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Global processes are transforming educational policy around the world in complex ways, 
with different implications for different local arenas. Over the last two decades, a global 
neoliberal policy paradigm has emerged, placing the teacher at its centre. Two well-known 
examples are the OECD report on education and training policy, ‘Teachers Matter’, and the 
McKinsey & Company report entitled ‘How the World’s Best-Performing School Systems 
Come Out on Top’. It now seems more important than ever to highlight some alternatives 
that might contribute to a broader understanding of the meaning of being a teacher.

In a time of standardised performance and accountability, this special issue raises criti-
cal questions about the space for teachers’ agency and teachers as curriculum agents. 
The different articles from some of our most distinguished researchers in the field pro-
vide essential perspectives on the question of where, when and how teachers matter. Our 
interest is not primarily to understand the scope of teachers’ agency but rather to under-
stand what becomes important for teachers in their everyday activities, such as teaching 
students, handling educational norms and rules, working in a local as well as a global soci-
ety etc. A  common theme throughout the articles is that teachers matter in spaces where 
they can act as moral subjects in their profession in the present, drawing on collective and 
individual experiences of the past whilst imagining a desired future.

The chapters in this book were originally published as a special issue of the Journal of 
Curriculum Studies.

Ninni Wahlström is Professor of Education at Linnæus University, Sweden. Her current 
research focuses on transnational and national policy discourses and their implications 
for national curriculum and classroom teaching from a perspective of critical curriculum 
theory. She is also interested in educational philosophy and theory, specifically in pragma-
tism. She is the author of Transnational Curriculum Standards and Classroom Practices: The 
New Meaning of Teaching (with Daniel Sundberg, 2017).

Daniel Alvunger is a Senior Lecturer in Education in the Department of Pedagogy and 
Learning at Linnæus University, Sweden. He is a member of the Studies in Curriculum, 
Teaching and Evaluation research group and his research concerns curriculum theory 
with a special focus on the complex and intertwined relations between transnational 
policy, national educational and curriculum reforms and the implications of reforms in 
local schools. His interests also include curriculum innovation, school development and 
educational leadership.
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Daniel Sundberg is Professor of Education at Linnæus University, Sweden, where he is 
the co-leader of the Studies in Curriculum, Teaching and Evaluation research group. His 
main field of research is education reforms, curriculum and teaching, where changes over 
time and place in what counts as knowledge are central. More recently, he has investi-
gated changing relations between educational research, politics of education and teach-
ing practices from historical and comparative perspectives.
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                                             INTRODUCTION    

 Teachers matter – but how?         

   Daniel     Alvunger          ,  Daniel     Sundberg           and  Ninni     Wahlström        

 ‘School is a place where tests are failed and passed, where amusing things happen, where 
new insights are stumbled upon, and skills acquired’ (Jackson,  1990 ). We all know what a 
school is and we all know that our assumptions of what a school is differ depending who it 
is who knows. Our knowing about school matters, because it is largely from our understand-
ing of the school’s task we shape our notion of a ‘good’ teacher and the characteristics of 
valuable and important teaching. 

 In this special issue, we start from a general policy assumption about teachers and teach-
ing particularly clearly summarized in the 2005 report  Teachers Matter: Attracting, Developing 
and Retaining Effective Teachers  by the Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and 
Development (OECD). The report states that teacher policy is high on national agendas and 
that teachers are ‘the most significant resource in schools’ for improving efficiency and equity 
in school. Thus, the policy report states school improvement largely depends on ‘ensuring 
that competent people want to work as teachers, that their teaching is of high quality, and 
that all students have access to high quality teaching’ (OECD,  2005 , p. 7). Against a back-
ground of an increasingly centralized transnational and national governance of school, 
emphasizing international comparisons (Dale & Robertson,  2009 ; Lawn & Grek,  2012 ; Meyer 
& Benavot,  2013 ; Nordin & Sundberg,  2014 ; Rizvi & Lingard,  2010 ) and a curriculum charac-
terized by performativity and educational effectiveness (Ball,  2003 ; Kelly,  2009 ), we are inter-
ested in teachers’ significance and conditions for teacher agency. However, we regard the 
policy field mainly as the background, from which we retain the fundamental claim that 
‘teachers matter’. In contrast to policy documents, the intention in this special issue is to 
explore in what different ways, at what different times and in what different spaces teachers 
truly matter, without having any answers in advance – that is, outside the area of policy 
highroads but still against a backdrop of a policy of accountability and standards.   

 A temporal understanding of curriculum and teacher agency 

 Conceptions of school and teaching influence the way teachers think about teaching and 
how they actually conduct their work in the classroom. With reference to Hansen ( 2001 ), 
teaching has its own integrity. Teaching here is viewed as a moral and intellectual practice 
developed from within the person, rather than getting one’s norms imposed from outside. 
Through our subjectivity, we can begin to know ourselves and the world we inhabit, 
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imprinted by culture and history. Genuine learning and growth, for teachers and their stu-
dents, cannot be hastened; it is a process with its own dimension of time. Teachers’ profes-
sional identities, who they are and the meanings teachers attribute to their work and the 
meanings that are attributed to them by others, are shaped not only by organizational and 
subject-related aspects but also by their relationships to colleagues, students and parents 
and a life outside of school (Day & Gu,  2010 ). 

 We suggest that it is helpful to understand curriculum in its verb form when we want to 
include several aspects of curriculum, for example the official curriculum, the implicit cur-
riculum and the ‘null curriculum’, that is, what is omitted from curriculum (Eisner,  1979 ). The 
verb form of curriculum suggested by Pinar, Reynolds, Slattery, and Taubman ( 2004 ) is  currere , 
emphasizing the lived experience of curriculum. Cherryholmes ( 2002 ) parallels the reciprocal 
dependence of curriculum/ currere  with the curriculum/non-curriculum distinction noted 
by Eisner ( 1979 ). In order to conceptualize the complex field that represents teachers’ action 
arena, we need to understand the teacher’s role as the one who transforms curriculum into 
practical teaching, with all the actual choices of inclusions and exclusions that such a trans-
formation requires, and the one who converts the curriculum content into a form that 
becomes intelligibly and interesting for pupils. In this process, teachers can handle curricu-
lum texts ‘as artists’ who choose within the limits of the situations in which they find them-
selves, ‘how to conceptualize curriculum/ currere ’ (Cherryholmes,  2002 , p. 125), that is how 
to make a distinction between the course of study and the way it will be experienced. By 
understanding teaching as a curriculum event, Doyle ( 1992 ) uses the verb to ‘author’ curric-
ulum. Teaching is understood as a curriculum process, which means that classrooms are 
contexts in which students encounter curriculum events when teachers link the institutional 
curriculum to the classroom context. These curriculum events in classroom settings become 
jointly constructed by teachers and students in their authoring and responding roles. 

 Schools and schooling have consequences by virtue of what they teach and what they 
avoid teaching. Teachers and students are individual subjects who experience curricula in 
a combination of content and the way it is taught, as well as the way some content is left 
outside. In addition, the administrative systems which manifest in terms of accountability 
and different forms of control systems need to be included in the three forms of curriculum 
mentioned above. Through an understanding of curriculum and being a teacher as activities 
taking place in certain environments structured by time and space, it becomes possible to 
perceive teacher agency as reconstructions: as a re-assembling of the past, a re-anticipation 
of the future and a re-understanding of the presence. Subjectivity and subjective recon-
structions ‘[require] installing sharp distinctions among the three temporal domains in order 
to forestall their blurring and to enable memory, morality, and agency’ (Pinar,  2011 , p. 159). 
To learn anything from the presence, individually and collectively, we need to remember 
the past as well as foresee some of the future. In a study of teacher agency, Emirbayer and 
Mische ( 1998 ) have emphasized the importance of comprehending agency as temporality 
also in an analytical sense. They therefore define agency as a temporally constructed engage-
ment, based on the habits, imagination and judgements of what seems best to do at the 
present with respect to what has been and what one wants to achieve.   

2

TEACHERS MATTER – BUT HOW?


