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Abstract 

In 1993, the Swedish National Agency for Education, Skolverket, coined and implemented 

the so-called collective morals mission, or “värdegrundsuppdraget,” which subsequently led 

up to the publication of a new national syllabus for upper-secondary school, LPF94. The 

collective morals mission constituted the values to be taught in Swedish schools and also 

positioned the Swedish school system ideologically. However, following its publication, 

teachers found it difficult to understand how they are to carry out and understand said 

mission, difficulties that seem to still be present today. Therefore, this project presents a 

qualitative study on how English teachers reflect upon, and relate their teaching to, the 

collective morals mission, how they do it, along with the possibilities the English subject has 

in conveying these aspects of fostering, through explicit education on the subject. Based on 

prior, personal observations the initial hypothesis was that the English subject is often 

forgotten, in relation to other subjects, in terms of providing students with education related to 

the collective morals. However, this is not due to English teachers not acknowledging 

opportunities for the subject to convey content, but because of the strong selective traditions 

of the subject, focusing education on form and not content, as it is a foreign language. To 

evaluate this hypothesis, semi-structured interviews with four English teachers were 

conducted and three separate curriculum analysis were carried out. This enabled an 

understanding of how the collective morals evolved over time and became what they are 

today. The results partly confirmed the initial hypothesis. Teachers do implement many 

features of the collective morals; however, they do not explicitly characterize them as such.  

The curricula analyses show a progression of the collective morals to be implemented in the 

explicit grading criterion for passing grade. These results are discussed, and conclusions 

regarding what that means for English teachers are presented.  
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1. Introduction 

“Human equality” and “democratic values” are inherently ambiguous concepts, yet proper 

understanding and implementation of these concepts are often taken for granted. The Swedish 

school system is tasked with a mission to produce students who are not only aware of these 

concepts, but who can also live by them. The current curriculum for Swedish upper-secondary 

school begins by stating that “Skolväsendet vilar på demokratins grund” (The school system 

rests on the basis of democracy)1 (LGY11). This is stated under the rubric that is called “The 

school’s values and mission.” This statement indicates the apparent stance that the Swedish 

educational system takes in regards to both educators and students. This all sounds perfectly 

reasonable, if it were not for the implementation aspect of it; how are teachers to go about 

teaching this? Gert Biesta (2006) has studied the school’s democratic mission and draws the 

conclusion that education in the subject can either be about democracy or through democracy, 

and that teachers perform a balancing act between them (p. 76). Biesta (2006) suggests a 

widening of the term “learners” to “newcomers” and argues that the “newcomer” aspect is 

more closely connected to young minds experiencing democratic education. These young 

minds are yet to operate in an arena where many different opinions and aspirations are 

presented. (p. 62). Biesta’s approach provides a possible starting point for teachers in how 

they can teach democratic values and promote development in their pupils in a way that is 

consistent with the intention of the Swedish state. Biesta, and others with him,2 have tried to 

not only clarify, but also to apply this ambiguous terminology in a way that benefits teachers’ 

understanding of the topic. Yet, these attempts to lay down specific and explicit guidelines 

seem to end up in a more general philosophical discussion of what it means to be a 

democratically aware teacher.  

 

Although the philosophical components of this topic are pronounced, and to a certain degree 

inevitable, this study attempts to anchor the discussion in the English teachers’ perceptions. 

This anchoring appears to be particularly important when it comes to the most fundamental, 

yet inherently ambiguous terms “värdegrund/värdegrundsarbete” as well as the English 

translation of this term to “democratic mission/values.” The notion that these terms are indeed 

ambiguous is reflected in the multitude of definitions and descriptions in available research. 

The Swedish researcher Pia Nykänen worked on similar aspects on her project “Värdegrund, 

                                                 
1 My own translation. 
2 Hannah Arendt (1958, 1977), Dewey (1916), and Immanuel Kant (1982) have all theorized on how schools and 
democracy are, or should be connected.  
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demokrati och tolerans. Om skolans fostran i ett mångkulturellt samhälle.” (Fundamental 

values, democracy and tolerance: On public school education in a multicultural society).3 

Even though Nykänen’s research focused on Swedish compulsory school, and not upper-

secondary school, and the philosophical elements are strong, the discussion regarding the 

terminology is applicable to this project. Nykänen (2008) finds the vagueness of the concepts 

problematic in terms of translation as some parts adhere to different aspects of the term; 

however, she decided on “fundamental values” (p. 16). Additionally, another researcher, 

Katarina Norberg, briefly discussed her decisions in her thesis (2004). She reflected on the 

reasons for choosing yet another term, “constitutive values” (p. 3) as opposed to “fundamental 

values.”  

 

Just like Nykänen, Skolverket has chosen to translate “värdegrund” as “fundamental values.” 

Despite the described vagueness, I have, in this study, chosen to use one single term, which is 

different from that previously suggested in research, namely, “collective morals.” It may seem 

that settling on a single term oversimplifies the complexity of the question being addressed. 

The reasons for this choice will be discussed in detail in the results and conclusions sections. 

However, the terminology deserves to be explained already at the outset of this essay as this 

discussion makes the relevance of the topic for the English subject clearer.  

 

English teachers, just like other teachers, are required to implement the collective morals, so 

why is this question particularly interesting to pose in relation to English teachers? Based on 

my experience, the English subject is not seen as a premier source of democratic values 

education and is therefore often overlooked when there are thematic breaks. English teachers 

are often reduced from content providers to form providers, more specifically, grading the 

language in student work. From this perspective, it would seem that the English subject is 

more or less a barrier to teaching collective morals. Yet there is no doubt that the English 

language is a crucial tool in the increasingly globalized education and understanding beyond 

boarders, not only the boarders of a specific nation, but also those of religions, cultures and 

genders. If language shapes understanding,4 then why cannot the English language be used to 

shape our common understanding of collective morals? 

                                                 
3 Nykänen’s translation. 
4 Wittgenstein’s famous quote, “The boundaries of my language mean the boundaries of my world,” is discussed 
later in the study and compared with interview data.  
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Thus, the purpose of this study is to examine the theoretical and practical meaning of 

“värdegrund” in the context of the English subject and teaching. This includes a discussion of 

whether, and to what extent, the English language can be used to improve our understanding 

of this terminology. To this end, this project addressed the following research questions: 

1. What is the meaning of the collective morals for English teachers? 

2. What are the English teachers’ perceptions of their options for implementing collective 

morals in the English subject? 

 

In the following, I will discuss this term in three steps, of which the first two, theoretical 

background and curricular analysis, focus on a theoretical understanding of the term whereas 

the third step, interview studies with English teachers, focuses more on how the term is 

understood and applied in practice by these teachers.  

2. Background 

2.1 Theoretical background 

In this section, existing research on the subject will be presented along with placing this study 

in relation to said research. However, given the concepts explored in this essay (“collective 

values” and associated terms) and their inherent ambiguity, this essay is tightly bound to 

Sweden and Swedish sources on the subject. The “collective values” are very specifically 

defined for the Swedish school context. Therefore, since the Swedish sources investigate the 

term explicitly, they will be the primary focus of the following background discussion, while 

international research on how to educate students in democratic values will also be included. 

2.1.1 Democracy in education 

The close connection between democracy and education can be traced back to the early works 

of John Dewey. With Democracy and Education (1916, 1999) and The Child and the 

Curriculum (1906, 2009), Dewey established ideas on how school functions as a societal 

pillar together with how teachers can reflect upon the curriculum and understand its tasks. 

Dewey’s ideas remain relevant to this day. Dewey argues that school has the opportunity to 

function as an arena where socio-economic class should be leveled in order to secure that all 

students have equal opportunity as societal actors. It is through widening student’s horizons 

by education about what makes humans similar, regardless of heritage and geographical 

existence, that empathic understanding of humanity is born, which Dewey reasons is the 

utmost challenge and mission of school (pp. 122-124). In Child and Curriculum, Dewey 
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claims that the child learns not only through explicit education in a subject, but also from 

experiencing life itself (pp. 6-7). Dewey argues that the ever-present contextualization process 

that humans perform with new information constitutes this. This ability, Dewey argues, 

evolves as the person ages and evolves. The child has less experience of testing and exploring 

what aspects of new information can be put together than an adult has, which can create a gap 

between what teachers want to provide students with and what the student can internalize (p. 

18).  Dewey argues that the solution to bridge the possible gap lies in letting students 

understand the world by experiencing it, not concepts or ideas of it (pp. 30-31). This leads to 

questions about how this exposure should be achieved.  

 

In Cultivating Humanity: A Classical Defense of Reform in Liberal Education (1997), Martha 

Nussbaum examines the importance of narrative imagination and how being exposed to its 

possibilities in education leads to a wider understanding of humanity (p.110). Nussbaum 

argues that having students experience other cultures, through literature, can bridge ignorance 

gaps between the student’s culture and of other cultures, along with developing a sense of self 

in contrast to others. The ability to take the stance of the first-person narrator, become a part 

of the society portrayed in the literature, interact with the surroundings, or even being a 

bystander in the narration, are the true interactions with the characters. This, Nussbaum 

claims, is a fundamental part in educating students to become aware citizens of the world (pp. 

8, 55).  

2.1.2 Deliberation 

Jürgen Habermas can be said to have created the ideas behind deliberative democratic theory, 

frequently referred to in present day Sweden to understand how democracy can be achieved in 

the classroom (Bengtsson, 2008, pp. 56-57). Habermas reasons that democracy’s core is made 

up by communicative actions taken by citizens to together build a shared understanding of the 

world. According to Habermas, the interactions require active listeners that reflect upon what 

is said, evaluate it, and also take their stance in relation to what is said. As such, they form an 

understanding of the world in relation/contrast to themselves. The aim of deliberative 

communication, other than gaining worldly understanding, is for participants to agree on 

collective morals by deciding the strongest argument for the cause (Bengtsson, 2008, pp. 57-

58). 
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Similarly to Haberbmas, Tomas Englund describes a model for working with difficult issues, 

and how to deal with them in class in his book Deliberativa samtal (Deliberative 

communication) (2007).5 In the book, Englund argues that it is through collective deliberation 

that true meaning is achieved (p.156). He states that students must learn how to express true 

opinions and learn to accept contrasting opinions and within the group reach consensus, even 

if that means agreeing to disagree. If this can be achieved, students are given the opportunity 

to understand the collective morals mission and democracy in general on a deeper level (p. 

352). This means that in contrast to Habermas where the goal with the deliberation is to reach 

consensus by agreeing on which argument is stronger, Englund argues that the active 

communication itself is the goal, not the winning argument. 

2.1.3 “Värdegrund” and the young adult 

In a Swedish context, Tomas Englund and Anna-Lena Englund (2012) discuss the ambiguity 

of the term “collective morals” and the difficulties that it leads to for teachers to fulfill the 

mission that is imposed on them. Englund and Englund also make a case for whether or not 

the teacher is the sole enforcer of seeing that the mission is realized. They argue that those 

who decide on what the “collective morals” should entail function on a different level than 

those who are to carry them ou, and that this leads to a certain degree of discrepancy (p.8). 

Furthermore, Englund and Englund argue that the students’ need a fundamental understanding 

of human rights to be able to reflect upon, and take action in situations, where the collective 

morals mission is not fulfille (p. 49). The writers claim that the decentralization of the 

Swedish school led to the societal integration aspects of school was partly removed to make 

room for individual growth. This was done with the presupposition that individual growth in 

turn would lead to societal growth, or as Englund puts it, “private good” before “public good” 

(pp.14-15). However, the curricula became more focused on fulfilling grade criteria than long 

term planning for students to become “aware members of a globalized society” (LGY11), 

which Englund and Englund suggest meant that education in the subject was changed from on 

the subject, to through the subject (p.46). The implementation of the collective morals took a 

communicative turn, which meant that work with the collective morals was to be 

implemented in to how teachers teach, or through the subject, not what they teach. The 

teacher is to function as a role model for how potentially contentious situations arising from 

interactions between students as well as in students’ interaction with the world can be handled 

(pp. 20, 27, 30). This means that not only is the teacher the one responsible for fulfilling 

                                                 
5 My translation. 
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school’s collective morals mission, but also that they are to do it by leading by example, being 

a role-model and a critical part in shaping minds into the young adults that is ideologically 

preferable (Englund and Englund, 2012, p. 49).   

 

Building on Englund’s (2007) ideas regarding deliberative communication, Jonas Aspelin 

explores how the term “persona” ties in to students’ personal development in a school context 

in his book Sociala relationer och pedagogiskt ansvar (2010). Aspelin argues that individuals 

constantly confirm themselves toward others in their surroundings and depending on the 

response to certain utterances or characteristics, evolving their persona to better fit in with 

whoever has a leading role in the classroom. Aspelin’s claims make Englund’s work model 

quite difficult to assess in terms of who is actually conveying the opinions. Is it the individual, 

or is it the strongest persona in the classroom?  

2.1.4 Placing the current study 

It is impossible to discuss democracy in education and not mention John Dewey just as it is 

impossible to discuss the Swedish context without mentioning Tomas Englund. Dewey laid 

the foundation for how modern progressivism and socio cultural perspective on learning is 

understood today. Likewise, Englund has adapted Dewey’s ideas and put them in a Swedish 

context in order to make general guidelines, specific and feasible for Swedish educators. 

Englund’s ideas on how true deliberation is achieved are contrasted with Habermas’ ideas on 

agreeing with what is the better argument. Englund places deliberation apart from settling 

what the better arguments are and claims that the argumentation itself is the most prominent 

feature. If we were to see schools as microcosms of society, we would possibly have to agree 

with Habermas, in the sense that in order to make decisions, the better argued cause should be 

the cause going through. However, when it comes to widening understanding of fellow 

human beings, the interaction and how to cope with consequences of your communicative 

actions, Englund has a fair point. 

 

Furthermore, Nussbaum’s approach on how to expose students to the world, and how to 

ensure interaction with the literature, gives educators unambiguous ways to convey 

ambiguous concepts. For instance, any diminished group’s story is better understood by living 

it through a character, than having someone that is not connected to it, tell you about it. 

Similarly, Aspelin provides educators with a deeper understanding of how their students 

function in relation to others, and how this might cause students to act differently, depending 
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on a plethora of factors. This is important information when it comes to how to introduce 

subjects on the topic, as will be discussed later in this study because an unsuccessful 

introduction might not mean that the topic is unwanted by students. It might depend on how 

well you know your students and knowing when it is appropriate to instigate.   

2. 2 Previous curricula 

It seems reasonable to claim that the developments of national curricula are never made in a 

void, but are instead clear reflections of the societal context. Schools are gradually becoming 

more closely connected to the society in which they function as inaugurators into societal life 

(Wahlström, 2015, p. 6). For the modern6 Swedish upper-secondary school, there have been 

three national curricula, LGY70, LPF94 and LGY11 (Wahlström, 2015, pp.81-82).  

To understand how “värdegrund” came to be what it is today, I have carried out a close 

reading of these three curricula. The analysis will use Hellspong and Ledin’s analysis model 

as presented in Vägar genom texten (1997) as a basis. This entails a particular focus on the 

constructivism, or ideological level of the steering documents (p. 82), along with Nora 

Bacon’s (2013) strategies for close reading (chapter 3, and 4).  

   

Firstly, an objective source’s definition of the term “värdegrund,” Nationalencyklopedin 

summarizes it as follows: 

 

Värdegrund, de grundläggande värderingar som formar en individs normer och 

handlingar.  

 

Begreppet har använts särskilt inom det svenska skolväsendet, där det lanserades 

under arbetet med den nya läroplanen Lpo 94. Enligt läroplanerna skall skolan 

förmedla demokratiska värderingar och sträva efter att låta eleverna utveckla sin 

förmåga att göra etiska ställningstaganden som grundar sig på kunskaper och 

personliga erfarenheter samt att respektera alla människors lika värde. 

 

(Collective morals, the fundamental values that shape the norms and actions of 

individuals.  

 

                                                 
6 The previous school system was built upon different factors, such as socio-economical, as to where you 
“belonged” and what schools were eligible for you. After the school reform of 1971, all the different types of 
secondary education were combined under LGY70. For more on this topic, see Wahlström, 2015. 



  10 
 

The term has been used in particular by the Swedish school system where it was 

launched in anticipation of the new curriculum, Lpo 94. According to the syllabi, 

schools should mediate the democratic values and strive toward letting the 

students develop their ability to make ethical judgment calls that are based on 

knowledge and personal experiences as well as acknowledging and respecting that 

all humans are equal.)7  

 

The fact that the concept was coined, specifically, from work within the Swedish school 

discourse, raises questions regarding the contemporary interpretation difficulties. For that, a 

brief outline of how the concept developed over time, from LGY70 to LGY11 follows.  

2.2.1 LGY70 

To this day, the curriculum that has lasted for the longest time period (from 1970 to 1994) and 

which was also the first of its kind, is the curriculum for upper-secondary school that was 

published 1970. In LGY70, the term “collective morals” is, as discussed above, not 

mentioned, however, the word “värde/n” (value/s) is mentioned in a couple different 

combinations. The mentioning of “human values,” and “values” in a more general sense, are 

the most interesting issue for this study. The only time “human value” is mentioned is under 

the rubric, “Eleven i centrum” (Student centered).8 This paragraph could be interpreted as the 

closest thing to a formulated “värdegrund” in LGY70. The human individuality is placed in 

the foreground, but consistently contrasted with the societal responsibility that every 

individual is obliged to as seen in this quote: “Den enskilda människan är medlem av skilda 

gemenskapskretsar. Dessutom är hon samhällsmedlem såväl i den nationella som den 

internationella gemenskapen” (“The individual is a member of separate communities as well 

as a member of society and the international community”) (p. 10). 

 

Further rubrics in LGY70 are “Future Orientation,” “Home – School – Society,” “Individual 

Growth,” and “Student Social Development” to name some prominent features of what was 

seen as significant for education at the time. The conclusions we can draw from this are that 

although the term “värdegrund” is not explicitly stated, tendencies toward a school system 

based upon ideas of this kind can be seen in their developmental state in LGY70. 

                                                 
7 All translations from Nationalencyklopedin are my own.  
8 All translations from LGY70 are my own. 
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Paradoxically, this is presented with the almost conflicting idea that deeper communal 

understanding of humanity is best acquired through individual growth.  

2.2.2 LPF94 

In contrast to LGY70, LPF94 is more clearly structured with what school is to provide 

students with, in terms of aims with education. The initial rubrics in LGY70 are in a way 

conflicting ideologies, forced together at the hands of a divided society. Nevertheless, 

LPF94’s structured disposition provides the reader with a sense of what is held as substantial 

for understanding in what way the curriculum states that schools should function. This is 

possibly because the term “värdegrund” is a concept wide enough to contain all of the 

relevant rubrics from LGY70. Interestingly, how this new term should be implemented in 

education was not something that was provided for the teacher, which according to Englund 

and Englund (2012, pp. 10-11), meant that not much was different from the previous 

curriculum in regards to implementing the collective morals in their teaching.9 

  

The progression from LGY70 to LPF94 is thereby done through organizing and structuring 

the content under something that ties it all together – the term “värdegrund.” However, the 

biggest difference from LGY70 is how these values are integrated into the grading criteria and 

the aims of the subject.  

 

I undervisningen skall eleverna få tillfälle att lära känna olika kulturer i den 

engelskspråkiga världen. Genom studier av skönlitteratur och möten med andra 

kulturformer skall eleverna få fördjupade kunskaper om hur det engelska språket 

varierar i olika sammanhang och i skilda länder. (Through education, the students 

should be given opportunity to explore different cultures within the English-speaking 

world. Through literary studies and interactions with other cultures, the students shall 

acquire deepened knowledge on how, depending on the context of when and where it 

is, the English language varies.) (p. 37)10  

 

     Together with the goals for the course, the student is to “ha kunskaper om 

samhällsförhållanden, kulturtraditioner och levnadssätt i engelskspråkiga länder och kunna 

använda dessa för att jämföra kulturer” (“have knowledge on societal aspects, cultural 

                                                 
9 This was also stated, off the record, by one of the interviewees – the new curriculum was published and simply 
existed, nothing was done to inform teachers on how to interpret these “new” guidelines.  
10 All translations from LPF94 are my own. 
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traditions and ways of life in English-speaking countries and be able to use this knowledge to 

draw comparisons to other cultures.”) (LPF94). 

 

Although measures were taken to provide teachers with explicit criteria to uphold on the topic 

of implementing the collective morals in their respective subjects, it seems teachers still found 

the implementation difficult to achieve. Following this, Skolverket set out to perform an in-

depth study on “värdegrunden,” and published En fördjupad studie om värdegrunden – om 

möten, relationer och samtal som förutsättningar för arbetet med de grundläggande värdena. 

(2000) (“An in-depth study on the collective morals – regarding interactions, relations, and 

conversations as prerequisites for work with the fundamental values”). In its report, 

Skolverket states that accountable sources on how “värdegrunden” is actually practiced by 

teachers is needed in order to draw conclusions on how to clarify the interaction with the 

subject and how implementation of it is to be done (p.16). Additionally, the teachers and 

students involved in the study express willingness to be more proactive in this subject along 

with a want to explore themselves and others in the subject, but due to lack of time, they 

cannot genuinely embrace and explore the different aspects (pp. 40-41). 

2.2.3 LGY11 

The current curriculum for upper-secondary school follows the progression from LPF94 

with similar wording under the rubric “Grundläggande värden,” where “värdegrunden” is 

presented. The logical progression from LPF94 is a slight focal change in regards to 

which society the students should be educated to function in. As can be seen above, both 

LGY70 and LPF94 are primarily focused on the Swedish society; however, fleeting 

references to how education should promote the ability to function outside of Sweden are 

mentioned. This international aspect of education, or what education should develop, is 

taken further in LGY11.11 

 

As Swedish society is more and more internationalized, so are its functioning organs, 

especially the school. When it comes to the English subject, this aspect of education is 

more clearly featured than in previous curricula. In LGY11, the English syllabus states 

that education in the subject should give students knowledge of not only the language 

itself, but of the surrounding environment along with areas where English is spoken. This 

                                                 
11 This is also together with a widening of what is regarded as discriminating treatment in regards to sexuality. 
This is partly because some sexes and sexualities, which are common today, were neither adequately 
worded/defined, nor seen as anything other than a psychological deviancy waiting to be treated.  
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is repeated in explicit criteria for students to achieve a passing grade in all courses of 

English (English 5, 6, and 7).  

 

Eleven diskuterar översiktligt några företeelser i olika sammanhang och 

delar av världen där engelska används, och kan då också göra enkla 

jämförelser med egna erfarenheter och kunskaper. (The student is able to 

briefly discuss some aspects in different contexts and parts where English is 

used and can draw simple comparisons to own experiences and general 

knowledge.) (LGY11, p. 4, 7, 10). 

 

This shows an implementation progression of specifically one aspect of the collective 

morals, the understanding of other/foreign cultures. This, along with the ability to draw 

comparisons to your own life, being applied into the criterion, which is needed for 

students to achieve a passing grade in all courses of English, means that steps toward 

making the collective morals easier obtainable is being taken. However, the criterion is 

still quite open for interpretation as to what is considered “aspects in different contexts.”  

 

2.2.4 Summary 

After performing this close reading of the curricula, LGY70, LPF94, and LGY11, two 

conclusions can be drawn. Firstly, schools and society are not only closely connected; 

they are also heavily dependent on each other. One plausible interpretation of LGY70 is 

that one important part of the collective morals is that the Swedish state ensures the successful 

merging of different school forms. Also, the LGY70 emphasizes individual growth as a way 

of building a society in which self-aware individuals area able to function together. In 

contrast, LPF94 approaches the same aspect from the other direction. Instead of building 

the society from the individual, the group was put in foremost position. However, as 

stated above, teachers trying to act upon the new term “värdegrund” did this in response 

to Skolverket not providing guidelines as to how teachers are to implement 

“värdegrund.” In LGY11, the international aspects and possibilities of English education 

is what the education should achieve. What can be said in regards to the progression of 

the first conclusion, is that it follows the progression of the society in which the curricula 

is to function, which for LGY11 means a globalized society.  
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Secondly, a progression of implementing and clarifying the collective morals seems to be 

occurring: From LGY70’s wording of equality and human rights, to LPF94’s pioneering 

coinage of a collective term (värdegrund) in order to gather the many rubrics from 

LGY70. This lead up to LGY11’s initiation of implementing parts of the collective 

morals into the grading criterion for students to achieve a passing grade. Possibly, this 

progression could solve what seems to be a difficult implementation of the collective 

values for teachers. If the progression follows the same pattern as has been presented 

here, aspects of the collective values could increasingly be incorporated into the grading 

criteria.  

3. The Current Study 

This section deals with the interviews conducted with English teachers. These interviews 

supplement the theoretical background and the curricular analysis as it focuses more on how 

the written words are understood and implemented in practice. While the collective morals 

mission is addressed to the entirety of the faculty and staff in Swedish schools, English 

teachers understanding and implementation of these are particularly interesting because of the 

increasingly globalized aspects of education. For the purpose of a globalized learning, and 

understanding beyond boarders, the English subject’s possibilities are near endless. 

As such, this part focuses on the questions: 

 

1. What is the meaning of the collective morals for English teachers? 

2. What are the English teachers’ perceptions of their options for implementing collective 

morals in the English subject? 

3.1 Method 

3.1.1. Data Collection 

In this study, data was collected using semi-structured interviews. These interviews were 

inductively qualitative and carried out with inspiration from a grounded theory perspective 

(Bryant, 2007). Qualitative analysis was considered the best option since I wanted to 

understand what English teachers read into the terminology and how they reflect upon the 

possibilities to implement the collective morals in their teaching. I recorded the interviews, 

took notes and later transcribed the raw material. From the collected interview data, two 

categories were identified. 
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My aim with the interviews, as this area is quite vague and very open for subjective 

interpretations, was to have open-ended questions in order to have a conversational-styled 

interview with the participants. The semi-structured interviews as described by Bryman 

(2018) offer both the interviewer and the interviewee support in that the interviewer conducts 

the interview but the interviewee has a freedom in how they answer the questions.  

 

3.1.2 Participants 

This study contains interviews with four teachers with teaching experience ranging from two 

years to twenty-two years, and I will present them in Table 1. As the teachers were promised 

anonymity they will be given codes following the order that they were interviewed: T1, T2, 

T3, and T4.  

 
 
Table 1 – Participants 

Teacher – code Teaching years Other subject/s 

T1 10 History 

T2 2 History 

T3 12 French 

T4 22 Swedish 

 

3.1.3 Materials 

The materials used in the interviews were questions sheets that I used as a basis for 

conducting the interviews. The following content table (table 2) shows the questions the 

interviewees were asked.  

 

Table 2 – Interview questions 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Background questions 

 

Question 1. For how long have you been teaching English?  

Question 2. Why English? 
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Subject questions 

Question 1. This research’s hypothesis was formulated from my own experiences from 

school and VFU regarding the role that the English subject plays in the explicit teaching of 

“värdegrund” – the democratic aspects of education as one example – what are your 

experiences of this?  

Question 2. What does the Swedish school’s “värdegrundsuppdrag” mean to you? 

Question 2.1. As an English teacher, do you think that it affects you differently? 

Question 3. What possibilities do you see, in the English classroom, for education in 

“värdegrund”?  

Question 4.  In contrast to other subjects, how would you characterize the English subject’s 

opportunities to provide students with democratic education?   

Question 5.  Could you describe some aspects of your teaching that you would describe as 

promoting “värdegrundsarbete”? – This is part of the research to help other teachers with this 

possible dilemma, not to serve as a judgment of you. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

The order of the questions was set beforehand, but functioned more as a scaffold for the 

interviews, as they were conducted. As can be seen in the transcripts located in appendices (1-

4), the question order was altered depending on where the interviewee arrived in their 

reasoning. Further, given the width of the subject, several questions were partly answered 

when the interviewee responded to a different question and where therefore omitted from both 

the transcription, and the conducted interview, as it would make the interview far to 

repetitive. 

4. Results and Analysis 

In this section, the results of the interviews will be presented will be presented in the 

following order: Firstly, the interviewed teachers’ views of the term “värdegrund” and how 

they reflected upon “värdegrundsarbete” will be discussed. Secondly, the interviewees beliefs 

about the English subject’s role in educating students in reference to these terms is presented. 

Lastly, I will present what some features that the interviewees have found successful in their 

teaching within this subject’s frame.  
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4.1 Meaning of “värdegrund” for the interviewed English teachers 

When asked what the teachers related to “värdegrund” and what is included, or omitted, the 

interviewees answered fairly similarly. For T2 and T3, “värdegrund” was tightly connected to 

equality of opportunity, whereas for T1 the ambiguity was the most prominent feature of the 

word’s existence together with the subjectivity issues at hand when trying to deal with these 

matters. T4 expressed a seconding of the opinions of T1 and T2, but also drew on a “fair 

grading” aspect. For T4, who also has the longest working experience out of the interviewees, 

a fair grading is done in such a manner so that everyone has the same opportunity to 

demonstrate their abilities. This does not mean that every student always gets the same time 

frame to fulfill the criteria provided. Instead it means that the students are graded throughout 

the year and that existing time frames provided for, say, national tests, do not dictate the 

conditions. T4 described an idea of “maximizing potential,” more than meeting the criteria set 

for a task. With this, T4 argued that the students are often constrained to the set criteria for 

specific tasks and if they have reached the highest level, as provided by the curriculum, the 

students’ potential should not be limited to, nor constrained to these criteria. 

Furthermore, T2 states that a multicultural class means that it is crucial for teachers to not 

only treat all students equally, but also make all students feel comfortable in expressing 

however much of their cultural and religious identity they see fit for any given circumstance. 

This statement ties in with both Aspelin (2010) and Englund (2007). In order to secure this 

safe-space for students to express their true opinions, Aspelin argues that the teacher has to be 

observant of the current power dynamics present in the classroom, and that students are not 

necessarily expressing their own opinion on the subject, but one that does not jeopardize their 

persona. This means that before teachers can even bring up these subjects, in possibly 

deliberative conversations, teachers should be confident that they understand the relationships 

in the class, and their own relationship toward the students. For T2, this understanding seems 

achieved and they also appear to subscribe to Englund’s ideas on how to discuss the topics, 

chosen for students to explore humanity, which can be seen in how T2 talks about the 

disposition of the classes.   

 

T3 describes one part of the mission as picking the groups himself/herself, rather than letting 

the students do so. T3 justifies this, as part of the democratic mission is to teach students to be 

able to collaborate with everyone in the class. There are, however, times when it is not 

suitable for the teacher to choose the groups, which involves reflective work on the teacher’s 

behalf as it comes to knowing both the group and the assignment.  
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They [the students] might feel that if they get to choose their partner it will 

benefit the work somehow, or their development. Sometimes students have a 

hobby or a special interest, which they share, and if they get to work together on 

that topic they might get a better “flow” in their work, which I wouldn’t want to 

hinder. Still, in general I think it is better if the teacher makes the groups. 

(Appendix C, p. 46) 

 

This quote from T3 shows how they try to accommodate both their own ideology and the 

students’ possibilities to achieve the best possible result. It also shows how T3 knows their 

students and can make a decision in accordance with Aspelin (2010), as the students’ 

identifying markers are already established, they are likely to be able to express true opinions 

on the subject. However, T3 also mentions the classroom as being a microcosm of society 

along with students being able to collaborate with all students, which follows Englund’s 

(2007) reasoning that it is in the meeting of two contrasting ideas, and the deliberation 

between the two parties is where understanding of societal democracy lies.  

 

T1 describes the collective morals mission a bit differently than the other interviewees. T1 

believes in the teacher as the leader in the classroom, and that being that strong, competent 

leader, ensures that the implicit parts of the collective morals are carried out. With the implicit 

parts T1 talks of how you treat, and address each other in the classroom, the mutual respect 

between students and the teacher, and that the students bring what is needed to class when 

class starts. T1 also talks on the subject from an ideological perspective with the initial 

reflection on what T1 reads in to the term as a typical Swedish word, representing the 

discourse within the Swedish school system, and society. T1 describes how the collective 

morals are connected to ideological current. According to T1, the main reason for the term’s 

ambiguity is that politicians from different parties all make their own interpretations of “what 

it means to be a good human” as they have different ideological starting points. When asked 

on what the dangers of not specifying the collective morals could be, T1 start to break down 

this term in to what it actually means for the Swedish school system to implement it.  

 

Because if you don’t define the term in a precise manner, it always leaves 

things open for interpretations and subjectivity. This is a public business, 

schools are public institutions, and they are not supposed to run on 
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subjectivity, they’re supposed to run on objectivity and clearly defined set of 

rules. If the värdegrund becomes too vague, it’s not good. (Appendix A, p. 

33) 

 

Now, when the collective morals mission is something that should permeate everything 

related to school, and as Englund and Englund (2012, p.8, 21) argues rests on teachers to 

ensure. What T1 says on what schools should be run on, subjectivity or objectivity, gives an 

understanding of the vastness of this mission and its many implications for teachers. This 

aspect of “part to whole,” where teachers’ subjective interpretations is what the Swedish 

school system is run on and stated to function under in steering documents, may to some seem 

reasonable as every class functions differently from the next. However, the consequences of 

leaving how the values, schools are to convey, along with stand for, open for interpretation 

makes the idea of equal education seem more distant than before.  

 

Lastly, T2 and T4 offer some contrasting opinions as to what it means to be a teacher, and 

moreover one in the English subject, in respect to the collective morals mission. For T2, the 

teacher is the adult away from home that also should act as such. What T2 describes is the 

fostering mission that often is more closely associated to earlier years of school, but argues 

that being a teacher who acknowledges the collective morals mission is a teacher that is 

always there for their students. Although, what is described here is strongly related to the 

implicit sections of the collective morals, T2 make a case for them being important as tied to 

the previous statement that you should always be there for the students, and therefore, you are 

always in a potential teaching situation. By contrast, according to T4, the question is not 

whether teachers are willing to be there for their students when it comes to social issues but 

instead whether this is really the role of the teacher. T4 talks quite openly on how schools 

should have steadier means of channeling these issues to people educated to cope with said 

issues. Instead, bureaucracy has its claws buried deep in the teaching profession. T4 states that 

when you have a student in front of you crying, you want to help them right there and then, 

but “the system” tells teachers to fill in forms on the event to then be brought up on 

conferences. However, how the upset student is dealt with is left to personal preference. This 

argument, conveyed by T4, is similar to the one presented by Englund and Englund (2012) in 

regards to who is to carry out these areas of the collective values mission and what is part of 

them and what is personal preference. Still, T4 states that on several occasions, students have 

come up to T4, outside of school hours, and instigated conversations as a way of proving 
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interactive skills, which is a part of their grading, proving once again that if you choose to, 

you are always in a teaching situation.  

 

4.2 Possibilities for the English subject and explicit teachings, as stated by the 

interviewees 

 
As has been stated several times in this study, this topic was formulated from my experiences 

of the education in English lacking content, relatable to the collective morals. This was made 

very clear after further education was acquired at university level and a sudden realization of 

the vast possibilities that the English subject has to let students explore what it means to be 

human. Simultaneously, the question as to why my own experiences from upper-secondary 

school differed to such an extent arose. What do English teachers actually do in this regard, 

and what possibilities do they recognize the English subject to have to provide students with 

democratic values, through education in English?   

 

On this subject, T1 brings up an interesting aspect tied to both the English syllabi and 

linguistic philosophy when asked how they would characterize the English subject’s 

opportunities to provide students with democratic values. 

 

More specifically, I don’t know if you agree, but there are theories that claim 

that your consciousness is shaped by your understanding of languages. So I 

think that listening to the English speaking discourse, in English, widens your 

understanding. So in order to understand “värdegrund” from a global 

perspective, you need to listen to the English speaking debate on this, because 

your understanding of language shapes your understanding. You cannot just 

listen to the Swedish debate. That is where the language bit comes in, with 

the English terminology and language, their discussion is quite different and 

to provide students with this perspective is providing them with, possible, 

deeper understanding. (Appendix A, p. 32) 

 

What can be said regarding this is that T1 has taken an approach to implementing the 

democratic values into the required content, provided in the syllabus, regarding teachings of 

areas where English is spoken. However, T1’s thoughts on the understanding of language as a 

tool in itself for deeper understanding was quite the epiphany. Even though I am familiar with 
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Wittgenstein’s claim that “The limits of my language mean the limits of my world,” I had not 

thought of this quote to function as justification to implement collective morals in pragmatic 

language education. To this, T4 adds views on words as fundamental for enabling student’s 

thoughts to be expressed. T4 argues that a broad understanding of words, along with 

contextual dependency aspects, is essential for promoting students’ understanding of the 

world, and particularly being able to adequately convey these thoughts to peers in 

interactions.  

 

Further, T4 gives a number of possibilities and examples on how the collective morals could 

be carried out, for the sake of interest and diversity in this essay, I have chosen aspects that 

were not mentioned by other interviewees, or that build on the ideas, but function differently.  

Firstly, T4 mentions humor as tool for, in a more relaxed setting than a test, assess students’ 

understanding of language. T4 then give several “pun intended” jokes, or “dad jokes” if you 

will, as examples where the joke often lies in words being homophones or a kind of word 

play, which in turn unsurprisingly change the meaning of the punch line. One example is the 

Jimmy Carr joke: “Venison’s dear, isn’t it?” where the play on the homophone to “dear,” 

“deer,” T4 argues, entails a lot more on student’s language understanding than testing a fixed 

set of capabilities. Now, this is all fun and games, but it ties more in with the hypothesized 

subject matter of English, as a subject permitted with nothing less than pure language 

acquisition. However, for T4 the concept “maximize [student] potential” can be worked 

towards in many different situations. By extension, this ties in with what T1 states about 

understanding language as a way of widening your understanding of the world.  Moreover, T4 

argues for the content of the English subject as variable, in contrast to other subjects. T4 gives 

an example of how they had listened to a motivational speech by actor Matthew 

McConaughey and discussed it with the class, as it contained several complex ideas on what it 

means to be a “good human being,” this exercise took a full lesson longer than originally 

planned for. Now, as has been mentioned regarding T4, time frames are not something that 

should inhibit potential, or opportunity to convey something to the students for them to either 

maximize their potential, or gain extensive understanding. Nonetheless, T4’s argument is 

based on the idea that the English subject’s aims provides teachers with opportunities to 

achieve these aim in ways that they themselves see as appropriate.  

 

T2 described the possibilities to implement the democratic values in the English subject as 

excellent since the guidelines from Skolverket (regarding areas where English is spoken) give 
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the teacher a chance to focus teaching on parts of the world connected to both the overarching 

aims of the subject and his/her personal aims. T2 describes their wish to educate students in 

human understanding and compassion and that for that aim the English subject offers many 

different possibilities to implement the collective morals. T2 express that through literature or 

movies, aspects of sexuality, racism, or identity (to name a few) can easily be addressed. T2’s 

argument ties in well with what Martha Nussbaum (1997, p.110) argues to be the strengths in 

teaching with literature and how to make use of themes provided in belletristic. On this 

subject, T3 provides further problematizing, along with reasons to implement the collective 

morals through literature in your teaching.  

 

T3 identifies one possible problem with dealing with sensitive subjects in upper-secondary 

school, as teenage students not being ready to “expose” themselves. T3 argues that teenagers 

in upper-secondary school want to be like everybody else, which would make taking an 

explicit position in regards to sensitive questions difficult. This reflection is done in contrast 

to the adult students T3 teaches currently, whom T3 considers being much more ready than 

upper-secondary students to place themselves in contrast to, or in accordance to issues, 

brought up in class (comp. Aspelin, pp. 82-101). Now, this is an issue that T3 reflects upon 

can be solved by bringing up such subjects through literature. By having students read and 

interact with literature where they can explore their identity, race, gender and so forth, 

students are provided with the opportunity to express true reflections, without having to 

expose them, as they can always refer to what is said and done in said composition, in 

accordance with Nussbaum (1997, pp. 8-10) 

 

Additionally, when asked about the possibilities for the English subject to implement 

collective morals, T3 told a rather interesting story about how they had worked in a school 

that went on a school trip to Belfast. Whilst on location, T3 realized that much of what they 

saw, in regards to Catholics and Protestants, along with how the two groups approached each 

other and how they are now trying to work together in a community center, as a way of trying 

to keep history from repeating itself, needed to be addressed. T3 states that the purpose of the 

trip was not really based on something from the curriculum, more than a fellow colleague 

having heard of the interesting work being done by IRA and UDA activists at this community 

center, and thought it to be a good learning experience. As this trip was neither initiated, nor 

decided on by T3, the true intentions of going on this trip will remain undisclosed, however, it 

nonetheless functioned as an exploration of collective morals. Apart from the students 
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experiencing the active work on how to bridge highly explicit religious and cultural 

differences, as discussed by former activists, T3 describes the Swedish students as 

understanding the living conditions of Northern Irish teenagers and comparing what they saw 

to what they know. Thereby gaining understanding of the Swedish society, along with 

thankfulness for domestic privileges they had taken for granted.  

5. Limitations 

As has been stated in the introduction, this study is rather small-scaled in comparison to the 

subject it is dealing with. The study’s opportunities for generalizing is therefore fairly limited, 

although, I would argue that the span of the interviewees’ experience give some weight to the 

result. Additionally, it would have been preferential if this study was also made through 

observations and carried out over, at least, one semester, and representing schools from all 

over Sweden and not this single municipality. Given my initial hypothesis, regarding how the 

English subject rarely is provided with explicit teachings of democratic values, observations 

could lead to misleading results. The explicit teaching of democratic values and collective 

values is most likely not something that is taught every single day, as no subject is taught 

every single day. On the other hand, the implicit parts should be.  

 

The implicit parts of the collective morals mission are highly interesting and important for 

truly understanding how teachers and students function together. They are, however, quite a 

delicate issue. The implicit parts could be interpreted as fairly indicatory as to what kind of 

person you are, and can almost serve as a measuring instrument of the character of the 

individual. It has led me to understand that the way in which you position yourself in regards 

to the ambiguous terminology “värdegrund” and “värdegrundsarbete” reflects teachers as 

individuals rather than as professionals. This might be why this subject seems to be more 

inclined to be studied from social studies, or general pedagogic/didactic perspectives and not 

the English subject. Additionally, the lack of research on the subject within the English 

discourse lead to sources being inadequate, and in turn meant that the study relied on research 

carried out in other discourses than English, but within the educational domain.  

 

Although the implicit parts of the collective morals mission are not researched in this study, it 

does open for future research to draw on the conclusions presented and perhaps doing an 

intervention study to understand whether these findings are generalizable or not. Moreover, 

T1’s statement, regarding the contrasting ideas of the collective morals being subjective, but 
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still is to permeate all forms of education, is an interesting approach for a study regarding 

evaluating educational equality. 

 

5.1 Aspects of confirmation bias  

To the best of my ability, I have tried to ensure that my own values were separated from the 

interviews and how I conducted the interviews. However, while transcribing them, I realized 

the risk that I had pushed my agenda, especially in the case of follow-up questions. Such a 

risk is predicted by the theory of confirmation bias, according to which humans tend to search 

for and evaluate information in ways that are biased towards their existing beliefs, hypothesis 

and so on (Nickerson 1998, p.175-176) A problematic aspect of confirmation bias is its more 

or less subconscious nature. As such, it is difficult to detect in oneself, but easier to detect in 

others. Thus, I will be glad to receive feedback from my opponent on this issue. 

6. Conclusions 

The interview study partially confirms the initial hypothesis regarding the English subject’s 

diminished role in conveying the collective morals explicitly. More specifically, the study has 

three main findings:  

 

1. The English teachers found that the English subject often has a reduced role in contrast to 

other subjects, when it comes to explicit teaching of collective morals. However, all of the 

interviewees conduct explicit collective morals teaching, but do not characterize these lessons 

as such. 

 

2. The inherent subjectivity associated with these concepts means that there is no right or 

wrong way of teaching on the subject. This means that the standardized documents of 

Skolverket has as many translations as there are schools in Sweden, or perhaps even teachers. 

This result also led to the term, used in this study, collective morals.  

 

3. The English subject’s possibilities to provide students with collective morals education are 

near endless and can be achieved without having to deviate from the syllabus. By 

acknowledging the subject’s possibilities, implementation can be carried out. 
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Perhaps the most interesting finding in this study is that none of the teachers seem to think 

that what they do is explicit, although a lot of their teachings are well thought out with some 

aspect of the collective morals in mind. For T1, it is the leadership aspects of how to treat 

each other and having discussions on that in class. For T2, it can be choosing movies and 

books with the explicit aim to later discuss the sensitive topic provided by them. For T3, the 

trip to Belfast which they themselves turned in to a demonstration of how different cultures 

clash and what can be done to bridge that gap. Further, for T4, the blatant disregard of time 

constraints for students to maximize their potential, reaching heights, not constrained to set 

criterion. What seems to be the common denominator is the word “explicit” and perhaps a 

discrepancy as to what we read in to that word. As stated by T3, the English syllabi do not 

contain requirements to teach what the democratic values are, or what democracy is, which 

means that the implementation is left to the teachers, and thereby relies heavily their own 

morals, along with their ability, as to what parts of the collective morals is applied to their 

teaching. For instance, T2 finds the bridging of differences, between students and the world, 

as possibly the most important aspect and therefore implements these themes in their teaching 

as other areas are being covered. In this particular case the content seems to depend more on 

T2’s own morals than their ability, which T2 states they question if anything they are doing is 

“right.” Principally, there seems to be a hesitation to state that what you are doing is explicitly 

promoting the collective morals mission. Whether this due to the terms being ambiguous, or 

what T1 discussed regarding the Swedish political discourse, in terms of the underlining 

assumption that you cannot air certain opinions as they go against the ruling discourse. 

 

Englund and Englund (2012) mention that one interpretation as to why the term has become 

as ambiguous as it is, could be due to the term “värdegrund” gaining a highly positive aura 

and has thereby become something synonymous with something wholesome and something to 

aspire to be associated with (p. 7). With that in mind, the interviewees’ reluctance to describe 

parts of their teaching as explicit seem to be connected to the difficulty in deciphering both 

the terminology, but also how to position themselves to not disclose aspects that are not 

aligned with the discourse. T4 describes teacher conferences where the collective morals, and 

discriminating treatment were to be discussed, but not much was concluded as the participants 

spent most of the provided time stating that they are not racists (Appendix D, p. 55). 

 

The possibilities for the English subject to provide students with explicit education in 

collective morals, seem to be by widening student’s horizons and conception of what the 
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world is. This appears to be done through pragmatic language training and by exploring 

diverse cultures through literature, along with seeming agreement with Englund’s (2007) 

ideas on deliberation as means to carry out discussions on these topics. What can be 

concluded from this is in alignment with T3’s statement on the explicit education, on the 

democratic values, as not permitted by the syllabus for the English subject, although, all of the 

interviewees, in different ways, interpret the aims of the subject, provided by Skolverket, in 

such a manner that function to fulfill the collective morals mission. For instance, T2 chooses 

for students to read a book, as is stated in the central content (Skolverket 2011, p. 3), but also 

makes the decision, regarding what book, based on what themes the book deals with, in order 

to promote exploration of the collective morals aspects.  

 

On the basis of the review of research, curricula and interview studies, I have decided to 

suggest the translation collective morals to translate this ambiguous term “värdegrund.” This 

is, in my mind, a key contribution of the study, which could be further developed and tested in 

larger scale research projects. Both Skolverket and Katarina Norberg argue for different 

translations while Skolverket suggests “fundamental values” as in the translated syllabus 

provided (2011). Norberg instead proposes “Constitutive values.” Now, Norberg states that 

the wording “avoids any negative association with fundamentalism” (p. 4), along with being 

influenced by Strike (1999) in her choosing of this terminology. Norberg also observes that 

the terminology is “not always inclusive with regard to cultural diversity” (p. 4), as the 

constitutive part of the word is defined from the context it derives from. Along these lines, I 

find “collective morals” as a more suitable word as the context/setting defining the morals is 

also the context/setting in which they are being used, that is, the school setting. This 

eliminates the risk of defining people as “the other”12 in contrast to something that is named 

“constitutive,” which by necessity is formulated on the basis of a specific nation’s, or state’s 

constitution. As can be seen both in the results and in the transcripts, T1 associates the term 

“värdegrund” with subjectivity and ambiguity as main features, leading the wording away 

from something more objective, such as ethics, to something more subjective, such as morals. 

If nothing else, this result shows how very differently one could interpret 

“värdegrundsuppdraget,” along with what you tie in to the meaning. To draw from what 

essentially all interviewees said; the term seems to be heavily subjective. Considering that 

schools are public institutions that should not be run on subjectivity, a point emphasized not 

                                                 
12 The concept of “the other” is used predominantly in post-colonial literature where “the other” is the person, 
thing, or phenomenon contrasted to, often, Western beliefs. See Hiddlestone, 2014, among others. 
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only by T1, but also the curriculum, LGY11, it seems reasonable to ask whether the 

subjective understandings of this terminology are problematic. Since the terminology forms 

the basis of a mission that is to permeate all forms of education in the school system, it is 

essential that this discussion is continued. 
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8. Appendices  

8.1 Appendix A. 

 
Interview with T1. 
 
I: For how long have you been a teacher 
 
T: For roughly ten years. 
 
I: Ten years, and you’ve been an English-teacher since the beginning? 
 
T: English, yes, ten years.  
 
I: What is your second subject? 
 
T: History. 
 
I: And history.   
 
I: Why did you choose English as your subject?  
 
T: I’ve always had, quite an easy time in school learning English. History was my first choice 
at university and then I thought about what my second subject would be. First I thought about 
taking social studies, and then I realized that if you want a job, history and social studies is 
not the best combination. So I chose English for pragmatic reasons. When I started education, 
I quickly became interested in the subject. 
 
I: Perfect, what parts of the subject did you find interesting? 
 
T: Well, mostly.. (slight cough), (alveolar/dental “tongue humming”), literature, for sure, and 
the English speaking countries, especially the united states. 
 
I: Okay then, moving on to the subject. As I stated, this research was formed from my own 
experiences of not being explicitly taught about democratic values in Egnlish, do you share 
this experience? Either from your time in school or as teacher. 
 
T: Well, I share it in the sense that specific days devoted to “värdegrund,” as you say, are 
mostly a business for social science, however, you can conduct, “värdegrund” in everyday 
business as well. And I think that is more important than specific days devoted to that.  
 
I: Yeah, and, and how would that… 
 
T: That’s a very, very big question. 
 
I: Yeah it is..  
 
T: It has to do with how you, how you perform your job as a teacher everyday, how you meet 
the students, I think you need to ask more specific questions.  
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I: Yeah… 
 
T: But I can say one thing. Before we move in to the subject. The subject you are dealing 
with, I think we need to define the terminology more clearly. First of all the term 
“värdegrund” is very vague, and also a lot of the other words related to this, are vague. In the 
national curriculum (point at curriculum that is sat on the table in front of T1), you can 
understand the terminology in different ways, depending on where you come from. I think 
that is a weakness in this discussion because there is an inherent vagueness in the 
terminology.  
 
I: Absolutely, and that is part of why I wanted to this; to understand how different teachers 
interpret it and how they go about it, because, as you say, it really depends on a lot of factors. 
It can be your upbringing, or it can be the school that you teach at currently, it can be how 
long you’ve worked or so many factors that can affect how you interpret it.  
 
T: Mmm, for sure.  
 
I: But, I do understand you. They are big questions and ones that certainly aren’t easy to 
answer. We’ll do our best, together.  
 
T: Mmhmm, (Slight, encouraging laughter). 
 
I: Moving on to next question. What does, as you say then, this huge term “värdegrund” and 
its associated words, mean to you? 
 
T: Well, first of all I think that it’s a very Swedish word, and I think it reflects the Swedish 
political discourse, and also the discourse within the Swedish school system. So I think that is 
the first thing we need to understand. I’ll come more to that later. Number two, as I said, the 
terms are vague. Number three, there is no consensus of how you should interpret these terms, 
and that’s a problem. Because, especially where you come from politically, you can interpret 
the terminology in different ways. If you come from a conservative side, you can interpret 
those terms in a conservative way and reach certain conclusions. If you come from a “left-
leaning” side, it’s another story. I think that is a fact in the Swedish school system - that the 
terminology in the curriculum can be interpreted in so many different ways, and I think 
Skolverket is quite reluctant to provide us with a more specific terminology, for many 
reasons.  
 
I: Yeah, do you have any idea why? 
 
T1: Well, I think there is a fundamental disagreement among politicians, there is no single 
opinion, shared by all, how these terms should be interpreted, it doesn’t exist. 
 
I: Could say that it be because “värdegrund” implies morals and morals are very subjective, 
whereas ethics is more objective? 
 
T: I think that is part of the problem, absolutely. A lot of the things that we are dealing with 
are highly subjective.  
 
I: In contrast to the “värdegrundsuppdrag” and what it means to you, does it affect you as an 
English-teacher any differently than it does perhaps other subject teachers? 
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T: Well, I’ve been thinking about that and when I read your question, I agree with you that 
social studies often take the leading role in teaching those things. So, what can English do? 
And one thing English can do is that you can give the students a broader view of these 
questions in relation to the English speaking countries. We talked before that this discourse is 
typically Swedish; it’s very Swedish in nature. I think the curriculum supports this as well, 
instead of showing the Swedish discourse, but in English, we can look at, perhaps especially 
United States because there is a big discussion going on in that country as well, in relation to 
these questions. That means that what you can do as an English teacher, is to move away from 
the Swedish discourse and instead show the students the discourse in the English speaking 
countries, especially the United States.  
 
I: Okay, so what you’re saying is that we can use the curriculum and what we actually have to 
do, the teaching of English speaking countries, but insert värdegrundsuppdraget into those, 
and teach about those sort of questions.  
 
T: Absolutely, yeah.  
 
I: And would you have any sort of examples of more specific points on how that can be done?  
 
T: Well, there is a very interesting debate in the United States going on how far you should 
push equality of outcomes for example, a big issue over there. You could have those kinds of 
questions in the Swedish classrooms as well, where you compare for example equality of 
outcome with equality of opportunity. It’s a very important, principal issue, which you can 
relate to värdegrund. After that you could look specifically at the American discourse and 
then compare it to the Swedish discourse. Especially, during English 6 and 7 courses because 
the subjects are complicated.  
 
I: The subjects are very complicated. Do you think that it could be difficult bringing these 
subjects up? That it challenges students’ character and values?  
 
T: Absolutely, could be, but I think it should.   
 
I: Mm okay. I think it is really interesting that you say that the term “värdegrund” is a very 
Swedish thing, because I looked it up and, and Nationalencyclopedin has a short article about 
it and the term “värdegrund” was actually formed in the work leading up to LPO94. The term 
did not exist before that. Whereas now, every company, every sports club, basically 
everything has their own “värdegrund” and with that, of course, the term looses its value 
because no värdegrund is the same. Some aspects might be the same, but bound to that 
context. Do you think that it is possible to define, more specifically what the värdegrund 
should entail?  
 
T: it’s absolutely, possible. The question is... do you want to? (slight laughter).  
 
I: (slight laughter) What, do you think, would be the ups and downs? 
 
T: Well, the problem is, as I said before, there is no single opinion on how the schools should 
work that everybody agrees with, because it differs a lot whether you come from conservative 
or you’re leaning toward the left. You have totally different ideas what the school should be 
and if you ask a right-wing person what the Swedish värdegrund should be, that person would 
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deliver a specific answer. A left-leaning person would deliver another answer. So, of course 
it’s possible to define, but not in a way that would make everyone happy. I don’t think so. Of 
course, you can do them extremely general terms which..  
 
T: They do (looks and nods at curriculum in front of T1, slight laughter).  
I: They do (looks and nods at curriculum in front of T1, slight laughter) . 
 
T: Yeah, but that makes it vague, and that’s the problem. And that’s also very Swedish.. The 
vagueness. That can potentially be a little bit dangerous as well.  
 
I: Mhm, and why is that?  
 
T: Because if you don’t define the term in a precise manner, it always leaves things open for 
interpretations and subjectivity. This is a public business, schools are public institutions, and 
they are not supposed to run on subjectivity, they’re supposed to run on objectivity and 
clearly defined set of rules. If the värdegrund becomes too vague, it’s not good. 
 
I: Do you think a problem with defining “värdegrund” more specifically is that it is set by 
whomever is in charge, you talk about ideological views as defining what you read in to the 
“värdegrund” and then that would lead to shaping young minds in to a specific ideology that 
depends on who’s in charge? 
 
T: well, I think that is what is happening in Sweden now. If you look at different schools, I 
think that they interpret the “värdegrund” differently. If you look at one school in the area that 
I know is quite conservative, they would probably interpret the “värdegrund” in a manner that 
follows the school’s ideology. If you look at other schools, more progressive schools, they 
interpret that in a different way. What we see now, within the Swedish school, is a 
fragmentation of how to interpret the “värdegrundsuppdrag.”  
 
I: Do you see any dangers with that? 
 
T: Of course, but the dangers with that are also tightly connected with the where our society is 
heading. Towards a more, fragmented society, but also more free. More open for different 
roads a head. Once again, depending on where you come from or what perspective you look 
from, it varies. In general, I would say that we are moving toward a more conservative 
outlook.  
 
I: Although we’ve touched upon this previously, perhaps you’d like to elaborate on some 
ideas. Do you think that the English subject has a part in explicitly providing democratic 
values? 
 
T: Yeah, as we talked about earlier, I think that the main goal for the English subject is to 
provide students with a global outlook. This can be done through teaching about the English 
speaking countries, and especially America, I think that is where the main role of English is. 
The curriculum is specific in stating that the students should be provided with a global 
outlook, and I think you can relate that to “värdegrund” as well. We can’t have the students 
concerned only with the Swedish discourse that would be ridiculous as it is so narrow.  
 
I: And within that you see possibilities of implementing explicit teaching about democratic 
values? 
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T: Absolutely, because being a democratic citizen today, and in the future, requires you to be 
a global citizen. You can’t be stuck in the Swedish discourse. You need to be able to look 
beyond the boarders. For that, English has a possibility, unlike any other subject, to provide 
the students with global aspects. 
 
I: Then how would you characterize the English subject’s opportunities to provide democratic 
values, in contrast to other subjects?  
 
T: More specifically, I don’t know you if you agree, but there are theories that claim that your 
consciousness is shaped by your understanding of languages. So I think that listening to the 
English speaking discourse, in English, widens your understanding. So in order to understand 
“värdegrund” from a global perspective, you need to listen to the English speaking debate on 
this, because your understanding of language shapes your understanding. You cannot just 
listen to the Swedish debate. That is where the language bit comes in, with the English 
terminology and language, their discussion is quite different and to provide students with this 
perspective is providing them with, possible, deeper understanding.  
 
I: That is an interesting and important aspect that I haven’t thought about! The English 
language in itself could function as a “democratic tool.” (Smiles) (After the interview we 
talked a bit more about Wittgenstein and his famous quote “The limits of my language mean 
the limits of my world.”) 
 
T: Oh, absolutely, and also, if I can add, when you listen to the American debate, on blogs 
whatever their called, when you listen to the American discourse, you get a different 
understanding of the Swedish discourse. Because you see the Swedish discourse from the 
American perspective and then you gain a greater understanding. That is another thing that 
think English can provide.  
 
I: And is that because our societies are fairly similar in many ways that you can draw 
comparisons that what is happening in America, is or will, also happen in Sweden?  
 
T: I mean, they sometimes say that Sweden is 15-20 years after America, and in some senses I 
think that is true. Not in every aspect, of course, but quite a lot. 
 
I: So you could listen to and analyze debates going on in America and applying that sort of 
debate on Swedish context, if I understand you correctly? 
T: Well, I think some of the trends going on in America tend to come to Sweden. Not within 
all discourses, but many. As a teacher, part of your job is being on top of the developments 
and be observant of the trends, especially if you teach older students. Following the debate 
and the discourse in America, and other countries, I’d say, is a very important part of your 
job.  
 
I: Moving on, you say that the most important part of “värdegrundsuppdraget” is not the 
explicit teachings, but the implicit parts. The everyday mannerism that you implement 
through your teaching. How would you characterize your practices doing that, do you have 
any examples? 
 
T: Absolutely. I have two really simple things that I think Swedish school, as a whole, needs 
to be much better at, I think we have forgotten those things. It has to do with orderliness, 
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cleanliness in the classroom, certain behavioral codes – how you address each other, how you 
make it in time to classes, all those details that were much better, say, thirty years ago. So, 
when I think of “värdegrund,” I think of handing in cellphones, listening to the teacher during 
lectures, bring your pencil to class and all those small things. If that works, my experience is 
that that makes for a good working environment in the classroom, which means you can work 
with the questions you really want to work with. My experience the Swedish school system of 
today has difficulties upholding basic structures. 
 
I: So, the leniency of rules – like bringing your cellphone to class because it helps you study 
when you listen to music, but it tends to take all their concentration, those little things that 
might lead to something bigger, does not only affect your teaching, but also the student’s 
learning?  
 
T: Yes, for sure, and I think that research backs me up on this quite clearly. So, I think we 
need to get better at the small things. It does not have to do with being hard or harsh, but I 
think we need to improve on the basic stuff, we have forgotten that. Before we can talk about 
making the world a better place, and stop global warming, lets make sure they bring their 
pencils to class. We got a big job there. 
 
I: Previously, there was a grade in “ordning” (behavior)13 and there has been talk of 
reinstating a grade in a new subject, “livskunskap” or life sciences, where I think the issues 
you raise could be accounted for. Should that be instated, or would that be an impossible 
grade to set?  
 
T: Very difficult, because once again we have the problem of subjectivity (Laughs). All 
complex, advanced, knowledge and understanding, is by nature, partly subjective. But, I 
haven’t really formulated any clear ideas.  
 
I: I understand that, no worries, we can come back to it later. But, as you say, this subjectivity, 
is that not the case with all forms of grading? You have, in the syllabus, things that the 
students should do and things that you, as a teacher, should teach. You have the criteria with 
value words like, “välgrundat” and “nyanserat” (well informed and nuanced), aren’t they also 
quite subjective? 
 
T: Mmnn, not entirely. First, all, hopefully, the teacher is a professional. You know your 
subject and the curriculum and have some sort experience, so it is not a “man on the streets” 
that set the grades. I would say it is partly subjective, like I said, all complex and advanced 
knowledge, and understanding, is by its nature, partly subjective. I don’t think we can ever get 
away from that. I actually think that the Swedish grading criteria is pretty good. I think that 
the value words a pretty good. If you use the system and is transparent to students, I think I 
workds well. Probably the best system we’ve ever had, much better we had before, and way 
better than we had before that.  
 
I: (tangent on lack of education in grading in teacher program)… Most of us [students at 
teacher program] look at words like “välgrundat” and “nyanserat” and won’t know what to 
make of them. It is interesting, and refreshing, to hear someone that actually feel comfortable 
with those words and has found a way to be grade in an objective manner through being 

                                                 
13 The behavioral grade was removed from Swedish school in anticipation of LGY70 and was 
only used in grammar schools (Läroverk) between 1897-1962 (Lundahl, 2014). 
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consistent with how you interpret subjective words. There seems to a clear difference between 
what the university holds as suitable knowledge for us, and what we [students] feel like we 
need. 
 
T: I agree, completely. I have been mentoring students for many years, and they all say 
exactly what you’re saying now. There is a gap between the university and your “VFU” 
(placement); they are like two separate worlds. There seems to be reluctance from the 
university to bring in actively working teachers to explain to the students this (points to 
national curriculum on table in front of us). I don’t really understand why that is. 
 
I: Yes, exactly. We have all this knowledge, but how it actually looks and how we are to 
convey our knowledge is very different in the books than in reality.  
 
T: Absolutely, absolutely! You know, the teacher profession has changed so much over the 
last, ten-fifteen years and I think it should much more emphasis on leadership. Much more. 
Because being a teacher today is strongly connected to leadership. Subjects change, society 
change very rapidly, but the core, leadership knowledge, is kind of the same, since you are 
dealing with people. I think the university should focus a bit more on leadership education. 
 
I: Would you say that being a good leader could tie in to the värdegrundsuppdrag?  
 
T: Definitely, being a good leader, is a complex issue, but partly it’s about implementing 
värdegrund. If you are a weak leader, it’s probably a very messy classroom with a lot of 
disrespect and so on, värdegrund being thrown out the window. And I think that is a reality in 
many classrooms today, sadly.  
 
I: Well, I don’t have any more questions, do you have any questions for me?  
 
T: No it was good training for me! Normally, I’m in your position, it was a long time ago for 
me, sitting in a chair, trying to sound intelligent about complex issues.  
 
I: (Laugh) You did very well, no worries.  
 
T: I like the subject that you’re evaluating. It is obviously very big, which makes it difficult to 
nail down exactly, but I think that is what makes it interesting. And also, one thing that is 
happening is that the Swedish school system is very fragmented, and I think that that process 
is only in its beginning. Depending on if you get a job at some kind of “upper-middle class 
school” in Stockholm, or in the suburbs, they are two separate jobs. That development will 
continue, and that is a huge issue.  
 
I: Yeah, that is interesting. So if the Swedish school system would be completely 
decentralized, the municipalities would write their own curriculum, and with that, their own 
“värdegrund” which would mean that, even more so than now, a fragmented school. Perhaps 
especially when it comes to what it means to be a democratic citizen. 
 
T: Mm, that is very true, but I think that we’re halfway there. We have schools in this area 
that are explicitly conservative, look at other schools, very conservative – “dark blue” – other 
schools are more progressive – but it follows the general development of the Swedish society, 
look at religious private schools for example. So, it has already started.  
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I: Well, do you have anything else you’d like to add? 
 
T: No, it was fun. I appreciate it, a very interesting discussion. 
 
I: Yes, it was! I appreciate it very much, and I really want to thank you for taking time from 
your hectic schedule. Thank you very much. 
 
T: Thank you.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8.2 Appendix B 

Interview with T2. 
 
I: To begin with I have some background questions, the first one is simply: For how long have 
you been a teacher? 
 
T: I have been teacher for, soon to be two years now, yes I graduated about 2017, yeah.  
 
I: and, you’ve been an English teacher for those two years.? 
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T: yes exactly. 
 
I: What do you have as your second subject? 
 
T: My second subject is history. But I do not teach it at the moment.  
 
I: Do you teach all the courses of English? 
 
T: Yes, I teach English 5, 6, and 7.  
 
I: And how come you chose English as your subject? 
 
T: Well, I’ve always been interested in the English language, but also it has been easy for me 
to understand English from a young age. When I decided to become a teacher, my first idea 
was to be an English teacher, and I’m very happy with my choice. I feel very comfortable 
with English. Since I was little I’ve been watching movies, listening to music and I’ve always 
been interested in the English language, and always looked up the lyrics to the music. 
American pop-culture specifically. 
 
I: That’s it for the background questions, so now we’ll move in to the subject.  
As I stated, this research hypothesis was formed from my own experience from school and 
VFU that the explicit teachings of “värdegrunden” (With translations and terms connected), is 
not something that the English subject is permitted with. Do you share this experience? Either 
from your own time in school or from teaching? 
 
T: I haven’t really thought about it in that sense, because I haven’t experienced that the 
teacher, explicitly told us that we’re being taught democratic values, it hasn’t been quite clear 
for me, neither have I reflected upon it. But, I can see why it may be a problem, and how all 
teachers, except for social studies teachers, who have to include this as part of their teaching, 
might have problems with how to teach this. But no, I haven’t really experienced explicit 
teaching of this subject from neither the English subject, nor Swedish or any other subject in, 
as a pupil.  
However, I think that the democratic values can be seen in all the subjects, depending on how 
you as a teacher chose to teach. You can include those, although not saying them explicitly. If 
you know what I’m saying? 
 
I: I do, and although a big follow-up question, do you have any idea of how you can do that? 
 
T: Well, in my teaching, I always do this: Before we start a course, for example English 5 or 
English 6, English 7 is more limited by us teachers, but I always have the students pick out 
what they want to work with, what they think is fun. They always pick “read a book” or a 
specific book and “watch a movie” and have do some sort of analysis. By doing this, I give 
them a choice to state their opinion, and I obviously take what they say in to consideration, 
and when planning the course, I make sure to include a book, and look, see and maybe hear 
them out as to what kind of book they want to read. As well as following the course plan.  
Another example are the deadlines for hand ins, I always check with my students when it’s 
suitable for them to hand in, if they have anything else that is coinciding with this hand in, do 
we need to postpone the deadline one week? For me, giving them the option to chose, is, I 
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think, embracing the democratic aspects, and teaching them that “now we make a choice 
together.” 
 
I: That’s really interesting. I have to state that I am, in no way, here to judge you in any 
respect. I’m here to find out what teachers include in their interpretation of the terms and how 
they work, because I’m curious to find out. I don’t have the “right answers” in any way.  
 
(Interviewee smiles supportively and hums to let me know that I have not stepped on any 
toes) 
 
T: To back you up, I have no idea either if what I’m doing is right. Since I’m new. So, I’m 
still experimenting myself and figuring out what my way of teaching is. I want to include the 
students in my teaching that makes it easier for me to teach, but also, I guess to get closer to 
them. Because they feel that I hear them out and they feel comfortable with sharing their 
opinions and thoughts with me. So, it makes us grow together and creates a relationship that 
goes beyond me telling them what to do.  
 
I: Moving on to the next question, part of this research is that, together try to define what 
“värdegrundsuppdraget” actually mean, as it is such a ambiguous term – so, what does the 
“värdegrundsuppdrag” mean to you?  
 
T: It’s difficult, but how I interpret it is by doing exactly what I think I’m doing. That is 
including everyone. Maybe I should be more explicit in telling them that we have democratic 
values and include that in my teaching, or maybe have a theme called “democratic values,” or 
whatever that may be? But I think that, by including other problems, for example, in English 
6, and 7, we work with racism, and inequality in other cultures – in English 6, we’ve read a 
book and look on the English empire, during that time, and look on how people were treated 
differently because of their races. There is always the aspect of “then and now” that I want to 
convey to my students, and if you chose to include the democratic values you can see a 
progression. But we haven’t had a subject, explicitly, called “democratic values.” 
 
I: I don’t think that you have to name a course module “democratic values” in order to teach 
that. You mention literature as one way, which could be massive; you talk with your students 
about racism and equality that is portrayed in the books. I would say that is explicit teaching, 
although not naming the course that, wouldn’t you?  
 
T: Yeah, that is, but, we haven’t really gone through that the school tells us teachers to teach 
that specifics. I think it is very important to teach those subjects to students, because we have 
a very varied kind of students. They have different cultures, backgrounds, religions and I 
think it is very important that all are treated equally.  
 
I: and would you say that what you just described, is a teachers’ mission? That every student 
should feel that they are treated equally? 
 
T: Yes, absolutely.  
 
I: And that is part of “värdegrunden”? 
 
T: Oh yes, absolutely. I haven’t really thought about it, you are making it clear to me. I 
haven’t thought about that “värdegrunden says this,” and I have to act accordingly.  
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I: I think that one issue with the vagueness of the curriculum that it states “värdegrunden 
should permeate everything that is happening in school,” is that we don’t know how to fulfill 
that mission. You do a lot of things that easily could be tied to it, but haven’t reflected upon it, 
for instance.  
 
T: Yes, that is very true. It is part of who I am. But I think that everyone that becomes a 
teacher has these values in them, in order to perform their profession. I would assume, 
although perhaps shouldn’t, I would think and hope that every person that becomes a teacher 
has that within them, as that is a part of being a teacher.  
 
I: I am sure that you, as well as I have, met teachers or people studding to become teachers 
that you feel might not share your idea of what the “värdegrund” is, or should be.  
 
T: I agree with that completely. There might be an age issue. Where teachers that have been 
teaching for a long time, might not be up to date with present values. However, I hope that 
newly examined teachers are more conscious and aware than perhaps older teachers are.  
 
I: The “värdegrundsuppdrag” then, does it affect you, as an English teacher, differently than 
perhaps other subjects? 
 
T: No I don’t think so. I don’t think my teaching would be any different depending on what 
subject I have, because you could include that in every subject basically. Maybe not I 
science… 
 
I: For example, you have history as your second subject; you would tackle these issues in the 
same manner as a history teacher and as an English teacher? 
 
T: Yeah exactly. I have a course called “communication” where we talk about the norms and 
if we are different to them, how we handle the differences, what makes you normal, what 
makes me normal, and what is normal? We talk about these issues a lot, without explicitly 
saying that “you are being a racist” or “You’re not being democratic,” but we raise these 
issues because it is important to know that there are differences, and we are different people, 
especially in today’s society. I think that you can implement that in every subject really.  
 
I: This course sounds really interesting, do you teach it in English or Swedish?  
 
T: It is in Swedish. Recently, we watched the movie “The Danish Girl,” it is about a guy 
transitioning into a girl. We then discussed how the people of its’ time reacted to transgender 
issues and comparing that with how we would react today. We discussed that in the whole 
group and they had opinions that were not maybe what society would say is “okay.” I think 
that is part of us humans; we have those opinions although we cannot maybe say them in 
public. For these young teenagers, they should be aware that those opinions exist and that it is 
okay to think differently, you do not have to agree with everyone for you to be normal. We 
discuss those subjects quite openly. Although, when discussion these subjects you really need 
to know your students really well, you have to know what buttons are okay to push, and not to 
push, as it can become quite sensitive. If they have an opinion that might not be “okay,” they 
should be taught that it is okay to have it, but also be open to have their views challenged – 
which goes both ways of course.  
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I: Mm, of course.  
 
T: But it takes some courage to have that course and talk about those subjects, because you 
can see that a lot of students have strong opinions when you do not agree with them. I think 
that tells us a lot about our society, because you cannot have opinions that don’t agree with 
“the mass.”  
 
I: I find it really interesting that you say that you don’t reflect upon teaching these subject, but 
still teach it quite explicitly, with courses in both English and Swedish. Well, moving on. Do 
you think that the English subject has a part in providing democratic values to students? 
 
T: I think you could include that. In the course plan it says that you should work with 
different coultural differences, or religious differences, and look at different countries, read 
literature from different times. Perhaps whilst reading classical literature you could talk about 
democratic values, what they meant at that time, or societal differences with the same 
question. The issues brought up with “The Danish Girl” is also part of that, all of these 
different aspects of human life intertwine in one way or another.  
 
I: Mm, they really do. Then how would you characterize the English subject’s opportunities to 
provide students with democratic education or democratic values? 
 
T: It depends how deep you want to go into that subject. For me, since it is of personal 
importance, I might push these aspects differently than other teachers, and also deal with them 
differently. One of my students were upset that they had read a book in another subject which 
contained the n-word and that the teacher didn’t address that properly, and that lead to the 
student feeling a bit uncomfortable with hearing that word. I don’t want to “go in” on the 
teacher; I just mean that personal preference to these issues has a part in how you deal with 
them. I think that it is important to know what your aim is with what you are teaching, 
especially with these, possibly, sensitive issues. What kind of environment do I want in my 
classroom? You, as a teacher, have to take stand as to what is okay and not to create that 
environment, specifically when dealing with this. You have to be clear to avoid those kinds of 
misunderstandings. This student might now think that the teacher is okay with that word, 
which might not be the case.  
 
I: How, do you think, can a teacher obtain that confidence to face these issues in the 
classroom?  
 
T: Part of it is being a leader; you are the teacher and should not lose the sense of who you 
are, but still be able to create an environment where the students can say that “what you did 
was not right,” to the teacher, and me being able to say what is and isn’t acceptable in my 
classroom.  
I: As you speak of, and I interpret you saying, an over-arching idea of who you are as a 
teacher is important for how to be consistent in how you react to words, like the n-word or 
other issues. When do you decide that? Is it during education or does it depend from class to 
class? 
 
T: I don’t go into classrooms stating what words I’m okay with and not (laughter). You just 
create the environment as you go, and as you get to know the students. If students talk 
roughly with each other, or curse heavily, then you draw the line there. You need to mark 
where your line goes and make sure not offend anyone, without jeopardizing understanding, 



  41 
 

that is also where the consistency comes in. Of course, you can never control what happens 
outside the classroom. Still, during my class you don’t say those things.  
 
I: As you say, we can’t control what happens outside the classroom, but teaching and being a 
role model would hopefully lead to effects outside the classroom?  
 
T: Absolutely. For me, it is not as important to go in to the classroom and say “Today I’m 
going to teach about grammar, this is how you use pronouns and this and that,” as it is 
creating a relationship with the students in the way that they feel comfortable, coming to me 
with these kind of issues – for example “this teacher said this,” or, “I had a fight with my 
friend” or, “I fought with my parents” or anything. I think that is more important, and that is 
more my duty, to able to be there for them. If I can teach them about those things and maybe 
say something that might make their day better is, for me, more important than going in and 
teach about grammar.  
 
I: And would you tie that to teacher’s “värdegrundsuppdrag” or is that your specific mission? 
 
T: It is who I am as a person, not all teachers are like that. I didn’t have a teacher like me 
(Sarcastically smirking, slight laughter). I didn’t have a teacher that I felt that I could talk to, 
and that is something that I feel has been missing. I wish I had that. You are in school more 
than you are at home, almost, and if you would have had a teacher to whom you could turn if 
you had problems, might have made some of my school years easier. I think that is why it is 
important for me to be that person today.  
 
I: Very important things, I’m sure your students are glad to have you. Moving on to the last 
question. Your teaching practices, how would you yourself characterize them? As explicit or 
implicit? 
 
T: I am very explicit with what we are working with and how we should handle that. 
However, I think I implicitly base these practices on the “värdegrund.” When I plan what I am 
going to do with my class, I don’t really reflect upon that as promoting work with 
“värdegrunden,” it is more of my own personal ”värdegrund” and what I find important to 
teach and educate in.  
 
I: Could you say that part of the problem that comes with the term’s ambiguity is that it boils 
down to the teachers own views to what is premiered as promoting work with 
“värdegrunden”?  
 
T: Oh, absolutely. Your own morals play a huge part in how you interpret the terms and what 
you focus on within them.  
 
I: So, do I understand you correctly in you saying that personal morals are decisive for how 
you as a teacher go about answering and fulfilling the “värdegrundsuppdrag”?  
 
T: Yes, that is exactly it.  
 
I: Do you think that part of why you are able to focus your practices to the extent that you do, 
is because of your own moral and your “obligation” to them? 
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T: Probably, all teachers at this school are quite different. I do what is important for me, 
whereas other teachers have other likings, which would maybe mean that they interpret this 
democratic mission in a different way. I do, however, think we manage to create a school 
environment as a whole that is pretty democratic.  
 
I: Mmm. Well that is all of my questions. Do you have any questions for me, or something 
that you would like to elaborate, or other thoughts that has popped up? 
 
T: Not really. I think that it is a very important issue-raising in that you noticed this 
democratic mission and how it plays out in the English subject, how teacher reflect regarding 
it and so on. I don’t know if teacher actually do [reflect upon the democratic mission], to be 
honest. Me myself, I haven’t. You made it clear to me that I do, but I haven’t reflected upon 
it. Some teachers may want to say that they do more than they actually do, I don’t think that 
you would actually see them doing work promoting this. 
 
I: Thank you again for taking your time.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8.3 Appendix C 

Interview with T3.  
 
I: To begin with I have some background questions to begin with, and I think we’ll start with 
the first one. Sounds reasonable.  
For how long have you been an English teacher?  
 
T: Well, that depends on a few things. I have been at a couple different schools and levels, but 
for upper-secondary school, I have been teaching English for about twelve years.  
 
I: Okay, and what is your other subject? 
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T: French.  
 
I: Oh okay, so foreign languages. How come you chose English as your subject? 
 
T: I chose both English as French – languages really – because I think that languages are such 
fantastic mean of communication. It makes it possible for me to talk to people of other 
cultures. I also have relatives in English speaking countries, which might be another reason as 
to why I chose it when deciding what to study. English became a “family language,” so 
English came very naturally to me. I started to speak English early in life with these relatives. 
More than that, I simply loved languages, it came naturally for me, it was easy and fun. When 
you study English at university you study literature, social issues and so on, which I also love. 
Studying English became a way of also studying the other subjects that I am interested in.  
 
I: So, the languages have worked as a way for you to investigate the contexts of the 
languages, through the languages?    
 
T: Yeah exactly! That is a good way of putting it. 
 
I: Interesting. Well, moving on to the content matter. As I stated, this research is quite 
exploratory and formulated from my own experiences of the English subject. The hypothesis 
is that the explicit teachings of “värdegrunden” are not something that is done in the English 
subject. Do you have any experience of explicitly being taught on this subject through the 
English subject?  
 
T: No, not so much as a student in upper-secondary school, but from when I was at university. 
 
I: Why do you think that English didn’t play part in how you were taught? 
 
T: Maybe because of the tradition then was very much grammar translation. Very narrow text 
focus. The matters that the literature brought up was not something we talked about, other 
than form aspects of it. Also, I didn’t take that much English in Swedish upper-secondary 
school. I went to high school in the United States and when I came back I did some exams 
and got my grades from Swedish school.  
 
I: Okay, but that means that the curriculum that you went to school under was LGY70 then?  
 
T: Yes, exactly.  
 
I: And what did you do in English class in America? 
 
T: We had two classes, literature and writing. The literary class was all about reading novels, 
modern at the time, and talking about the authors, their lives and so on. The writing class was 
really writing essays in different genres.  
 
I: And your experiences, as a teacher in upper-secondary school, do you my experience 
regarding the English subject and its role in explicit teaching of “värdegrunden”?  
 
T: Yes, not explicit teachings, but implicit. Because it is not part of the syllabus for English. 
The explicit teaching of what is democracy, what are the civil rights, what is equality, racism 
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so on, is not part of the English syllabus. It is, however, brought up in the texts very often in 
course books. I think that it underpins a lot of the choices of texts in textbooks. I also think 
that I have made unconscious choices of novels to cater to these ideas. There is always an idea 
in the back of mind regarding as to what we can discuss when we’ve read this novel. Identity 
for example, is something I think students would gain something more from than the reading 
itself. We read “big mouth and ugly girl” by Joyce Carol Oates, which is about bullying and 
being ostracized and then discussed implications of the characters’ actions, and how they 
could or couldn’t relate to the topic.  
So, maybe not all my choices of novels, but it does play a big part. Also when you study 
different countries in cultural topics, or when you have projects. I had a project with several 
classes where we went to Belfast and Dublin. Before we went there we talked about the civil 
war and the tensions there. So I guess we sort of, implicitly talked about what it means to 
respect other people, their religion, and their identities.  
 
I: And that was strictly for the English subject?  
 
T: It was actually. It could have been collaboration with social sciences, but it wasn’t. We 
also met teenagers from Belfast, not Dublin. My students got to meet teenagers, coming rom 
completely different contexts. I think that was pretty enlightening to them actually, to 
understand that for these teenagers: Their religion, their social class etc. permeates their entire 
existence. They know if they’re protestant or catholic and that really makes a different how 
they understand themselves, and their rights. Catholics didn’t really have the same civil rights 
before, which, although different now, still affects their being today. That was an experience 
in the democratic mission. 
 
I: What were your aims and goals, going there? 
 
T: I didn’t make that decisions, it was made before I got involved with the project. You know, 
I think it wasn’t really based on the curriculum or the subject, I think one of the teachers had 
personal experiences of traveling there. He knew of a community center in Belfast where they 
welcome both Protestants and Catholics and also have community groups where they get to 
know each other. There are former activists from both the IRA and the UDA, the militant 
groups, whom work there together, to stop conflicts and arrange for “meetings across the 
boarders” – religious and cultural boarders.  
 
I: And you purpose was to visit and understand of what they are doing? 
 
I: Yes, in a way. The students got to meet two activists. One from IRA, one from UDA, which 
told the students of their work and the students, could ask them questions. I think that was 
quite eye opening for them. Then, of course, we visited cultural sights, looked at the wall with 
barbed wire and visited schools. They, almost, segregated schools; both in regards to gender 
but religious views are often separated also. My students had prepared to talk about some 
aspect of life in Sweden to present to the Irish students. Something that they thought would be 
interesting for them to be informed of – it could be IKEA or snuff.  
 
I: This is very interesting. I would characterize this a quite explicit teaching moment, at least 
in this subject. Although that might not have been the purpose of the visit, it sounds as though 
it functioned as such. 
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T: Oh, you would? Yeah, I guess, I made it into that purpose. The students were shocked by 
the poverty that they saw there. Run-down houses, people that were obviously living difficult 
lives, and general social problems.  
 
I: You say that you chose to make it into what this visit became, was that because of what you 
yourself reacted upon and what you saw? 
 
T: Of course. I thought that it was really important to talk about this conflict and make them 
understand. It took a while for them to sink in, because Swedish teenagers come from a 
comparatively wealthy place. Even if they, by our measures, are not wealthy, by comparison 
they are privileged. Swedish teenagers tend to think that the rest of the world live like they do, 
which they don’t. So, they were quite shocked.  
 
I: That sounds like a really interesting and informative trip, but I think we’ll move on to the 
next question. Part of this research is to try to define what the “värdegrundsuppdrag” means to 
English teachers, so, what does it mean to you? 
 
T: It means to teach students to respect others and work against prejudice based on race, 
gender, sexuality, ethnic minorities, being a responsible citizen and also taking responsibility 
for the group, being a member of a group – understanding of group dynamics. The classroom 
is sort of a microcosm of society so they need to learn to listen to others and negotiate things. 
Students seem to think that democracy means that they can do whatever they want, like 
individualism. “I get to chose whatever I want – that is my democratic right,” but it’s not, to 
me. It is being part of group and collaborating with others. Learning to collaborate across 
whatever differences may arise.  
Students might think that it is democratic for them, if they get to choose with whom they want 
to work with, but for me it is actually not. To teach the democratic values is to educate 
students in being able to collaborate with others. It is not always very popular, and the 
teachers shouldn’t always do that, but I think that it is an important aspect to consider.  
 
I: And those decisions, how do you make them?  
 
T: I think it might depend on the task. They might feel that if they get to choose their partner 
it will benefit the work somehow, or their development. Sometimes students have a hobby or 
a special interest, which they share, and if they get to work together on that topic they might 
get a better “flow” in their work, which I wouldn’t want to hinder. Still, in general I think it is 
better if the teacher makes the groups.  
 
I: Just so I understood you correctly, the teacher has a responsibility, which ties to the 
democratic values and students becoming societal members, in in picking groups to try to 
promote students compatibility with all other students? 
 
T: Yes, exactly that.  
 
I: Good. Do you think that the “värdegrundsuppdrag” affects you differently than perhaps 
other subjects? 
 
T: Yes somewhat. It gives me the liberty to choose materials that harmonize well with the 
democratic mission. If I taught, lets say chemistry, where the subject matter is more set, I 
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wouldn’t have the same opportunities to select materials. In English, we can work all the 
language skills with basically any subject matter.  
 
I: So the English subject has a lot of potentials? 
 
T: Yeah, I think it has a lot of potentials. I also think that in the classroom, when you are 
speaking English, no one has any extra benefits. Very rarely do you have students whose first 
language is English, which means that all your students are learners of English, making it 
almost a neutral language.  
 
I: As you say, English has a lot of possibilities in providing students with democratic values, 
do you have any particular examples of how that can be done? 
 
T: In the textbook that I use for English 7, there is one unit on gender, and to some extent 
sexuality. When students discuss those texts they really have to confront gender, social rules, 
and norms associated to “male” and “female.” This can be used as awareness-raising and 
draws the students toward taking stand and exploring their own and others’ prejudice and 
values. I think at all, discussing it in an open spirit is important. Sometimes students teach 
each other things. I over-hear a student asking: “Is it nice for a woman if she doesn’t have to 
work? She can just stay at home, isn’t that a comfortable life?” 
And another student answered: “Well maybe, but it has to be your own decision. Maybe a 
woman could choose that, or a man, but in certain societies you can’t choose.” 
And then the initial student understood that aspect of it, being more than “a nice life.”  
Sometimes they can give examples from their own cultures and backgrounds on how the rules 
are different for men or women. Maybe it is because my students are adults, but my students 
seem to be ready to share much more than what I have experienced from working in upper-
secondary school. I guess teenagers want to be like everybody else. They’d rather not be the 
one that is reduced to their background – being a girl from an African family, or a middle-
eastern family etc.  
 
I: So being an adult educator, and as you describe your students, they sound quite reflective in 
general along with a perhaps better sense of self than teenagers in uppers secondary school 
then? 
 
 
T: Yes, absolutely. I have an example of two, with not “ethnic Swedish looks,” students who 
were discussing the Sweden Democrats and prejudice and one of them said, “They don’t like 
us, some swedes are suspicious of us, or afraid of us.” The other student explained to the first 
student that the Swedish democrats did not win the election, which means that the majority of 
swedes do not mind them. Then another student told us of an interaction he had with his 
female neighbor looking at my student with suspicion, and my student had said: “Hi, my 
name is this and that, and just for the record, I don’t eat people, I’m not a cannibal.” And 
although we all [the class] laughed, I think that it says a lot about the self-awareness of adults 
in contrast to teenagers.  
 
I: Wow, maybe that neighbor needed some more education on this topic? (Laugh) 
 
T: (Laugh) 
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I: Jokes aside, this is of course a problem, how do you think that gap between your student 
and the neighbor could have been bridged? Not saying that it is too late, but… 
 
T: When I worked in upper secondary, there were classes with newly arrived students, and at 
that school, the newly arrived students never met with the “Swedish” students. They were in 
the same school, they saw each other all the time, but they were so segregated and never even 
talked to each other. I thought that certainly not in line with the democratic mission of school. 
There should have been opportunities or them to meet, really meet, and not just pass each 
other in the corridor. When I asked about that, one teacher said that they were not sure that 
their Somalian female students’ parents would be okay with their daughters met Swedish 
boys. But I don’t think that should stop you to try to, at least, get them to talk to each other.  
 
I: Mm, sure. Because it just furthers the divide, from both ends. You have this class of newly 
arrived students whom never interact with anyone, but the teachers and their fellow students, 
which I think, lead to a sort two-way “orientalism.” Students looking in and students looking 
out – two groups and no real togetherness.  
 
T: Yes, indeed. I had a student, in my class, that said, and I’m so ashamed of this, “That is 
Swedish for idiots.” I remember thinking, well if that is Swedish for idiots, then this is 
English for idiots. They’re all learners, that is the point of school. 
 
I: We’ll move on, we have touched upon the English subject’s opportunities, so we can jump 
straight on to the next question. In contrast to other subjects, what do you think are the most 
prominent aspects of English for education in democratic values?  
 
T: I think that it what I just described. Two things, that you can practice democracy in the 
classroom in two ways: You can set an example by creating the groups, which all subject 
teachers can, but in English you can discuss things having to do with democracy and respect 
for others. Also, by drawing on the learners’ role toward a second language, when it comes to 
classroom dynamics and such, the ability to create what is sometimes referred to as “the third 
space.” So, I think there is great potential for English.  
 
I: And do you think it is fulfilled? Not just by you, but overall. 
 
T: If it’s practiced? No, I don’t think that it is used to its full potential. Personally, I try, but I 
think its easier in adult education. The students are more ready to tackle these questions and 
reflect upon them. The students have a greater security in themselves. In upper secondary, as I 
said, the students are still quite young, and they don’t want to be different. Maybe we can take 
advantage of the subject’s potential within upper-secondary school, if we talk about stories 
instead. If we can distance it from the person, we might be able to get students to explore 
deeply personal thoughts and ideas, without having to expose themselves.  
Even with world events, as long as the students feel that there is an appropriate amount of 
distance between them and the topic, without it being and feeling “thrown in,” they could 
express ideas that easily could tie in to “värdegrunden.” You could talk about tensions in the 
United States, it’s far away, but still known to them. So you would have this topic but have 
students interact with the topic through their own experiences and making connections that 
make it relevant for them, along with gaining societal awareness, it opens the world to them. 
That is also something that the English subject is permitted with, from the syllabus, to talk 
about areas where English is used, which makes these topics highly relevant and easily 
implemented into the English subject.  
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I: Well, I have no further questions. Do you have any questions for me, or any thoughts that 
you’d like to elaborate on?  
 
T: No, not really. 
 
I: Okay, thank you again for taking your time.  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8.4 Appendix D 

Interview with T4. 
 
I: Thank you very much for seeing me.. 
 
T: Seeing is believing! 
 
I: (Laugh) we’ll start with some background questions. For how long have you been an 
English teacher?  
 
T: I think I estimated, including the time I wasn’t qualified, twenty-two years. This is my 
twentieth year as a qualified teacher. I taught a couple of years before. 
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I: That’s a long time! 
 
T: It doesn’t feel like a long time, although sometimes it feels like too long a time. But you 
know, Triss14 hasn’t delievered yet. 
I started of teaching English at “Medborgarskolan,” by pure accident really. The catalogue for 
the courses they provided had arrived and for some reason my name was printed in it as the 
teacher for a sort of “refresher course” in English. I found it strange, as I hadn’t been for an 
interview, so I phoned them up. Turns out, I handed in my CV two years prior to that and the 
course and when the time came to plan the courses they were in need of a new teacher, he 
picked mine, failed to inform me, and the information was printed in the catalogue. Stupidly 
enough, I didn’t negotiate my salary, would have been a good opportunity…  but I took the 
job.  
 
I: You took the job, and you enjoyed it?  
 
T: I enjoyed it, very much. The course was part of “kunskapslyftet” which meant that the state 
wanted to raise the competence levels of the people to at least upper-secondary school level. 
This also meant that I was probably the youngest person in the class, and I was the teacher. I 
did, however, have some competence of my own. I studied at the university to become a 
teacher and had finished all of my English courses and was in the middle of my Swedish 
courses, but I didn’t have any kind of pedagogy education. So, that’s a bit of background. 
 
I: Well, a very interesting one. But, you mention Swedish courses, does that mean that your 
second subject is Swedish?  
 
T: Yes, exactly, although, I haven’t taught Swedish for 10 years.  
 
I: So you work 100% with English then? All courses?  
 
T: Yes. A position became available at this school which was 100% English, so I applied and 
got it.  
 
I: Sounds perfect. And you seem to enjoy your time here.  
 
T: Yeah! I like everything related to teaching English, unfortunately, the thing that you 
studied for five years at university and thought you would do for the rest of your life, isn’t the 
entire thing. There is so much other stuff that’s not only irrelevant to my education, but is also 
quite disrespectful that we have to do it. Loads of admin stuff that schools used to have people 
employed to do, which teachers now have to do. I have fixed electrical sockets, not because 
somenody told me to, but because I didn’t want someone to die. You consistently have to deal 
with social issues. And by “have to,” I don’t mean that the boss forces you; I mean that the 
situation forces you to. If you had enough of a social safety net of people you could channel 
whoever is in distress, to the right person, but in order to channel the person in front of you, 
crying, to the right person, you have to fill out a form, you have to give it to a unit that look at 
it and bring it up on the meeting on Thursday, next week, and they have to make a decision… 
it is ridiculous. This exact thing happened to me only a month ago. I had a student in front of 
me, crying, and the boss tells me to fill in the forms, but she’s crying, now. We have to help 

                                                 
14 A popular Swedish scratch card with the slogan: “plötsligt händer det!” – all of a sudden, 
you’re a winner! 
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her, now. That doesn’t happen anymore, it happens if I make it happen. Most of us, working 
on the floor, we do make it happen, and that’s why management get away with just expecting 
it from us, we dig ourselves into these holes because we care. You can probably detect a lot of 
frustration, but when I’m planning things to do, and carrying out said things and dealing with 
the consequences of what’s been carried out – happy as a pig in shit.  
 
I: Mm, well, that’s teaching I guess. We’ve sort of moved in to the questions a bit, but as I 
stated in my email, this research was formulated from my own experiences regarding the 
explicit teachings of democratic values/värdegrund in the English subject. Do you share this 
experience, from either your own teaching or from your time in school? 
 
T: Well, not to sound conceited or anything, I’m not a particularly conformist-teacher. There 
are plenty of expectations on me, from colleagues, to follow the local curriculum, in terms of 
contents. You are expected to do a Shakespeare project; you are expected to read “Tuesdays 
with Morrie”; there is loads of stuff that if you ask most English teachers at this school, 
they’ll have you know that that is what we do here. I sort of don’t. And the reason I don’t, is 
because I take student democracy seriously. I’m not going to sit here and say that they don’t, 
but the way I interpret it is that it is part of Skollagen that a student should… must be 
provided with the opportunity to influence their studies a little bit. There is no reason for me 
to make all the decisions in regards to course contents, or in what way that will be carried out. 
The only thing that dictates what we have to do is clearly stated in the course content and 
criteria. If you boil it down to the essentials, it is basically: Receptive skills, productive skills, 
and interactive skills. Everything we choose to use to develop those three aspects is okay. In 
general, I plan for the first few weeks of the school year, especially with first year students. 
This usually involves a few different ways of getting to know each other, and opportunities to 
show me that they can string together a few sentences in English, in both writing and speech, 
and apply their receptive skills and interactive skills in social situations. After that, we plan 
together. Project two usually entails me bringing some course content suggestions as in – this 
would be a logical thing to move on to. Then we have a think-aloud and group discussions on 
how to make that happen, and what we want to gain from doing it. If the students don’t come 
up with good ideas, I give them good ideas (laugh). But you know, there is an ocean of 
students and me in the room, there is plenty of good ideas flying around, and very rarely does 
someone say that they think we should read “Tuesdays with Morrie.” What I’m trying to say 
is that one aspect of “värdegrund,” or democratic values if you like, I think, is making sure 
that students feel included in their own educations, by influencing the contents as well as the 
manners with which we develop our skills. Prior to me coming here, I talked with my first 
year-group about what to do with the reading project that we sort of started a while back 
because I’m in the middle of picking them all off, with the national speaking exam, which 
takes forever. They’re meant to get fifteen minutes to prepare and at least fifteen minutes to 
carry it out, which never work, because I don’t want it to be the case that their fifteen minutes 
are up and they didn’t say anything. This then has to be some sort of basis for skill, when in 
fact it proves lack of skill. But, lack of speech isn’t proof of lack of skill; it is just proof of 
lack of proof… or skill. Wow, that was awkward. (Laugh) 
 
I: (Laugh) I understand what you mean. 
 
T: So, I never stick to those rules either really. I let people talk until they’re done. I just had 
this national speaking exam with two students with fantastic English, so I basically said: 
Here’s the thing read through it while I get my coffee, but make sure you understand what the 
point of it is. When I came back, they told me exactly what was the point of it was. So we 
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could talk about the test and instead of them just doing what the test wanted from them, we 
could go deeper and really explore their understanding of what it means to discuss, interact 
and reflect on a subject. They had loads to say and so we had a chat for a good twenty 
minutes.   
I think that time frames certainly apply to me, but when it comes to speaking tests, a lot of the 
framework of the test, is designed to enable people, not disable people to do things. When it 
says fifteen minutes to prepare, fifteen minutes to carry out – that isn’t the law. I want the 
students to feel that they’ve done all that they can to show me of their proficiency. I had one 
group of two students doing the same test that are both from English speaking countries, they 
were done with the criteria after five minutes, but still wanted to go on. All the decisions I 
make are always there for the same reason: to maximize potential. I don’t know how many 
times I had to extend deadlines and been glad I did, because “Kalle” blossomed – from E-
level to C-level. To put some opinion in to it, I’m sure that there are teachers that are 
“squarer,” if you like, that would say that they gave the students the fifteen minutes and they 
didn’t perform. These are the teachers that end up with the unwanted feeling of having to 
bump his grade down, but that is not fair. It says that you are not to grade someone until the 
course is over; you assess throughout and then you grade. If you know that “Kalle” never got 
going, then you also know that the result he produced isn’t representative of his capabilities, 
and therefore completely pointless to adhere to. I think this is highly relevant to “värdegrund” 
to be honest. If you want to be a good teacher, you have to be flexible in every aspect of 
teaching, you have to be. It is impossible to be rigorous in some areas. Everything that you do 
that makes you better than you were before, could be a pedagogical strategy, even if it means 
that you step out of line or whatever. I rarely do exams/tests, because tests usually have 
constraints that are sort of detrimental for performance. However, I had a test with a class in 
English 7 the other day on figurative language. We read a text by Kafka called “A Hunger 
Artist,” about the lost art form of starving oneself. Then we watched a Ted-talk and some 
clips from youtube where people talked about figurative language, then I asked the students 
what we should do with this in terms of examination, for them to get some feedback from me, 
and for me to control what they’d learned. Some people wanted to analyze poetry, others 
wanted to create figurative language, create idioms and things like that, then someone 
wondered how they were to prove their understanding of the subject to me. They thought that 
analyzing poetry would be too easy. This is the kind of things that the students say to me 
when I give them the opportunity to influence their education. I said that we could have a test, 
with three assessment criteria worked in to the test.  
 
I: You talk about the time frames and how to deal with students, being comfortable in 
knowing when they’ve not yet, as you say, maximized their potential, does that have anything 
to do with your experience?  
 
T: Yeah, I suppose. I’ve been at this game for some time now. I have always been slightly 
less interested in conforming to the norm of expectation, because far to much fun to plan 
together in the classroom. Then there’s also the aspect of student democracy, which you want 
to achieve. I’ve had hundreds of students that come from “grundskolan” and have no idea of 
how to make their own decisions, because they have neither had the opportunity, nor the 
requirement, imposed upon them, to make their own decisions. If you give them a vague 
instruction, based on a conversation we had in class, the questions starts flying, regarding 
what they can or can’t do. The two students I examined today said to me: I know we’re meant 
to, with these books we’ve read, prepare presentations of the story and the author, but would 
it be okay if compared our books in terms of story, content and maybe a speculation about the 
difference of the books being due to the difference of the authors.  
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And I was like, yes! Do that, it is a better idea than what we planned before! So, being 
flexible is incredibly important, and letting students explore decision-making. Of course, I’ve 
had to turn student’s ideas down, but not as often as you’d think. 
 
I: You said something very interesting about students coming from “grundskolan,” never 
having opportunity to, or being required to make their own decisions. Do you think that is 
different for upper-secondary school? 
 
T: Yeah, I definitely think that we do them more of a favor, if we just provide people with a 
bottom line, but no “roof,” if you will. I have never created assignments with a bottom line 
and a stop upwards, if somebody wants to produce university level English, sure. I have 
colleagues who give their students “E-assignments, or C-assignments” where you have this 
top level that you can achieve. I had this Swedish student that transferred here from an 
English speaking country, and she was brilliant at English, naturally. But, she did not find 
English very interesting, so I did my best to reach her and by talking to her, and 
understanding what level she was at, meant that I could give her tasks that were better suited 
for her. Then for English 7, she was no longer my student and one day I saw her, sitting out 
here (points to a common area), looking completely despondent and depressed. And she said 
that she was so sick of school, and I asked how the English was going, and her response was a 
deep sigh. Then she said: “It’s November, my teacher hasn’t even spoken to me yet.” 
English 7, at this school, is carried out like a writing course. You read stuff, and then you 
write about it and you hand it in, get feedback, revise maybe, and then you learn, I’m sure. I 
think that is scary, even if you’re the most hardcore reading/writing-teacher, if you look 
through the curriculum, there is more to do than write. I always present all the courses more 
or less the same, I say: “English is: productive, receptive, and interactive skills.” I often make 
them like a pie chart, where I always make sure to make the interactive section a little bit 
bigger than 50 %. The reason being that it covers productive and receptive skills, but there is 
also a social aspect. In order to be good at interacting in English, it is not enough to able to 
produce solid sentences, it is not enough to able to understand everything, you also have to 
know what to say, be relevant, you know? Know when to be formal, or informal. What 
happens to that if you do nothing but read or write? I always say to my students that if they 
want me to know that they can speak English, strike up conversations with me. “When?,” they 
ask me, and I’m like: “When you see me.” It doesn’t matter if it’s in here, out there, in the 
classroom or at Åhlens. I remember the first it happened, it was actually in Åhlens. My wife 
and I were out shopping for winter jackets and three students came up to me and started 
talking about the weather, and then we have a brief conversation on the shit weather we’re 
experiencing. Then they walk of and my wife was like, “What was that?” and I simply said 
that it was people working on their MVG. I think that is a fantastic attitude to have.  
 
I: Yeah, and I also think that it ties in with what you said earlier that you never stop teaching.  
 
T: Yeah, exactly. There is always an opportunity to make people a little bit better than they 
were before, you just throw some crumbs at them. You start of throwing crumbs in their faces 
until one or two goes in their mouth, and then they realize, “oh, nice, crumbs omnomnom,” 
and before long, for instance developing vocabulary, which could tie in to democratic values 
as well. If you want to come across as competent and confident, you got to have shit to say. In 
order to develop thoughts in your head, you need the component parts you need to express 
those thoughts, otherwise they’re not going to come out. The most essential component parts 
of language are words, or at least verbal language. But, I very rarely teach vocabulary in 
terms of test and vocabulary lists, for two reasons. Firstly, I’ve heard horror examples of the 
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entire class acing the test, I mean who cannot remember twenty words over the weekend, of 
course then by Friday they’re all gone. Last time I had a vocabulary test was with a class 
who’d all expected it in their first year, but never got it. Then in their second year they said 
that they wanted a test, and I said okay. We had read a couple of texts, and my lessons often 
consist of me saying shit and then people looking like question marks, I write words on the 
board. This means that any given lesson might have fifteen words on the board. Some of 
which are completely common English words, but have been used in an abnormal context. 
For instance, the other day we had the word “walk.” I was talking on context dependency, and 
one student said that surely there are words that are more and less dependent to context, and I 
answered that I think all words are completely connected to context and fully dependent on it. 
I asked them to give me a word, and then gave me the word “walk” and I said, “ fair enough, 
at the end of this day you might think of this lesson as, yeah, not exactly a walk to 
remember.” In that sentence, are there legs connected? So even “walk” needs a context to 
mean, “to walk.” Basically, what I was trying to say is that one of the things that we, as 
teachers, can and should do, is to provide students with opportunities to maximize their 
potential of expressing their thoughts with words. After all, language is a tool that everyone 
needs.  
 
I: Absolutely. You have touched upon this, but what possibilities do you see for the English 
classroom to let the students express these sorts of ideas? 
 
T: Yeah, massive, massive potential, all the time. Literally, every lesson. It would be a sad 
thing if I didn’t provide the opportunity for any type of thought to emerge. Sure, by selecting 
a topic, you are sort of excluding other topics. But I am, as you have probably noticed, not the 
greatest at sticking to a train of thought. I quite easily get carried away, in various directions, 
usually find my way back to the point though, but it is the same in classroom. If someone 
changes the topic, for a better one, we’ll talk about that. I think the good thing about being an 
enabler of emerging thoughts, is that it takes the edge of the potential courage deficit people 
have. If there is one thing that is the biggest obstacle of great grades, is courage. At this 
school, the grade expectations for getting in are quite high, which means that you have a lot of 
students whose English is very good, and there will be plenty whose English excellent, but 
their courage is nonexistent. Then it becomes your first mission for them to find courage, if 
you don’t their English can just stay doormat and you end up having to guess their skill level, 
for grades. Or, you have to under evaluate them, out of necessity; you can’t grade suspicion of 
skill.  
 
I: But would you say that the possibilities in the English classroom differs from other 
subjects? 
 
T: yeah, definitely, because there is not such a fixed content. Although, I have claimed that 
some people think the contents are fixed, but that is because they have decided that they are 
fixed. If you are willing to interpret the criteria and the contents and look at their face value, 
there is nothing but potential, there is nothing but opportunity. Concrete and abstract subjects. 
What is not concrete or abstract? Nothing. Everything is either concrete or abstract, or both. 
Whenever we fill our courses with content, we also exclude other content, which is why I try 
not to be the one filling it with content. Obviously, I don’t let the students choose everything, 
because there has to be some sort consensus in order to create equality of opportunity. You 
can’t have some people only do the things that they’re fantastic at, all the time. But I think my 
method basically eliminates that risk as well, because I often talk about the course in terms of 
that wheel that I mentioned, but also in terms of a little diagram. I might show someone, who 



  54 
 

wants to know where they’re at, a table of these skills to show them what needs to improve in 
order to raise their grade. If you make it clear to students that that is how it works, they 
themselves start to choose the topics that they know that they have to improve more. It has 
been years since I had to say to a student what they had to do, it is much more efficient to say 
that they can do whatever they want, but if they want a specific grade, they know what they’ll 
have to do. Nobody ever chooses the wrong option, but if they think they can get away with 
choosing the same topic over and over again, then you haven’t made it clear to them.  
 
I: So, the värdegrundsuppdrag then, what does it mean to you? How would you describe it? 
 
T: I think there is something somewhere, I think Skollagen, basically tell me that I have to 
create democratic citizens, I have to help create democratic citizens. I think if I help them 
learn how to make decisions, within the boundaries of the law, or within the boundaries of 
opportunity, or within the boundaries of expectation. Part of being a democratic citizen, or an 
efficient one at least, is that you develop thoughts connected to you, but also connected to the 
community, and the country, and the world. Then I also need to help them develop a voice for 
this. In the specifics of my subject, English, vocabulary is one of them. The good thing about 
working with vocabulary in such a specific manner as I try to do, it usually entails equal 
development of vocabulary in Swedish, or whatever language that you think in. I never, ever, 
choose material based on the linguistic level of it. I never think that it should be simpler for 
the first year students, I rather take the time to explain the shit out of it, if it is good stuff, you 
know? Nothing is too difficult for thirty-two heads, plus mine, to figure out what it means. 
Have you ever heard of Matthew McConaughey?  
 
I: Mhm. 
 
T: Apart from being a Hollywood actor, he’s also a sort of motivational speaker apparently. I 
found on Youtube a voice over, done by him, for this twelve-minute thing. In this he basically 
talked about how you should, in his opinion and I think I agree with him, think in order to be 
a good human being. It had to do with tolerance and openness, and dynamic, sort of, behavior. 
He talked about openness of situations of other people’s behavior, but also of being in tune 
with your emotional, and intellect, desirers and stuff like that. It was very interesting, but very 
complicated. It was something that I was planning, because I had listened to it, and I didn’t 
really reflect on it being difficult, as it wasn’t linguistically complicated, but the ideas were. 
My plan was that we’d listen to it, twelve-minutes, then we’ll have a chat on that, and I wrote 
down a bunch of words as it was going on, but I think we ended up working with this twelve-
minute speech for a full two lessons. The opportunity was far too great to miss.  
 
I: That twelve-minute speech?  
T: Yes, we watched it, and for the rest of that first lesson, we discussed it. The entirety of the 
next lesson we tried to figure out some of the concepts that he brought up in the speech. I was 
trying not to tell them what it meant, to the point that I said to them to have a ten-minute 
google search session on concepts, and then continue the discussions. That is so much more 
fruitful than I was planning for it to be, but you have got to be able to throw your plan out the 
window when you see a potential. I’m sure, if you were to ask the students, they wouldn’t say 
it was the most amazing lesson ever, but you know, they grew a few years, just from the 
discussions we had. 
What have I said then, in terms of “värdegrund”? To help them find their voice, to help them 
build courage to use their voice, or not even so much use their voice, but build courage 
enough for them to think that they’re equal to others. So many young people have clever ideas 
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in their head, but they think that they’re just a kid. I don’t know how many times I’ve said to 
students that I want them to run the country, the way they think is not ruined yet. A lot of the 
politicians we have are clever, but ruined, because they are conformed to expectation, 
behavior, some sort of patterns that are no longer as constructive as they could be.  
 
I: You mention something interesting when you talked about the speech by Matthew 
McConaughey, thirty-two heads, including yours, should be able to figure complex ideas out. 
You mean that you, together with the class function as a sort of unit? 
 
T: Yes, exactly! 
 
I: And then you had these issues that were brought up by Mr. McConaughey that are intricate 
and with then thirty-three, possibly, different interpretations. And you found that simply 
exposing students to and have them discuss on, these topics functioned very much as 
educational purpose?  
 
T: Yeah, definitely. It is not only “also” education, but that is what education is. I mean, 
you’ve probably read some John Dewey? 
 
I: Oh, I have read some John Dewey.  
 
T: I remember when I was forced to read it, thinking that it was “old shit.” But, the longer I 
teach the more I realize how relevant it still is. I think it was him that discovered and 
determined that human beings learn in conjunction and collaboration with other human 
beings, always more effectively than any other way. I don’t know how many times I have 
helped students realize how true that is. Especially students who are, lets say, well-equipped 
to study at upper-secondary school often come from schools where they haven’t had an awful 
lot of equals. So they’ve learned to excel in their studies by sitting in their room with 
headphones on, therefore claim that that is the way they learn best. But that is highly unlikely. 
Sure, they learn, but it’s highly unlikely that’s how you learn best. The first time I proved to a 
class how much more efficient to learn stuff in collaborative situations was a bit ridiculous, 
but I had a plan. This was in Swedish. We started of the year with “ordkunskap” (knowledge 
of words), basically I had written on the board, “Ord” (word) and then I asked the students 
what that was. The students answered sort of, words are words, and I then said that if I wrote 
“bil” (car), you wouldn’t say that car is car, you would start to describe what a car is – 
something you drive, it has wheels and so on. So I asked again what words are. The students 
realized how difficult it is to define the word “word.” Somebody actually, after having a little 
think, completely independently of pedagogy said, “words are building blocks of language,” 
and I sort of whished that I had a snare drum and a cymbal to do a |prrrrfffttsscchh] 
I was like, damn, John Dewey in a nutshell. I started of thinking that I was going to prove to 
the students how we learn, and how words are formed – talking on the topic of the emergence 
of words and so on. Some words are descriptive, others are just words, the word “table” could 
just as easily be this (points to chair) as this (points to table). I don’t know if you’ve seen 
them, because you are fairly young, but in every classroom, when I was growing up, there 
used to be a pointer that was made out of aluminum, with a red handle, and a big red arrow at 
the end, I had one of those in the classroom, and I really miss it. I held this thing up and said, 
“imagine if we’ve just invented this, what would we call it?,” and somebody said, “fjomp,” 
and we all laughed. Jump forward forty weeks, the entire school year. I was just to do a sort 
summer holiday speech in front of my class, I had some VFU-students, and the librarian was 
there, for some reason… Never mind, I hadn’t planned this with the students or anything. As I 
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went up, I grabbed “that” and said, “What’s this?” and the entire class shouts, “FJOMP!,” and 
we all laughed. Then I asked how much time they had studied to cram that word into their 
head, none of them had even written it down. It is much better to understand stuff by talking 
about it than to write it down. I’m not saying that you shouldn’t write it down, but if you have 
the two options, talking about it for a little bit, sticks better than writing it down and not 
talking about it, but both is obviously better than one of them. I don’t know how many times I 
have had conversations with students about words that I have then asked them about, you 
know, six months later, and all of them remember each and every word that we discussed. 
That has never happened when students have been given papers with facts on them and 
staring on them for a few hours and then writing them down on another piece of paper that 
you then give back to the teacher. Then you get that second piece of paper back with some 
points on it. Discursive is what it is all about. I teach at the science program, but not science 
subjects, but I think that it is a little bit of a shame how limited other subjects seem to be in 
letting students show their capabilities. If you were to ask the students, how many ways they 
are able to show their skills in math, for instance, they’ll probably think of one way, and it is 
to sit the aula and calculate and write numbers. We’ve had two successful math teachers at 
this school, and they moved on quite quickly, to be honest. One of them used to have 
discussion seminars all the time, flipped classroom type of things, where students had to 
watch something at home, and then discuss it with him. No pens, no calculators, no papers, 
nothing, just pure math. The other one had similar ideas on how to talk about math and not 
just do math. If you are logical enough to understand how to calculate something, you need to 
understand, not only how, but also on a deeper level, why it is done it the manner that it is.  
 
I: So, drawing on that, what you relate to “värdegrunden” is not something that is specific for 
the English subject, and could be carried out in all other subject as well?  
 
T: No, definitely not! I think, as in, I suspect, it doesn’t really matter what subjects you teach, 
you could quite easily weave in activities that help student become more assertive, or attain a 
higher level of clarity in their thinking, become more self-confident, and also maybe more 
likely to address and assert their self-confidence, even if you’re studying biology. But I don’t 
think that we all think the same in that area. A lot of the “värdegrunds”-discussions that we 
had, as part of our training here at school, was quite difficult. They bunch us together with 
teachers from other domains to you, and you might know one, or two, out eight. Then there 
are general questions that we are to put definitions to, a bit like what we’re doing now, and 
people are so scared, this is Sweden after all, of saying something that others might not agree 
with that they don’t say anything, and it becomes very fruitless and empty. At least for the 
first half-hour of it, after that some start to actually state some opinions and others nod along. 
Then at the end, there is always a person that thinks that we should write this down, then a 
massive discussion on what has actually been said starts and some general tripe is written 
down that becomes logged somewhere and that’s it really. I remember trying to instigate a 
discussion on discriminating treatment and how I tried to get a discussion going about how 
presumptions, and presupposed ideas are the basis for what later becomes racism or sexism or 
any sort of negative –ism. I did this by explaining that racism doesn’t always show its ugly 
face in the form of negativism, it can be through statements like, “I love black people, they 
are so good at singing and dancing.” That’s not negative, but certainly racist, but I couldn’t 
get anyone to bite, because of the word “racism” being mentioned. They basically said in as 
many ways as humanly possible that they’re not racists. It is easier to discuss racism with the 
students in the classroom than it is discussing it with my colleagues, because it is such a scary 
topic. Then there are always a couple of ballsy people that say that they know that they have 
racist views, but try to keep them out of the teaching. A lot of the time those racist views are 
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more of presuppositions than actual racist views, traditional ways of looking at things. It is a 
very difficult issue to cover, but not in the classroom. The students I sat with today, as a part 
of the national speaking test, talked a lot about this. The topic for the test was “what you 
wear” and part one was all about reasons as to why people wear the clothes they do – you 
know, weather, comfort, fashion, loads of stuff like that, and they had to make a list where 
they ranked the reasons for why people wear what they do. Then, part two had a bunch of 
bubbles with statements that were meant to be just discussed generally, and one of them was 
that people should be able to wear whatever they want, regardless of gender or whatever – it’s 
a human right. My students came to the conclusion that you can’t offend people with what 
you wear. Sure, most people, today, think that you should be able to wear whatever you want, 
but you can accidentally offend people by wearing something that people might think that you 
perhaps shouldn’t. Accidental offence is difficult to work against, but at least try not to 
deliberatively offend others. Lets say that you decide to wear exactly what you are wearing 
now (points at me, wearing blue jeans and a black t-shirt), but a hijab on your head, because 
you want to – it is your human right. It is highly unlikely that people would react anything 
other than negatively, because they’ll think you’re taking the piss, making some sort of narky 
statement. It wouldn’t really matter what you say, people would say that you’re having a go at 
Muslims. I think that is a very insightful thing to come to when you are sixteen, in a 
discussion, in a national test. You know that sort of second twist of ideas, and being insightful 
enough to let that second train of thought pass through, showing that they’ve really reflected 
on all aspects of it. But I don’t know.  
 
I: Ha-ha, well it’s really interesting and you talk a lot about your students, drawing examples 
from interactions with them and so on, you seem to be very in touch with your them.  
 
T: Oh yeah, that is why I’m here, you know? Like I said to you, we had a thematic break a 
few years ago where we had to talk about how big a portion of our job is exactly what we 
thought it would be as we came from the university. We came to the conclusion, thirty 
percent. I sort of live for the thirty percent. I come here every day with the intention of 
making the thirty percent top notch. I try to maintain the rest of it, but as the years go by I 
tend to care less and less about the rest of it, to be quite honest. I don’t think my boss would 
say that I’m not doing my job, I’m sure she thinks I’m doing my job, but I could do it a lot 
better in terms of bureaucracy.  
 
I: But do you want to? 
 
T: I’d like to be able to do my job 100 percent top notch, the problem is if you put 100 percent 
effort into the 100 percent, then it basically means that you put thirty percent effort into the 
thing that really matters. That is not okay. You have to put 100 percent into the thing that 
matters and then do the rest to as little detrimental effect to the thirty percent that you can 
make it. That is what I mean with it being a bit disrespectful to the teaching profession that 
you have to make these concessions. Why should I ever need to put the primary reason for me 
being here, on the backburner, for something that is more political or economical, which I 
have no real any influence on? I can say what I think, but nothing really happens. Decisions 
are made at a totally different level. We can speak until we’re blue in the face about how we 
need more resources for this and less of that, but nothing really happens. I don’t think there is 
a single politician that doesn’t know that we think that thirty-two students classroom is too 
many. Still, nothing happens, and they cut our budget. If we want to be able to do the job 
equally good next year, with less money, we probably have to cram forty people into every 
class, which would certainly degrade the quality potential. I don’t know, I like moaning.  
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One shouldn’t complain, but in it there is a sort of augmentation, “one shouldn’t pass up an 
opportunity to, complain.” 
 
(Laughs from us both) 
 
I: Well, I have no further questions. Do you have any questions for me, or anything you’d like 
to add? 
 
T: No, not really. 
 
I: Well then, thank you very much for your time.  
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