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Abstract  
 
This paper examines how teachers’ knowledge relations and the profession's epistemic 
infrastructure shape collective autonomy. Professionals' autonomy derives partially from their 
responsibility for a specific knowledge base. This responsibility is currently challenged by 
educational policies and complex knowledge landscapes. Existing research has shown how 
epistemic policy instruments impact teachers’ autonomy. However, less attention has been 
paid to how professional autonomy is informed by teachers’ knowledge relations, and to 
collective, rather than individual, aspects of teachers' autonomy. Implications include how 
teachers can define the role of knowledge resources in professional work, and how the 
profession can navigate epistemic and political landscapes. 
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1. Introduction 

Historically, a source of legitimacy for professionals has been their relationship to a 

given knowledge base (Abbott, 1988). Trust is granted professionals partly because they keep 

up to date with their field of expertise and safeguard the foundation for professional work. 

From this perspective, the ability to define which knowledge resources should inform 

everyday work and how can be seen as a key source of professional autonomy.  

In the teaching profession, autonomy over professional knowledge is currently being 

challenged. First, educational policies are increasingly employing forms of knowledge as 

policy instruments. Examples include the introduction of teacher standards (Bathmaker, 

2000; Ceulemans, Simons & Struyf, 2012; Evans, 2011; Sachs, 2003), expectations of 

research-based practice (Hargreaves, 1996; Slavin, 2007) and systematic data use (Coburn & 

Turner, 2012). This policy orientation towards the epistemic dimensions of professional 

practices can be seen as attempts to define what forms of knowledge should be valued within 

the profession and how processes of work should be legitimately accounted for (Beck, 2008, 

2009; Mausethagen, 2013). This orientation also represents an effort by policy makers to 

shape how a profession’s knowledge base is developed.  

A second challenge pertains to the characteristics of knowledge in contemporary 

societies. Present-day knowledge landscapes are complex and rapidly evolving. These 

landscapes involve multiple knowledge producers, including researchers, knowledge 

clearinghouses, educational consultants and practitioner-based networks. These actors 

generate knowledge resources from varied epistemological and methodological positions, and 

assessing their implications for practice can be a demanding task. Further, policy borrowing 

and digitalisation mean that teachers are often introduced to educational resources that were 

developed in contexts different to their own. As a consequence, significant analytical work is 

required to interpret the meaning potential of these resources and adapt them for use in local 
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settings (Coburn, 2006; Author, 2014; Nerland & Jensen, 2010; Spicer, 2011). This broader 

context makes the development and safeguarding of professional knowledge a complex 

endeavour and also reshapes the responsibilities associated with such work.  

The term professional autonomy has multifaceted associations, including moral and 

ethical principles, accountability, a professional knowledge base and the capacity to justify 

decisions (Cribb & Gewirtz, 2007; Mausethagen & Mølstad, 2015, Wermke & Höstfält, 

2014). Professional autonomy can be understood in both individual and collective terms 

(Mausethagen & Møldstad, 2015). Whereas the individual dimension typically refers to a 

professional's degree of control over everyday work, the collective dimension includes the 

capacity of teachers as a group to shape the structural factors that inform their work, such as 

the characteristics of their knowledge base, the ways in which professional work is governed, 

and content and design of teacher education programs. Historically, notions of individual 

autonomy have been strong in the teaching profession (Clement & Vandenberghe, 2000; 

Little, 1990; Lortie, 2002 [1975]). In many countries, teachers have enjoyed relative freedom 

in deciding which knowledge resources should inform their work and how, based on a 

historical division of labour between the profession and the state (Hopmann, 2007). However, 

the developments outlined above challenge traditional notions of individual autonomy. For 

example, recent policy developments emphasise shared standards and (more or less) 

prescribed approaches to professional practice that frequently have been developed by others 

than teachers themselves. These policies are typically coupled with forms of governance that 

emphasise output controls, which hold teachers accountable for their work in historically new 

ways (Day, 2002; Kleinhenz & Ingvarson, 2004). These attempts at introducing collective 

standards "from above" (Evetts, 2003) may impact teachers' sense of professionalism as well 

as the broader purposes of schooling, a topic which has been extensively covered in existing 

research (e.g. Biesta, 2004; Beck, 2009, 2010; Evetts, 2009). 
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At the same time, contemporary knowledge landscapes demand complex epistemic 

engagement that would be unreasonable to designate as a purely individual responsibility. 

From this perspective, more collective approaches to the safeguarding of a shared knowledge 

base may have the potential to strengthen teachers as a collective expert community. This 

does not imply a 'standards based' approach where certain instructional approaches are 

collectively prescribed. Rather, collective approaches to the development and safeguarding of 

knowledge may include more systematic differentiation and specialisation within the 

profession, collectively shared processes aimed at identifying and evaluating relevant 

knowledge resources, or the development of translation mechanisms for analysing and 

recontextualising findings from research (Nerland, 2012; Jensen, Lahn & Nerland, 2012b). 

Such approaches may also better position teachers to publicly justify and account for 

educational practices and their epistemic foundations, thereby strengthening teachers as 

political actors. 

In summary, the notion of collective autonomy can appear both as a threat and a 

promise. In either case, professional autonomy is realised in part by the characteristics of the 

profession’s knowledge relations. Against this background, this article discusses 

opportunities and challenges for collective autonomy as they emerge from teachers' 

approaches to professional knowledge, and the ways in which this engagement is mediated 

by epistemic infrastructures. Teachers’ interactions with knowledge resources are interesting 

as a unit of analysis because they can be understood as processes where professional 

knowledge is defined and developed, and where the characteristics of instructional practices 

are shaped. These processes of knowledge work also shed light on who decides what forms 

of knowledge should inform educational practices and how. From this perspective, teachers’ 

knowledge relations can be seen as one factor contributing to how the profession’s autonomy 

is constructed and maintained.  
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The main purpose of the paper is to illustrate how the characteristics of teachers’ 

knowledge relations have consequences for a profession’s collective autonomy and how 

different approaches to knowledge can expand or restrict teachers’ abilities to define their 

professional practices. The argument is substantiated by three empirical representations of 

how teachers' knowledge practices and epistemic infrastructures can shape their professional 

autonomy. The next section outlines theoretical assumptions and analytical tools for 

examining teachers’ knowledge relations. These perspectives are then applied to three 

different levels of analysis: the collective knowledge cultures of professions, knowledge 

relations in the context of school based development initiatives, and teachers’ micro 

interactions with knowledge resources. The article ends by discussing implications for the 

understanding of teachers’ autonomy in contemporary educational contexts.  

2. Tracing teachers' interactions with knowledge: analytical perspectives 

A point of departure for the analysis is that professional work is characterised by a 

connection to a specific knowledge base, which allows for a certain degree of autonomy and 

professional discretion in how professional practice is carried out (Abbott, 1988; 

Mausethagen & Smeby, 2016). The paper further employs analytical resources from cultural 

historical theory (Cole, 1996; Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1991) and social practice-based 

approaches to knowledge (Gherardi, 2009; Miettinen, Samra-Fredericks & Yanow, 2009; 

Knorr Cetina, 1999, 2001). A key assumption within these perspectives is that human actions 

are constitutive of social order. Through micro-processes of routine actions, practices are 

sustained as expected behaviours, and everyday activities are reproduced. However, routine 

actions are never fully stable, and cultural tools can also be drawn on to change established 

conventions. Practices are renewed when their taken-for-granted aspects are scrutinised and 

established performances are carried out in new ways. The point of departure for examining 

the relationship between knowledge and autonomy is, therefore, to trace how teachers relate 
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to different knowledge resources, how they create relationships between these resources and 

purposes of schooling, and how established practices shape (or are re-shaped by) these 

processes. This assumption further implies that the term ‘practices’ is a structural concept 

which does not simply refer to ‘something teachers do’, but to the institutionalised 

characteristics of their work.   

A second assumption is that our relationship to the world is mediated by cultural tools 

(Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1991), understood as the conceptual and material artefacts that 

human beings use to interact with their surroundings. Artefacts are simultaneously material 

and ideal; in addition to their physical attributes, they are imbued with socially and 

historically constructed meaning potentials (Cole, 1996). When artefacts enter into dynamic 

relationships with each other and with human interactions, they provide direction for human 

action but may also have their characteristics redefined. Knowledge resources are here 

understood as artefacts that provide certain constraints and affordances for teachers' work. 

When knowledge resources are introduced to schools, they come imbued with meaning 

potentials that direct, but do not determine, teachers' activities. For new knowledge resources 

to become an integrated part of everyday work, their meaning potentials need to be worked 

upon and adapted to local contexts. From this perspective, another analytical point of 

departure is to trace how teachers explore the meaning potential of different knowledge 

resources, how these resources are developed and stabilised and how they sustain or 

challenge institutional structures and purposes (Author, 2015a; Nerland & Jensen, 2012)  

Tracing these dynamics provides insight into the relationship between teachers’ 

orientations towards knowledge resources and their implications for instructional 

development (Author, 2015a). For example, if the meaning potential of a knowledge resource 

is not sufficiently opened up for exploration, teachers may adopt a confined and restricted 

approach to new forms of knowledge, with limited implications for existing practices. 



Preprint version of article published in Teaching and Teacher Education: An International Journal of Research and 
Studies. 65, 1-9. doi:10.1016/j.tate.2017.03.003. There may be minor differences between this manuscript and the published 
version.  

 

7 

Conversely, if the knowledge resource is not sufficiently stabilised, its potential as an agentic 

tool in educational practices will be limited. Finally, if knowledge resources are not 

sufficiently recontextualised (Guile, 2010; Linell, 1998) to align with educational purposes 

and the specific social and historical context of a given school setting, they may not fulfil 

their role in supporting student learning (e.g. Marshall & Drummond, 2006).  

A third assumption is that a given field of expertise (such as the teaching profession) 

is characterised by a distinct knowledge culture (Knorr Cetina, 1999; Nerland, 2012), 

understood as particular conventions for approaching, developing and safeguarding 

knowledge. Such knowledge practices include processes of accessing and recontextualising 

new knowledge, knowledge production and verification; and the distribution and 

accumulation of knowledge (Nerland, 2008). These processes can be analysed along different 

dimensions. For example, a profession may, to a greater or lesser extent, be oriented towards 

research-based or experience-based knowledge, formal or informal means of knowledge 

sharing or hierarchical or horizontal knowledge accumulation. The question of what is 

considered ‘knowledge’ in professional work is here approached empirically, since 

practitioners’ work with knowledge depends on historically formed practices and their 

institutional values and purposes (Edwards & Daniels, 2012). By examining how these 

knowledge practices are enacted, identifying the knowledge cultures of a professional field 

and their implications for professional learning and knowledge development becomes 

possible (Jensen, Lahn, & Nerland, 2012b). In school settings, teachers’ knowledge relations 

are further mediated by organisational roles, routines and resources (Gherardi, 2000, 2006; 

Nicolini, Yanow & Gherardi, 2003). These conventions can shape how teachers seek out 

knowledge as part of everyday work, how knowledge is shared and recontextualised within a 

workplace and whether knowledge development is carried out as an individual or a collective 

pursuit (Author, 2015b).  
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Key questions of analytical interest are how these mediating tools shape teachers’ 

knowledge relations and what the implications are for efforts aimed at developing 

institutional practices and the profession’s knowledge base. These mediating tools can be 

understood as components of a profession's epistemic infrastructure.  An epistemic 

infrastructure is considered profession specific when it is tailored to support professional 

practice. For example, as part of lesson planning, a history teacher may use digital resources 

that are tailored to a particular learning objective about the Second World War in given a 

national curriculum (a profession specific resource). In contrast, she may also browse the 

internet for information about the Second World War on web sites that are not specifically 

aimed at teachers or educational activities (a non-profession specific resource). Without an 

epistemic infrastructure that caters to the profession's particular needs, teachers will be left to 

do a significant amount of assessment and recontextualisation of knowledge resources on an 

individual basis. Such support mechanisms do not merely point to the availability of relevant 

classroom resources, but to the extent to which schools, and the profession more broadly, 

provide and sustain broader systems for accessing, circulating, developing and critically 

assessing knowledge. Infrastructure for recontexualising knowledge also indicates whether a 

profession has institutionalised strategies for assessing knowledge resources emerging from 

outside of the professional community, and how the relevance and quality of such resources 

are established. Without such support mechanisms, the capacity to deal with pluralistic and 

extensive knowledge landscapes, as well as recurrent educational reforms, may be weakened. 

From this perspective, a profession-specific epistemic infrastructure can be seen as a 

necessary prerequisite for the systematic development and safeguarding of a profession’s 

knowledge base.  
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3. Knowledge	relations,	epistemic	infrastructures	and	collective	autonomy:	empirical	
examples	
 

In this section, I outline three empirical examples that each demonstrate how 

collective autonomy is mediated by teachers' engagement with knowledge resources. The 

examples are taken from already published research. The first section examines relationships 

between knowledge and autonomy from the perspective of professional groups as collectives 

and is based on a research project that compared knowledge cultures in four different 

professions (Jensen et al., 2012a; Nerland & Karseth, 2013, 2014). The purpose of this 

section is to show how teachers’ knowledge relations, and the epistemic infrastructure that 

mediates these relations, can shape a profession’s opportunities for developing and 

safeguarding their knowledge base. The second section examines how knowledge practices 

and epistemic infrastructures at the school level can mediate teachers’ knowledge relations in 

ways that expand or limit their collective autonomy when faced with expectations of 

instructional change. The final section explores how the micro-processes (Little, 2012) of 

teachers' interactions with knowledge resources may direct the role these resources play in 

instructional activities, as exemplified through teachers’ work with assessment criteria. The 

purpose of this section is to illustrate how these micro-processes, and the institutional 

purposes that shape them, can expand or restrict teachers' opportunities for defining the 

characteristics of particular knowledge resources. In line with practice based approaches, 

these micro-processes also represent an analytical entry point for studying institutional 

practices.  

 

4.1 Professional knowledge cultures and collective autonomy 

In this section, I contrast the knowledge cultures and epistemic infrastructures of 

Norwegian teachers and nurses. Although the main focus in this paper is the teaching 
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profession, a comparative perspective is useful to highlight salient characteristics of teachers’ 

knowledge cultures. In the Norwegian context, these two professions have similarities that 

make them reasonable to compare, such as their historical trajectories of development from 

practice-based training programs to their current constitution as bachelor degree programs at 

university colleges and their traditional emphasis on human relations as a cornerstone of their 

work. The discussion below contrasts the professions' respective knowledge practices and 

epistemic infrastructures, as identified through quantitative surveys, qualitative interviews, 

participant logs and document analyses. The purpose of the comparison is not to statistically 

generalise the empirical findings, but to analytically account for how collective autonomy is 

mediated by teachers' engagement with knowledge resources. 

Jensen et al. (2012) report that the nurses are supported by a range of knowledge 

resources specifically designed to support professional practice. This infrastructure centres on 

collectively shared procedures and is linked to broader knowledge landscapes such as 

scientific communities and regulatory bodies. Combined with access to specialists and 

institutionalised collegial supervision, professional learning and knowledge development are 

an integrated aspect of everyday work. By contrast, the teachers reported that they lack a 

shared, profession-specific epistemic infrastructure. Klette and Carlsten (2012) state that 

“when asked how they access different kinds of organised theoretical and experience-based 

knowledge resources, our novice teachers agree that they are in a constant struggle against an 

almost non-existent support structure” (p. 80), and the teachers appeared to lack a systematic 

overview of available knowledge resources. As a consequence, it becomes challenging for 

the teachers to identify relevant knowledge to address problems of practice (Jensen et al., 

2012). A related characteristic is that the teachers’ knowledge cultures are only loosely 

connected to broader knowledge landscapes, a finding which is also reported in much 

international research (Bakkenes, Vermunt, & Wubbels, 2010; Lohman & Woolf, 2001; 
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Meirink, Meijer, Verloop & Bergen, 2009; Pedder & Opfer, 2013; Richter, Kunter, 

Klusmann, Lüdtke, & Baumert, 2011). Knowledge sharing and development tend to be local 

in character, where the focal point for knowledge production and development is within the 

different communities in each school.  

These differences are reflected in research on the respective professional 

organisations. Nerland and Karseth (2013, 2014) describe how the Norwegian Nurses 

Organisation (NNO) has identified the development of nursing science and the organisation 

of shared knowledge resources as key priorities. Emphasis on a scientific knowledge base for 

nursing has been a main principle underlying this approach, although it is coupled with a 

recognition of experience-based knowledge and the relational characteristics of nurses’ work. 

A key strategy has been to affirm the significance of shared standards that can be promoted 

as research based and aligned with what the organisation perceives as “best practices”.  

In contrast, the Union of Education Norway (UoE) has a long history of emphasising 

the importance of individual discretion and ‘methodological freedom’ (metodefrihet), 

partially as a response to attempts by policy makers to externally regulate the profession. The 

UoE has also emphasised knowledge development from below by explicating the practice-

based knowledge and reflections of individual teachers and making them available for 

broader circulation. At the same time, the union has been paying increased attention to 

research, visible in its strategy documents and through its recently launched portal on 

educational research (utdanningsforskning.no). According to Nerland and Karseth (2013), the 

designation of knowledge development as an individual responsibility is pronounced within 

the UoE compared with the NNO.  

In terms of recontextualising knowledge, Jensen et al. (2012b) report that the nurses 

have knowledge resources that “are locally adapted and appear to have strong ‘translation 

mechanisms’ that mediate between globalised, abstract knowledge and the local realities of 
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the hospital wards” (p. 17). For example, specially assigned nurses are responsible for 

keeping up to date with certain areas of research and initiating the development and 

adaptation of local practices when necessary (Jensen & Christiansen, 2012). More generally, 

they report a range of knowledge resources that support the recontextualisation of knowledge, 

including manuals, an intranet, reference works and textbooks (Jensen et al., 2012b). 

Teachers, however, report that they, to a great extent, experiment individually with 

knowledge resources combined with informal discussions with colleagues. Several 

informants expressed that they lack organisational infrastructure or support from the school 

leadership, and they find it difficult to identify standards systematically shared among their 

colleagues. A general finding is that “there are no routines, nor any formal infrastructures for 

knowledge distribution at the school level to serve as bridges” between knowledge 

circulating outside of the school and everyday practice (Klette & Carlsten, 2012, p. 81). 

Although the teachers express a strong desire to learn, Klette and Carlsten (2012) conclude 

that the combination of having to engage with a vast, complex and unsystematised field of 

knowledge and the lack of support structures for knowledge translation can negatively impact 

professional learning.  

This brief empirical comparison depicts a more general principle: that the 

organisation of knowledge resources within a professional field, combined with established 

conventions for approaching knowledge, create specific constraints and affordances for 

developing and safeguarding a professional knowledge base. In the Norwegian case, an 

implication of the lack of a collectively shared knowledge infrastructure is that the main 

responsibility for seeking out, assessing and recontextualising new knowledge resources is 

left to individual teachers. In complex knowledge landscapes, this responsibility may become 

a rather strenuous task and may also lead to much duplication of work. The framing of 

knowledge development as an individual responsibility may also constrain teacher 
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collaboration, as teachers will to a lesser extent have a shared epistemic basis for instructional 

development.  

A strong emphasis on knowledge work as an individual responsibility, combined with 

the absence of a shared knowledge base, may also leave teachers vulnerable in settings where 

knowledge is contested and associated with competing political agendas. The political 

introduction of standards based reforms have in several cases taken place in environments 

where the teaching profession have historically had weak collective infrastructures for 

safeguarding knowledge. In such contexts, the lack of a shared, epistemic infrastructure 

developed "from within" means that teachers have few collective tools to counter attempts at 

professionalisation "from above" (Evetts, 2003). From this perspective, profession specific 

epistemic infrastructures may strengthen teachers as political actors, in addition to supporting 

their everyday work.   

 

4.2 Knowledge relations and collective autonomy at the school level  

This section addresses how teachers’ knowledge relations in school settings are 

mediated by organisational roles and routines, with consequences for teachers’ opportunities 

to define instructional development. The study drawn upon (Author, 2015b) contrasted two 

groups of teachers at two lower secondary schools that took part in an Assessment for 

Learning (AfL) project led by the local education authorities. All project schools had 

established so-called AfL groups tasked with supporting the development of formative 

assessment practices at the school level. The study examined how the two groups approached 

knowledge resources in distinctly different ways, which, in turn, had consequences for their 

opportunities to shape practice development at their respective schools (termed Weston and 

Bridges).  
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The AfL group at Weston spoke of taking on significant responsibility and formal 

authority to introduce formative assessment practices at the school. They used a range of 

organisational routines and material resources to introduce and share assessment resources 

with their colleagues, including a digital platform, weekly teacher team meetings, shared 

templates used for lesson preparation, scholarly publications and meetings for all teaching 

staff. Established routines were in place for circulating new knowledge resources, and 

specific arenas were designated as spaces where the teachers would work on 

recontextualising newly introduced resources. These moves were coupled with a strategy 

aimed at developing shared standards for assessment practices at the school, and the AfL 

group emphasised the collective responsibility of all the school’s teachers to make formative 

assessment part of their everyday practices. The AfL group oriented their work towards the 

school level, as they attempted to create shared organisational routines and resources to 

support what they termed the ‘institutionalisation’ of formative assessment practices.  

At Bridges, the AfL group did not position themselves as decision makers with any 

formal authority, but rather as a ’think tank’ for the school leadership. They emphasised their 

role as ‘translators’ between, on the one hand, the local education authorities and school 

leadership and, on the other hand, the teachers at the school. This group primarily introduced 

and shared knowledge through informal, face-to-face encounters and assisted their colleagues 

with the recontextualisation of AfL resources. These interactions typically emerged 

spontaneously as part of everyday work. The AfL group placed little emphasis on shared 

organisational routines and material resources across the school, considering this the 

responsibility of the school leadership. Instead, their work was oriented towards supporting 

the individual work of their colleagues. The AfL group also clearly emphasised their 

colleagues’ individual autonomy and, in contrast to the group at Weston, did not consider it 

their role to advocate or support the standardisation of assessment practices. 
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Table 1: Key dimensions of the AfL groups’ epistemic and organisational practices 
 
AfL group at Weston  AfL group at Bridges  

Mandate and role within the organisation: 
Formal authority and responsibility to 
introduce AfL at the school and hold teachers 
and the school leadership accountable for 
their engagement with AfL.  

Mandate and role within the organisation: 
Formal role to act as a ‘think tank’ for the 
leadership; no formal role towards 
colleagues, but informal role as knowledge 
translators and adaptors.  

Knowledge introduced and shared through a 
range of organisational routines and material 
resources, aimed at systematic circulation of 
AfL resources across the school. 

Knowledge introduced and shared through 
informal, face-to-face encounters, typically in 
the context of teacher team meetings and as 
part of everyday work.  

Knowledge development and adaptation: The 
group requested teachers across the school to 
systematically experiment with AfL-related 
principles and methods. 

Knowledge development and adaptation: The 
group worked informally with colleagues to 
adapt AfL-related ideas and resources, based 
on emerging and subject-specific needs.  

New knowledge sought out through a range of 
different avenues, with written knowledge 
sources and research designated important 
roles.  

New knowledge sought out primarily through 
face-to-face interactions with other teachers, 
accompanied by the exchange of specific 
tools and methods.  

Emphasised the collective responsibility of 
teachers to standardise AfL practices at the 
school and integrate formative assessment 
into organisational routines.  

Emphasised the individual autonomy of the 
teachers at the school; however, the group 
indirectly supported the leadership’s efforts 
to standardise assessment practices.  

Their talk oriented towards collective 
development at the school level and school-
wide conventions for conducting formative 
assessment. 

Their talk oriented towards the individual 
practices of teachers in the AfL group and the 
practices of their respective teacher teams.  

 
 

The different characteristics of the groups’ knowledge relations had implications for 

how knowledge resources could be employed towards instructional development at the 

school level. One implication concerns how the teaching staff as a collective could make use 

of new resources. The different approaches to introducing and sharing knowledge had 

consequences for who were able to access new assessment resources and when and how they 

were able to do so. At Weston, resources circulated fairly systematically across the school 

through a range of organisational routines and material resources, whereas access to 

assessment resources at Bridges was, to a great extent, mediated through informal and 
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personal interactions. As a result, the teaching staff at the two schools were differently 

positioned in terms of how they could access both the new assessment resources and the 

support to recontextualise them. In summary, they had quite different epistemic support 

structures when faced with expectations of instructional change.  

The differences in knowledge relations also influenced how the AfL groups were able 

to inform the direction of instructional development. Although the AfL group at Bridges 

insisted on the importance of individual autonomy for the teaching staff, the way in which the 

group’s work was positioned meant that key decisions were ultimately taken by the school 

leadership. In contrast, the AfL group at Weston was given authority to direct the 

development of assessment practices, including those of the leadership group. A premise for 

the development work at Weston was that the teachers, as a collective, needed to arrive at a 

shared set of AfL practices. Individual autonomy was downplayed and replaced by a process 

that aimed to systematically incorporate different views and experiences with AfL resources 

with the explicit purpose of arriving at collectively held standards. This finding suggests that 

approaches to knowledge work aimed at preserving egalitarian forms of work and individual 

autonomy may, in the long term, weaken teachers’ influence over practice development at the 

school level. Although the individual autonomy of the teachers at Weston was curtailed, as a 

collective, they arguably had greater influence over how formative assessment practices at 

the school were developed than the teachers at Bridges had.  

More generally, these two cases underscore that specific combinations of knowledge 

relations and organisational roles and routines can constitute teachers’ collective autonomy at 

the school level in quite different ways. It is important to emphasise that the two groups' 

knowledge relations should not be understood merely as properties of the groups themselves, 

or their individual members. Rather, the groups' work must be interpreted in the context of 

the institutional practices that inform local knowledge relations and epistemic infrastructures. 
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Other important mediating factors are prevailing notions of teacher autonomy and 

conventions for addressing expectations of instructional change. This underscores the role of 

school leaders in fostering school based knowledge cultures that support collective forms of 

learning and knowledge development, and ensuring that teachers have access to 

organisational roles and routines that facilitate the construction of an epistemic infrastructure 

"from within" (Evetts, 2003).  

 

4.3 The micro dynamics of teachers’ knowledge relations: the case of assessment criteria 

The final case addresses the micro-processes (Little, 2012) of teachers' interactions with 

knowledge resources. The characteristics of teachers’ interactions with knowledge resources 

is of analytical interest because the ways in which knowledge resources are explored, 

stabilised and invested with institutional purposes have implications for teachers’ capacities 

to define their role in instructional activities. A finding in much educational research is that 

how instructional practices develop depends not only on what kinds of resources are 

introduced to schools, but how they are taken up, developed and enacted by teachers (e.g. 

Coburn, 2006; Edwards, 2008; Horn & Little, 2010; Hutchinson & Hayward, 2005). Of 

particular interest here is the role that these interactional processes play in connecting specific 

knowledge resources to the institutional purposes at play in education. More generally, such 

micro-processes represent an analytical entry point for studying how broader knowledge 

cultures are constituted, in line with the theoretical assumption that human actions are 

constitutive of institutional practices. An interesting case for exploring such dynamics is that 

of assessment criteria. The international turn towards output-based curricula, formative 

assessment (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Hopfenbeck, Throndsen, Lie & Dale, 2012) and high 

stakes tests (Stobart & Eggen, 2012; Valli & Buese, 2007) means that teachers are generally 

expected to systematically use assessment criteria as part of everyday work. Assessment 
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criteria are complex artefacts that shape educational activities, but also require interpretation 

and meaning making (Wyatt-Smith & Klenowski 2013; Sadler, 2007). Previous research has 

shown that how assessment criteria are approached has consequences for how instructional 

activities are performed and how the criteria are connected to broader purposes of schooling 

(Hay & Macdonald, 2008; Torrance, 2007; Van der Schaaf, Baartman, & Prins, 2011).  For 

example, Torrance’s (2007) study illustrates a use of assessment criteria where the emphasis 

is on ‘getting students through’ to obtain formal qualifications, and where learning is equated 

with ‘criteria compliance’. He describes how the criteria themselves, rather than the broader 

learning objectives they are supposed to point towards, are made into the institutional 

purpose for instructional activities. Combined with a detailed level of ‘coaching’ of students 

towards the standards specified by the assessment criteria, a “transparency that promotes 

instrumentalism” (p. 290) is developed which makes the assessment criteria appear as 

educational objectives in and of themselves.  

 Torrance’s study highlights the importance of how teachers interact with assessment 

resources.  In previous work (Author & Co-Author, 2014; Author, 2014), I have illustrated 

how teachers mobilise varied forms of knowledge to mediate the development of assessment 

criteria, including subject knowledge, didactical and pedagogical knowledge, national and 

local curricula, and knowledge about specific student groups. Through processes of 

exploration and specification, teachers gradually assigned more specific meanings to 

assessment criteria and stabilised their role and purpose for the task at hand. They also 

considered how the assessment criteria defined the division of labour between teachers and 

students, discussed how to formulate and communicate the assessment criteria to students and 

imagined the assessment criteria in use. A brief example of how these micro-processes of 

recontextualisation inform how assessment criteria are connected to broader purposes of 

schooling is depicted in the extract below, taken from a teacher team conversation (Author & 
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Co-Author, 2014, p. 199). The teachers had recently been approached by colleagues outside 

of the team, who complained that the use of assessment criteria was restricting their students’ 

learning. This complaint triggered a discussion of how assessment criteria can be 

recontextualised in ways that offer students more restrictive or expansive ways of learning. 

Table 2: Data extract 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 

Eva: I have sometimes been a bit critical ahead of social science tests, because I think that the 
criteria they sometimes set up are very, well, it’s OK to say in mathematics ‘to solve equations 
with two parentheses’ or with a fraction, or whatever the case may be 
Anna: mm 
Eva: but in social science, if you are supposed to list everything you know, then it becomes very 
focused on, or at least it can easily become, focus on facts and facts and facts and facts (bangs 
fist on the table every time she says ‘facts’), and then it turns into a ‘yes, you asked about this, 
but it doesn’t say anything about this in the assessment criteria’, and then there is something 
wrong with the way we formulate our assessment criteria, I think 
Anna: mm 
Eva: and then, the teachers who have asked this question or experienced this, have maybe not 
managed to develop criteria that are good enough in relation to overarching and broader 
competency objectives 

 

Eva’s account illustrates the importance of how mediating tools (in this case, the subject 

knowledge) are used when knowledge resources (in this case, assessment criteria) are 

explored and stabilised. It also points to the importance of how knowledge resources, during 

their recontextualisation processes, are connected to broader purposes of schooling. More 

specifically, Eva questions whether these teachers have managed to create connections 

between the assessment criteria they produced and the competency objectives of the national 

curriculum, and argues that this can have important implications for whether the criteria 

support or restrict students' learning. Finally, the extract illustrates that recontextualisation 

processes have implications for how relations between students and teachers are constituted 

and what students and teachers are able to hold each other accountable for. Eva suggests that 

the students’ attempts to negotiate their grades based on the formulation of assessment 

criteria are directly related to how the assessment criteria have been developed.  
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 The extract highlights some of the ways in which the micro-processes of teachers' 

interactions with knowledge resources can inform how the characteristics of these resources 

are (re-)shaped, and how they are connected to purposes of schooling. In turn, this may 

position these knowledge resources as more or less supportive of students' learning. How 

these interactions emerge can be understood as a dialectic between the specific ways in which 

teachers approach knowledge resources, and the institutional demands that shape these 

processes. Teachers' work contexts today are characterised by a variety of institutional 

demands that are often perceived to be in tension with each other. One example is national 

tests and the use of student results to develop instructional activities, which simultaneously 

represent expectations of school development and accountability, of supporting student 

learning and improving test scores (Klenowski & Wyatt-Smith, 2012; Mausethagen, 2013; 

Stobart & Eggen, 2012). Another example is expectations of research based practice. 

Depending on how research literature is approached and framed within the broader context of 

schooling, teachers may approach research findings as prepackaged 'scripts' based on “what 

works” or as knowledge resources than can be subjected to interpretation and 

recontextualisation (cf. e.g. Biesta, 2007). Here, processes of elaboration and stabilisation are 

important as they inform at which level of specificity knowledge resources inform 

instructional activities, as the example of assessment criteria also illustrates. Another factor is 

the strength of incentives that invite teachers to connect new knowledge resources to 

particular institutional purposes. Finally, the characteristics of the knowledge resources 

themselves are of importance, as they may be more or less scripted (Akrich, 1992). An 

implication is that teachers' interactions with knowledge resources, through activities like 

instructional planning or teacher collaboration, can be understood as sites where teachers' 

collective autonomy is shaped. As relationships between specific knowledge resources and 

competing institutional demands are constructed by teachers, they also position themselves 
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and their instructional activities in relation to broader landscapes of educational reforms, 

epistemic infrastructures and the competing objectives inherent in educational practices.  

4. Discussion 

The truism that 'knowledge is power’ takes on a specific expression in professional 

work, due to the role of knowledge as a source of public trust and legitimacy. Professionals’ 

autonomy is dependent on this trust and legitimacy, and on their capacity to assess and define 

the knowledge that informs everyday work. This article has presented a three-part argument 

for how this aspect of autonomy is constructed and shaped at different planes of analysis 

through teachers’ knowledge relations. The first part illustrated how a profession’s 

knowledge culture and epistemic infrastructure shape practitioners’ opportunities for taking 

collective responsibility for developing and safeguarding a professional knowledge base. The 

second part showed how different combinations of knowledge relations and organisational 

roles and routines at the school level can constitute teachers’ collective autonomy, affording 

teachers contrasting opportunities to engage with new knowledge resources and to shape 

instructional development. The final part addressed how teachers’ interactions with 

knowledge resources, and the ways in which these resources are connected to institutional 

demands and purposes, can shape the role of these resources within the practices of 

schooling. Through these processes, teachers also define their own roles in educational 

activities, for example by shaping the division of labour between teachers and students or 

allowing for expansive or restrictive learning processes in the classroom. 

These interrelationships between knowledge practices and collective autonomy 

highlight the need for analytical attention to the material dimensions of knowledge resources, 

both in terms of specific resources and of the broader epistemic infrastructures that they are 

part of. Assessment criteria, curriculum documents, digital platforms for knowledge sharing 

and support structures for the recontextualisation of knowledge are all examples of artefacts 
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that invite teachers to engage with knowledge in particular ways, based on their material and 

conceptual affordances and constraints. These constraints and affordances may to a 

considerable extent shape how teachers approach knowledge resources, but they may also be 

transgressed and transformed as teachers purposefully rework them (Edwards, 2017). 

Different interactional patterns with specific knowledge resources are interesting units of 

analysis in this respect. In many ways, this is what has occupied much literature on 

educational reform and instructional change. However, examining such processes as 

knowledge practices rather than implementation processes would shed light on how the 

characteristics of a profession' knowledge culture and epistemic infrastructure both inform, 

and is reshaped by, efforts aimed at educational change. It also allows us to investigate the 

formative role of knowledge on teachers' collective autonomy. Certain artefacts appear as 

particular dynamic in this respect, such as assessment criteria. In the research literature, 

assessment criteria occupy a range of positions, from significantly enhancing student learning 

(e.g. Black and Wiliam, 2009) to playing a key role in promoting instrumentalism and 

‘teaching to the test’ (e.g. Torrance, 2007). Several of these findings occur within similar 

policy environments, which invite the question of how other mediating factors shape 

teachers' approaches to specific knowledge resources. Another key question is how teachers' 

work is positioned through these processes, for example, as ‘instrumentalist coaches’ 

(Torrance, 2007) or as teachers who can support students to engage in autonomous, deep 

learning.   

From a cultural historical perspective, teachers’ knowledge relations cannot be 

understood neither as purely individual attributes nor merely as a result of systemic 

properties. A question in need of further analysis is how the interrelationship between 

teachers’ interactions with knowledge resources and institutional demands and purposes is 

realised in different empirical contexts. Variance between the following two factors would be 
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particularly interesting to explore: settings where teachers have a more or less developed 

profession specific infrastructure, and settings where this infrastructure is orchestrated by 

different constellations of actors, such as policy makers, researchers, teacher associations, 

knowledge clearing houses and educational consultants. The Norwegian case can be viewed 

as an example where the lack of infrastructure has affected teachers’ opportunities for 

engaging in continuous learning and the systematic development of a shared knowledge base. 

This is also visible in Norwegian teachers’ calls for the state to provide them with more 

support structures for everyday work, for example in developing assessment criteria or 

conducting formative assessment (Hopfenbeck, Tolo, Florez & El Masri, 2013; Mausethagen 

& Mølstad, 2015). In contrast, the English context may represent a situation where teachers 

have been introduced to a very tightly scripted infrastructure, which has to a great extent been 

defined by policy makers without sufficient support from the profession (Beck, 2009; Day & 

Smethem, 2009). In such situations, the epistemic infrastructure may be so tightly construed 

that processes of exploration and stabilisation of knowledge resources are stymied and where 

spaces for working agentically with knowledge resources are scarce. In both cases, an 

epistemic infrastructure collectively developed by the professions themselves is notably 

absent. Also in both cases, the characteristics of the professions’ epistemic infrastructure 

affect teachers’ abilities to autonomously define their collective knowledge base, but for quite 

different reasons. Navigating contemporary knowledge landscapes and policy environments 

is a formidable task, even in settings where a supportive infrastructure for assessing and 

recontextualising knowledge is provided. The more general question is how the combination 

of professional knowledge cultures and epistemic infrastructures produce affordances and 

constraints for teachers’ capacities to collectively define the basis for professional work.  

The final point is that the application of this analytical perspective invites a 

reconsideration of how professional autonomy is conceptualised. Historically, professional 



Preprint version of article published in Teaching and Teacher Education: An International Journal of Research and 
Studies. 65, 1-9. doi:10.1016/j.tate.2017.03.003. There may be minor differences between this manuscript and the published 
version.  

 

24 

autonomy in the teaching profession has typically been associated with a high degree of 

individual discretion (Clement & Vandenberghe, 2000; Little, 1990). However, this 

understanding of professional autonomy is currently being challenged (Frostenson, 2015; 

Mausethagen & Mølstad, 2015). Two of the empirical examples (Sections 4.1 and 4.2) 

highlight that a one-sided emphasis on individual notions of autonomy may weaken teachers’ 

collective capacity to define the direction of instructional development and the characteristics 

of the profession’s knowledge base. In contemporary societies, characterised by their 

complex knowledge landscapes, we need a notion of professional autonomy that points not 

only to the individual exercise of discretion, but also to the extent to which professionals can 

collectively define what kinds of knowledge resources should be used towards which 

purposes and how. The latter is particularly pertinent given that actors, such as policy makers, 

educational consultants and knowledge clearinghouses, often play important roles in 

introducing new knowledge resources to schools. These resources are frequently embedded 

with conflicting motives, as they are designed to be used both as tools to support student 

learning and for purposes of accountability, such as data about student achievement (Coburn 

& Turner, 2011; Mausethagen, 2013). More generally, notions of professional autonomy and 

responsibility are increasingly contested and mobilised to position professionals in particular 

ways, both by professionals and by outside actors (Evetts, 2009; Mausethagen & Granlund, 

2012; Noordegraaf, 2013). These developments call for conceptualisations of professional 

autonomy that go beyond the individual and can account for the profession’s collective 

capacity to define the parameters of its work and the knowledge that informs its practices. It 

also invites professional organisations, who may historically have focused on topics such as 

pay and working hours, to involve themselves more systematically in constructing profession 

specific infrastructures “from within” (Evetts, 2003).  

5. Concluding comments 
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This article has provided an initial account of the relationship between teachers’ 

knowledge relations and the profession’s collective autonomy. As outlined above, future 

research could benefit from examining the empirical manifestations of these relationships in 

more detail, with particular attention given to processes that afford and constrain these 

relationships, and to factors that serve to shape notions of collective autonomy as either a 

‘threat’ or a ‘promise’. For a profession that has endured much criticism and negative media 

attention (e.g., Elstad, 2009) over the past decades, exploring how to foster a constructive 

relationship between professional knowledge, autonomy and legitimacy through more 

systematic approaches to developing and safeguarding knowledge may also help teachers 

regain their status as trusted and valued professionals who responsibly engage with their 

societal mandate.  
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