (2021), indi-
cate a broader process of de-skilling in these professions. Thus, labour process theory,
defended by Reid (2003) and others (Connell 2009), which thematizes the process of
de-skilling, is not irrelevant to current occupational development. De-skilling may
appear in new guises. Still, the theory’s one-sidedness in only thematizing structural
change and not the varied responses of agency to these changes is a critique that
points to an absence in the theory, which still remains.

Post-structuralism: focus on teachers’ subjectivities

Post-modernist and post-structuralist approaches, challenging ‘grand narratives’ and ‘totaliz-
ing’ accounts of social development, grew strong in the 1980s and 1990s. The French philo-
sopher Jean-François Lyotard (1984) in his translated publication ‘The Post-Modern
Condition’ claimed that knowledge was no longer legitimated by the aspiration to find
truth. Its new source of legitimacy was ‘performativity’, that is, its contribution to the
economy, and effective production in the technological sense of having a favourable
input/output ratio. The collapse of the modern epoch’s ‘grand narratives’ of progress, or
even emancipation, had lost their credulity, and this called for petits récits, that is, localized
narratives on a smaller scale. In the social sciences this critique coincided with increased
attention given to uneven development, and contextual variations of developmental trends.
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The post-structuralists’ charge against ‘grand narratives’ of being too universalizing
and not accounting for the particularistic was detrimental to orthodox labour process
theory. A leading voice in the Anglophone research literature on the consequences of
neoliberal educational reforms for teacher subjectivities based in post-structuralist
ideas is Ball (2003; 2016). His major source of intellectual inspiration is Michel Foucault.
In Ball’s widely read and much quoted article from 2003, ‘The Teacher’s Soul and the
Terrors of Performativity’, he considers performativity, the market and managerialism as
‘policy technologies’ included in ‘the package of neoliberal educational reforms’, attribut-
ing their promotion to international agencies like the World Bank and the OECD. Ball also
wrote a book titled ‘Global Education Inc.’ in which he traces the foundations and think
tanks that operate on a global scale with the explicit purpose of promoting neoliberal pol-
icies in all domains of society, including education (Ball 2012).

Ball sees performativity as ‘a new mode of state regulation which makes it possible to
govern in an “advanced liberal” way’. Essentially it requires self-disciplining, as individuals
must organize themselves by responding ‘to targets, indicators, and evaluation’ (Ball
2003, 215). Emphasizing the uniformity of effects on individuals, the new imperative
according to Ball is to set aside personal beliefs and commitments and instead live an
existence of calculations. He describes the new performative worker as ‘a promiscuous
self, an enterprising self, with a passion for excellence’ (Ball 2003, 215). Not only does
the new framing of teachers’ work entail an influence on what teachers do, it also
changes teachers’ identities. The ‘inner-life of the teachers’ is profoundly influenced by
the policy ‘technologies of marketization, managerialism’ and demands for performativity
(Ball 2003, 226). However, admitting to variable individual responses to the situation, Ball
makes a distinction between those who see neoliberal reforms as an opportunity to ‘make
a success of themselves’, and others, to whom it may result in ‘inner conflicts, inauthen-
ticity and resistance.’ (Ball 2003, 215).

Ball, Maguire, and Braun (2012) provide a concrete example of their theoretical approach
and empirical findings in How schools do policy: policy enactments in secondary schools.
Reporting on ethnographic case studies of four English secondary schools, Ball and his
team tell how teacher audiences attending presentations of their research frequently
asked whether they had encountered resistance against neoliberal educational policy in
the schools they studied. Their reply was ‘very little’. As they see it, in their research they
had to choose between focusing on variances and difference versus studying ‘the coloniza-
tion of practice by performativity’ (Ball, Maguire, and Braun 2012, 150). This choice
resembled an optical figure/ground dilemma, where one may see either an urn or two
faces in profile, depending on what is seen as the figure and what is seen as the back-
ground. Despite opting for studying uniformity, or the total ‘colonization of practice’, the
authors do report observations of differences among teachers’ reactions. They observed
policy enthusiasts, critics, and receivers, as well as senior teachers for whom policy respon-
sibility is a ‘career move’. ‘Thus, some of those who work in schools are “policy carriers” and
some “policy careerists”.’ (Ball, Maguire, and Braun 2012, 145).

Ball and his team admit to not having raised the question of the relationship between
power, agency and the space for alternatives (Ball, Maguire, and Braun 2012, 149). They
claim that resistance or refusal of policies among teachers were only found in the form
of ‘discontents, murmurings, indifference and disengagement’, which to some extent is
‘free-floating, rather than systematic’ (Ball, Maguire, and Braun 2012, 143–144). They

60 T. A. BRINGELAND AND T. SKINNINGSRUD



conceptualize these responses as a kind of role distancing, i.e. ‘disdainful detachment of
the performer from a role he is performing’ (Goffman 1961, 110; referred in Ball, Maguire,
and Braun 2012, 150). Ball and his team, however, recommend that more work should be
done on detailing the micro-politics of resistance and ‘resistance within accommodation’
(Ball, Maguire, and Braun 2012, 150).

The unwillingness, or perhaps inability, of Ball and his team to analyse and explain the
variety of responses to neoliberal reforms might have something to do with the theory
they use. The concept of social structure is absent from their analytical toolbox, as is a
more elaborate theorizing of agency. Instead the authors aim to identify ‘a set of master dis-
courses that define schooling’ (Ball, Maguire, and Braun 2012, 140). These discourses are
identified as ‘learning’, ‘curriculum’ and ‘behaviour’, and are ‘what makes the school’. The
challenge, which Ball and his research team saw in their study of ‘policy enactment’ in
English secondary schools was to ‘join up politics and practices’ by ‘the concept of discourse’
(Ball, Maguire, and Braun 2012, 140) – an approach that overlooks social structures in the
schools, which is produced bymacro-level politics – and how these influence local practices.

Ball’s conceptual framing in studying the effects of neoliberal educational reforms has
been widely influential in international educational research. Studies in countries as far
apart as Australia, the US and Sweden have used Ball’s conceptions of ‘policy as discourse’
(Holloway and Brass 2018; Lewis and Hardy 2015).

Australian researchers studying teachers’ subjective experiences within the post-struc-
tural framework give an account of how high stakes testing, combined with target setting
and the schools’ struggle for a positive reputation, influence the subjectivities of those
who work and learn in schools. Lewis and Hardy (2015, 245) refer to Ball’s assertion
that national ‘policies discursively constitute the teacher as a performative subject –
not merely changing what teachers do, but also ultimately who teachers are’ – and
they seem alarmed by the idea that teachers are totally determined by the structures
they inhabit. They conclude that ‘teasing out alternative practices and dispositions is
important work for thinking such practices differently.’ (Lewis and Hardy 2015, 261).

Holloway and Brass (2018), also working within Ball’s post-structuralist paradigm posit-
ing ‘neoliberal subjectivities’, find that new generations of teachers are more accepting of
neoliberal structuring of their work. They compared different generations of American
teachers by studying two groups through and after their teacher training. One group
of five teachers was followed for several years (2002–2005) through their one-year intern-
ship and first year of licenced teaching. Another group of seven middle school teachers
was followed for two years about ten years later (2013–2014). The period of the first inves-
tigation coincided with the implementation of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act during
the Bush administration and the second with the implementation of ‘Race to the Top’
(RTTT) under the Obama administration.

Comparing the teachers’ subjectivities/responses to the two reforms indicated a shift in
the two groups concerning their ‘subjectivities’ and in their sense of professionalism. The
teachers in the first group considered the steering mechanisms of the NCLB reform as an
external intrusion on their autonomy, professionalism, and practice, while the second
group accepted the RTTT’s accountability mechanisms as ‘the very modes by which
they knew themselves and their quality’ (Holloway and Brass 2018, 361). Holloway and
Brass draw the conclusion that over time there is a ‘collapse between the governed (i.e.
the teachers) and the government (i.e. accountability mechanisms)’ (Holloway and
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Brass 2018, 361). A normalization of the managed andmarketized teacher has taken place.
Holloway and Brass (2018, 361) take their findings to confirm Ball’s claim that accountabil-
ity reforms ‘produce new kinds of teacher subjects’, a finding which they claim has been
further corroborated by Evetts (2011) and Anderson and Herr (2015). Evetts is a central
proponent of the notion of ‘new professionalism’.

Professionalism – ‘Old’ and ‘New’

The consequences of neoliberal educational reforms for teachers have also been studied from
the perspective of changes in the professions and to professionalism. This theoretical framing
overlaps with labour process theory in its focus on teachers’ loss of self-determination and
autonomy in their work, resulting in de-skilling and de-professionalization. Studies that
focus on teachers’ professionalism have developed conceptions of various ‘new profession-
alisms’, emerging as a consequence of structural change resulting from neoliberal reforms.

In social theory, the professions have received special attention as a group of occu-
pations having more autonomy in their work than other groups. Professionals’ work
has been delineated from other types of work by its reliance on specialized fields of
knowledge, exclusive access to job markets through education and licencing and, in
Talcott Parsons’ classical account, the professions are seen to adhere to generally
accepted social values that serve the public interest. The historically established pro-
fessions are in law, medicine and theology, but new professions have emerged such as
teaching, nursing, and social work, which are called semi-professions by some authors
since work autonomy in these fields has been less pronounced (Etzioni 1969).

Studies have indicated that the distinctiveness of the professions compared to other
occupations has diminished, and the emergence of new kinds of professionalism is
suggested (Evetts 2011; Svensson 2006). Neoliberal reforms are seen to threaten the tra-
ditionally distinctive characteristics of the professions such as relations of trust among the
professionals themselves, between practitioners and clients, and between practitioners
and employers. Likewise, egalitarian relations seem to have given way to legal-rational
bureaucratic rationality and market-based competition, commercialism, and the commo-
dification of services.

Evetts (2011) distinguishes between ‘old’ and ‘new’ professionalism, alternatively called
‘occupational’ and ‘organizational’ professionalism respectively, with special reference to
public services. New/organizational professionalism entails that the practitioner identifies
with and is loyal to the organization and organizational interests over normative commit-
ment to professional values. Adams and Sawchuk (2021, 91) suggest that a hybrid type of
professionalism is emerging. Hybridization, in their opinion, is a result of increased control
of professionals’ work and might in essence be an aspect of de-professionalization.

The various suggestions of emerging new types of professionalism continue the
emphasis on uniformity in individual responses to structural change. At most they
point to the division of professionals into two categories, ‘old’ and ‘new’ professionals,
the new professionals being more accepting of and adapting to current structural change.

Already Troman (1996, 474) early study of English primary school teachers’ reactions to
the introduction of neoliberal reforms distinguished between ‘old’ and ‘new’ professionals
depending on the extent to which they accepted and adapted to their new work context.
Referring to Pollard et al. (1994) and Hargreaves (1994), Troman mentioned adaptive
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teacher responses indicating the emergence of a new type of professionals who consider
the reforms as ‘necessary measures to remedy deficiencies in the system’ (Troman 1996,
474). This positive view of an emerging new professionalism fits well with the ‘new pro-
fessionalism’mentioned by Hargreaves (1994) which breaks teacher isolationism and pro-
motes collaboration both internally in the school and with external groups such as
parents and the local community. Another adaptive teacher response mentioned by
Troman is the ‘new entrepreneurs’, who fully accept the new changes made in schools
(Troman 1996, 474).

Troman also foreshadows Archer’s approach when studying agents’ reactions to their
structural context by drawing attention to other studies of English schools, which show
that individual agency is active in producing a variety of responses and reactions to
changes in the work environment and to new definitions of teachers’ work. He points
out that ‘teachers filter the policy of reforms and change through their existing professional
ideologies, perspectives, and identities’ (Troman 1996, 474). He lists a range of different
reactions that have been reported, from compliance and accommodation to resistance
and rejection. The missing element in these empirical accounts of divergent teacher reac-
tions to current reforms, however, is a theory which can explain the variety of reactions. Is it
by chance that some teachers become ‘new professionals’ or ‘new entrepreneurs’ and
others take early retirement? When Troman (1996) suggests that variances in professional
identities, ideologies and perspectives cause different adaptations to new structures, he
does not specify which types of identity, ideology, and perspectives predispose a teacher
to become a ‘new entrepreneur’ rather than seeking early retirement.

Research on new professionalism has also been carried out in the Scandinavian
countries. One study, comparing Norwegian and Swedish teachers, indicates that
despite variance within each country, teachers in these two countries diverge as
groups (Helgøy and Homme 2007). Referring to Svensson (2006), Helgøy and Homme
(2007) define old professionalism as ‘professional practice relying on formal educational
credentials, the monopolizing of certain occupations based on licensing’, and new profes-
sionalism as ‘competencies which are more personal, implicit, individual and related to
context, tasks and actual performance’. The capability of each professional may increase
his or her autonomy and responsibility. In other words, old professionalism is oriented to
the collective of professionals, while new professionalism is more individualistic. Their
different orientations may correspond to different accountability regimes; holding the
profession accountable promotes old professionalism, while holding the individual
accountable encourages new professionalism (Helgøy and Homme 2007, 234).

Norwegian teachers on the whole practiced old professionalism in the sense of experi-
encing less individual autonomy in their teaching practice than Swedish teachers.
Swedish teachers had to a greater extent adopted new professionalism, that is, loyalty
to their employer over loyalty to their profession (Helgøy and Homme 2007, 232).

Similar results from comparative studies of Norwegian and Swedish teachers are
reported by Carlgren and Klette (2008), who found that national policy documents
from the two countries in the 1990s signalled different expectations regarding teachers’
work. In Sweden teachers were portrayed as ‘professionally empowered curriculum
makers’, while Norwegian teachers were seen as ‘curriculum deliverers’ (Carlgren and
Klette 2008, 129). In the Norwegian National Curriculum from 1997, the state prescribed
– in detail – the content of schooling. However, in agreement with the findings of
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Skedsmo and Mausethagen (2017), Norwegian teachers did not consider the Norwegian
national curriculum as a constraint on their professionalism. Instead, they experienced it
as an enablement. They could spend more time on teaching the curriculum, while
Swedish teachers had to discuss and select curriculum content, choose teaching
methods, formulate learning goals, and develop criteria for marking. With an expanding
private education sector, Swedish teachers also had to attend to competition with other
schools and negotiate their individual salaries.

Summing up

Studies on the effects of new educational structures on teachers’ reactions and agency
under the current ‘neoliberal order’ (Gerstle 2018) reveal disagreement among research-
ers. There is disagreement on the theoretical framing of such studies, and findings vary
between countries regarding teachers’ adaptation or resistance to their new structural
environment. The divergent findings between countries could reflect that ‘the neoliberal
order’ and ‘neoliberal reforms’ are not the same everywhere. The early labour process the-
orists tried to explain why the de-skilling and proletarianization of teachers’ work did not
stimulate collective protest. More recent post-structuralist approaches have emphasized
the wholesale changes in teachers’ subjectivities and the production of ‘neoliberal sub-
jects’, who are compliant, disciplined and employ ‘technologies of the self’ to cope
with demands. The theory of professions points to another type of adaptation, ‘new pro-
fessionalism’, which entails a shift in loyalty from the professional group to the organiz-
ation where they are employed.

Studies informed by all these theoretical frameworks mention variations in individual
responses, but without being able to refer to theory that can accommodate and explain
why, for example, external control in terms of a fixed national curriculum and standar-
dized tests as part of accountability schemes is seen by some as constraining their
work while others see the same controls as facilitating. Reported reactions among tea-
chers to the restructuring of their work include both taking early retirement and becom-
ing ‘careerists’. What seems to be particularly lacking in theories guiding research in this
area is the ability to account for differences in individual teachers’ reactions to the same
given structures and circulating ideas.

Archer’s theoretical framework: structure, culture, and (reflexive) agency

Archer’s concept of reflexivity seeks to resolve the structure/culture/agency issue in social
theory. This issue has been prominent in theoretical debates, resonating in areas of
applied research, in the sociology of education, and in studies of policy implementation,
i.e. how educational reforms, creating structural and cultural change at the macro level,
impact practices at the micro level of schools and classrooms. Introducing the notion
of reflexivity as mediating structural and cultural effects on agency entails explaining
the course of action taken by agents as caused both by their structural and cultural situ-
ation and internal deliberations about how to reconcile their structural and cultural
context with their personal concerns and values. Archer, in her first full volume exploring
the concept of reflexivity titled ‘Structure, Agency and the Internal Conversation’ (2003),
starts out by posing the fundamental question: ‘How does structure influence agency?’

64 T. A. BRINGELAND AND T. SKINNINGSRUD



Noting agreement among theorists that structure does not fully determine human
agency, she suggests that there must be something else ‘involved in the process’ and
she suggests that this ‘something else’ might be the ‘properties and powers of agents
themselves’ (Archer 2003, 1).

Archer notes that in the critical realist research tradition the concept ‘conditioning’ has
been used about the structure/agency relationship. That is, structure is said to ‘condition
social action and interaction’. Archer also postulates that the same logic applies for culture
(Archer [1988] 1996, 1995, 193, 2003, 3). However, the concept ‘conditioning’ tends to
give primary emphasis to structure and culture, without accounting for how agency con-
tributes to the action outcome. The question is how agents respond to structural and cul-
tural conditioning, and what kind of processes are involved in producing subsequent
action. Roy Bhaskar’s fundamental claim that ‘the causal power of social forms is mediated
through human agency’ (Bhaskar [1979] 1998, 28), says nothing about the mediatory
process and does not conceptualize the mediation. Archer’s contribution to clarifying
the process of mediation is to introduce the concepts of ‘reflexivity’ and ‘reflexive
modes’ (Archer 2003, 342). (Figure 1)

Twomajor implications of incorporating reflexivity in the structure-agency and culture-
agency relations are:

(i) a given structural [or cultural] context is not a constraint or an enablement per se;
whether it is a constraint, or an enablement depends on the agent’s projects, i.e.
what the agent wants to promote or obtain, that is, what the agent’s fundamental
concerns are (Archer 2003, 5–6).

Neoliberal reforms in the education sector, such as the introduction of accountability
mechanisms based on measured performance (test-based accountability, TBA) are gener-
ally seen to increase constraints on teachers’ work. Target setting and the use of ready-
made tests have, moreover, been seen to result in the de-skilling of teachers, or at
least to their decreased autonomy and freedom to exercise discretionary judgement.
However, this is not necessarily the case. External controls may be experienced as sup-
porting the learning process when they are seen to promote activities that increase stu-
dents’ motivation and learning.3

(ii) agents’ response to the same structurally [or culturally] defined situation are not
uniform because they may activate different modes of reflexivity; since agents
differ in what is their predominant reflexive mode, which is founded in their ultimate

Figure 1. Internal conversation and pursuit of the good life (Source: Archer (2007, 89).
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concerns, what they care about most. Differences between agents’ ultimate or funda-
mental concerns contribute to agency responding in different ways to a given struc-
tural [or cultural] context (Archer 2003, 41, 343–344).

Each mode of reflexivity entails a different stance, or orientation, towards society and its
constraints and enablements. A stance (reflexive mode) is a mechanism at the personal
level, which tendentially regulates relations between persons and their society. It is an
overall response pattern to the totality of structural powers encountered by a person,
and thus, it is a particular way of ‘being in the world’ (Archer 2003, 342).

By activating a particular mode of reflexivity, stance, or orientation, subjects attempt to
regulate their personal-societal relationship (Archer 2003, 355). Depending on which
stance is activated, the internal conversation leads the person-society relationship in
different directions – ‘thus, articulating the precise form of the micro–macro-link’
(Archer 2003, 349). ‘[T]he “stance” is ventured as a generative mechanism, at the personal
level, with the tendential capacity to regulate relations between the person and her
society.’ (Archer 2003, 343). Agents’ stances towards society, their mode of reflexivity,
has both internal effects on the agent and external effects on the agent’s environment.
Internal effects on the agent consist in agents’ (i) prioritizing personal concerns and devel-
oping personal projects, and their (ii) establishing and consolidating orientations (stances)
in encountering constraints and enablements (Archer 2003, 349).

Figure 2 below is our condensed presentation of Archer’s model of the relationship
between agents’ various modes of reflexivity, their ultimate concerns, stances towards
structural and cultural constraints and enablements, and external effects upon the
agent’s immediate environment from activating these different modes.

Figure 2. Modes of reflexivity – their basis in ultimate concerns, expressed as stances towards struc-
tural enablements and constraints, and their external effects (Source: Archer (2003).
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Communicative reflexives, whose ultimate concerns are ‘interpersonal relations’ (family and
friends), tend to adopt a stance of ‘evasion’ in relation to structural and cultural enablements
and constraints (Archer 2003, 192, 342). The external effect of this stance, on a micro scale, is
social reproduction. By not undertaking ambitious projects, communicative reflexives
manage to avoid constraints. They also tend to avoid enablements facilitating their social
advancement. ‘Communicative reflexives’ are ‘collectivists’ towards the social in the sense
that concerns and context are inseparable. They contribute to social reproduction by their
strengthening of social integration, i.e. agreement among members of their network.

Autonomous reflexives, whose ultimate concern is performative achievements (work),
meaning task performance ‘at a level which satisfies external standards of assessment’
(Archer 2003, 265–266), tend to adopt a strategic stance towards their structural and cul-
tural context; its enablements and constraints. They are ‘accommodative’ towards the
social, since to them, context is a means towards the realization of their concern, which
is task performance. The external effect of this stance is increased goal achievement in
whichever sector they are located, which means that they contribute to social change
(morphogenesis) in the section of society where they work.

The ideals and concerns of the meta-reflexives transcend present social reality. To the
meta-reflexives, the context is always inadequate in meeting their ideals and concerns
(Archer 2003, 353). However, meta-reflexives tend to experience their job as an activity
in which they can express their commitment to fundamental personal values (Archer
2003, 258). Nevertheless, meta-reflexives ‘pursue cultural ideals that cannot be accommo-
dated by the current social structure and the array of contexts it defines’ (Archer 2003,
361). Because of their fundamental critique, they become subversives of the structural
status quo and resist any ‘deal’with it. At the micro level their actions may have negligible
direct impact. However, one important effect is at the macro-level of the cultural system.
By personifying their utopian ideals of truth and goodness, meta-reflexives are upholding
cultural ideals, which may otherwise ‘sleep on in the Universal Library of Humankind’ (see
Archer [1988] 1996, 104). ‘The meta-reflexives awaken these ideals and re-present them to
society’ (Archer 2003, 361). Archer connects meta-reflexivity to Max Weber’s notion of
Wertrationalität, that is, actions that have value in themselves and are not a means to
something else (Archer 2003, 355–361).

The most pronounced feature characterizing fractured reflexives is that they have not
developed or are unable to consistently adopt any determinate personal stance
towards their social surroundings (Archer 2003, 343). This lack may be caused by
various circumstances, emotional distress etc.

This research is illustrative and exploratory and primarily aimed at demonstrating that
Archer’s conceptions of reflexivity and reflexive modes are usable in analysing a teacher’s
internal conversation on PISA-related issues. If we can showcase the applicability of
Archer’s concepts, i.e. if we are able to identify a teacher’s different reflexivemodes and pin-
point the predominant mode, we will have illustrated that teachers’ subjectivity is not just
an internalization of neoliberal principles and thoughts (the neoliberal subjectivity) or a
facile adaptation to the aims of the organization or the school (new professionalism), but
that teachers’ subjectivities are more complex, and personal ideals and concerns play an
essential role in determining the course of action followed in encountering obstacles and
demands from the school context. Analysing just one case of course precludes any
attempt at generalizations, for example about what kinds of reflexive modes are prevalent
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among Norwegian teachers. We have, however, at the end of our analysis offered a hypoth-
esis about why the special constellation of reflexive modes discovered in this one case
might be prevalent in the Norwegian context, primarily due to the characteristics of the
Norwegian educational system. For these reasons our research questions are:

Which modes of reflexivity are activated in a mathematics teacher by the PISA test? Which
mode(s) of reflexivity predominate(s)?

Methodology: selection of case and types of data

The mathematics teacher works in a lower secondary school. He is a regular member of
the school staff and is not involved in the school leadership. He is, however, a member
of two staff teams, one specific to the grade level he teaches and one specific to his
subject specialism, mathematics.

Max was selected for the interview because he had first-hand experience in adminis-
tering the PISA-test. He could therefore be expected to talk not just ‘from the top of
his head’ about PISA, or to express some stereotype opinions about the test. Having admi-
nistered it, he would know something about its content. Also, compared to teachers who
had not been personally involved in administering the test, he was more likely to have
reflected on its use and utility in the Norwegian educational setting.

Two types of data were collected4 in April 2020: (i) quantitative data generated by the
Internal Conversation Indicator (ICONI), which is a short questionnaire consisting of thir-
teen items of the Likert scale type, measuring degree of engagement in different modes
of reflexivity to establish the dominant general nonreferential reflexive mode, and (ii)
qualitative data collected in a semi-structured Skype-interview focused on his opinions
on PISA and its function in the policy and practice of Norwegian education to establish
his reflexive modes activated by PISA.

Results

Quantitative data: internal conversation indicator (ICONI)

The instrument ICONI, which provides a quantitative measurement of persons’ engage-
ment of the various reflexive modes, is developed by Archer and her associates. The
purpose of the index is primarily to serve as a screening device for selecting persons
who practice a distinct dominant mode of reflexivity for further interview. In developing
the questionnaire two requirements were that it should be quick to administer and items
should be readily understandable. Besides, items should not contain any form of referen-
tial specificity which would preclude its use in other countries. When the questionnaire is
administered, it is introduced to participants as ‘an investigation of the processes of
decision-making in everyday life’ (Archer 2007, 331).

Based on results from previous interview studies on reflexivity (Archer 2003), subjects
were expected to obtain scores on more than one reflexive mode, but to various degrees.
Thus, the mode with the highest mean score would qualify as the dominant mode (Archer
2007, 331). In developing the questionnaire various versions were subjected to a series of
trials, and the final version consists of thirteen items of the Likert scale type where the
respondent may choose a score from 1 to 7 on each item. Consequently, each person
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tested with the ICONI may be described by a ‘reflexivity profile’ consisting of a mean score
for each mode of reflexivity.5

The ICONI was administered to our interviewed teacher, Max. Figure 3 shows that his
highest mean score was on the ‘autonomous reflexive mode’, which indicated that his
major personal concern was task performance. Added to the thirteen Likert scale items
was an open question, which asked him to list the three most important areas of his
life, ‘those that you care about deeply’ in a chronological order from 1-3, where 1 is of
highest importance. Here, Max mentioned his relationship to his family (1), his relation-
ship to his friends (2), and genuine interests (based on inner motivation) (3) as the
most important areas of his life.

The ICONI scores indicated that Max engaged in ‘meta-reflexivity’ as his second stron-
gest mode of reflexivity, and to some extent in ‘communicative reflexivity’. He also
obtained a score on ‘fractured reflexivity’. Thus, Max’ ICONI profile included scores on
all modes of reflexivity. At first sight, there was a puzzling discrepancy between his
scores on the Likert-scale questions and his reply to the open question, where he did
not include ‘work’ as one of ‘the three most important areas of his life’. In our ‘Discussion’,
we will argue that Max was referring to his work when hementioned ‘genuine interests’ as
one of the most important areas of his life.

Qualitative interview data and analysis6

The interview started with a question on howMax got to know about the PISA test. To this
he replied that it was through his work as a teacher.

Reference 2

PI-I12: Do you remember how you got to know about PISA?

PI-R12: Oh my God, it was probably through work. I don’t remember if I knew so much about
the PISA survey before I was exposed to it, to put it that way.

Max further clarified his involvement with the PISA test as a random happening as it was
only every third year that he was teaching 10th grade students, who are the target group
for the PISA test.

Reference 1

E-R3: Well, I have to say that personally, I had to think about when I was engaged in PISA. It
was a bit random, as a secondary school teacher at our school you follow a cycle, every three

Figure 3. Reflexivity profile of the interview subject on the ICONI (Internal Conversation Indicator)

JOURNAL OF CRITICAL REALISM 69



years you have 15-year-olds, the 10th grade. You are “lucky” to administer the test if it falls on
that year you have a 10th grade class.

By making these initial remarks Max conveyed that it was not his choice to administer the
PISA test. This was a result of circumstances beyond his control. He distanced himself from
the test.

Autonomous reflexivity
The ultimate concern of autonomous reflexives is performative achievements (work), and
they tend to adopt a strategic stance towards their structural and cultural context; its
enablements and constraints. Because context is a means towards realizing their con-
cerns, they accommodate to their context. The external effect of this mode (stance) is
increased goal achievement. This entails that autonomous reflexives may contribute to
social change (morphogenesis) in the section of society where they are located.

Tackling the situation in his school with an increasing number of standardized tests,
Max explained that he had initiated the practice of ‘simulated test situations’. He used pre-
vious test items from national tests and exams to prepare students for upcoming tests. He
justified this practice by saying that it would enable students’ achievement and remove
their insecurity when taking tests. He claimed that choosing to practice what some would
call ‘teaching to the test’ he succeeded in familiarizing the students with the test situation
and made them feel more at ease when they were tested. He underlined that he had pro-
moted this practice to the school administration and the team level, which resulted in it
being adopted as a normal practice in his school.

Reference 2.

E-I25: Have you used tasks from national and/ or international tests to prepare students for
upcoming tests?

E-R25: Yes.

E-I26: What tests?

E-R26: National tests and exams.

E-I27: Why do you think it is right to practice on previous test items before a test is to be
conducted?

E-R27: […]. Eh, mathematical it is to, okay then, you can say it’s to enable the students, or you
can say, what should I call it, warm them up to have tests, get used to the type of assignment,
eh, to remove insecurity before the tests are to be conducted.

E-I28: Is this a choice, a decision made at the team level, or administrative level?

E-R28: No, it is a choice I make. But there is also… I have probably been promoting it so that it
is at least said that it should be done from the administration - and also at the team level.

These excerpts from the interview indicate that Max adopts the stance of an autonomous
reflexive in administering tests in general. He is goal oriented in the sense of wanting his
students to perform optimally on tests, giving them the opportunity to practice test-situ-
ations, and thus removing their sense of insecurity. He adapts to the situation in his school
where students are regularly subjected to standardized tests, which he and the other
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teachers are obliged to administer. Practicing autonomous reflexivity, he uses his work
context to exercise his performative skills as a teacher, obtaining optimal results from
his students. His involvement in goal attainment on behalf of his school, i.e. increasing
test scores, is further underlined by his initiative to make ‘simulated test situations’ a
regular part of the school’s programme. However, PISA was not a test used in his
simulations.

Meta-reflexivity
Meta-reflexivity means being reflexive about one’s own acts of reflexivity (Archer 2003,
255). For example, reflecting ‘why did I think this is Friday, when in fact it is Thursday?’
(Archer 2003, 255). In internal conversations meta-reflexivity is not about whether prop-
ositions are true or false, right, or wrong, but why they have been uttered (Archer 2003,
255). One must distinguish between meta-reflexivity, which includes all acts of self-moni-
toring (Archer 2003, 256), and the shared characteristics of meta-reflexives (whose domi-
nant mode is meta-reflexivity) some of which are that they are social critics and critical of
themselves as persons and the lives they lead. Their criticism of society and themselves is
caused by their ideals and that no existing social arrangements nor their own lives
approximate to these ideals (Archer 2003, 258). Meta-reflexivity is adding an extra loop
in one’s internal conversations, i.e. reflecting on one’s own reflexivity.

‘Meta-reflexives’ are oftenmotivated for their work by a sense of ‘vocation’. Commitment
to a ‘vocation’ entails ‘a subjective investment of the self’, a personification of ideal qualities
associated with a specific type of work (Archer 2003, 266–267). Having a ‘vocation’ is
different from just occupying a role, and not all teachers experience teaching as their ‘voca-
tion’. They may have chosen to become teachers for quite different reasons such as family
traditions, expediency, or practical considerations. Meta-reflexives are idealists constantly
seeking a better fit between who they try to become and their social environment
which, to various degrees, permits their expression of it (Archer 2003, 258). Meta-reflexives
tend to adopt a subversive stance towards experienced enablements and constraints in the
sense that they are willing to ‘pay the price’ for pursuing actions that will not be rewarded
by society, thus subverting the causal powers of society (Archer 2003, 289). Their ideals
make them into social critics since nothing around them measures up to their ideals.
They represent ‘the conscience of society’ (Archer 2003, 274).

Some sections of the interview indicated that, to a considerable degree, Max also
engaged in meta-reflexivity. This stance was expressed when he engaged in a general
assessment of the PISA test. He understood the test to be a ranking instrument, the
purpose of which he considered meaningless (compared to providing feedback for stu-
dents’ learning). In the beginning and midway through the interview he expressed a
negative opinion of the test. However, towards the end, in a typically meta-reflexive
way, he reflected on his own reflections and tried to understand and explain his own
negative reactions to the PISA test.

Reference 1

E-R30: […] all schools, all the principals that I know of, use the results [on standardized tests]
to show the rankings and how they relate to other schools and municipalities, and in relation
to the country as a whole. Even the PISA surveys are used in relation to our rating in the global
context. Which is totally, even more meaningless.
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Reference 4

PI-I7: How do you understand the intention of PISA?

PI-R7: A tool for rankings.

PI-I8: A tool for rankings.

PI-R8: Yes. Quite simply. I think I recall that there is a place that, well, that this is a survey being
taken all over the world, and there are a lot of different political governance we have around
and mindsets, that is, hello, it is really just nonsense, the whole PISA survey.

Reference 6

PI-I41: How do you experience your competence in interpreting PISA results?

PI-R41: Eh, to interpret the results.

PI-I42: Mhm.

PI-R42: Do you think in a statistical way?

PI-I43: Yes, for example.

PI-R43: No, that would work out fine. I should be able to do so.

At the end of the interview, Max reflected on his own reflection saying that at the start
of the interview he might have been too critical about the PISA test, as he was coloured
by what happened when the results from the first test were announced in 2001. At that
time, the Education Minister Kristin Clemet fronted a shift in Norwegian educational
policy, which resulted in a stronger centralization of the system (Bringeland 2022a).
Despite being critical of the test, Max confirmed that he was able to interpret PISA
results.

Reference 5

PI-R12: […]. I’m probably colored and negatively influenced by the ravages Kristin Clemet did
in her time. This is something that is still stuck in my memory and that I cannot get over. She
started, in my opinion, to destroy the Norwegian school when she came to power. So, ehm,
that will probably be the contributing cause to my attitude to this test, I think. […].

Reference 2

E-R31: After all, it was PISA that started her and K06 [the new National Curriculum of 2006].

Reference 6

PI-R53: I may sound very strict, or too oppositional, or what should I call it. There are tasks in
the PISA survey that may be individually relevant and exciting for students’ development of
competence, but there is more, there is more, what should I say. It is the method that is a
problem to me. That this should be a test, that is, a measuring instrument.

In Max’ opinion, the PISA test is resisted by the teacher professions, and its continued
use in the Norwegian education system is a result of the exertion of power from
the top, serving the interests of politicians rather than the concerns of the teacher
profession.
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Reference 8

PI-I56: Would you say that the PISA survey is better suited at the political level than at the
level of teaching practice, in formative assessments, or evaluation?

PI-R56: I think if you had asked, if you let the teachers in Norway decide, it would have ended
long ago. To be honest.

PI-I57: So, you think it is due to the exertion of power that the PISA survey has not been
terminated?

PI-R57: Clearly.

Reference 8

PI-R55: […] the politicians need arguments for making changes, and they probably don’t trust
the method, the methodology, that what we practice today is good enough. They also think
such a study will confirm that they were right about this. So, the educational policy situation
we have in the country is miserable now. It shows, after all, that they use the PISA survey to
bang on their chest, so that politicians no matter where they stand, eh, would welcome such
an argument.

This section of the interview exemplifies that Max also engages his meta-reflexivity in his
internal conversation about the test. He carefully adds an extra loop in his reflections on
the test, reflecting on his own attitude –whether it was influenced by his negative view of
the educational policy which it is part of, and the way in which it is used by politicians. He
is critical of not only the PISA test, which he considers to be an irrelevant ranking instru-
ment, but also of the national education policy in general.

Communicative reflexivity
The ultimate concerns of communicative reflexives are ‘interpersonal relations’ (family and
friends). They tend to adopt a stance of evasion in relation to structural and cultural
enablements and constraints. By not undertaking ambitious projects, communicative
reflexives manage to avoid constraints, and they also tend to avoid enablements that
might facilitate their social advancement. ‘Communicative reflexives’ are ‘collectivist’
towards the social in the sense that concerns and context are inseparable. The external
effect of this stance, on a minor scale, is social reproduction in the sense of strengthening
social integration, i.e. agreement among members of their network. In the context of this
investigation, we regard the concern of ‘interpersonal relations’ as referring to collegial
relationships in the school where our informant works.

Max described his relationship with colleagues as amicable and fruitful and the
work environment as good. He mentions talking about the PISA test with
his colleagues when the results were published and announced and presented at his
school.

Reference 2

E-I43: Is there anythingmore you want to say about the environment before moving on to the
next topic, which could be of relevance?

E-R43: No, no other than that we have an environment that tries to follow what we agree on.
It can at times be a quite fruitful and useful collaborative climate. There are few dominant
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figures that knocks through their needs. It is a pretty good and practical environment within
the collegium.

Max stated that all school leaders (principals) that he knew of presented test-results to the
staff – even PISA results. The school leaders present the results by PowerPoint or projec-
tor, followed by discussions in smaller groups.

Reference 1

E-I31: Where is this presented, how is this happening at your school, who is taking the initiat-
ive to present these results, and how is it being presented?

E-R31: The principal presents them in plenary for the entire collegium. Happily, with a Power-
Point, or a projector. And then you are asked to discuss in groups, preferably in subject sec-
tions, and reflect on why things are as they are, why we are where we are, etc.

Reference 6

PI-I47: How do you perceive your colleagues’ competence to possibly interpret PISA results?

PI-R47: My leader is good, I think, and probably competent, and the same with the mathemat-
ics teachers. After all, there will always be someone who doesn’t care about those things
[PISA].

This section of the interview indicates that communicative reflexivity was activated by
Max, in relation to his colleagues, who seemed to function as a collective that was able
to reach agreements among themselves on school matters. They discussed PISA and
other test results among themselves when these were presented to the staff by the prin-
cipal. Max also considered colleagues having competencies for interpreting PISA results,
but not all staff members care about PISA.

Discussion

The reflexivity profile resulting from ICONI indicated that generally Max was an auton-
omous reflexive, someone who prioritized work before leisure activities and interpersonal
relations, and whose ultimate concern was performative achievement in school, adopting
a strategic stance to his environment. However, answering the open question included in
ICONI, Max did not mention ‘work’ as one of the three most important areas of his life, but
he mentioned ‘genuine interests’ in addition to ‘family’ and ‘friends’. ‘Genuine interests’
could have referred to his ambition to be a good teacher, thus, to his work. This interpret-
ation of the reply ‘genuine interests’ as Max’s interest in his work is underscored by the
qualitative interview. For example, Max maintaining that student motivation in math-
ematics was a reason for him creating ‘simulated test situations’. This concern seemed
to be one of his top priorities in school due to his focus on goal achievements, performing
well, and maintaining motivated students. The interview data concerning his internal con-
versations on PISA and other tests confirmed his engagement in autonomous reflexivity.
Thus he adapted to the situation and made the best of it, exemplified by him introducing
‘simulated exams and tests’ for his students, and his promotion of this practice in the
whole school. He wanted to enable his students to achieve optimally on tests, which
both satisfied his own concern to perform as a teacher at a high level in accordance
with external standards, and enabled goal attainment for his school by raising students’
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achievements. Max mentioned that he used items from National tests and exams in his
‘simulated test situations’. Norwegian lower secondary school teachers are measured
on their achievements by the results on National Tests in 8th and 9th grade, results
which are accessible for the public, which might explain why Max is focused on national
tests items in his test-simulations. The reason Max is focused on exams items in his test-
simulations might be their relevance for his students’ final exam(s) in 10th grade.

In a theory of professions perspective Max might be seen to represent ‘new profession-
alism’, as his desire to perform well as a teacher coincided with the interest of his school,
perhaps at the cost of spending more time on promoting knowledge among his students.
The latter would have indicated a stronger leaning towards ‘Old Professionalism’ and the
norms of the professional community to which he belonged. The depth that Archer’s
concept of autonomous reflexivity brings to this analysis is that Max’s ‘project’ and
actions were derived from his concern about performing well as a teacher.

Although his ICONI scores confirmed Max as a predominantly autonomous reflexive,
the interview data indicated that the meta-reflexive mode was almost equally prevalent.
The major difference between his engagement in the twomodes of reflexivity was that his
reflection in the autonomous mode resulted in action. In his autonomous mode he com-
pleted the sequence concerns → project → practices (Archer 2007), exemplified by his
introduction of trial exams and ‘simulated tests’. His meta-reflexive mode, on the other
hand, did not issue in projects and specific practices. Max engaged the meta-reflexive
mode when he reflected on why he was so critical of PISA. He hinted that his ideals as
a teacher were not compatible with using the PISA test, when he emphasized that he
had been assigned to administer the test rather than chosen to apply it; when he
expressed his disapproval of using the test as an instrument for rating student perform-
ances; and when he situated the test as part of ‘the miserable state’ of Norwegian edu-
cation and Norwegian educational policy. Despite being critical, Max reassured that he
was able to interpret PISA results. Max adopted a ‘subversive stance’ towards the larger
picture of Norwegian education, but this stance had no definite project and thereby no
practices, which suggests negligible contextual effects. However, Max was perhaps a
person who experienced teaching as his ‘vocation’ in the sense of investing his ‘self’ in
his work as a teacher and having certain moral standards. No definite conclusion can
be drawn regarding this from the present interview though it confirms that he embraced
certain ideals about teaching, which were contrary to ranking students’ results.

To some extent Max also engaged in communicative reflexivity in his collaborative
work with the rest of the staff, describing his work environment as amicable, characterized
by agreements among colleagues and his willingness to discuss PISA-results with other
colleagues. Besides discussing PISA-results with his colleagues now and then, he had
no clear projects and practices himself concerning PISA that involved his colleagues.
Max confirmed that his teacher colleagues and the principal were able to interpret
PISA results, but not all staffmembers cares (deeply) about PISA. Thereby Max contributed
to social integration amongst the staff. However, how his autonomous, meta-, and com-
municative reflexivity contributed to his ‘modus vivendi’, balancing his different concerns,
is an open question that would require further investigations.

Perhaps the combination of autonomous and meta – reflexivity which combines criti-
cism with strategic adaptation to the status quo is specific to countries that have centra-
lized educational systems like Norway (Bringeland 2022a; Skinningsrud 2019). In
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centralized systems, educational structures are generally determined in central political
arenas and consequently difficult to challenge at the level of the individual school and
by the individual teacher (Archer 2013; 1984; Bringeland 2022b; Skinningsrud 2019).
Further research on modes of reflexivity among teachers encountering structural and cul-
tural constraints in educational systems with various degrees of centralization might
explore whether teachers in countries that have undertaken various types of neoliberal
educational reforms activate different modes of reflexivity in dealing with their structural
and cultural settings. For example, the possible identification of a predominance of
‘autonomous reflexives’ in centralized educational systems could suggest that teachers
easily accommodate to central policy and are flexible towards change as they are con-
cerned with ‘goal achievement’ and successful performance. Thereby they could possibly
contribute to social morphogenesis in their situated context, which is in line with central
policy and agendas.

Conclusion

This article outlines the various theoretical approaches that have been applied in the
study of teachers’ reactions to the introduction of neoliberal reforms in education.
Firstly, labour process theory, which emphasizes de-skilling, intensification of work, and
the separation of conceptions and execution of work tasks; secondly, the post-structural
approach, which applies Lyotard’s conception of performativity and Foucault’s notions of
power, discipline, and discourse; and thirdly, conceptions of ‘new professionalism’. All
three theories have been criticised. Labour process theory emphasizes structural
change and generally lacks a conception of agency. It has also been criticized for not
being sufficiently specific when describing the new educational control regimes. Post-
structural theory introduces the notion of ‘subjectivity’ but not agency since a uniform
‘neoliberal subjectivity’ is seen to result from neoliberal structures. Thus, like labour
process theory, post-structural theory emphasizes the determining force of external influ-
ences on subjectivity. Likewise, theories of the professions, distinguishing between old
and new professionalism consider the impact of new controlling structures to result in
uniform reactions, shaping discourses and identities. At the same time, they conflate
structure, culture, and agency under the umbrella of ‘new professionalism’. All these the-
ories, although two of them incorporate subjectivity, lack a precise conception of agency
in the sense of persons possessing causally effective personal powers that codetermine
their action.

As an alternative to these approaches, we suggest Margaret Archer’s theory of structure,
culture, and reflexive agency with her conceptions of various modes of reflexivity. Archer
founds her theory of reflexivity in a basic tenet put forward in the philosophy of critical
realism, that ‘the causal power of social forms is mediated through human agency’
(Bhaskar [1979] 1998, 28). Exploring the process through which agency mediates structure
she has empirically identified three major modes of reflexivity, the communicative, the
autonomous and the meta reflexive mode. In addition, fractured reflexivity occurs when
reflexivity is thwarted and disoriented due to external or internal disabling conditions.

We have presented a case study of a Norwegian secondary school teacher, who
answered the questionnaire ICONI measuring his reflexivity profile, i.e. his mean score
on the various modes of reflexivity in a general nonreferential manner, and, in addition,
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data from a qualitative semi-structured interview about his reflections on the PISA test
related to his work context. The major merits of Archer’s theoretical approach are main-
taining a clear ontological distinction between structure, culture, and agency, thus postu-
lating their independent causal powers, and distinguishing between various modes of
reflexivity based on agents’ ultimate concerns. The various modes of reflexivity have
the potential to explain why reactions to the same environments (structure and
culture) differ between individual teachers, depending on their different personal con-
cerns and what they care deeply about.

Our case study with a secondary school teacher shows how a specific combination of
modes of reflexivity, the autonomous and the meta-reflexive modes, under the given cir-
cumstances, operates through a strategic and critical stance towards existing state of
affairs. This might be a feasible modus vivendi for teachers with PISA. Interestingly, a
similar prevalence of the autonomous and meta-reflexive modes regarding PISA was dis-
covered among Norwegian school leaders (Bringeland 2022b). Based on these joint
findings our hypothesis is that this specific combination of the autonomous and meta-
reflexive modes might have been promoted by the type of educational system in
which both school leaders and teachers are located, namely the centralized Norwegian
educational system. A prominent feature of such systems is that major decisions regard-
ing educational structures are made at the central level of political decision making. In
such systems individual teachers, despite their criticism of current arrangements, are
unable to directly influence structural change. A substantiation of our hypothesis
would require further studies of larger samples of teachers and comparative studies
between countries whose educational systems differ regarding degrees of centralization
and their specific configuration of neoliberal reforms.

Notes

1. Reflexivity refers to real ongoing internal conversations in which all normal individuals
engage when they discuss with themselves which course of action to pursue.

2. ‘Scientific management’ refers to Frederick Winslow Taylor’s theory of management, devel-
oped at the beginning of the 20th century, aiming to improve productivity and efficiency
in industrial work by analysing and synthesizing work operations in new ways, for example
time-motion studies and assembly line operations. It was criticized by ‘human relations
theory’ for focusing only on physical and behavioural aspects of work, while neglecting
social relations in the workplace (see Elton Mayo’s Hawthorn studies).

3. Interestingly, Norwegian research on the reactions among teachers and principals to National
Tests and a fixed National Curriculum indicates that increased state control is not necessarily
experienced as a constraint by teachers (Carlgren and Klette 2008; Skedsmo and Mausetha-
gen 2017, 178).

4. The project and data collection has been approved by the Norwegian Centre for Research
Data (NSD).

5. For further details about how ICONI was constructed, see Archer (2007, 326ff) (Methodologi-
cal appendix).

6. Reference numbers below refers to the number of selection coded/cited data to a node
(category).
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