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ABSTRACT
In this study, we explore teachers’ professional space as an alternative to,
and/or expansion of earlier conceptualizations of teacher autonomy.
Professional space is here understood both as an objective space with
e.g., physical, juridical, economic features, and as the teachers’
subjective negotiation of this objective space, where teachers are
viewed as producers of professional space (subjective space). Based on
an analysis of storyline interviews with teachers from Finland, Norway
and the US we argue that professional space, both as an empirical
entity and as a theoretical construct, opens up exploration of external
and internal factors, as well as the multi-dimensionality of the factors
over time and beyond physical space which influence teachers’
decision-making capabilities.
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Introduction

In both Europe and North America, there has been increased political involvement in steering and
controlling the teaching profession over the last couple of decades. A prominent international trend
has been to increase the emphasis on student performance and on the external control of pro-
fessional work (e.g., Ball et al., 2012; Biesta, 2010; Cribb & Gewirtz, 2007; Mausethagen, 2013a). Pol-
icies developed with the purpose of enhancing students’ performance are now internationally
recognized as accountability policies. Teacher autonomy has become a significant topic of discus-
sion, largely because of accountability policies that, some argue, limit the professionalism, authority,
responsiveness, creativity and effectiveness of teachers (Buchanan, 2015). The need for professional
autonomy has been associated with positive effects on teachers’ work, such as e.g., work satisfaction,
efficiency, fewer dropouts and the improvement of student outcomes (e.g., Salokangas et al., 2019).

In this study, we explore teachers’ professional space as an alternative and/or expansion of teacher
autonomy both empirically and conceptually. The three cases included in this study are carefully
selected due to the different framing and regulation of the teaching profession. Finland can be con-
sidered the most permissive regarding teachers’ professional freedom. Norway regulates its teachers
more, and there are extensive educational policies in theUnited States that determine how accountabil-
ity mechanisms are introduced into teachers’ work. We will expand on the three case-contexts below.

Traditional approaches to professional autonomy have tended to explore the influence of externally
(political) driven accountability policies on teachers’ professional practice. We argue that by
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approaching teachers’ decision-making capacities through the lens of professional space wewill be able
to explore the dynamics between externally- (political and top-down) and internally- (professional and
from within) driven accountability forces in teaching practice in the US, Finland and Norway.

Professional space is understood in this study as objective space, such as the school’s internal and
societal boundaries, as well as the subjective negotiation of this objective space by teachers (Oolbek-
kink-Marchand et al., 2017) and how additionally teachers are producers of professional space. This
puts teachers at the center of the study, in contrast to the more traditional top-down policy
approaches that are often used when exploring e.g., teacher autonomy.

Global accountability policies are initiated and negotiated quite differently in different country
contexts (e.g., Pettersson, 2014; Salokangas et al., 2019). While we know that in both Europe and
North America, there has been increased political involvement in steering and controlling the
teaching profession in various ways, Finland by contrast has held onto the non-regulative, non-con-
trolling and non-testing tradition for decades. Thus, there is a need for comparative research that
analyses teachers’ professional space, opening up further exploration of the personal, communal,
political, administrative, student-related, physical and time-related levels and factors that influence
teachers’ description-making capacities.

We pose the following main research question in this article:How do Finnish, Norwegian and US
teachers experience professional space? Hence, we first explore the concept of teachers’ professional
space empirically among the Finnish, Norwegian and US teachers. Based on this empirical analysis,
we then discuss how professional space may expand on earlier conceptualizations and units of
analysis of teachers’ professional autonomy.

Since we explore teachers’ professional space as an alternative and/or expansion of teacher
autonomy both empirically and conceptually, we will in the next section firstly give a brief confi-
gurative overview of the most recent research combining empirical and conceptual discussions
on teacher autonomy. Secondly, we look at professional space as an analytical framework for
exploring teachers’ decision-making capacities.

Teachers’ “Professional Autonomy” and Teachers’ “Professional Space”

A vast body of literature has empirically explored the phenomenon of teacher professional auton-
omy (e.g., Erss, 2015; Ingersoll, 2009; Mausethagen, 2013a, 2013b; Salokangas & Ainscow, 2017; Sal-
okangas et al., 2019; Wermke & Forsberg, 2017). A prevailing characteristic of these studies is that
their point of departure is that teachers’ autonomy is connected to the degree of external control
and consequently the teachers’ amount of say in their daily work. This may also be documented
in more conceptual work, such as Frostenson (2015), who argues that teacher autonomy needs
to be studied at the organizational level due to the managerial ideologies that are used to evaluate
and influence the nature of teachers’ work. Mausethagen and Mølstad (2015), on the other hand,
bring in aspects of external control and self-governance as control of individuals and/or collective
practices, product and/or process control, and teachers’ capacity to safeguard and justify their own
knowledge base. They found that conceptualizations of teacher autonomy need to move beyond
traditional dichotomies and that they are influenced by both internal (i.e., professional, such as
relating to a professional knowledge base and ethical codes) and external (i.e., political) accountabil-
ity pressure (Mausethagen & Mølstad, 2015).

Several fruitful attempts have been made to nuance and crystallize the concept of teacher auton-
omy (e.g., Cribb & Gewirtz, 2007; Frostenson, 2015; Wermke & Forsberg, 2017; Wermke & Hös-
tfält, 2014), recent studies contributing both empirically and conceptually to the discussion on
teacher-perceived autonomy by Wermke et al. (2019) and Salokangas et al. (2019), who propose
an approach to teacher autonomy as a far more multi-dimensional and context-dependent
phenomenon than earlier studies. They have developed a matrix that captures both teachers’ auton-
omy domains (horizontal axis) and levels or dimensions of autonomy (vertical axis). We propose in
this article that an alternative approach or expansion of studies of professional autonomy may be a
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teachers’ professional space, which opens up for positioning the teacher more actively in their roles
as decision-makers rather than being (purely) determined by external factors. It allows one to
explore teachers’ as actors manoeuvring in their professional space but also to explore the pro-
fessional space in which they are manoeuvring. The reason is that teachers’ manoeuvring is better
understood against the background of the manoeuvring space than as autonomous actions (Ool-
bekkink-Marchand et al., 2017; Priestley et al., 2015). Oolbekkink-Marchand et al. (2017) define
professional space, on the one hand, as space where teachers have to obey rules (i.e., policy docu-
ments, national curriculum, local rules etc.) in their practice, but at the same time, “teachers can be
seen as active interpreters of the school context and the space they have, to act on their own per-
sonal goals” (Oolbekkink-Marchand et al., 2017, p. 38).

In educational research, objective space is often understood normatively in the sense that political,
legal and economic decisions create given structural frames and boundaries for professional practice
(Oolbekkink-Marchand et al., 2017). Such an account rests on the belief that political, legal and econ-
omic decisions have an objective status, that they have the same meaning in different contexts and
practices. Lefebvre (1991) and Schatzki (2010), argue that people do not only understand a given
objective space subjectively but that space can also be understood as socially produced. Teachers pro-
duce space in and through their professional activities. Professional space is created by the way tea-
chers enact policies and other environmental factors in an active and indeterminate way. This means
that the conception of professional space includes both the space environment and active negotiation.
Professional space is made in active manoeuvring, and active manoeuvring is made in professional
space in a dynamic and ecological manner.

Time is also of interest (Oolbekkink-Marchand et al., 2017; Priestley et al., 2015; Schatzki, 2010).
The concept of output assumes a future and a connection between the past, the present and the
future. The future constitutes the professional space of teachers. Traditionally, the past is also
important in teachers’ professional practices, for instance by legitimizing practices by referring
to tradition and by thinking of education as passing knowledge from the past to the present. In
this project we will analyze how teachers’ use and making of time constitutes their professional
space. Is their time-orientation future-, present- or past-oriented? Is their future-orientation near
(the end of the term) or distant (the good life of the students)?

Below we continue by exploring empirically how professional space, both as an empirical entity
(through the analysis of the three cases) and a theoretical construct (in the discussion) opens up for
exploring external and internal factors, as well as the multi-dimensionality of the factors that over
time and beyond physical space influence teachers’ decision-making capabilities.

The Political and Professional Contexts of the Three Cases

This study explores teachers’ professional space in three different contexts: Finnish, Norwegian and
the US, the latter in the state of California. Finnish teachers have a great degree of pedagogical
autonomy and freedom in their work (e.g., Niemi, 2015; Tirri, 2014). Finland has held on to this
non-regulative, non-controlling and non-testing tradition for decades. As Saari et al. (2014, p.
195) suggest, “the ‘success’ of education might be dependent on the autonomy of teachers and
on a less centralized and standardized curriculum”. Since the 1980s decentralization in governance
has led to the abandonment of school inspections, controls have been loosened, and teachers have
been able to decide independently how to implement the curriculum (Saari et al., 2014, p. 194;
Simola, 2015). Thus, the Finnish National Core Curriculum gives very broad guidelines and does
not restrict the pedagogical autonomy of teachers, nor does the government issue standardized test-
ing on a yearly or national basis (e.g., Simola, 2015). Finnish teachers take part in school develop-
ment through, for example, curriculum development and administration at the local level. Schools
can design their work independently, and teachers do not have to worry about someone auditing
their skills or their ability to teach. Nor are the teachers evaluated. The principals lead the school
and its teachers, but there is no evaluation or criteria for a good teacher or good teaching (Jyrhämä
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& Maaranen, 2016). There is only one high-stakes test in Finland, the matriculation exam, which
about half of the population (at approximately 18 years of age) takes (Kupiainen et al., 2009).

In Norway, the teaching profession has since the turn of the millennium increasingly been
steered by accountability policies, frameworks and guidelines. The curriculum design is out-
come-based. However, the accountability policies can be described as “softer” than in countries
such as the US and the UK (Mausethagen, 2013b). In line with this emphasis on outcomes, the
national testing of basic skills was introduced in 2004. School inspection is part of the Norwegian
educational system (e.g., Hall, 2017). While the authorities do not publish league tables, the media
announce the national ranking of schools on an annual basis (Tveit, 2014). Systematic use of data
derived from testing is seen as important to meet the needs of the students, but leads to performance
pressure (Mausethagen et al., 2020). However, there is also great variation between local authorities
at the municipality level about carrying out various national accountability initiatives. In the most
recent curriculum reform, Curriculum Renewal 2020, (introduced after the data in this article were
collected), the emphasis on and number of learning outcomes are slightly reduced, and teachers
report that they are optimistic about a larger space for decision making.

In the case of the US, the state of California will be used as an example case. It is important to
note that different states have different structures and frameworks in place for their teachers and
school systems. However, a common characteristic is that the educational system in the US is rather
strongly structured and framed by accountability policies (Mehta, 2014). While there is no national
curriculum in the United States, states and school districts, do require that certain standards are
used to guide school instruction. In addition, federal law mandates that state standards need to
be developed and improved for states to receive federal assistance. Therefore, each state has devel-
oped content standards for each school subject. Since the early 1980s a vast body of policy reports
has been published in the US on the need to improve the quality of teaching and student results
(Mausethagen, 2013b), such as No Child Left Behind, Race to the Top and Our Future, Our Tea-
chers, Every student succeed etc. Many accountability policies have been introduced at all levels of
the educational system (Cochran-Smith et al., 2013). Value-added measures are used to estimate or
quantify how much of a positive (or negative) effect individual teachers have on student results.
Such measures are reported in studies on, for example, how value-added measures have influenced
practice (Grossman et al., 2013) or how teachers and principals trust classroom observation more
than value-added measures (Goldhaber, 2015; Jiang et al., 2015). However, value-added measures
are increasingly questioned by teachers, researcher and policy makers across the US (Amrein-
Beardsley & Holloway, 2019).

Thus, these three cases are selected due to their differences, ranging on a scale from little or no
control to heavily formal and external control schools and teachers. Norway holds an intermediate
position on the scale, while Finland is especially interesting on account of its high ranking in stu-
dents’ test results. Finland has overall chosen a different path than most counties in the world.

Storyline Method

Based on Beijaard et al. (1999, p. 47), the storyline method fits into the narrative research tradition
because of its emphasis on teachers’ stories. Beijaard et al. (1999), who were inspired by Gergen
(1988; Gergen & Gergen, 1986), were pioneers in using the storyline method in the field of teaching
and teacher education. A storyline represents a teacher’s evaluation of a series of experiences or
events on the vertical line of a graph and is plotted in time on the horizontal line, i.e., the number
of years the individual worked as a teacher.

The Storyline Method in This Study

The authors are “natives” of Finland and Norway. Both authors resided three and twelve months
respectively in California doing ethnographic work. Here they observed classroom work and
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teacher union meetings, and interviewed principals, school administrators and representatives from
the public and the private sector to avoid cultural biases (Afdal, 2019) when collecting and analysis
the storyline data.

We adopted a similar storyline method as that used in a study by Oolbekkink-Marchand et al.
(2017). Our instructions for a storyline were inspired by Oolbekkink-Marchand et al.’s (2017) study:

Below you see a graph [cf. Figure 1] with on the x-axis the time you have been teaching in years. On the y-axis
we want to ask you to draw two lines. Try to recall key experiences during your career that have affected
your professional space.

1. For the first line, we ask you as a teacher to think about the space you perceive you have been
given in your school as a teacher. This may relate, for example, to space you perceive to be for-
mal in your work, or informal in your work. Think about what you find important in your
work in relation to formal and informal space. Draw a line in which you indicate the “amount”
of experienced space you feel as a teacher throughout the year(s) you have been teaching.

2. For the second line, we ask you as a teacher to think about your utilization of the space you
experience as a teacher. To what extent have you as a teacher utilized this space? To what extent
have you utilized this space alone or collectively? Draw a line in which you indicate the
“amount” of space you utilized as a teacher throughout the year(s) you have been teaching.

After you have drawn these two lines, please explain your “ups” and “downs” in the lines. For example, what
caused you to feel this amount of space during this period? What contributed to the fact that you experienced
space? What caused you to use this amount of space? Can you reflect on the differences between given and
utilized space?

We first discussed the concepts “professional space”, “given space” and “utilized space” with the
teachers. When the individual teacher seemed comfortable with the concepts and the task, we left
them alone for a few minutes to work on the graphs. When they signaled that they were ready, we
asked them to tell us about the two graphs and motivate their “ups and downs”, especially discuss-
ing the points where curves changed. Finally, we questioned them about the difference or simi-
larities between the graphs and asked for their reflections.

We chose storyline as our research method for several reasons. Firstly, the method allowed us to
explore both so-called “objective”, “top-down” and external factors as well as the subjective and con-
structed aspects that influence teachers’ professional space. Secondly, themethod allowed us to capture

Figure 1. Storyline template.
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aspects that influenced teachers’ professional space over time and across contexts. Finally, using the
storylinemethod also safeguarded comparable entities (Afdal, 2019) to a greater extent across individ-
ual teachers’ stories as well as across the three cases compared to a more open narrative approach.

The Participants and Data of This Study

The participants of this study were 17 Finnish, 17 Norwegian and 15 Californian teachers. Of the
Finnish and Norwegian teachers, nine were elementary and eight high school teachers, whereas
among the US teachers seven were elementary and eight high school teachers. An additional selec-
tion criterion was that the pool of teachers in each case should be subject teachers within the natural
sciences, languages and arts. We used snowball sampling in our selection of teachers. The length of
their experiences as teachers varied greatly, from four years to over 30 years. Gender was distributed
quite equally between the countries and also represents the general trend of gender distribution of
the profession: four Finnish and Norwegian and three US participants were male. It is important to
note that the three municipalities where we conducted our research may be categorized as upper
middle-class communities where student results are above average.

The data consist of storyline graphs (cf. Figure 1.) and the stories the teachers told after drawing
the graphs. The stories were recorded, and were transcribed verbatim. In this article, the teachers
have been given a code, consisting of a number from 1 to 49, abbreviations for each country, NO, FI
and US. Some of the teachers drew their storylines into the future and speculated about what might
happen, while others did not. Some of the teachers also gave more than one reason for exceeding or
not using all the given space (Table 2 and 3), and that is why the numbers in the tables do not add up
to the number of teachers participating in this study. The number of teachers interviewed does not
open up for generalization to national or state contexts, however we argue that our analysis opens
up for an argumentative discussion on the implication of using professional space as an analytical
lens in three different educational contexts.

Analytical Strategy

In this qualitative study we used inductive content analysis. The graphs were interpreted together
with the stories the teachers told about their career paths and the experiences they had during their
careers. The data were analyzed using data-driven content analysis; thus an open coding scheme
was used based on an inductive approach without specifying a theoretical framework. All stories
were read through several times and key experiences and significant turning points were identified.
Firstly, these key experiences were searched for reasons for using a certain amount of professional
space contrasting it with the amount of given space. Secondly, they were searched for factors that
affected the amount of given space they had experienced in their work. A combined matrix of
reasons and factors was formed. The reasons and factors were placed into main categories (Elo
& Kyngäs, 2008, p. 111; also Dey, 1993).

We analyzed the data from each country context separately for the purpose of comparison, but
also for pragmatic reasons such as language. The data in each case have been treated as one sample,
and we do not make a distinction between teachers from elementary and high school within each
case. We did this for two main reasons. Firstly, we did not find any significant differences between
the teachers from different school levels within each case, and secondly, the number of teachers
from each school level is rather small. Further, treating elementary and high school teachers as
one sample makes our cross case analysis more robust.

Results of the Storylines

The results are presented in the following order. Firstly, we present the general trends in utilized and
given spaces; secondly, we present the reasons for exceeding, not exceeding or using all the given
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professional space; and thirdly, we present the factors that the participants have identified as being
significant for a lot of and for limited given space.

General Trends in Utilized and Given Spaces

Exceeding or not Exceeding the Given Space

The analysis of the storyline graphs began with a rough categorization of the lines based on crossing
the given space line by the utilized space line. The three categories were “Exceeds given space”,
“Crosses the lines a little”, and “Does not exceed given space”.

The storyline graphs were grouped into the “Exceeds given space” category if the space was
exceeded more than half of the timeline. In the “Crosses the lines a little” category, the storyline
graphs were grouped if the two lines crossed at some point or briefly on occasion. In the category
“Does not exceed given space”, the storyline graphs were grouped when the utilized space line never
exceeded the given space line. Table 1 shows the distribution of the storyline graphs in percentages
according to each country.

As can be seen from Table 1, the Norwegian teachers exceeded the given space most, although
the difference with the US teachers is not large. The Finnish teachers differ from the Norwegian and
US teachers by not exceeding the given space so much. The Finnish teachers, however, cross the line
a little more than the US and Norwegian teachers. The biggest proportion of teachers that do not
exceed the given space at all are the Finnish teachers. Below are examples of each type of storyline.
In Figure 2, a Norwegian high school teacher drew her utilized space line entirely above the given
space line.

Figure 3 shows an example by a Finnish elementary teacher who crossed the given space line
only briefly once during her 20-year career.

In Figure 4, an elementary teacher from the US has drawn her utilized space line below or par-
allel to the given space line during her 28-year teaching career.

Reasons for Exceeding, not Exceeding or Using all the Given Space

Reasons for Exceeding the Given Space

In order to understand why the teachers did or did not exceed the given space, we categorized the
reasons they gave. In the following, the reasons are categorized as school-level and personal-level
reasons (Table 2).

School-level Reasons for Exceeding the Given Space
Two kinds of school-level reasons appeared in the descriptions of teachers from all countries. They
were trust from the principal and trust from the school community. This meant that if the principal
and/or the school community trusted the teachers, they were able to work more freely and were
even able to make adaptations in their work. One US elementary teacher explains his view of the
trust the principal gave:

So in the beginning I really had a very supportive boss, I told you this story of how I took less money to work
with her and turned down a job that I had to hopefully work with her… she would give us a very great degree
of freedom and she would trust us… So she believed hire good people and give them freedom. 13US

Table 1. Distribution of storyline graphs.

Finland US Norway

Exceeds the given space 7 (41%) 10 (67%) 12 (71%)
Crosses the line a little 5 (29%) 3 (20%) 1 (6%)
Does not exceed the given space 5 (29%) 2 (13%) 4 (24%)
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A US high school teacher explains how she senses the trust in her school community:

I guess I feel that I am so, like people will trust me enough so I don’t feel like I’m, I don’t know, there
is a level of trust or a belief in what I am doing so I feel like if I wanted to do… you know assign
something brand new, that I wouldn’t get in trouble for it. You know I just feel like I could do that
if I wanted. 7US

For the US and Norwegian teachers also objecting to the principal emerged as a reason for exceed-
ing the given space, in other words doing what they wanted to do despite what the principal might
say or think. The US teachers gave multiple reasons for exceeding the given space, such as for
example, mentioning that as long as student achievement has improved they do not have to
worry as much as before, or objecting to the Common Core and benchmarking and therefore
being ready to exceed the given space.

Figure 2. Storyline by teacher 44NO (exceeds the given space).

Table 2. Reasons for exceeding the given space.

Category Reason for exceeding space Finland US Norway

School Trust from the principal 2 2 2
Trust from the community 1 2 2
Objecting to the principal 1 1
Improved student achievement 1
Objecting to the Common Core 1
Objecting to benchmarking 1
Teaching subject (drama) 1
Updating the learning environment 1

Personal Seniority/experience 2 3 3
Confidence, beliefs 2 2 3
Expertise, confidence in knowing what is best 2 5 2
Being excited, enthusiastic and experimenting 7 3
Accident/not knowing what one can/cannot do 2 1
Being reflective 1
Position of authority 1
Professional development 2
Establishing one’s own cooperation networks 1
Personal freedom in organizing more free time 1
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Personal-level Reasons for Exceeding the Given Space
Teachers from all three countries mentioned certain common reasons for exceeding the given
space. Many participants said that with seniority/experience they felt they could do what they
wanted. A Finnish elementary teacher describes how after about 10 years of teaching experience
she knew how to do things:

I had a kind of secure feeling, so that I knew quite well how to do these things, so I didn’t really need to ask can
I do this, so I know… sort of it became clear what I can do and in what ways. 24FI

These reasons for exceeding the given space are connected to expertise and confidence in knowing
what is best. The teachers, especially in the US, felt that they knew what was best for the students, for
example they knew better than the administrators. Having professional confidence and strong

Figure 3. Storyline by teacher 24FI (crosses the line a little).

Figure 4. Storyline by teacher 9US (does not exceed the given space).
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beliefs that they are experts in the field of teaching are also reasons that could be interpreted from
the teachers’ reasoning. Seven Finnish and three US teachers described that they were so excited and
enthusiastic or wanted to experiment so much, that they exceeded the given space. Also, Finnish
and US teachers reported crossing the line by accident; in other words, they did not know what
they were allowed to do, or did not know the rules and regulations well enough. Finnish teachers
mentioned that they had decided to educate themselves voluntarily (professional development). No
one required them to do that, but they felt that this kind of expansion of the professional knowledge
base was exceeding the professional space.

Reasons for not Being Able or Willing to Use All the Given Space

The teachers also explained why they did not want or were unable to use all the given space (Table
3). There were reasons in common for all teachers, but also some reasons that only some countries
shared as well as those that appeared in only one country.

School-level Reasons for not Using All the Given Space
Three Finnish teachers and one US teacher felt that they had too strict control at the school and for
that reason they were unable to use all the professional space. Finnish and US teachers also said that
the principal was the reason for not using all the space; in other words they felt that the principal
was strict or non-supportive, as one Finnish high school teacher put it:

I started in X high school and it was such a strict school, and there was somehow a really strong hierarchy
between teachers. And as a young beginning teacher, I somehow felt that I was put on a really short leash,
and there were such strong people and the principal was so strict. I felt they didn’t give me space. 28FI

Two US and one Norwegian teacher said that the curriculum (Common Core/ National Core Cur-
riculum) was too restricting for them to use as much space as they felt was given to them. For Fin-
nish and Norwegian teachers the insecurity of a temporary teaching position also caused them to be
unable or unwilling to use all the space they considered was given to them. They felt that they had to
behave in a safe way in order to wish to continue working there. For the Finnish teachers also the
permanent position, which is a very secure position, had an effect that the teachers behaved in a safe
manner. They said that they did not need to show extra activity anymore, because they had achieved
a permanent teaching position. In other words, working less was enough. Reasons that were men-
tioned only once included having a very challenging class, and experiencing pressure from older
colleagues, which meant that the teacher was unable to use all the space that was given.

Table 3. Reasons for not using all the given space.

Category Reason for not using all the space Finland US Norway

School Strict control 3 1
Principal 1 1
Common Core/National Core Curriculum 2 1
Temporary position (more insecure) 1 2
Permanent position (secure) 2
Very challenging class 1
Pressure from older colleagues 1

Personal Lack of confidence 6 4 9
Being a novice 8 8 9
Playing it safe 6 3 2
A feeling of being observed 2 1 1
Personal life 3 4
No reward 1
Decreased motivation 2
Personality (not wanting attention) 1
Lack of competence 1
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Personal-level Reasons for not Using All the Given Space
Especially in the beginning of their careers, the teachers mentioned that they were unable to use all
the given space because they lacked confidence in themselves as professionals. Also, most of them
mentioned that they were still novices, and therefore did not use all the professional space, as these
two Norwegian teachers describe:

I started here in 1996. I worked a year in X city, then I think, maybe I didn’t take as much space. At that time, I
felt very new and relied on the plans and structures already there. Although perhaps the space was large, I
didn’t take much. 39NO

And then, when I started working, I was… then I was very nervous about making mistakes too, right? 38NO

There were also eleven teachers who stated that they wanted to play it safe, in other words, they did
not want to take risks or push limits, but instead wanted to be in their comfort zone. Some teachers
mentioned that they felt that they were being observed, or somehow under the microscope, and
therefore did not dare to use professional space as much as they perhaps could have. Where per-
sonal life was concerned, the Finnish and the US teachers felt that it restricted the use of pro-
fessional space. This meant, for example, having small children at home, or going through a
divorce, and not wanting or having the energy to put into work as much as before or after that
period. Finnish teachers also stated that their motivation had decreased and they did not have
the energy to work harder, because they were able to manage with what they were doing currently.

Reasons for Using All the Given Space

The teachers mentioned reasons why they used all the space provided for them, in other words, they
did not have reasons to go beyond or push boundaries (Table 4).

School-level Reasons for Using all the Given Space
Teachers in all countries mentioned the principal as being a person who made it possible for them
to use the given space to the maximum. Support from the community (principal, colleagues, or
both) was also mentioned as a reason. Norwegian teachers mentioned that working closely with
another teacher (cooperating teacher) helped them to increase the utilized space, whereas one
became a team-leader in her own subject and was included in decision making more than before,
and that made her feel that she was using all the given space.

Personal-level Reasons for Using all the Given Space
Being experienced enough or having a senior position in the community allowed the teachers to
use all the professional space. Finnish and US teachers wanted to give the students as much as
was in their power, which meant using all the possibilities or resources or creating better ones in
order to give “extra” for the students. Confidence in oneself was mentioned by two Finnish and

Table 4. Reasons for using all the given space.

Category Reasons for using all the space Finland US Norway

School Principal 2 1 1
Support 3 1 1
Cooperating teacher 2
Team-leader position 1

Personal Seniority/experience 1 1
Using/creating all possibilities available for students 2 1
Obeying laws/norms 1 1
Confidence in oneself 2 3
Joining the Union 1
Enthusiasm 1
Pedagogical experimentation (no books) 1
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three Norwegian teachers. Finnish and Norwegian teachers mentioned that the teacher’s pro-
fession is one in which you need to obey laws and norms and follow rules and regulations.
In other words, they considered that teachers could use all the given space, but not exceed it.
Individual reasons mentioned by the teachers were also joining the Union, being enthusiastic
about the work and beginning a pedagogical experimentation of not using text books at all in
the teaching.

Factors for a Lot of or Limited Given Space

Factors for a Lot of Given Space

The teachers also described what factors had an effect on the amount of the given space. We cate-
gorized the factors as Administrative factors, Community-related factors, Student-related factors,
Curriculum-related factors, and a Location-related factor (Table 5).

In the administrative factors the significance of the principal was undoubtedly the biggest factor
in encouraging a feeling of a great amount of given space. In the community-related factors, the
support from colleagues was a factor for a lot of given space, which two US and two Norwegian
teachers brought up. Finnish and US teachers mentioned that the school where they worked was
a developmental school, which meant that the atmosphere was such that they felt they were
given a lot of professional space. The Norwegian teachers mentioned sharing planning and shared
responsibilities as factors for a lot of given space. In the student-related factors, for the US teachers,
factors that caused them to feel that they were given a lot of space were high student achievement,
which two teachers mentioned. This meant that when there was higher student achievement, they
felt they had more freedom or not such a strict atmosphere. In the curriculum-related factors, for
Finnish and Norwegian teachers the National Core Curriculum provided a feeling of a lot of given
space. A Norwegian teacher described that her school was located geographically in such a place
that provided more opportunities and the feeling of a lot of given space.

Factors for Limited Given Space

The teachers also revealed factors that affected their feelings of having limited given space (Table 6).
These were categorized as Administrative factors, School-related factors, Curriculum-related fac-
tors, Student-related factors, and Community-related factors.

As Table 6 shows, the teachers from all three countries repeatedly mention the principal as a
focal factor, this time, limiting their given space in the administrative factors. For the US and Nor-
wegian teachers control from the school or district was a significant factor for limited professional

Table 5. Factors for a lot of given space.

Category Factors for a lot of space Finland US Norway

Administration Principal 9 5 5
District 1
Few formal restrictions 1

Community Support from colleagues 2 2
Developmental school 6 1
Sharing planning 1
Shared responsibilities 1

Students High student achievement 2
Motivated students 1
High socio-economic background students 1

Curriculum National Core Curriculum 2 1
IB Program 1
Non-tested subject 1

Location Geographical location of school 1
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space. Norwegian teachers mentioned several different factors for limited given space. Only the Fin-
nish and US teachers mentioned school-related limiting factors, namely not having enough
resources in the school, or working in a small school, whereas curriculum-related factors were men-
tioned only by the US and Norwegian teachers. The US and the Norwegian teachers also mentioned
student-related factors, for instance lower student achievement, learning outcomes and that stu-
dents are becoming more demanding. Only the Finnish teachers mentioned community-related
factors.

The overview in Table 6 further shows that it seems that most of the reasons given for limitation
of space mentioned by the teachers may be related to the individual teachers work trajectories rather
than to some local, national or cross-national trends among the teachers. The variation in and chal-
lenges with students are not mentioned as focal factors by many teachers. Another striking differ-
ence across all the categories is that the Finnish teachers mentioned fewer factors that limit their
professional space than the Norwegian and US teachers. Finally, surprisingly few teachers across
all three country contexts mentioned the curriculum, learning outcomes, documentation require-
ments and test regimes as limitations on their professional space.

Concluding Discussion

The empirical aim in this article was to explore teachers’ experience of professional space in three
different political and professional contexts. Although their political contexts are different, tea-
chers have traditionally been categorized as largely autonomous in Finland, “softly restricted”
in Norway, and more extensively restricted in California. Firstly, in our analysis of teachers’ pro-
fessional space in the three countries, how they utilized it and what factors played a role in experi-
encing the given space, had many commonalities. The general trends we found do to a certain
extent reflect findings from earlier research on e.g., teacher professionalism and/or professional
autonomy. The Finnish teachers experience a lot of space and trust; however, they are at the
same time the most obedient when it comes to given space. Given and utilized space over the
time of their career collapse into one dimension for most Finnish teachers. The difference between
the US and Norwegian teachers are smaller than expected. Overall, the majority of teachers from
both contexts are willing to exceed the given space if needed or when required both in terms of
time and experience.

Table 6. Factors for limited given space.

Category Factors for limited space Finland US Norway

Administration Principal 1 5 3
Control from school or district 4 3
Lack of trust 1
Increased documentation 1
Compulsory office hours 4
Less free time 1
More teaching hours 1
Compulsory team work/meetings 2
No Child Left Behind Act 2
Merging of schools 2

School Catholic school 1
Lack of resources 2
Small school 1
Socio-economically low school 1

Curriculum Testing 1 1
Common Core/National Core Curriculum 1 2
Subject (Maths) 1

Students Lower student achievement 1
Learning outcomes 1
Students are more demanding 1

Community Communication with parents difficult 1
Problems in the school community 1
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Secondly, we found that factors influencing professional space were mentioned by nearly all tea-
chers. In all three country contexts professional space was argued for and distributed among admin-
istrative, community-related and student-related factors, as well as the curriculum, and location.

Thirdly, teachers in all three contexts show that the factors they raise as decisive for utilizing and
developing professional space are anchored locally and in time more than being related to national
or statewide policy frames and structures. Surprisingly few teachers in the three contexts mention
the curriculum, learning outcomes, documentation requirements and test regimes as strong limit-
ations on their experience and construction of professional space. The US and Norwegian teachers,
however, did feel that accountability issues were more pressing. Mausethagen (2013a), Buchanan
(2015), and Löfgren (2015) have found similar restrictive factors, though this particular factor
was absent among the Finnish teachers. The Finnish teachers mentioned that the National Core
Curriculum was a factor that provided a lot of space.

Fourthly, the reasons the teachers gave for exceeding or not exceeding professional space is a
mixture of personal and professional reasons. The early years of the career (little experience and
confidence) and local school leadership (degree of steering and control) are especially mentioned
as key factors.

Finally, the most significant finding of this study is the role of the principal, which was a com-
mon factor in all three countries. The principal was mentioned in all the countries as playing both a
positive and a negative role. The principal played a significant role in allowing freedom, in matters
of trust and in providing a feeling or atmosphere in which the teachers were able to use professional
space either to the maximum or even exceed it. The principal could also have a negative affect by
being strict or controlling, and thus restricting or reducing the teachers’ use and sense of pro-
fessional space. Trust was another common finding. Teachers who felt they were trusted either
by the principal or by their school community felt they had a large amount of professional
space. This study, like many before, shows how unconfident new teachers feel at the beginning
of their careers. Such teachers need support, concrete advice as well as mentoring.

This study includes a limited sample that was selective and convenient, necessitating that tea-
chers’ professional space be investigated with a much larger sample. The samples we collected
from each country were from a socio-economically average or above average region. This is also
a limiting factor and should be taken into account when interpreting the findings. In future studies,
it is of the utmost importance that samples are collected from different socio-economic areas. The
storyline method has its limitations, such as an inability to recall past experiences, events, or feel-
ings. Modifying the storyline method assignment, for example by giving the task well in advance
and giving teachers time to recall the past, could help. However, towards the end of this article
we argue that our way of approaching teachers’ professional space and future provides a fruitful
expansion of professional autonomy. We end this article with an argument for how our conceptu-
alization of professional space may expand on earlier conceptualizations and units of analysis of
teachers’ professional autonomy.

Like Wermke et al.’s (2019) and Salokangas et al.’s (2019) analysis of teacher-perceived auton-
omy, we find that teachers’ experience of professional space is a multidimensional phenomenon.
Professional space captures various social domains that teachers operate within (in our case e.g.,
classroom, school, school district, national context). It also captures various loci or level of auton-
omy and control (in our case in relation to e.g., administration, local professional community, stu-
dent-related work and the curriculum). However, we argue that by exploring professional space as
we have conceptualized it, we capture more than teachers’ experience of external control over their
decision-making capacity. We were able to grasp both external (political and top-down) and
internal (professional and from-within) factors influencing professional work (cf. Mausethagen
and Mølstad, 2015). However, in all three contexts, the internal factors were largely individual
rather than rising from the professional community. Our empirical analysis also shows that control
and managerial ideologies (cf. Frostenson, 2015; Salokangas et al., 2019; Wermke et al., 2019) only
partly reflect the factors influencing teachers’ amount of say in their work. We found that the
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teachers also made distinctions between influential factors and near actors (local district, principal)
and distant actors (e.g., state wise /national). It is clear that proximity on a daily basis surpasses even
legal policy initiatives when it came to the teachers’ scope of action. Personal reasons and pro-
fessional experiences over time turned out to be more influential across the three contexts despite
the argument that the three contexts in earlier research have been defined as varying from little or
no control (Finland) to, medium control (Norway) to heavily formal external control (US). The
results in our empirical analysis showed that the time dimension has been absent in earlier studies
and discussions on teachers’ autonomy. Mausethagen and Mølstad (2015), Wermke et al. (2019)
and Salokangas et al. (2019) have laid the groundwork for portraying professional autonomy as
fixed, especially to a specific time, independent of the career trajectory of the teachers and contex-
tual changes locally and statewide or nationally. Approaching professional space also allows one to
explore changes over time including the past, the present and expectations for the future. Finally,
professional space allows one to put the teacher at the center. The distinction between perceived
versus utilized space allows the researcher to regard teachers as agents who create their own
decision-making capacity rather than being mostly determined by external control mechanisms.
Our findings indicate that teachers exploit and expand their professional space despite the increase
in external control mechanisms and accountability initiatives.
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