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Abstract

Purpose — Since 2017, partnerships between teacher education and schools have been prioritized to enhance
competence development in Norway. In this context, teacher educators are tasked with designing different kinds
of learning resources for schoolteachers. The study aims to shed light on the process of designing a learning
resource for interdisciplinarity in schools, which is a core element of the National Curriculum LK20.
Design/methodology/approach — The participants in this study were three teacher educators who collaborated
digitally over a period of 16 months. The data are based on transcripts of six of the 10 meetings and
supplemented by notes and minutes. By using frame analysis as the theoretical framework, the analysis zooms in
on the microprocesses that evolved during the collaboration and the course of the design process.

Findings — The findings show how the teacher educators framed interdisciplinarity in the learning resource and
how they focused on reflexivity as a way to ensure robust competence development in schoolteachers’ praxes.
The study also shows that without the opportunity to collaborate directly with the schoolteachers may have been
regarded as local policymakers instead of partners in the learning process. These insights suggest that there was a
gap between the goal of mutual benefit from the collaboration articulated in the decentralized strategy and the
design realities with which the teacher educators were faced.

Research limitations/implications — This paper illuminates a partnership with minimal contact between
teacher educators and teachers in schools. Other forms of cooperation will be able to show examples of
competence development that, to a greater extent, form the basis for more equal partnerships. Also, the study
does not pay attention to how partnerships or the design of the learning resource contribute to raising
competence within teacher education.

Practical implications — The paper questions an approach to partnership where dialog and interaction between
the partners are limited, and whether the design of generic learning resources can be accurate enough to
contribute sufficient learning opportunities for schools without sufficient knowledge about the local context.
Originality/value — The paper shares explicit insight into teacher educators’ collaborative practices and
processes of meaning making behind a learning design.

Keywords Competence development, Teacher education, Frame analysis, Design for learning,
Practitioner research
Paper type Research paper

Introduction

In this study I examine how three teacher educators, including myself, participated in
meaning-making processes throughout the course of designing a learning resource on
interdisciplinarity for schoolteachers. In 2017, Norwegian educational authorities introduced a
decentralized program for competence development in schools (Norwegian Directorate for
Education and Training, 2023). This program involves, among other things, schools
cooperating with universities or university colleges to plan, implement, and evaluate
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competence-enhancing initiatives based on local needs. Although teacher education and School-University

practice intersect at several points and have long traditions of cooperation, the decentralized
competence model involves new ways of working together. The relationship between the field
of practice and universities has traditionally been based on the former as a “customer” and the
latter as a “provider” of various forms of professional development courses (Borg et al., 2023).
In the new model, the term partnership is frequently used, and reciprocity is regarded as both
an objective and a condition for cooperation (Norwegian Directorate for Education and
Training, 2023). In a partnership, teacher educators in universities or university colleges are
given the task of designing learning resources to meet the local needs of partner schools.
The role of a teacher educator is complex, diverse, heterogeneous, and, in some sense,
ambiguous (Smith & Flores, 2021), but a core activity is teaching how to teach. This activity
usually takes place on campus or in a digital classroom, and the student body often lacks a
skilled background within the schoolteacher profession. In Norway, the context created by the
decentralized program, in which teacher educators are tasked with creating learning resources
for schools and schoolteachers, is a fairly new endeavor that differs from preparing and
executing teaching on campus or online. Frameworks, prerequisites, and the experiences of
learners are different and require that teacher educators immerse themselves in unfamiliar
contexts. In many ways, teacher educators who collaborate with schools and schoolteachers
move in unfamiliar landscapes and must balance several different considerations and
expectations. This study therefore takes as its starting point the following research questions:

(1) How do teacher educators frame competence development for schoolteachers when
designing a learning resource on interdisciplinarity?

(2) What challenges and opportunities do teacher educators face in the design process
when direct collaboration with schools is limited?

The research questions are discussed by examining the process in which we, as teacher
educators, designed a learning resource on interdisciplinarity in schools. The negotiations
underlying decisions made in the design process have received little attention in previous
research (Goodyear & Dimitriadis, 2013). Using frame analysis as a tool, this article examines
the perspectives of teacher educators on the process of designing competence-enhancing
learning resources for teachers in schools. The objective is to share explicit insight into teacher
educators’ collaborative practices and processes of meaning making behind a learning design.
The data underlying the analysis are recordings of six digital collaborative meetings. A central
argument is that, when direct collaboration between university and schools is limited, teacher
educators enter the role as policymakers instead of becoming partners in a mutual learning
process. Also, when the expectations to be part of a genuine partnership are not met, a sense of
inadequacy prevails. As this article identifies, the historical and culturally embedded synergies
between teacher education and schools can be an obstacle for new forms of collaboration to
develop and make it difficult to identify the core problems a learning design should target.
Since I was one of the three teacher educators who contributed to the design process, this study
is also a contribution to practitioner research.

Context for the design process

Interdisciplinarity, both within and across subjects, plays an important role in the updated
Norwegian curriculum (LK20), which was introduced in the fall of 2020. The new curriculum
emphasizes three interdisciplinary topics: sustainable development, health and life skills, and
democracy and citizenship. These topics are described in detail in the curriculum and are
included in the subjects for which they comprise a central part of the academic content
(Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2020) [1]. In practice this means that at
least one topic is included in every subjects. In the process of reforming the curriculum, the
three topics received much public attention, which spurred a renewed interest in
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interdisciplinarity in schools. As partners in the decentralized program, two colleagues and I
were assigned the task of designing a learning resource on interdisciplinarity specifically for
three elementary schools in one Norwegian municipality. The municipality was part of a larger
network of municipalities, which expressed a need for the development of learning resources
on interdisciplinarity. The network leader narrowed down this focus on interdisciplinarity to
encompassing connections within and between subjects. This again was based on a perceived
need for the schools to spend time familiarizing themselves with the (new) curriculum as a
whole. Interdisciplinarity and connections in and between subjects thus formed the pegs onto
which we, as teacher educators, hooked our learning design.

The learning resource we designed consists of eight modules that each address the topics of
curriculum understanding, interdisciplinary active learning, student participation,
cooperative learning, self-determination and democratic formation, creative and aesthetic
learning processes, and creating lasting change in practice. Each module consists of three
stages—preparatory work, intermediate work, and follow-up work. The competence package
was structured in such a way that schools work on four modules in the first half of the school
year and the remaining four in the second half. The preparatory work is an individual activity
that involves watching a short film about the module’s topic or reading research-based texts
and then answering questions related to reflections on one’s own practice. In the intermediate
work, the teachers come together and explore different understandings of the module’s theme
and share reflections on their own practice. Based on subsequent group discussions, they then
agree on something they want to try out with students. The succeeding preparatory work
contains a new reflection on how the trial went and the introduction of a new topic.
Throughout, the focus is on the teachers’ individual and collective understanding, with the aim
of using their experiences and collective reflections to make adjustments in their own praxes.
The different modules can be used independently of each other, but together, they represent a
holistic approach to interdisciplinarity.

In general, there is limited research on teacher educators’ work on course development and
teaching practices (Smith, 2022; Engelsrud et al., 2023). In the specific context of the
decentralized program in Norway, so far only a handful of studies have been conducted on the
topic. Fylkesnes and Lindahl (2021) highlighted primary school teachers’ feelings of lacking
information and influence in collaborations with university partners, suggesting the need for
improved partnerships. Folkvord and Midthassel (2021) also stressed equality and good
relationships as essential for learning in partnerships, while Hermansen and Mausethagen
(2023) called for greater insight into operationalizing equality in partnerships. Reinertsen and
Hafstad (2021) critiqued the linguistic framing of educational policies, emphasizing the
importance of processing understandings rather than defining terms. Bjernvik and og Bratteng
(2023) discussed the program’s potential for enhancing collaboration but noted that pre-made
solutions limit cultural understanding. The Norwegian Work Research Institute (AFI) at
OsloMet has been tasked with evaluating the program (2019-2025). Preliminary
investigations (Borg et al., 2023) indicated that teacher education institutions already are
becoming less involved in local competence development due to entrenched perceptions of
their role as course providers. In addition, in a literature review on Nordic teacher education
(Forsstrom & Munthe, 2023) only a handful of the studies targeted teacher educators as
professionals, where also Hordvik et al. (2020) noticed the lack of research on teacher
education practices.Therefore, understanding how teacher educators design competence-
enhancing learning resources for schoolteachers contributes to broader knowledge about the
role of teacher educators in general and their specific roles in school-university partnerships.

Theoretical approach

Learning design can be described as a cyclical collaborative process consisting of the
development, evaluation, analysis, and improvement of the design, with the aim of it being
applicable in practice and contributing to the development of theory (Christensen et al., 2012).
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This is a topic that, in research, has received less attention than the outcomes of designs but that
is crucial for the final result (Goodyear & Dimitriadis, 2013).

Broadly speaking, design involves creating something new or finding new connections or
ways to use something that already exists (Selander & Kress, 2012). The starting point for
designing for learning is, paradoxically, that other people’s learning cannot be designed, just as
experiences or feelings cannot be designed for others (Goodyear & Dimitriadis, 2013).
Designing for learning is not about transferring knowledge to a passive recipient but about
creating prerequisites for learning that give learners the opportunity to develop understanding
and act in meaningful ways in the social contexts in which they take part (Selander & Kress,
2012; Laurillard, 2012). What we can design, then, are suggestions for activities that spur
engagement in the form of tasks or artifacts but with an awareness that a correlation between
what is designed and the learning activities in which people engage is not always in place. The
relationship between what is designed and what the learner ends up doing (and with whom)
depends, among other things, on how the learner understands the requirements or expectations
that form the basis of a designed task and then enacts accordingly. In addition, within the local
context and through interactions with students, schoolteachers create their own social realities
(Philippakos et al., 2021). In other words, design for learning should be understood as an
indirect practice that enables designers to make more informed decisions about how they
design learning activities and interventions (Conole, 2013). Research on learning design
includes both empirical studies that can contribute to understanding design processes and the
development of various learning design resources, tools, and activities. In both instances, an
important task is to make the design process explicit and shareable, to which this study
contributes by highlighting how teacher educators collaborate to design competence-
enhancing learning resources for teachers in schools.

Goodyear and Dimitriadis (2013) use the term “learn time” when referring to the moment
when a design is tested in practice. The actors involved in the design can, as in the case of this
study, be different from those who are responsible for what happens during learn time, which
has consequences for and affects how and what is designed. If the designer and the teacher are
the same person, changes in design or corrections of errors can be made relatively easily. This
has clear advantages but also makes it more difficult to see whether the design actually works
well in practice. In situations in which a designer’s ability to change a design or correct errors
and deficiencies is limited or absent, the design is crucial (Goodyear & Carvalho, 2020).
Selander and Kress (2012) talked about an offered meaning, the designer’s intent or goal, and
the learner’s perceived meaning. Both the resources constructed, and the perceived meaning of
those resources are culturally rooted. In addition, the learner’s attention will be directed to
what is perceived as significant, which in turn varies according to cultural patterns and
personal experiences. Although both teacher educators and schoolteachers are occupied with
education, they find themselves in two different worlds (Coburn et al., 2008; Penuel et al.,
2015). Understanding school cultures and teachers’ practices will impact whether the design
improves learning.

In this article, I use frame analysis (Goffman, 1974; Coburn et al., 2008) to examine teacher
educators’ work with design for learning. To be able to answer the question, “What is
happening here?”, Goffman (1974, p. 21) started from the fact that we perceive, locate,
identify, and sort a situation based on basic frames. In other words, frames are about how
humans perceive, organize, and communicate reality. Information by itself does not have an
inherent meaning; it is up to individuals and groups to actively create understanding.
Understanding is created by placing new information into existing cognitive frameworks,
which Coburn (2006) referred to as worldviews. By “framing,” different actors can define a
situation or problem and determine how best to respond, thereby controlling collective actions.
Frame analysis provides us with conceptual tools for examining the ways in which ideas are
created and used to mobilize action (Coburn et al., 2008). It helps us understand the process
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that underlies a person’s interpretation of a problem and potential solutions through social
interaction and negotiation.

Snow and Benford (1988) divided framing into three core activities. First, diagnostic
framing involves defining a problem and simultaneously attributing responsibility. How a
problem is framed is important because it directs focus toward some aspects of the problem
and not to others and identifies certain individuals or groups as responsible for the problem—
namely, those who are accountable for change (Benford & Snow, 2000). Second, prognostic
framing offers a possible solution to the problem by setting goals and proposing strategies to
achieve those goals (Benford & Snow, 2000; Coburn, 2006). There is usually a direct
relationship between diagnostic and prognostic framings but finding the causes and solutions
to a particular problem does not automatically lead to corrective actions. Consequently,
motivation is the last core activity. Third, motivational framing provides actors with a rationale
and incentives to engage in and perform an action (Benford & Snow, 2000).

In the work of establishing new frames, various processes unfold, to which adjustment and
resonance are central (Snow et al., 1986; Coburn, 2006). Frame adjustment involves
connecting new frames to the interests and values of those to be mobilized or linking goals for
change to other known conditions and experiences. The extent to which a frame is able to create
such connections depends on resonance, which is understood as a frame’s potential to resonate
with participants and motivate them to act or support a decision (Coburn et al., 2008). Lane
(2020) supplemented the frame processes by adding normative and regulatory frames.
Normative frames encompass expectations for interactions or actions, while regulatory frames
are related to how behavior should be monitored or controlled. Framing is often a process that is
disputed, as the situation or problem is portrayed in different ways, often with conflicting
implications for roles, responsibilities, and resources. An individual or collective interpretive
frame can also be used strategically to shape others’ meaning-making processes, thereby
mobilizing action. Benford and Snow (2000) called this frame disputes. Frame processes can
also be challenged when participants bring forth counterframes with alternative representations
of a situation, which can have implications for roles, responsibilities, and resources.

In social negotiations about interpretation and meaning, not all voices are equal. Coburn
(2006) was, therefore, particularly concerned with how different actors have different roles
and authority. Negotiations about frames are often shaped by power and authority structures,
and frames presented by individuals with greater authority tend to be favored in negotiations of
meaning. Lane (2020) built his understanding on the assumption that certain individuals hold a
prominent position or are influential enough to frame new messages or guidelines and then
impose their definition of the situation on others. It would therefore be legitimate to ask who
has access to resources and authority and, thus, how to define problems in specific ways.
Furthermore, Lane (2020) was concerned with how messages are framed when communicated
across and within institutions. Framing here involves an extension of individual meaning
making and can help explain how people together can create meaning. It is also assumed that
people usually find themselves in already defined situations and use their existing frames to
understand a new situation. Over time, groups form common perspectives or definitions of a
situation, enabling socially coherent actions. Agreement on how to proceed can be both
explicit and tacit. At the same time, a common perspective dictates that only certain actions are
appropriate. Once a perspective is established, the actors have a frame of reference to guide and
assess others’ actions.

The starting point of frame analysis is that local actors, through their interpretations, are
also “local policymakers” (Coburn, 2006). The decisions and actions of local actors shape how
policy plays out in practice, and such local interpretations shape the direction of
implementation. Local actors—in this case, teacher educators—actively construct their
understanding by interpreting new guidelines through their own frames consisting of existing
beliefs, practices, and experiences. It may therefore be relevant to view teacher educators as
local policymakers in the context of designers of learning resources for teachers. Frame
analysis can also provide insight into micro-communication processes in a collaboration
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negotiations that take place before the establishment of new action frames. This article
explores aspects of the participants’ framing of a problem situation, negotiations of
understanding, and final solutions to the problem. In this study, “problem” refers to the task of
designing a competence development resource for schoolteachers. This article investigates the
ways in which teacher educators’ framing of the decentralized competence development
program influences the direction and outcomes of the collaboration.

Method and data production

The participants in this study were two other teacher educators and myself, who collaborated in
designing a learning resource on interdisciplinarity in schools. The fact that the three of us
ended up working together was more or less coincidental. Teacher educators engaged in the
decentralized program are normally recruited based on their competencies and previous
experiences, and the scope depends on the number of working hours allocated to the
assignment. Two of the teacher educators, myself included, shared responsibility for the work,
while the third participant was included based on the academic background, which was
relevant to the entirety of the learning resource. To maintain anonymity, the academic
affiliation, gender, age, or tasks of the participants are not described in this article. The
decentralized program assignment brought us together, and all cooperation took place digitally
due to different campus affiliations and the large distances between the university’s locations.
Although the subject of this study was learning design and framing, the work should be
characterized as insider research (Fangen, 2010) and practitioner research (Heikkinen et al.,
2016). As a contributor to the development of the learning resource, along with the other
teacher educators, I inevitably investigated my own practice. However, the emphasis of the
study was our joint effort, not my personal experiences or reflections.

Insider research or research on one’s own practice can be criticized for lacking distance and
having unclear roles in the work (Kvernbekk, 2005; Fangen, 2010). Lewis and Quinnell (2024)
also highlighted that researching higher education practices as an insider can be ethically
complex, especially since the research intersects with professional identities, lived
experiences, and the workplace. At the same time, the insights gained from an insider
perspective can serve as a foundation for change (Kahn & Anderson, 2019). Therefore, the
researcher should aspire to assume the roles of participant and learner, rather than controlling
the change process (Fox et al., 2007). To minimize role challenges, Wadel (2014) suggested
clearly distinguishing and separating the roles of participant and observer. During the meetings
and the work on the learning resource, I participated in conversations and activities on the same
terms as the other two participants. Simultaneously, T was conscious of my role and influence
on the final result and strived to adopt a critical attitude toward my own assumptions and
attitudes toward practice (Fox et al., 2007). The fact that I would also use the collaboration as a
basis for research inevitably influenced my behavior, making me careful to let the other two
participants have their say and trying not to lead the discussions in certain directions. Because I
also researched the field, I had a different engagement in the topic and acquired more
knowledge than the other participants about partnerships in general and decentralized
programs in particular. This self-awareness could have limited my actions and statements; at
the same time, it is speculative to assume that the outcome would have been different if I had
not already been in the role of a researcher from the beginning.

I mainly assumed the role of observer in the review and analysis of the recordings. The
analysis work was carried out half a year after the learning resource was completed. Creating
distance in time is a way to create distance from the material, thereby taking a more distanced
approach to the analysis than if it had been carried out immediately afterward. Data for the
study were created from six digital collaboration meetings that took place over about
16 months, from spring 2022 to spring 2023. The planning and preparation of the learning
resource extended over 16 months, following 10 meetings, six of which produced recordings.
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From the remaining four meetings, notes were written that supplemented the reconstruction of
the process. The collaboration meetings had a total duration of seven hours, 10 minutes, and 46
seconds, resulting in 84 pages of transcribed dialogue. The number of participants at the
meetings varied, but after the meetings, summaries were sent out based on central discussions
and decisions for further work. The data constituted a large volume of material with a range of
themes, but because in this study I illuminate how we as teacher educators frame competence
development for teachers, much of this will be the focus of future work. With frame analysis as
the starting point, attention was directed toward various microprocesses that drove the work
forward. Microprocesses are related to the exploration of and negotiations about different
frames and the establishment of new action frames. The coding work therefore began with a
rough sorting of the material based on diagnostic and prognostic framings. The next and final
step was to identify instances of resonance, adjustments, and disputes. This work resulted in
three overarching issues that were pervasive in the process of designing the learning resource,
which I defined as understandings of interdisciplinarity, creating lasting change in praxis, and
expectations of collaboration.

Results

The starting point of the study is how teacher educators frame competence development when
designing a learning resource on interdisciplinarity, and the challenges and opportunities that
arise when direct collaboration with schools is limited. The theoretical framework influenced
the analysis and the way I interpreted the material. This study zooms in on microprocesses that
evolved through interaction and how we, as teacher educators, worked together to solve the
task of designing the learning resource. To ensure transparency and closeness to the data, I
include longer excerpts from the collaboration process in the presentation of the results that
follow. The excerpts have been translated from Norwegian to English. Minor syntactic and
semantic adjustments have been made in order to ensure the content and meaning of the
statements. In the continuous text, I both use the “we” form and refer to the two teacher
educators and myself as L1, L2, and L.3. The latter form of reference applies especially in cases
in which only two participants take part of a meeting, or the conversation does not involve all
three. For the sake of transparency, I am L2.

Understandings of interdisciplinarity

In the collaboration meetings, interdisciplinarity as a concept naturally became a recurring
theme. In the Norwegian context, interdisciplinarity in schools is often associated with project
work, theme-based teaching, or problem-based learning (Koritzinsky, 2021). These teaching
methods have been widely used in Norwegian classrooms, especially since the introduction of
the R94 and L97 curriculum frameworks, for which project work was compulsory. The new
curriculum framework, LK20, on the other hand, does not contain methodological guidelines,
and the term “interdisciplinarity” is actually not mentioned anywhere. Because
interdisciplinarity in various forms is already a well-established practice in Norwegian
schools, several conversations revolved around how we should understand the concept in
connection with LK20 and how we could establish an approach whereby students’ learning
and development of holistic competence were highlighted.

L1: But the problem has kind of become the “walkway” then, between subjects, right? When we work
with water, yes, we can work with statistics in Math, we can work with drawing water sources in
Geography, and we can work with writing something in a short story about water, but that makes
no sense.

L2: No, it doesn’t.

L1: What’s the point, then? It becomes an optical illusion of a connection between things, because
those things have no connection with each other.
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incredibly good learning effects, but it’s almost as if . . . there’s too little reflection on it—what’s really
happening when we do this?

L3: And then it’s a bit like what I’ve talked about before; it becomes more like water. Yes, we should
read an English text about water. But, that’s not interdisciplinary, either. One would think, oh, now
we’re good—we’re working on the interdisciplinary theme, but they’re just using the same keyword
in different subjects, and don’t actually look at something with different glasses on. There’s no. . . You
have to weave it together if it’s going to be interdisciplinary. It must be a task that involves all subjects.
So it’s very—there’s work to do here regarding interdisciplinarity and that concept? What does
this mean?

L1: And that, yes, I feel this is a bit like the key to things because, interdisciplinarity itself becomes
such a misleading term in school that takes focus away. Because what I think perhaps the intention is,
then, is that you should be able to connect what you learn and make it relevant in some way. And I
think, okay, what’s happening in the world around us now? And then I connect it in such a way that it
feels relevant to the surroundings, to the life they’re [students] actually living. But yeah, it becomes a
new buzzword. There’re so many disturbing understandings of how these things should be perceived.
I completely understand that they [the teachers] resort to a theme because then they just get it done.

L2: Mmm, right, but then you kind of lose the student because it’s exactly what you mentioned there,
L1, with connecting it to their life world.

For us, interdisciplinarity as a concept appeared ambiguous, and we tried to define what the
challenges concerning interdisciplinarity in schools consisted of and what needs we should
address through the learning resource. A conversation between L2 and L3 quickly turned
toward the competence concept articulated in the curriculum and the dominant position that
reciting knowledge has in school. Based on their own experiences from schools and
collaboration with other schools through the decentralized program, L2 had formed the
opinion that teachers’ focus quickly becomes skewed, where teaching primarily revolves
around academic topics and, to a lesser extent, the skills that students are supposed to develop.
L2 then called for a more pronounced focus on students’ learning processes, and a renewed
understanding of interdisciplinarity surfaced, involving a more pronounced focus on skills as
an integral part of the competence concept. Our new understanding of and approach to
interdisciplinarity spurred us to direct attention toward teachers’ understanding of LK20 and
the implications of competence-based curricula. In one of the meetings in which all three of us
participated, the conversation continued around the need to clarify the connections that L.3 and
L2 had made between interdisciplinary synergies within the curriculum as a whole.

L2: So, it’s just like they haven’t quite taken it in that these new curricula, that they are—they are a lot
newer than you would think, right? There have been some major changes, and therefore L3 and I
talked about how it might be appropriate to have a module that deals with curriculum understanding,
which can help them unpack what the curricula are about as a starting point for being able to identify
entirety and coherence both within and between subjects. And that’s what we’ve tried here with this
learning resource—that it’s not just about, right, having a theme that we’re going to work on together
or that we’re going to work on a project that’s a kind of classic framing of the interdisciplinary, but that
it’s more about the holistic development of students’ competence over time, which becomes
interdisciplinary because this is, in a way, something that concerns, all subjects then.

L3: Yes, it’s what you’re talking about there, eh—that is, LK20, the entirety of it—that is, the
competence goals cannot stand alone. They must be seen in light of the rest [of the curriculum].

L2: And if you don’t get that approach to planning teaching, you won’t create connections, either
within subjects or between subjects. And I hear it everywhere; everyone talks about themes. We’re
going to work on this and that theme. And it’s just declared that it contributes to much better learning.

This passage shows how we, through the framing of interdisciplinarity, create a connection
between the concept and curriculum understanding, whereby interdisciplinarity is about
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finding connections in and between subjects as an entry to put students’ learning at the center
of teaching.

How do teacher educators frame competence development for schoolteachers when
designing a learning resource on interdisciplinarity?

What challenges and opportunities do teacher educators face in the design process when
direct collaboration with schools is limited?

Creating lasting change in teaching practices

An objective of the decentralized program is that participation should contribute to increased
quality in schools by strengthening collective competence. In addition to addressing a locally
anchored professional need, one ambition for the learning resource was to spur collective
learning processes. Throughout the duration of our collaboration, a major concern was
whether our design would be clear enough to serve as a starting point for initiating local
developmental processes.

L1: But if there are some small grains—seeds that are sown and that can start to grow out there—then
that would be absolutely fantastic, really.

L3: Absolutely.

L2: But how can it be put into practice? How can we get hold of these trigger buttons for the teachers so
that they get these eureka moments? Like, oh, this is something the students are engaged in and want to
work on.

L3: Yes, what kind of first step should, I think that the first step is reflection on how things are. Maybe a
bit of critical awareness of where the shoe presses. And then I think that most teachers are quite
rational, so you ask some open questions that allow these reflections, right? Because just as we have
come to recognize these things through reading, talking about, and discussing. I think that others
probably will, too.

According to Philippakos et al. (2021), paying attention to reflection processes related to
experiences with current and alternative practices is crucial for taking seriously the role of
teachers as learners. The solution we settled upon was to integrate reflection as a red thread
through all the modules, where the idea was that teachers would become more conscious of
their own pedagogical understanding in meeting new understandings and experiences.
At the same time, another recurring concern in the design process was how we could make
sure that the work on the learning resource and the modules did not just become a
“‘happening’ but would leave lasting traces in the teachers” praxes, visible as different
ways of conducting their teaching, approaching cooperation, and engaging students in their
learning processes.

L1: And then it may be that this is the main message: Create lasting change in praxes.

L3: That they take some notes for themselves and then sit in groups and summarize, because then you
sort of air it a little.

L1: And something must actually happen in their praxes. It must challenge existing praxes and dare to
challenge each other.

L3: Hm. Do you think of it as something they need to be aware of before they go in and discuss how
they can create lasting change?

L1: Yes, maybe so.
L3 Yes, but that’s clever, because then it’s not just, yes, we can share more, or we can. . .
L1: Yes.

L3: That is also good, but, but it’s systematic; how to systematically make changes, then.
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L1: Yes. That’s where .. . that’s often where it stops, isn’t it?

This passage shows how we came to understand the overall purpose of the learning resource: to
create a lasting change in praxis. We agreed that the last module should be about establishing a
common approach to the development work by making visible changes in plans for the next
school year and setting goals for the practice community. Our common understanding of
teachers’ learning was therefore about experiencing something in practice, reflecting on what
consequences the experiences would have for future work with planning and conducting their
teaching, and making visible changes in the school’s plans.

Navigating the challenges of partnership

In the analysis, I identified a normative frame related to our expectations of being able to
cooperate directly with schools. An ambition of the decentralized program is to strengthen
cooperation between teacher education and schools and to establish more equal partnerships.
Our understanding of the concept of partnership was based on the idea that the partners,
through negotiations about meaning, jointly define and delimit a goal for cooperation. Using
the conceptual apparatus of Benford and Snow (2000), the normative framework resulted in a
kind of unarticulated dispute in which we, as teacher educators, had a desire and need to
position ourselves to cooperate directly with teachers to be able to develop a learning resource
based on the schools’ needs. This dispute was presented from our perspective and the framing
of the situation and did not illuminate the schoolteachers’ experiences and thoughts. Schools
were invited, both directly and via email, to participate in the design of the learning resource,
which created the expectation that a collaboration would be established. However,
communication with the schoolteachers and access to information about the schools
remained limited throughout the period, and the expectation we had of being able to
collaborate with the teachers was not met. A few months into the work, we were invited to
attend a meeting between the school principals, the school owner, and the network leader,
which we hoped would be a door opener for further dialog. In a subsequent collaboration
meeting, we discussed the outcomes of the meeting.

L1: I think then, like these modules, where you are collaborating with the schools, you have been there
and talked to them, and discussed what they need.

That at least sets the bar much lower. There’s an open invitation to participate.

L2: Yes, I really wish it was like that, but it didn’t result in any further input apart from the topic. [. . .]
And they [the teachers] have also been invited to get in contact to express their wishes or thoughts on
what they want us to focus on. We would like to have that feedback. But, what I have experienced in
another network as well is, that we invite them, but don’t get any feedback at all.

This passage may seem trivial, but it is illustrative of the persistent uncertainty that
characterized our work. When it was not possible to align expectations, adjust, and change
along the way, as collaborative partners, we attained disproportionate ownership of the
intentions and ambitions underlying the learning resource without any insight into how this
would be received and understood by the other party. Various assumptions about why we did
not position ourselves to establish dialog and cocreate with the schools circulated at the
collaboration meetings, and one assumption was that the distance between teacher education
and schools as institutions and cultures was too great.

L3: Yes, because I’m thinking a bit like this: If we’re going to look at it a bit from a teacher’s
perspective, it’s—it’s all about . . . Just like students, it’s a bit about relationships. So, going out and
meeting people and having professional conversations and discussions is a very good idea. Because
then you’re not that intimidating; you’re not that distanced. I think a bit less straitjacket and more
dialog-based development.
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L2: And that is so much easier; like the visits we’ve been on, it’s so much easier to identify that, you
guys are working on this; you need this; we can help you with that. But when you only get [a topic],
and it should be the same for everyone, it’s like, how do we do that?

This excerpt is descriptive of the unresolved dispute that followed us throughout the
collaboration. Here, L2 refers to the organization of the collaboration in other networks,
whereby teacher educators visit schools or use other means to meet teachers face to face.
Through such meetings, dialog is pervasive, and a basis is established for developing
relationships that enable teacher educators and teachers to jointly identify the schools’
development needs. Considering that teachers can take goals and strategies from intention to
action, it is crucial for a good design to identify their motivational triggers and incorporate
them into the learning resource.

Discussion

This study asks how teacher educators frame competence development for teachers when
designing a learning resource on interdisciplinarity in schools and identifies challenges and
opportunities that occur in the process when collaboration with schools is limited. Through
joint reflection and exploration of each other’s experiences and understandings, we identified
two primary challenges: understanding interdisciplinarity and creating lasting change in
practice. This diagnostic framing was based on the assumption that schoolteachers have much
experience with project work and theme-based teaching but need to put interdisciplinarity in a
larger context. Therefore, the different modules were therefore built around a broad
understanding of interdisciplinarity, which puts the development of holistic competence and
students’ learning at the center. The approach we agreed upon was to make schoolteachers’
reflections on their own practice the key to creating lasting changes in their teaching practices
and contributing to competence development. Consequently, the learning resource was
designed based on reflexivity and specified a methodology that encourages teachers to think
about and adjust their pedagogical understanding and teaching.

Motivation is a central part of a framing process, which we, as teacher educators in our
prognostic framing, strived to ensure. An obstacle, though, is that when the modules of the
learning resource are made available to teachers, there will be little opportunity to make
changes or adjustments. Additionally, if we, as designers, are not present during learn time,
when the schools work with the different modules, the opportunity to correct deficiencies or
misunderstandings, or to negotiate, will be nonexistent. Therefore, it is crucial to ground the
work thoroughly and let both teacher educators and teachers negotiate different frames and
express their interests, expectations, and understandings (Bernay et al., 2020). In situations
like this, where contact between designers and learners is limited, challenges will arise in
establishing structures of accountability (Campanella & Penuel, 2021). How the learn time is
organized will be entirely up to the schools to plan and implement. At the same time, in their
encounters with the modules of the learning resources, teachers will bring in their own beliefs
about and prior experiences with how certain activities should be conducted (Goodyear &
Carvalho, 2020). Obstacles, such as misinterpretations, flaws in the design, or organizational
challenges, are most likely to occur. In the most extreme cases, the learning resource will be
rejected in its entirety if schoolteachers are not onboard and do not experience resonance with
their own frames of understanding. In a partnership in which the solutions have been settled or
determined by one party in advance, there is little room for negotiating about meaning
(Bjernvik & og Bratteng, 2023). In line with frame analysis, resonance, adjustments, and
disputes will likely be outcomes of teachers’ interpretations, and both the diagnostic and
prognostic framing could be challenged by alternative understandings. These design
challenges are further amplified when teacher education and schools have not developed a
common understanding of what constitutes a partnership (Borg et al., 2023). The ambition of
the decentralized program that teacher education will benefit from the collaboration is difficult
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competence development in schools is minimal.

Design for learning

Goodyear and Carvalho (2020) argued that individuals who design for other people’s learning
must be able to analyze existing learning environments, which involves understanding how
real, complex, heterogeneous networks of people, activities, and artifacts actually work. The
design of learning resources for teachers takes place outside the usual context of teacher
education and requires teacher educators to consider schools’ various challenges and needs. As
described earlier, the contact we had with schools along the way was minimal, and we had
limited information about them. Our frame of reference was, therefore, our own experiences of
having worked in different schools, which in turn was informed by varied experiences with
local development processes and forms of cooperation. After meeting the principals, the
picture we had formed was significantly adjusted. The adjustment was largely related to
organizational conditions, whereas at the school, what we had envisioned as a model for our
planning had several classes each year, with various teachers teaching the same subject. In real
life, the schools had a composite class structure with a low number of students and several
teachers employed in part-time positions. Teaching and learning obstacles and opportunities
can vary immensely between larger and smaller schools, in addition to the general variation
between schools. The way to organize competence development, as we ended up doing in this
case, was described by Borg et al. (2023) as a compromise that addresses various challenges
related to establishing cooperation. At the same time, designing a learning resource without
cooperating with schools resembled a standard solution from which locally anchored
competence development was supposed to turn away. Philippakos et al. (2021) argued that not
involving teachers in a design process would most likely yield disappointment over lasting
change. Without their involvement, it is very difficult to gain insight into the potential
problems that will occur. Consequently, teacher education can become more distanced and less
directly involved in local competence development. Therefore, there is reason to question the
understanding of what competence development entails and how the initiative contributes to
learning for teachers. In our design, by consistently focusing on teachers’ reflections on their
own practices and understanding, we tried to facilitate this. This means that the teachers not
only gain knowledge about a topic but also get the tools to make changes in their practices.

Teacher educators as policymakers

As a process, framing involves creating conceptual hooks that make it possible to connect new
frames with other experiences, knowledge, and beliefs (Coburn et al., 2008). Thus, framing is
influenced by historical conditions and the sociocultural context (Benford & Snow, 2000).
This has implications for framing and understanding the partnership between teacher
education and schools. It seems that schools base their expectations for cooperation on
previous experiences, with the practice field as the demander and teacher education as the
provider (Borg et al., 2023). Instead of entering a relationship in which the partners explore
each other’s understandings and reflect together, teacher educators take on a role as
policymakers by highlighting some aspects as more important than others. In the work of
designing the learning resource, it is we, as teacher educators, who interpret what
interdisciplinarity entails in connection with the curriculum, where the shoe pinches for the
schools, and what it takes to create lasting change in the praxis. In their preliminary evaluation
of the decentralized program, Borg et al. (2023) identified a general challenge in ensuring that
competence needs are anchored locally by involving the professional community in schools,
something the findings of this study align with. Without establishing closer collaboration
between teacher educators and schoolteachers, the ambition of the program to strengthen
cooperation between teacher education and schools and establish more equal partnerships,
therefore, seems to be far from becoming a reality.
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Limitations

Within the decentralized program, there is a variety of approaches to orchestrating competence
development for teachers. This study illuminates a strategy for implementation with minimal
contact between teacher educators and teachers in schools. However, it does not fully address
how partnerships or the design of the learning resource contribute to raising competence
within teacher education itself. Teachers in schools are a quite different target group than
teacher students, and it can be a challenge to ensure that learning resources address the needs of
teachers. In this context, teacher education must deal with challenges in an area in which
teacher educators may not be experienced and in a landscape that is partially hidden from them.
Without dialog and interaction, it is not given that teacher educators will frame the problem and
design solutions that will contribute to learning and the further development of teachers’
competence. In the worst case, the diagnostic and prognostic analysis processes may be missed
completely. This study shows how this element of uncertainty is particularly exacerbated when
a learning resource is developed independent of sufficient insight into the context in which it
will be carried out.

Implications and conclusion

This study has explored how teacher educators frame competence development for
schoolteachers when designing a learning resource on interdisciplinarity. The findings
highlight two primary challenges: understanding interdisciplinarity and creating lasting
change in practice. By focusing on reflexivity and encouraging teachers to reflect on their own
practices, the designed learning resource aims to foster holistic competence and student
learning. However, the study also underscores significant obstacles, such as limited
opportunities for direct collaboration between teacher educators and schoolteachers. To
ensure that the learning resources are both effective and tailored to local needs, it is essential to
create authentic partnerships where teacher educators and schoolteachers engage in mutual
learning processes. Future research should focus on developing and evaluating models of
collaboration that involve continuous dialogue and engagement between these two groups.
Hierarchical barriers and cultural differences are identified as obstacles to advancing the
partnership and developing new ways of working together. For schools and teacher education
institutions to break out of entrenched patterns of collaboration and find innovative methods of
working together, policy development must establish clear accountability structures that
address these challenges.

Designing for learning is designing the future (Selander & Kress, 2012, p. 23). However, it
is questionable whether the design of generic learning resources can be accurate enough to
provide sufficient learning opportunities for schools when the diagnostic frames are based on
assumptions about the starting point. The analysis showed that the process of designing
learning resources for teachers’ competence development is complex and involves more
considerations than just the academic content of the resource. In conclusion, while the study
highlights the potential of reflexivity and interdisciplinary approaches in competence
development, it also emphasizes the need for closer collaboration and a shared understanding
between teacher educators and schoolteachers to achieve lasting and meaningful change in
practice. Additionally, differing framings of the partnership itself can be a source for disputes
or barriers. Without a shared understanding of the concept, the decentralized program’s
ambition to enhance cooperation and establish equal partnerships between teacher education
and schools remains challenging.

Note

1. See for instance the curriculum for Natural Science as an example of descriptions of the
interdisciplinary topics: https://www.udir.no/lk20/nat01-04?lang=eng.
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