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Changing conditions for teachers’ 
knowledge work: new actor constellations 
and responsibilities
Eli Tronsmo*
University of Oslo, Norway

In a time of strong focus on school development, teachers’ work is increasingly linked to a variety 
of actors, organisations and stakeholders with different agendas and suggestions for school 
improvements. This paper explores the different actor constellations that teachers engage with in 
collaborative knowledge work and the opportunities and constraints such engagements entail. By 
drawing on ethnographic methods, teams of teachers from one lower secondary school in Norway 
assigned to developing a local curriculum were followed closely across sites over a year. The analysis, 
which employs resources from assemblage thinking (AT), shows how new actor constellations 
spatially relocate teachers’ work in ways that extend their professional roles and responsibilities. The 
findings also reveal that such work is epistemically demanding because it requires comprehensive 
collective negotiations and investigative activities from the teachers. The analysis foregrounds 
insights that contribute to our understanding of changing conditions for knowledge work in the 
teaching profession.
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Introduction

Teachers’ work has become a leading interest for diverse groups who wish to give 
advice and improve schooling. Several researchers have documented the expanded 
diversity of actors, efforts and ideas that influence schools and teacher communities 
(e.g. Hatch, 2013; Cain, 2015; Priestley & Philippou, 2018). Together, these groups 
of actors and organisations form large ‘machineries’ (Knorr Cetina, 2007) of stake-
holder interests, policies and technologies that work to produce, compile and dissem-
inate knowledge and ideas for schools and teachers. To handle this plurality, teachers 
need to be able to navigate the conglomerate of actors and relations from various 
quarters to calibrate the density of such relations and to validate the implications of 
different contributions for local practice. These extended engagements bring to the 
fore not only a stronger epistemic facet to teachers’ work (Nerland & Jensen, 2014), 
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but also a stronger collaborative dimension as a way of establishing and maintaining 
productive relations with relevant others (Mockler, 2005; Adler et al., 2008).

Although the literature on the relationship between specific actors and schools is 
extensive, few studies have looked at how the diversity of actors together poses new 
knowledge challenges for teachers’ work. While some researchers have documented 
how external developmental consultants and coaches increasingly play a significant 
role in transformations within schools (Dedering et al., 2015; Mayer et al., 2015), 
others have researched the role of school–university partnerships to foster teach-
ers’ professional development (Bartholomew & Sandholtz, 2009; Lillejord & Børte, 
2016). Certain studies have documented the role of local governing agencies, such as 
school reform support organisations (Datnow & Honig, 2008; Drew et al., 2016) and 
intermediary organisations to facilitate system-level and collective learning (Honig, 
2004; Rincón-Gallardo & Fullan 2016). Yet, others have shown how school inspec-
tion systems in many countries play a role as change agents (Gustafsson et al., 2015; 
Hall 2017).

These and similar studies show that the diverse range of actors and initiatives 
that constitute a particular educational environment extend beyond formal school 
reforms. Moreover, the vast number of new initiatives to improve education has cre-
ated a historically novel situation in which teachers are both expected to work more 
closely with external stakeholders (Edwards, 2010) and navigate the spaces that occur 
when new actors, knowledge resources and ideas converge. However, we do not have 
sufficient knowledge of what happens in these spaces. The intended contribution of 
this paper, therefore, is to shed light on what this new situation means for teachers’ 
knowledge work and the possibilities and challenges that new actor constellations 
bring to teachers’ practice. The notion of ‘knowledge work’ is typically framed as 
work that goes beyond the routine in ways that require analytic efforts, questioning 
and explorative activities (Alvesson, 2004). For this paper, knowledge work is con-
ceptualised as the actions that professionals carry out as they work to generate, vali-
date and legitimate the knowledge that informs their professional practice.

To investigate how professional practice is increasingly linked to many contexts 
and actors, some scholars (e.g. Noordegraaf 2015, 2016) have urged that our un-
derstandings of professional work be reframed more broadly. As Noordegraaf (2015) 
has suggested, increased stakeholder pressure combined with more multiple cases, 
that is, with more ‘complex problems to solve’ calls for new professional repertoires. 
Such repertoires imply the ability to develop professional practices to actively cope 
with stakeholders, risks and outside pressures (e.g. inspectorates and technological 
advancements), as well as to collaborate with different experts (Adler et al., 2008; 
Edwards, 2010).

Some scholars observed that to understand the changing conditions for profes-
sional work, we need to move beyond studies of actors and their influence towards 
the practical places where knowledge relations are maintained and reconfigured (e.g. 
Knorr Cetina, 2007). Knorr Cetina brings attention to how change is driven by micro 
interactions in small epistemic environments where negotiations and decisions occur. 
As she puts it, what ‘counts’ in a professional or expert community is ‘constantly 
evolving with every new knowledge relating situation’ (Knorr Cetina & Reichmann, 
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2015, p. 21) and continually transforming as new relations are established, some re-
lations are given more authority or some are replaced.

Within the field of education, therefore, several scholars (e.g. Mulcahy 2011; 
Youdell, 2015) have argued that rather than solely looking through a lens that iden-
tifies one central change force (e.g. the state, the OECD), we should make the as-
semblage, not the policy itself, the object of study (Youdell, 2015, p. 111). From this 
position, education policy is approached as just one component of a much wider 
ensemble of factors and forces in educational change. Following this line of thought, 
the changing conditions of teachers’ knowledge work are here conceptualised as pro-
duced relationally from a diversity of parts. Thus, whether policy intentions or reform 
initiatives provide change is treated as an empirical question.

This study employs analytical resources from assemblage thinking (AT) (McFarlane, 
2011; Müller, 2015). AT provides a focus on the processual and unfolding relations 
between specific educational sites and actors, highlighting how new stakeholder in-
terests, resources, actors and policies interact and form the environments marked 
by increased epistemic complexity in which teachers manoeuvre. The study follows 
groups of teachers assigned to develop a local curriculum in a lower secondary school 
in Norway and shows how teachers’ knowledge work is woven into various constel-
lations that implicitly forge new connections, affinities and mutuality with external, 
often distant, stakeholders and actors.

Before presenting the analytical framework, I commence with a description of the 
empirical–political premise of this study, which unfolds new knowledge assemblages 
as foundations for teachers’ work.

Local description of the change context

The public school system in Norway is governed according to a decentralised model 
in which primary schools are run by municipal ‘school owners’. The Ministry of 
Education and Research steers and concretises the national education policy, framed 
by the Norwegian Parliament. National guidelines are ensured through acts, regu-
lations, curricula and framework plans (Nusche et al., 2011). The Directorate for 
Education and Training (DET) is an executive agency for the ministry, with the na-
tional responsibility of overseeing and ensuring the quality of primary and secondary 
education and the implementation of acts and regulations. The DET is responsible 
for national educational statistics, which provide the basis for development initiatives 
and priorities and has the overall responsibility for the state school inspection system. 
The responsibility for carrying out the inspection is placed on the county governors’ 
offices (CGOs), which assess whether an individual school’s enactment of the na-
tional curriculum aligns with legal demands (Hall, 2017).

The public school system has invested great authority in municipalities and local 
communities as a driving force for educational change and improvement. The munic-
ipal school owners have the overriding responsibility for planning, implementation 
and follow-up of school development and policy initiatives. This includes the collec-
tion and analyses of student performance data and the facilitation of competence de-
velopment and knowledge exchange between schools and between peers. In addition, 
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the control of local curriculum development and assessment is in the hands of mu-
nicipalities and schools (DET, 2016). Although the curriculum is framed by national 
standards and ministry guidelines, teachers are given extensive space to determine 
how to develop and organise a common curriculum at the local level (Hatch, 2013).

The Norwegian education context is also marked by a strong national teacher la-
bour union (Union of Education Norway) with a negotiating position in policy deci-
sions and advocates for strong teacher autonomy (Nerland & Karseth, 2015). Other 
education stakeholders include students, parent organisations and the Association of 
Municipalities, which represents the views and interests of school owners.

Norway provides an interesting context in which to examine changing conditions 
for teachers’ knowledge work, as a broad range of initiatives and actors have ap-
peared in the sector during the last two decades (OECD, 2013). Examples of efforts 
and national strategies to ‘boost competence’ (Hatch, 2013) include the Assessment 
for Learning Programme (2009–2017), the ‘Spark’ initiative, and the Advisory Team 
Programme (2009–2013 and afterwards permanently). The latter is an initiative to 
offer schools and municipalities support in their change and development work to 
benefit student learning based on support and dialogue. In addition, the emergence of 
knowledge brokering initiatives during recent years has generated new actors and ini-
tiatives in the sector to facilitate access to and the diffusion of knowledge (Wollscheid 
& Opheim, 2016). Another example of new initiatives is the National Programme for 
School Leader Training, established in 2009 to strengthen the professional empow-
erment of school leaders. Furthermore, as in many countries, initiatives to reform 
teacher training have emerged; in 2010, the new teacher training programme differ-
entiated the courses of study required to teach at various grade levels (OECD, 2013), 
followed by other efforts to improve teacher education (e.g. the upgrade to a master’s 
level and competitive entry requirements). In general, a comprehensive systematisa-
tion of continuing and further education provision for teachers has been developed 
and implemented. Some of these initiatives are organised in a national partnership 
between the ministry, main stakeholder organisations and the municipality (OEDC, 
2013). More recently, a decentralised competence development scheme was intro-
duced in the White Paper n. 21 (2017). The model aims to enhance collaboration 
in school competence development by providing extra funding as an incentive for a 
range of actors to engage in the process. It also obliges the allocation of additional 
responsibilities to different key players, including the university sector, the county 
governor, school owners, school leaders and teachers.

To summarise, a conglomerate of transformative forces comprising stakeholder 
interests, intentional policies, research contributions, initiatives and local practice is 
present in schools in multiple ways. In Norway, as in many countries, this landscape 
of transformations has changed the conditions under which teachers’ knowledge 
work is carried out. Against this backdrop, the following three research questions 
guide the analysis:

1. What kind of actor constellation characterises selected sites and situations 
where knowledge is at stake?
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2. What possibilities and challenges for knowledge work do these constellations 
generate?

3. What do new actor constellations mean for teachers’ roles and responsibilities in 
terms of their knowledge work?

Analytical framework

To discern how the various actor constellations emerge and affect teachers’ knowl-
edge work, I draw on AT (Müller, 2015) and, more specifically, the concept of 
‘knowledge assemblage’ (Markuskaite & Goodyear, 2017, p. 117). Put simply, an 
assemblage is a conglomerate of ideas, tactics and practices assembled to deal with 
a problem at a historical and contextual moment (Koh, 2011, p. 271). AT offers a 
dynamic and processual perspective on how change emerges from the interaction 
of countless components in which work is situated. It seeks to understand the non- 
linear, complex, shifting and often blurred relationships between elements and actors 
that constitute a particular environment. McCann and Ward (2012a) have described 
an assemblage as ‘always in the process of coming together …just as it is always also 
potentially pulling apart’ (p. 328). From this analytical position, the world is under-
stood as emergent phenomena constantly evolving. An epistemological commitment 
of AT, therefore, is to maintain sensitivity to emergence. Since emergent properties 
are not easily predicted, AT rejects the connotation of stand-alone forceful causes. 
It also maintains sensitivity to outside influences and uncertainty. As McFarlane 
(2011) puts it, ‘relations may change, new elements may enter, alliances may be 
broken’ (p. 126).

However, although AT allows us to capture change, it does not mean that ev-
erything is instable. Rather, in the context of the professions, it is important to un-
derstand what is in flux and what becomes fixed. Hence, the attention to change 
processes in AT provides sensitivity to both stability and change, as well as stabilisa-
tion in the context of change, enabling us to approach different styles of participation 
as particular relations between knowledge, people and resources.

To track the processes through which education practitioners become tethered to 
certain actors, ideas or initiatives, I draw on Jensen’s (2007) concept of ‘sorting at-
tachments’. ‘Sorting’ here refers to the practical activity of figuring out how to engage 
with other actors, ideas, tools and experiences as part of conducting knowledge work. 
‘Attachments’ points to the fact that ‘no such engagement is innocent, since all actors 
come packaged with sets of cultural, political and economic relationships’ (Jensen, 
2007, p. 239). The concept underlines how new knowledge assemblages become rec-
ognised by teachers and how this happens in shared environments, where actors and 
interests are co-assembled to deal with various concerns and tasks. In this sense, and 
importantly, AT allows us to capture not only change and stability, but also agency1  
because it opens for analysis how relations are sorted in specific ways.

This study employs the concepts of knowledge assemblage and sorting attachment 
to understand how teachers handle actor constellations that span temporalities (from 
the present and the past) and space (from close by and far away) as central aspects of 
their knowledge work. My conceptualisation of knowledge assemblage assumes that 
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the epistemic environments of teachers’ work are made coherent through, first, the 
teachers’ efforts of sorting attachments and linking disparate sites and actors, second, 
the efforts of actors located elsewhere and third, the relations among the teachers and 
the actors in micro epistemic settings.

To further detail and operationalise assemblage methodologies, I align with Baker 
and McGuirk’s (2017) suggestion of a threefold strategy, which comprises: ethno-
graphic sensibility, concerning ‘how to look’; tracing sites and situations, concerning 
‘where to look’; and revealing the labours of assemblage, concerning ‘what to look 
for’.

Empirical setting and data

This study employed an ethnographic approach. One school, which could provide 
a rich response to the research questions, was selected. In this school, groups of 
teachers and the whole school organisation were linked in a vast array of contextual 
relations (many with different agendas and interests). Examples of such relations in-
clude the National Centres for Education, the DET, local governing agencies in the 
municipality, school development consultants and experts, university–school part-
nerships, teacher specialists, CGOs, subject-specific networks and other professional 
groups. Among these, some connections were established by the school and teachers, 
while others were set up by the municipality, with a great emphasis placed on devel-
oping knowledge sharing to enhance school development. The teachers in this school 
were entrusted significant delegated responsibility, which allowed for teacher-driven 
initiatives. Such initiatives, however, were collectively, not individually, driven. For 
the purpose of this analysis, I followed groups of teachers to map specific work set-
tings as examples of how different entanglements generate dissimilar conditions for 
teachers’ knowledge work.

The data analysed here come from field notes, pictures, documents, transcriptions 
of videotaped/sound-recorded interviews and observations, all conducted over the 
course of one school year (2015/2016). The primary data consist of observations of 
the following events: three municipal network gatherings in which peer collaboration 
and curriculum development were on the agenda (totalling 11 hours); one planning 
day at the school (6 hours); and one recorded subject-specific teacher meeting fo-
cused on the concretisation of assessment principles (2 hours). In addition, documents 
and relevant materials (e.g. the school’s strategy documents, distributed supplies and 
meeting reports), two interviews with the subject-specific team (3 hours 30 minutes) 
and two interviews with the principal (totalling 1 hour 45 minutes) comprise the pri-
mary data. The interviews were taped with a video camera and transcribed verbatim. 
In-depth observations over a year of one subject-specific team’s teacher meetings, in 
which curriculum development was the main objective, constitute background data.

Analytical strategy

The methodological practice of following ‘sites and situations’ (McCann & Ward, 
2012b) allowed me to operationalise the concept of knowledge assemblages as a 



Changing conditions for teachers’ knowledge work  781

© 2020 The Authors. The Curriculum Journal published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of 
British Educational Research Association

diverse array of actors and materials and to foreground the ways in which knowledge 
assemblages are generated through relations between sites. Sites, in this sense, might 
include meetings, network gatherings, staff rooms or the office of a principal, while 
situations might relate to prevailing notions of a best practice or a certain project or 
effort that exists beyond, but is nonetheless constituted by, particular sites (Baker & 
McGuirk, 2017). This approach enabled me to follow the teachers’ knowledge work 
in arenas in which various actors participated.

The transcripts, together with the totality of the empirical material from observa-
tions, field notes, interviews and materiality, were reviewed and organised into codes 
and categories in NVivo. I coded for types of actors, the work actors were involved in, 
whether actors were present or absent, tensions and ‘hot topics’ that appeared from 
the data. These codes and categories were used as a springboard for interpretations 
of the types of knowledge work the teachers were involved in, which in turn allowed 
me to interpret how this work challenged, opened or closed avenues for actions in 
terms of the teachers’ possibilities and responsibilities. Based on the initial codes and 
categories, I was able to describe emerging actor constellations.

I also coded for forms of attachments in the teachers’ work (e.g. preferences, re-
jections, selections and resistance of relations), which opened up for ‘sorting attach-
ment’ as a category of analysis. Together, codes and categories formed the basis for 
the writing of narratives, which I developed using ethnographic forms of data rep-
resentation (Van Maanen, 2011). In what follows, I present my interpretations of 
the empirical material as narratives of three sites and situations (McCann & Ward, 
2012b) based on the initial analysis. Locating teachers’ work in concrete situations 
allowed me to analyse, first, what characterised specific knowledge assemblages and, 
second, how these assemblages were worked on by the teachers, such as what knowl-
edge counts and ‘how it is made to matter’ (Nerland & Jensen, 2014).

Findings

Thorough reviews of the entire data set showed how particular knowledge assem-
blages supported, challenged and shaped teachers’ activities. At the same time, the 
teachers’ sorting attachments gave rise to new spatial constellations. In these spaces, 
the constitutive capacity of some relations over others restructured the knowledge 
assemblage. Below, I present three empirical examples of teachers’ knowledge work 
in which they were positioned in different actor constellations. In these examples, the 
teachers exercised knowledge work in terms of, first, creating connections to research 
and higher education, second, critically examining formal standards and third, ex-
ploring and validating activities with peers.

Example one: Sorting research and higher education attachments

As part of this school’s broader network, an affiliation with the university had be-
come increasingly important. The school’s constellation consisted of the Teacher 
Education Programme (TEP), whose interests involved establishing partnerships with  
development-oriented schools that could benefit the TEP in innovative ways. Through 
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a ‘university school’ model, the TEP aimed at developing high-quality practice arenas 
for student teachers, identifying and supporting reflective practices of supervision 
and, more broadly, experimenting with models of research and development (R&D) 
activities. For accepted university schools, the TEP arranged regular dialogue semi-
nars, competence-building weeks, lectures and workshops to bring together actors 
in education research, higher education and practice. The TEP also encouraged the 
school’s supervising teachers to take university credits in supervision.

However, the teachers’ engagement extended far beyond the TEP’s official goals 
in several ways. In addition to taking seriously their roles as teacher educators, the 
teachers emphasised that the affiliation with the TEP provided access to new re-
search and knowledge resources, of which they otherwise would have been unaware. 
The collaboration was further reinforced by the TEP’s connection to the Centre of 
Excellence in Teacher Education, a national initiative founded to develop and dis-
seminate excellent educational practices. The school’s attachment to the TEP has re-
sulted in more than one-third of the teachers taking university degrees as professional 
supervisors in recent years, which, in their own words, has created a ‘strong sense of 
professional community’ among them.

As a result, a group of teachers had applied for seed capital, and thus, developed 
a ‘supervision platform’, which they described as ‘a system for how teacher students 
should experience the totality of being a teacher while at practice placement’. As 
one teacher explained in a group interview, ‘Working professionally as a teacher in-
volves so much more than preparing and conducting good teaching’. Accordingly, 
they had selected four core aspects that they considered teacher students should 
gain knowledge in and experience of during their education. The following aspects 
formed the foundation for the supervision platform: the teacher as a colleague (e.g. 
open to collaboration); the teacher in dialogue with the outside world (e.g. other exper-
tise, parents and stakeholders); the teacher as an employee (e.g. following established 
laws and regulations); and the teacher in relation to students (e.g. facets ranging from 
creating dynamic learning environments to articulating overriding responsibility for 
student development). The establishment of this platform led to the materialisation 
and alignment of the schools’ resources from below.

Towards the end of my fieldwork, in an interview with the school leader group, the 
principal put a thick ring binder on the table. She enthusiastically explained,

This is a printout of our new supervision platform. It’s developed by a group of teachers here at 
the school and is constructed as a Wiki space where new resources can be added. Everything you 
click on links to new layers of other resources and documents. It works as a systematics to ensure 
the good follow-up of students. Moreover, we also use it as an annual plan for colleague mentoring.

What assemblage comes out of this actor constellation, and what possibilities and 
challenges does it generate? Broadly formulated, the meeting point with the TEP gave 
rise to a knowledge assemblage that facilitated connections to research and higher 
education in ways that went beyond the TEP’s initiatives but generated new explor-
ative efforts from the teachers. The possibility of applying for seed funding from the 
university allowed the teachers additional time and space to consolidate research, 
new ideas and experiences through the labour of writing applications and submitting 
reports. The material application and platform, in turn, linked disparate times and 



Changing conditions for teachers’ knowledge work  783

© 2020 The Authors. The Curriculum Journal published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of 
British Educational Research Association

sites and stabilised entities that could potentially have further life. We see how this 
assemblage served as a starting point for more durable constellations.

To benefit from the various elements in the assemblage (e.g. research in the field 
of subject didactics, new technological advancements and new ideas concerning the 
teacher role in the future) and make them cohere, the teachers had to consider their 
relevance and quality. As one of the teachers elaborated over a coffee in the staff 
room: ‘Having students in practicum provides a meta-view not only of the compe-
tences needed to be a teacher, but also of available new research and resources to 
draw on in the classroom’ (field notes). This meta-view required the teachers not 
only to weigh different areas of validity against each other, but also to simultaneously 
distance themselves and dive deep into their own practice in ways that called for re-
interpretations of established conventions.

The supervision platform became a materialised manifestation of the assemblage, 
where multiple forms of activity and contribution were condensed. As a product of 
particular ways of sorting attachment, the platform not only served to bring together 
and stabilise research and higher education concerns, but it also mediated commu-
nication among actors and established a common ground for the work. Through this 
supervision platform, the teachers became attached more firmly to the TEP and areas 
of research in ways that supported the assemblage.

The knowledge assemblage not only expanded the teachers’ professional develop-
ment options and increased their professional interactions, but also gave them greater 
obligations as partners in the TEP with responsibility for teacher students’ long-term 
professional development.

Example two: Complying with formal standards and regulatory agencies

As part of the vast array of actor constellations in the school, the link to the regula-
tory lever emerged as important. In the teachers’ effort to align and take into account 
various obligations, different regulations, standards, acts and actors were interlinked. 
In the following, I will mention two such actors: the representative of the state school 
inspectorates conducted by the CGO and an external consultant, Catherine Parker, 
with expertise in curriculum coherence and assessment.

The CGOs appeared as a regulatory instrument to ensure compliance with statu-
tory obligations at the level of schools and school owners. In the broadest sense, the 
CGO’s objective was to protect the students’ rights and safety and to guarantee the 
schools’ delivery of public goods and services. While the CGO representatives had 
both inspection and supervisory roles, Parker, by contrast, had been hired as a con-
sultant from the publishing sector a year before my observation started to assist the 
staff during the initiation of local curriculum development as a focus area for school 
development. Parker advised the teachers on procedural ways of operating to evaluate 
the work through assessment and student outcomes as regulated by the Education 
Act. Both the CGO representatives and Parker appeared as distant participators po-
sitioned as ‘generic practice experts’ in these efforts. Yet, while the CGOs required 
the documentation of assessment practice and development of detailed specifications 
for competence aims, Parker’s concern was, on the contrary, to merge fragmented 
competence aims into larger entities, advocating the value of teachers’ exploration 
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into the deeper rationales of the different subjects. However, both the CGO represen-
tatives and Parker prescribed the safeguarding of students’ equal rights and learning. 
Yet, as the principal expressed, different considerations do not always coincide: ‘The 
CGO treats assessment issues from a legal point of view, often at the expense of the 
learning dimensions, while other standards and efforts place the learning dimension 
in front’.

As considered in the previous example, what knowledge assemblage comes out of 
this actor constellation, and what possibilities and challenges does it bring? At the 
same time as the regulative was in focus, it was in tension with ongoing discussions 
in the profession about the increased focus on documentation in teachers’ work and 
whether these requirements were at the expense of student learning. Some of these 
discussions were also in play with the Assessment for Learning and concerns with 
interpretations of learning outcomes more broadly. Thus, the elements in this knowl-
edge assemblage did not form a coherent whole but rather a contested space of differ-
ent logics, approaches and concerns. As agents of the inspectorate of education, the 
CGO representatives aimed to promote capacity building by setting standards and 
expectations, providing feedback and support and informing stakeholders (e.g. pub-
lic reports). Although the teachers sometimes described their relation to the CGOs 
in terms of ‘fear of being caught’ by the inspectorate, they also emphasised in group 
interviews that it had raised the standard of their work in important ways; as one 
stated, ‘The link to the CGO has sharpened our insight on critical issues’.

Considering my ethnographic material, nothing indicates that the CGOs’ require-
ments were strictly inflexible. Rather, they were regulated, standardised and open and 
penetrable. What challenged the teachers was not the inspection system but the com-
petition between contradictory standards. Ultimately, the teachers and principal were 
left with the work of putting into practice the conglomerate of concerns incorporated 
in different formal standards, all with legitimate priorities and purposes, though the 
principal had the formal responsibility for final decisions.

In the teachers’ efforts to balance competing tensions in the assemblage, the search 
for ways to uphold standards and guidelines became complicated without clear-cut 
solutions. In the observed meetings, these expressions appeared in situations where 
the teachers, for instance, worked to make decisions about forms of assessment; 
they pushed for space for trial and innovation, while also establishing common stan-
dards in line with the Assessment Regulations and Legal Compliance. However, the 
complexity that this generated and the challenges that followed triggered extensive 
fine-tuning and sorting efforts.

Rather than rejecting or simply bowing to the demands of the CGOs, teachers 
engaged with standards analytically through webs of material and social practice. 
In this way, some elements, such as Parker’s authoritative interpretation of merging 
competence aims, gave rise to dissociation from some parts of the assemblage and 
to the re-establishment of others. By validating the different logics of each standard 
and sorting various concerns, the resources provided by Parker were important in le-
gitimising the prioritisation of students’ understanding and learning. In this context, 
the teachers developed local procedures that incorporated several considerations re-
garding learning outcomes and assessment, albeit to different degrees, in which the 
resources and suggestions provided by Parker, the CGOs and others were sorted 
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and transformed. This required comprehensive legitimation efforts from the teach-
ers, through which some constellations became attached more firmly than others. 
Remaking the CGOs’ requirement to expand a space for professional manoeuvre 
alerted the teachers not only to applying directives, but also to weighing them and 
finding ways to negotiate the basic concerns. Although the tension of this assemblage 
was not solved once and for all, it was nevertheless sorted and handled.

Securing the connection to the inspectorate, in this case, seemed to strengthen the 
teachers’ epistemic agency. The alignment widened not only their possibilities for 
action, but also their efforts to improve or ‘sharpen’, in the words of the teachers, the 
quality of their work. In this case, the link to the CGOs laid the foundation for knowl-
edge work (and hence new competencies) to evolve. However, a stronger attachment 
went to the logic Parker brought to the assemblage, which ultimately was closer to 
and legitimised the teachers’ own professional stance.

Example three: Collaboration with peers

Another important actor constellation for the teachers’ knowledge work was the col-
laboration with peers in a network of partnership schools established to facilitate 
school-to-school support and peer-to-peer knowledge exchange. The network was 
initiated by the municipal school owner as part of the decentralised model and aimed 
to help local schools put national education policy into practice. This included re-
sponsibility for initiating quality development at the local level and for promoting a 
school system building on knowledge. Network gatherings were organised around 
priority topics for school development. While some priority topics were associated 
with national initiatives, such as the Assessment for Learning strategy, others were 
launched locally to help the schools utilise data collected by the municipality to en-
hance quality in prioritised areas. The municipality’s interest was thus about securing 
and renewing the competence of teachers and school leaders.

The work was typically organised as so-called partner school meetings and learn-
ing networks between lower secondary schools. While some meetings were intended 
for school leaders, others could have a subject-specific focus for teachers. The meet-
ings were located in large assembly halls or at the various schools. Participants were 
expected to work collaboratively on specific assignments before, during and after 
each gathering to foster processes of joint learning. Over the course of the study, I 
followed the principal and teachers to three such gatherings, which enabled me to 
observe the actor constellation of this site over time.

The teachers themselves described this peer-to-peer network as motivating. As the 
principal explained, ‘We collaborate closely and compete a little, but we always wish 
the best for our neighbouring schools’. At the same time, while the teachers high-
lighted the collaboration with colleagues from other schools as a significant source of 
change and renewal, they also pointed out that the shared responsibility among the 
schools was often uneven based on the schools’ needs and strengths. In the words of 
one teacher,

Right now, we are most concerned with linking ourselves to partners we know can teach us some-
thing. For instance, we have recently come in contact with a school in another municipality that 
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works very dynamically with mathematics methods. Time is scarce, and we want to learn from the 
best. (Interview quotation)

Another teacher explained that they had recently entered into closer collaboration 
with the primary school that supplied them with pupils to ensure better transitions 
for students between primary and lower secondary school, although this school was 
not part of the formal network. Thus, although the teachers experienced the munic-
ipal network as an important constellation for knowledge exchange, this was not a 
static relation.

Here too, what knowledge assemblage comes out of this actor constellation, and 
what possibilities and challenges does it generate? Being anchored in a more or less 
common point of departure, peer relationships are, broadly formulated, largely about 
competent sharing among equals. The network partnership proved to be a profes-
sional community that gave rise to a knowledge assemblage of a professional internal 
and peer-based environment in a slightly formalised structure. However, although the 
schools in this network belonged to the same learning environment and municipality, 
their developmental trajectories were uneven. This, in turn, generated an inconsis-
tency of needs among the participating schools. How was this challenge handled?

Gradually, the teachers began to reconsider their attachment to the networks that 
were predetermined by the municipality. Instead of blindly accepting the partnership 
defined by the municipality, they actively sought partners who could enrich their 
knowledge base. This work also enhanced their consciousness of their particular level 
of professional development in a broader context. Rather than remaining passive 
members, the teachers reconfigured their bond to the municipality. This implied that 
the predefined actor constellation served as a starting point for new and, from the 
teachers’ perspectives, even more relevant attachments that were in line with current 
needs. A chain of connections creating a new regrouping of the knowledge assem-
blage. We thus see how the structure of peer collaborations simultaneously gave rise 
to both challenges and possibilities and made the assemblage’s vulnerability rise to 
the surface.

The way the teachers sorted attachments illustrates how specific knowledge con-
stellations provided incitements to change in this case. However, this did not erode 
the teachers’ loyalty to the municipality network. Rather, the teachers created a space 
for assessing and justifying the implications of being linked to one peer-based learn-
ing environment over another. The degree to which some relations were more firmly 
attached was calibrated. Despite the municipality’s formal responsibility for securing 
and developing school improvement and teacher competence, the analysis indicates 
that the teachers’ local space for manoeuvre was put to use in new ways. This enabled 
the teachers to take greater responsibility for renewing their competence, thus ensur-
ing school development.

Concluding discussion

This paper set out to explore what the broad range of new actor constellations means 
for teachers’ roles and responsibilities by focusing on the contextually specific re-
lations through which teachers’ knowledge work is enacted. The findings provide 
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various insights on this topic and substantiate previous studies that have shown how 
multiple sets of combined interests, concerns and demands are imposed on teacher 
professionals and schools (Dedering et al., 2015; Drew et al., 2016; Hall, 2017).

Noordegraaf (2015) has argued that the increase in professionals’ links to external 
stakeholders and knowledge-producing agents calls for new professional repertoires, 
such as strategies for handling outside pressure and the ability to collaborate with a 
wide range of actors with expertise that spans professional and organisational bor-
ders. The processes explored in this study reveal numerous components interacting 
at sites and in situations where knowledge is at stake, which in turn provided chal-
lenges and new openings for teachers’ work. In these situations, extended forms of 
collective responsibility came to the fore.

First, while teachers’ previous roles and responsibilities mainly concerned students’ 
learning, the responsibilities documented in this study pertain to knowledge pro-
cesses that include calibrating relationships and constellations across sites, thereby 
adjusting the strength of ties to different actors. In the data presented here, the teach-
ers took responsibility for sorting out the relations as enabled by their school organ-
isations. For instance, in the first example, we saw how the teachers found ways to 
engage with the TEP in a productive manner by establishing a tighter link to research 
and higher education. This reconstituted a specific epistemic environment for their 
work. In the third example, the calibrating activity involved loosening the connection 
to the formal peer network established by local authorities, re-establishing a different 
peer relation, and thus, finding productive ways to set up new linkages across organ-
isational boundaries to learn from peers and other professionals elsewhere. In this 
way, the teachers took responsibility for calibrating the degree of attachment, opt-outs 
and space-making in their horizontal relationships. These findings also point to the 
expansiveness in these forms of work processes and indicate a more outward-looking 
teaching profession.

Second, teacher responsibility also appeared in the ways tensions were handled. The 
multiple sets of combined interests, concerns and stakeholder demands challenged 
the teachers to discover robust solutions in changing circumstances. This, in turn, 
required extensive legitimation efforts, in which what was considered rightful had 
to be negotiated and re-established in contested spaces, as we saw with the CGOs 
in example two. A core aspect of the findings is that in the face of many inputs from 
an increasing number of actors, the effort to stabilise the foundation for practice 
was an important and continuous endeavour in the teachers’ work. Such work is 
epistemically demanding because it requires practitioners to negotiate between stan-
dards and different understandings. The balancing, sorting and pulling together of 
disparate ideas, resources and experiences required negotiations among the teachers 
in the team and at the local school about how to perform work in responsible ways. 
This is knowledge work because it requires that the teachers encounter their own 
practice and resources in explorative ways and in relation to the wider set of actor 
constellations that span organisational layers and influence the conditions for their 
work. These findings resonate with previous discussions on transformative teacher 
professionalism (Mockler, 2005) that underscore how responsible teachers ‘collab-
orate at a deep level with colleagues and other stakeholders, and necessary for such 
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collaboration is a willingness to be open to change and transformation in themselves’ 
(p. 742).

Third, the findings reported here show how teacher responsibility is closely linked 
to the ability to participate and act within the teachers’ professional knowledge do-
main. This presupposes that practitioners are what Nerland (2016, p. 131) describes 
as ‘sufficiently embedded in the circuits of knowledge that define their area of ex-
pertise’. As evident in the analysis, the teachers would not have been able to criti-
cally assess the CGOs’ standards and transform them into meaningful expressions of 
‘concerns for student learning’ without jointly mastering the standards’ underlying 
purposes and understanding the legitimate concerns of the inspectorate. Likewise, as 
illustrated in the findings from example one, the development of the supervision plat-
form presupposed shared conceptions and understandings of the qualifications that 
professional teachers must master. These findings resonate with previous discussions 
on professional responsibility (Fenwick, 2016) where responsiveness and the ability 
to alter the current state of affairs are core assets; they thus show how the capacity of 
knowledge work is closely related to teacher agency.

These three dimensions of responsibility can be conceptualised as epistemic respon-
sibility that extends beyond being ‘critical’ or simply ‘devoted’ to new inputs and ini-
tiatives. Rather, epistemic responsibility includes continuous creative–dynamic work, 
where possible outcomes and consequences are imaginatively pursued but not pre-
defined. This requires professionals who are ‘attuned to available possibilities’ (Fenwick, 
2016, p. 18) and able to seek out new connections within knowledge assemblages of 
emergent possibilities. In the data reported here, a driving force for such collaborative 
efforts was to seek out what McFarlane (2011) has denoted as the possibilities that 
potentially exist as tensions between the not-yet fulfilled and the here-and-now.

As depicted in this study, the emergence of epistemic responsibility points to a 
teacher role that extends beyond the frontline work with students and classroom 
instructions. In this case study, the teachers assumed the roles of teacher educators, 
network builders and securers of formal standards. On the one hand, one could argue 
that extending roles and responsibilities dilutes the teachers’ work to the detriment of 
their core tasks with students; as was evident in the analyses, sorting, negotiation and 
acting in different knowledge assemblages are resource- and time-consuming affairs. 
On the other hand, the findings underscore that encountering various actor con-
stellations gave the teachers opportunities to assess, weigh and redefine relations to 
actors and stakeholders in ways that expanded their opportunities for action, learning 
and professional agency, and thus, potentially for taking responsibility for their stu-
dents’ long-term development.

The epistemic responsibility documented here presupposes a collaborative teacher 
role. That teachers need to adapt to, comply with and cope with stakeholder pressure 
is, as Noordergraaf (2016) has suggested, more a matter of professional repertoire 
than individual skills. The teachers in this study were not simply executive imple-
menters of policy demands or stakeholder interests. Nor were they left to themselves 
as individual teachers to cope with stakeholder pressure and initiatives from various 
actors. Rather, the epistemic responsibility they undertook concerns managing, bal-
ancing and negotiating these actor constellations.
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Conclusions and implications

Teachers’ roles and responsibilities are changing as new actor constellations increase 
and the expectations of education intensify. This analysis has shown how such con-
stellations were handled by the teachers in situ through investigative, critical and 
innovative collective engagement. The notion of knowledge assemblage was used in 
this study as a methodical–analytical concept to empirically explore these processes. 
The article has shown how assemblages are constituted through the enactment of 
multiple actors with multiple interests in multiple places. These knowledge assem-
blages are not stable; rather, they evolve as the resources, ideas and different actors 
and knowledge-generating activities are approached and enacted in practice.

By understanding such work through the lens of an assemblage approach, this 
study has shown the demanding work required to gather variegated elements to-
gether, establish connections between them and stabilise certain connections in the 
midst of tensions. An implication of this approach, therefore, is that if we study the 
actor constellations that comprise a knowledge assemblage, we are also studying how 
certain actor constellations and knowledge gain impact. Rather than producing a 
set of universal, categorical truths for understanding new initiatives, this approach 
directs attention to the contextually specific relations through which educational ac-
tivities produce their effects.

While these findings and conceptual arguments are based on a single case study, 
I suggest they could be transferable to teachers’ epistemic work in other contexts, 
locations and nations where broad societal forces continue to emphasise school de-
velopment and teacher professionalism.
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NOTE

1 Some theorists have problematized the translation of the original French term ‘agencement’ (Deluze & 
Guatarri, 1981) to assemblage in English, arguing that the translation misses the agency dimension (see, for 
instance, Gherardi, 2016; Law, 2009, p. 147).
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