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ABSTRACT

This article addresses teacher autonomy in different models of educational governance using
quantitative data from the OECD TALIS 2018 and qualitative data from a study on teacher
autonomy conducted in Norway and Brazil. In this article, teacher autonomy is seen as
a multidimensional concept referring to decision-making and control in relation to state
governance. Further, the different degrees of implementation of accountability measures
across countries determine the models of educational governance. The quantitative data
reveals no clear pattern between teacher autonomy and models of educational governance.
In general, teachers perceive that they have good control over teaching and planning at the
classroom level. However, teachers report that they participate to a lesser degree in profes-
sional collaboration in schools, which could allow for collegial teacher autonomy. Teachers
also report low perceived social value and policy influence, which may provide insight into
professional teacher autonomy at the policy level. This article also shows the relevance of
a detailed description of the country cases to gain a better understanding of the multiple

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 2 December 2020
Accepted 3 August 2021

KEYWORDS
Comparative education;
teacher autonomy;
educational governance;
TALIS 2018

dimensions of teacher autonomy.

Introduction

The Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) and its Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA) have trig-
gered lively public debates, often facilitated by the
media, on the quality and effectiveness of education
systems. Several countries have implemented signifi-
cant changes in their education systems in connec-
tion with PISA (Grek, 2009; Steiner-Khamsi, 2003).
In addition to PISA, the OECD produces other pub-
lications and surveys, such as the Teaching and
Learning International Survey (TALIS).

Since its first cycle in 2008, TALIS has collected infor-
mation on teachers and teaching at the teacher, school,
and education-system levels every five years (Ainley &
Carstens, 2018; OECD, 2019, 2020). The most recent
cycle of TALIS in 2018 covered about 260,000 teachers
in 15,000 schools across 48 countries. According to the
OECD, TALIS provides data on teacher characteristics,
pedagogical practices, and working environments with
the aim of facilitating the comparison of practices and
policies between countries and, consequently, the
improvement of educational quality and effectiveness
(Ainley & Carstens, 2018; OECD, 2019, 2020).

In fact, the OECD provides countries not only with
comparable data, but also with a global discourse con-
cerning the role of teachers in raising performance stan-
dards (Pettersson & Molstad, 2016; Serensen, 2017).
Research literature on educational governance has
addressed the influence of the OECD and PISA, finding

that national governments have implemented large-scale
accountability instruments ‘to monitor teachers’ perfor-
mance and promote competitive pressures among schools’
(Verger et al., 2019, p. 249). In this educational govern-
ance environment, teacher autonomy is challenged by
accountability instruments, such as national standards,
high-stakes testing, league tables, indicators, inspections,
incentives, and sanctions resulting from performance
data (Hogberg & Lindgren, 2020; Verger et al., 2019).

In addition to the OECD’s discourse on teachers
and teaching, national and local actors and contexts
also frame the teaching profession, which brings
national, regional, and local variations that often
characterize the field of comparative education
(Steiner-Khamsi, 2014). For example, teachers may
perceive constrained autonomy in countries with
extensive production of standardized performance
data, several forms of evaluation, and high incentives
and sanctions resulting from this evaluation (Verger
et al., 2019; Wermke & Prgitz, 2019). In contrast,
teachers may perceive extended autonomy in coun-
tries featuring low or absent production of standar-
dized performance data, few or uneven forms of
evaluation, and no incentives and sanctions resulting
from this evaluation (Mausethagen, 2013; Verger
et al., 2019; Wermke & Proitz, 2019).

In this vein, this article aims to compare teachers’
perceptions of their autonomy in different models of
educational governance using quantitative data from
TALIS 2018 and qualitative data from a study on teacher
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autonomy conducted in lower secondary education in
Norway and Brazil in 2018. This study asks whether
a high degree of educational accountability correlates
with a low degree of teacher perceived autonomy, and
vice versa.

The 2018 survey marked the first time TALIS
measured teacher autonomy (Ainley & Carstens,
2018; OECD, 2019). Moreover, the larger amount of
collected data, which is publicly available, allows
researchers to compare teachers’ perceptions of their
autonomy across several countries.

Alongside the TALIS data, this study includes quali-
tative data from Norway and Brazil. The countries are
interesting to compare more deeply because of recent
education reforms. Both countries have adopted test-
based accountability systems in the 2000s in response
to PISA, as indicated by research literature on Norway
(Camphuijsen et al., 2020; Imsen & Volckmar, 2014;
Karseth & Sivesind, 2011; Mausethagen & Molstad,
2015) and Brazil (Barreto, 2012; Therrien & Loiola,
2001; Villani & Oliveira, 2018). However, these countries
show differences in their test-based accountability sys-
tems. Brazil can be classified as a high-stakes account-
ability system (Hogberg & Lindgren, 2020; Verger et al.,
2019) based on its strict accountability measures, such as
target setting with bonus payments for schools and tea-
chers that achieve performance targets. Norway can be
classified as a low-stakes accountability system (Hogberg
& Lindgren, 2020; Verger et al., 2019; Wermke & Proitz,
2019), mainly because testing results are not connected
to monetary incentives and sanction mechanisms in
relation to teachers’ work (Mausethagen, 2013). These
countries also represent different cultural and economic
positions. Accordingly, while Norway can be placed
within the scope of European and rich countries, Brazil
can be placed within Latin-American and developing
countries.

This article is structured in the following way. The
next section presents the theoretical background for
this study and examines (a) teacher autonomy as
a complex and multidimensional phenomenon refer-
ring to decision-making and control in relation to
state governance and (b) different models of educa-
tional governance reflecting different spaces for tea-
cher autonomy. Building on the theoretical
background, the next section describes the quantita-
tive and qualitative data approaches and sources.
Then, the results of the quantitative and qualitative
data are presented, followed by a discussion of the
study’s results, and concluding remarks.

Theoretical background
The multidimensionality of teacher autonomy

This article approaches teacher autonomy regarding
decision-making and control in relation to educational

governance, without ignoring the wide variety of defini-
tions of teacher autonomy (cf. Wilches, 2007) and per-
spectives from which to examine this concept (e.g. Aoki
& Hamakawa, 2003; Cohen, 2016). Teacher autonomy
within a governance perspective refers to the capacity of
teachers to make informed judgements and decisions
that affect their work and roles within a frame of regula-
tions and resources provided by the state (Frostenson,
2015; Mausethagen & Molstad, 2015 Wermke &
Forsberg, 2017; Wermke & Hostfdlt, 2014; Wermke
et al,, 2019).

From a governance perspective, studies investigate
decision-making at different levels, such as individual,
collegial, and professional levels. According to
Frostenson (2015), general professional autonomy of
the teaching profession consists of teachers acting as
a professional group or organization to decide on the
framing of their work, for example, through influencing
the general organization of the school system, legislation,
entry requirements, teacher education, curricula, proce-
dures, and ideologies of control (p. 22). In contrast,
Frostenson (2015) defines collegial professional auton-
omy in the teaching profession as teachers’ collective
freedom to influence and decide on practice at the school
level, while individual autonomy is the individual’s
opportunity to influence the contents, frames, and con-
trols of the teaching practice (pp. 23-24).

Bergh (2015) and Frostenson (2015) note that tea-
cher autonomy at the collegial level can influence
teacher autonomy at the individual level. For exam-
ple, school administration may require teachers to
collaborate, or teachers may choose to collaborate
based on circumstances, which can result in increased
collegial autonomy in shaping the contents and forms
of the teaching practice (Frostenson, 2015, p. 23).
Moreover, collegial autonomy may coexist with indi-
vidual autonomy, particularly when collegial work is
a result of the preferences and pedagogical ideals of
individual teachers (Frostenson, 2015, p. 24).
Vangrieken and Kyndt (2019) observe that younger
teachers perceive professional collaboration as mean-
ingful and contributing to their individual autonomy
in classrooms, which indicates a collaborative auton-
omy in which teacher autonomy is combined with
a collaborative attitude (p. 196).

Therefore, the relation between collegial and indi-
vidual teacher autonomy is an interesting avenue of
research, as the exercise of collegial teacher autonomy
can either extend or work against individual teacher
autonomy (Elo & Nygren-Landgéirds, 2020;
Frostenson, 2015; Kelchtermans, 2006). The exercise
of collegial teacher autonomy can also be teacher-
driven or mandated by the school leadership, which
relates to the concept of contrived collegiality. This
concept refers to administratively contrived interac-
tions among teachers where they meet and work to
implement the curricula and strategies developed by



others, enhancing administrative control while con-
straining individual teacher autonomy (Hargreaves,
1994; Hargreaves & Dawe, 1990).

In a comparative study between Norwegian and
Swedish teachers, Helgoy and Homme (2007) show
that Norwegian teachers adopt a more collaborative
attitude than their Swedish counterparts. According
to Helgoy and Homme (2007), the Swedish teachers
persist with traditional classroom teaching. Recent
studies on teacher autonomy in Sweden also describe
school leadership as being the ones to set goals,
allocate resources, and create timetables, while tea-
chers choose individually how to reach these goals
(Wermke & Forsberg, 2017; Wermbke et al., 2019).

This finding also applies to other countries where
teacher autonomy often denotes the autonomy of an
actor to determine how to reach specified goals or
standards that the actor is held accountable for,
which is a very narrow and instrumental understand-
ing of teacher autonomy (see Ball, 2003). For exam-
ple, Dias (2018) observes that Brazilian teachers
perceive collegial work not as a form of collective
reflection and collaboration but as a form of mutual
vigilance and control that pushes them to comply
with performance demands.

In a comparative study of interviews in Estonia,
Finland, and Germany (Bavaria), Erss et al. (2016)
argue that curriculum policy has promised increased
autonomy to teachers. However, as the cases of
Bavarian and Estonian curricula show, the auton-
omy-stressing rhetoric of the curriculum is accompa-
nied by teachers’ perceived lack of autonomy.
Bavarian and Estonian teachers perceive low social
status and lack of involvement in educational deci-
sion-making as negatively affecting their sense of
autonomy. By contrast, the Finnish teachers refer to
their high sense of professionalism to take control
over decision-making regarding instruction and cur-
riculum content.

The different levels of teacher autonomy - indivi-
dual, collegial, and professional - will assist in the
presentation of the study’s quantitative and qualita-
tive results.

Models of educational governance

This section presents countries with different models
of educational governance related to the implementa-
tion of test-based accountability systems. Studies have
addressed educational governance from different
perspectives.

For example, Wermke and Preitz (2019) present
a framework based on approaches to education in
terms of emphasis on input or output and/or varia-
tions in long-standing traditions in curriculum devel-
opment. These traditions are characterized by
a dichotomous division between an Anglo-American
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curriculum tradition and a German/European conti-
nental tradition of Didaktik. The former approach
focuses on the governing of education by results or
outcomes, as seen in countries like the USA and
England (UK). The latter focuses on the governing
of education by its processes or inputs, such as the
implementation of a centralized standardized curri-
culum and state-regulated entrance into the teaching
profession, as represented by countries such as
Germany, Norway, and Finland.

Hopmann (2015) highlights the points of contact
between the continental European tradition of
Didaktik and the Anglo-American tradition of curri-
culum. He argues that continental European educa-
tion systems have adopted the test culture of Anglo-
American countries and that, in turn, Anglo-
American countries have adopted quality control
strategies such as state-based curricular formats of
European countries. According to Hopmann (2015),
these encounters have increased accountability and
pressure on schools, teachers, and students in
European and Anglo-American countries.

In a literature review, Verger et al. (2019) confirm the
adoption of test-based accountability systems in
European countries. Verger et al. (2019) examine the
rationales and trajectories of the adoption of national
large-scale assessments and test-based accountability sys-
tems in countries with different governance traditions. In
their division, Liberal states have a liberal organization of
the state and high-stakes accountability instruments;
Neo-Weberian states have a welfare state model of orga-
nization and low-stakes accountability instruments; and
Napoleonic states have centralized, hierarchical, and uni-
form bureaucracies alongside uneven and highly con-
tested accountability instruments.

Similarly, Hogberg and Lindgren (2020) explore the
diffusion of accountability across OECD countries by
using PISA data. They categorize the countries as those
with ‘thick horizontal’, ‘thick vertical’, and ‘thin account-
ability’. Countries with ‘thick accountability’ have high
production of standardized performance data, several
forms of evaluation by external parties, and high incen-
tives and sanctions resulting from this evaluation.
Countries with ‘thick horizontal accountability’ feature
decentralized decision-making, with the involvement of
multiple stakeholders (e.g. parents and the public). By
‘thick vertical accountability’, they refer to educational
authorities as the main actors controlling teachers’ work.
In contrast, countries with ‘thin accountability’ have low
production of standardized performance data, few forms
of evaluation by external parties, and no incentives and
sanctions resulting from this evaluation.

This article uses the terms high-stakes, low-stakes,
and uneven accountability to adequately capture the
study’s data. High-stakes accountability countries
have high production of standardized performance
data, several forms of evaluation by external parties,
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and high incentives and sanctions resulting from this
evaluation (Hogberg & Lindgren, 2020; Verger et al,
2019). Low-stakes accountability countries have
almost the same features as high-stakes countries,
but they do not have incentives and sanctions result-
ing from evaluation by external parties (Verger et al.,
2019; Wermke & Prgitz, 2019). Countries with
uneven accountability have irregularly implemented
accountability due to political contestation and eco-
nomic junctures (Verger et al.,, 2019). The following
paragraphs present the categories and countries
described by Verger et al. (2019) and, when possible,
include empirical studies connected to other
countries.

According to Verger et al. (2019), the first model
of educational governance includes countries with
a liberal organization of the state, such as the one
prevailing in most Anglo-Saxon countries (e.g. USA,
UK, New Zealand), in which there is a great partici-
pation of the private sector in public services and
intense forms of competition between providers.
These countries generally adopt accountability mea-
sures to expand market competition and choice.
Wermke and Preitz (2019) explain that, in this
group of countries, the state governs education by
focusing on results or outcomes.

Verger et al. (2019) observe that these liberal coun-
tries can be divided into early and late adopters. The
former category introduced governance reforms with
accountability measures in the context of the global
economic crisis of the 1970s (e.g. UK and Chile),
while the latter (e.g. USA) strategically combined
discourses on competitiveness and choice with dis-
courses about ethnic and socioeconomic equity and
the reduction of achievement gaps to pass educational
reforms based on accountability in the 2000s.
According to Verger et al. (2019), the states in this
group have justified educational reforms based on
mistrust in teachers and teachers’ unions and
a discourse on public schooling failures and low-
quality education in the public sector. Accordingly,
national large-scale assessments and test-based
accountability instruments appear as policy instru-
ments with the aim of increasing state control over
schools and teachers, thus constraining teacher
autonomy.

Brazil is included in this category because this
country has adopted open-market and privatization
measures in education to reduce costs and increase
the efficiency of education (Dias, 2018; Lennert da
Silva & Molstad, 2020). These changes have resulted
from discourse on reducing inequalities and ensuring
quality education for all (Lennert da Silva & Parish,
2020). The Slovak Republic (Tesar et al.,, 2017) and
Estonia (Keskula et al., 2012) are also in this group
since these countries show high production of stan-
dardized performance data, several forms of

evaluation by external parties, and high incentives
and sanctions resulting from this evaluation.
Sweden, despite being a Northern European country
with a welfare state governance model, is also
included in this group. This country has embraced
more openly the marketization of education, with the
introduction of private schools, school choice, and
school autonomy, while implementing strong exter-
nally regulated standards and measurements
(Frostenson, 2015; Wermke et al., 2019).

According to Verger et al. (2019), the second
model of educational governance is most prevalent
in continental and Northern Europe (e.g. Denmark,
Norway, Germany, Austria, and the Netherlands).
Wermke and Preitz (2019) observe this group of
countries control education through processes or
inputs centrally defined by the state. In this model,
the state acts as ‘a facilitator of solutions to social
problems and is eager to preserve the ideas of civil
service and professionalism in public services’ (Verger
et al.,, 2019, p. 251). Some countries initially chose
national large-scale assessments as a way for the
central state to guarantee quality standards in the
context of highly decentralized education systems
and make services more responsive to citizens’
demands. However, unexpectedly low PISA results
reinforced the need for increasing accountability
measures as a way to improve students’ learning out-
comes in a scenario of international competition, as
in the case of Norway (Karseth & Sivesind, 2011) and
Germany (Erss, 2018; Grek, 2009; Steiner-Khamsi,
2003). Despite the emphasis on accountability as
a consequence of the PISA, the accountability systems
adopted in these countries were predominantly low
stakes (Mausethagen, 2013; Verger et al, 2019
Wermke & Proitz, 2019).

This article adds some more countries to the
review by Verger et al. (2019). Despite its outstanding
PISA results, Finland is included in this second
group. Finnish teachers are held accountable for
final examinations at the upper secondary level and
have a great sense of responsibility related to their
professional belonging (Elo & Nygren-Landgirds,
2020; Erss, 2018; Wermke & Hostfalt, 2014). This
article also includes Japan (Bjork, 2009) and Turkey
(Hammersley-Fletcher et al., 2020) in this group since
these countries have fewer forms of evaluation by
external parties in comparison with high-stakes
accountability countries; in addition, these countries
offer no incentives or sanctions resulting from this
evaluation.

Finally, the third model presented by Verger et al.
(2019) includes mostly Southern European countries,
characterized by centralized, hierarchical, and uni-
form bureaucracies (e.g. Greece, Italy, Portugal, and
Spain). In these countries, the implementation of
accountability measures has been uneven and highly



conditioned by political contestation and economic
junctures (Day et al., 2007; Verger et al., 2019).
Verger et al. (2019) explain that these countries
have a long legacy of democratic and horizontal edu-
cational governance as a reaction to decades of
authoritarian regimes. Teachers’ unions are comba-
tive and participative in educational debates.
Therefore, most teachers have civil servant status
and enjoy high levels of autonomy. South Africa is
included in this group since teachers contest account-
ability policies due to a troubled history of the apart-
heid inspection system that provoked deep-rooted
suspicions of state surveillance even under the terms
of a new democracy (Jansen, 2004; Shalem et al.,
2018). In this case, teachers are still fighting for
their autonomy (Jansen, 2004).

In summary, this article borrows the categories for
educational governance models from Verger et al.
(2019). Accordingly, high-stakes accountability coun-
tries have high production of standardized perfor-
mance data, several forms of evaluation by external
parties, and high incentives and sanctions resulting
from this evaluation (Hogberg & Lindgren, 2020;
Verger et al., 2019). Low-stakes accountability coun-
tries have almost the same features as high-stakes
countries, but they do not have incentives and sanc-
tions resulting from evaluation by external parties
(Verger et al, 2019; Wermke & Proitz, 2019).
Countries with uneven accountability have irregularly
implemented accountability because of political con-
testation and economic junctures (Verger et al,
2019). These three categories related to the models
of educational governance (i.e. high-stakes, low-
stakes, and uneven accountability) assisted in the
selection of the sample of countries for the quantita-
tive analysis.

Methods

As advocated by comparative education researchers,
quantitative studies can benefit from qualitative stu-
dies that investigate the rich diversity at the lower
levels of the state, district/county, school, classroom,
and individual, thereby giving balance, depth, and
completeness to these studies. Similarly, micro-level
qualitative work can be informed by the quantitative
contributions from large-scale cross-national com-
parative studies (Manzon, 2014). In this article, the
quantitative data sources enable an examination of
teachers’ perceptions of their autonomy from
a bird’s-eye view encompassing many countries.
Moreover, the qualitative data sources privilege the
detailed description of teachers’ contexts and percep-
tions of their autonomy. The next sections describe in
more detail the quantitative and qualitative
approaches used in this article.
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Quantitative approach

This article works with the sampling, sources of data,
operationalization, and measurement of variables of
the OECD’s TALIS 2018. The secondary data sources
are as follows:

e TALIS 2018 Database. http://www.oecd.org/edu
cation/talis/talis-2018-data.htm. This database
contains files in SAS, SPSS, and STATA formats.

e OECD (2019). TALIS 2018 Technical Report.
OECD Publishing. http://www.oecd.org/educa
tion/talis/TALIS_2018_Technical_Report.pdf.
This technical report details the steps, proce-
dures, methodologies, standards, and rules that
TALIS 2018 used to collect data. The primary
purpose of the report is to support its readers
and users of the public international database
when interpreting results, contextualizing infor-
mation, and utilizing the data.

According to Cohen et al. (2018), some advantages of
using secondary data are that the scale, scope, and
amount of data are usually much larger and more
representative than a single researcher could gather.
The researcher does not face the challenges of collect-
ing a larger amount of data, such as financing the
data collection, spending time to collect data, gaining
access to people, and obtaining permission from gate-
keepers. Secondary data is often low-cost or even free
to access and immediately accessible, typically with-
out following many rigid procedures (pp. 587-588).
This is the case for this article since TALIS data is
publicly available and free of charge.

However, Cohen et al. (2018) point out some chal-
lenges in using secondary data. For instance, the data
may not be a perfect fit to the conceptual framework of
a specific study (Cohen et al., 2018, p. 588), as is the case
for this article. TALIS 2018 works mainly with the con-
cept of individual teacher autonomy measured by the
scale ‘satisfaction with classroom autonomy’. With the
aim of including the other levels of teacher autonomy,
this article has borrowed from TALIS 2018 the scale
‘professional collaboration in lessons among teachers’
to measure collegial teacher autonomy and the scale
‘perceptions of value and policy influence’ to measure
professional teacher autonomy. Although these scales
measure central elements of each level of teacher auton-
omy, they do present limitations. Before describing these
limitations, this article presents the questions and items
that comprise the scales representing the three levels of
teacher autonomy:

e Scale satisfaction with classroom autonomy:
TALIS asked teachers to use a four-point
Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly
agree) to rate the extent to which they agree they
have autonomy in addressing the following
items: ‘determining course content,” ‘selecting
teaching methods,” ‘assessing students’ learning,’


http://www.oecd.org/education/talis/talis-2018-data.htm
http://www.oecd.org/education/talis/talis-2018-data.htm
http://www.oecd.org/education/talis/TALIS_2018_Technical_Report.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/education/talis/TALIS_2018_Technical_Report.pdf

6 A. L. LENNERT DA SILVA

‘disciplining students, and ‘determining the
amount of homework to be assigned.’

e Scale professional collaboration in lessons
among teachers: TALIS asked teachers about
their perceptions of the frequency of profes-
sional collaboration in lessons among teachers.
Each item required teachers to respond using
a six-point Likert scale (1 = never, 6 = once
a week or more). The items were ‘teach jointly
as a team in the same class,” ‘provide feedback to
other teachers about their practice,” ‘engage in
joint activities across different classes and age
groups (e.g. projects),” and ‘participate in colla-
borative professional learning.’

e Scale perceptions of value and policy influence:
This scale from TALIS measured to what extent
teachers agreed with the following items according
to a four-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree,
4 = strongly agree). These were ‘teachers’ views are
valued by policymakers in this country/region,’
‘teachers can influence educational policy in this
country/region,” and ‘teachers are valued by the
media in this country/region.’

Regarding the scale ‘satisfaction with classroom
autonomy’, this scale assessed mainly teachers’ deci-
sion-making and control over the educational and
social domains. It did not include questions related
to the professional development of school staff or
administrative questions about how the school is
run (Salokangas & Wermke, 2020; Wermke et al.,
2019; Wermke & Salokangas, 2021).

The scale ‘professional collaboration in lessons
among teachers’ measured forms of collaboration
that reflect a deeper level of interdependence in com-
parison with superficial types of collaboration, such
as exchanging ideas and instructional materials (see
Vangrieken & Kyndt, 2019). These forms of colla-
boration may allow for collective decision-making at
the school level, but they do not automatically trans-
late into collegial teacher autonomy. In this regard,
the items of this scale did not measure teachers hav-
ing control over plans of action and decisions related
to the professional development of school staff or
teachers having the autonomy to collegially decide
on administrative issues (Salokangas & Wermke,
2020; Wermke et al., 2019; Wermke & Salokangas,
2021). Therefore, the results regarding collegial

Extended teacher autonomy

autonomy may be interpreted with caution since
professional collaboration does not automatically
imply collegial teacher autonomy.

The scale ‘perceptions of value and policy influ-
ence’ comprised only three items that captured frac-
tions of professional teacher autonomy. These items
can give an indication of the status of teachers and
their influence on decision-making at the policy level
regarding the framings of their work, but teachers’
perceptions of value and policy influence cannot be
seen as equivalent to professional teacher autonomy;
rather, they are only indications of such autonomy.

This study used the statistical software IBM SPSS
Statistics 26 to analyse the data. Descriptive analysis
of the scales was conducted. In addition, information
provided by the OECD is expanded by calculating the
frequencies of the answers ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’
for each item of the scales ‘satisfaction with classroom
autonomy’ and ‘perceptions of value and policy influ-
ence’ in the selected countries. Frequencies for each
item of the scale ‘professional collaboration in lessons
among teachers’ regarding the answers ‘1-3 times
a month’ and ‘once a week or more’ have also been
calculated. The countries are divided into different
categories of educational governance related to the
implementation of large-scale accountability instru-
ments to examine the relationship between models of
educational governance and teacher autonomy, as
illustrated in Figure 1 below.

The hypothesis is that teachers in countries with
strong accountability instruments (i.e. independent
variable) report low perceived teacher autonomy
(i.e. dependent variable). This article works with
a sample size of 59790 lower secondary teachers in
19 countries from TALIS 2018 data (Table 1).

The selected countries represent the different
accountability divisions. The selected high-stakes
accountability countries are the Anglo-American
countries of England (UK), New Zealand, and the
USA; the Latin-American countries of Brazil and
Chile; and the European countries of Estonia, the
Slovak Republic, and Sweden. The selected low-
stakes accountability countries include the European
countries of Austria, Denmark, Finland, the
Netherlands, and Norway; one Middle Eastern coun-
try, Turkey; and one Asian country, Japan. The
selected uneven and contested accountability

Restricted teacher autonomy

Countries with uneven
accountability

Countries with low-
stakes accountability

Countries with high-
stakes accountability

Figure 1. Teacher autonomy and models of education governance.



Table 1. Sample sizes in the selected countries.

High-stakes
accountability

Uneven
accountability

Low-stakes
accountability

Sample Sample Sample

Country size Country size Country size
Brazil 2447  Austria 4255  Italy 3612
Chile 1963  Denmark 2001  Portugal 3676
England 2376  Finland 2851  South 2046

(UK) Africa
Estonia 3004 Japan 3555  Spain 7407
New 2256  Netherlands 1884

Zealand
Slovak 3015 Norway 4154

Republic
Sweden 2782 Turkey 3952
USA 2554
Total 20397  Total 22652  Total 16741

countries are the Southern European countries of
Italy, Portugal, and Spain, as well as one African
country, South Africa.

Qualitative approach

The qualitative material is from the low-stakes
accountability country of Norway and the high-stakes
accountability country of Brazil. The two country cases
provide in-depth qualitative information about
national particularities related to the implementation
of policy instruments to monitor teachers’ work and
students’ performance. Teachers’ perceptions on these
issues are expressed through semi-structured inter-
views with lower secondary teachers working in public
schools in Norway and Brazil in 2018.

The sample for the interviews included 20 partici-
pants, 11 Brazilian and 9 Norwegian. The participants
worked in three public schools in one municipality of
Sao Paulo Federal State (Brazil), one school in one
municipality of Oppland County (Norway), and one
school in one municipality of Hedmark County
(Norway). The teachers had different backgrounds
(e.g. gender, age, years of work experience, and sub-
jects taught), enabling the capture of different per-
spectives of teacher autonomy.

According to Bryman (2012), the advantage of
using semi-structured interviews is that the
researcher can keep the focus of the study while
allowing space for the emerging views of the partici-
pants and, thereby, new ideas on the issues under
investigation. Moreover, in the case of comparative
studies, semi-structured interviews have ‘some struc-
ture in order to ensure cross-case comparability’
(Bryman, 2012, p. 472).

The interview questions approached the concept of
teacher autonomy by asking teachers about their per-
ceptions of control and decision-making regarding
different aspects of teaching practices (e.g. definition
of educational goals, content of lessons, learning
material, teaching methods, and students’ assess-
ment) as well as how they perceived the influence of
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external actors (e.g. people, institutions, and policies)
in the definition of their work. The interview guide
also asked teachers about their opinion of the mean-
ings of teacher autonomy, the positive and negative
sides of it, and how they perceived the degree of
autonomy they had in their work. Other questions
included teachers’ relationships with colleagues,
including their perceptions and experiences with col-
legial work, and teachers’ relationships with the
school leadership, including their perceptions and
experiences with decision-making within school.
Teachers were also asked about their satisfaction
with their working conditions and the level of deci-
sion-making and engagement in relation to profes-
sional development activities. Another topic explored
was their participation in teachers’ unions and their
opinions about the work of teachers’ unions at the
policy level.

This study addressed ethical issues by asking for
the consent of all participants and explained the
background and purpose of the study as well as
what participation in the research implied. The infor-
mants were also notified that they could withdraw
from the study at any time without the need to
provide a reason. This study has also addressed priv-
acy and protection from harm by keeping the anon-
ymity of the participants (Cohen et al., 2018). In this
article, the participants are presented as Norwegian
and Brazilian teachers, without reference to any per-
sonal attributes or school. Finally, this study received
ethical clearance from the Norwegian Centre for
Research Data, which is a national centre and archive
for research data that aims to ensure that data about
people and society can be collected, stored, and
shared safely and legally.

In this article, the analysis consisted of finding
examples in the interviews of the three levels of
teacher autonomy (i.e. individual, collegial, and pro-
fessional) and classifying them from restricted to
extended. According to Hsieh and Shannon (2005),
in this type of analysis, known as direct content
analysis, the themes emerge from existing theory
and research in a deductive process. The findings
offer supporting and non-supporting evidence for
a theory, presented by showing themes with examples
and by offering descriptions. The author transcribed
the interviews in their original languages (i.e.
Norwegian and Portuguese) and translated the quo-
tations used in this article into English.

Results

The presentation of the study’s quantitative and qua-
litative results is organized according to the different
levels of teacher autonomy (i.e. individual, collegial,
and professional), as described by Frostenson (2015).
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Individual teacher autonomy

This section presents the TALIS 2018 data and the
interview data from Norway and Brazil related to the
dimension of individual teacher autonomy.

TALIS 2018
Figure 2 below examines each item of the scale satis-
faction with classroom autonomy in the selected
countries. As previously described, the selected coun-
tries are divided into three categories according to
models of educational governance related to the
implementation of accountability measures: countries
with high-stakes, low-stakes, and uneven accountabil-
ity measures. At the bottom of the figure, a frequency
table is presented so that the reader can verify the
corresponding scores for each country. The scores
refer to the percentage of lower secondary education
teachers who agreed or strongly agreed with the fol-
lowing statements about teachers’ satisfaction with
classroom autonomy: having control over determin-
ing course content, selecting teaching methods, asses-
sing students’ learning, disciplining students, and
determining the amount of homework to be assigned.
The results show no clear pattern between teachers’
satisfaction with their classroom autonomy and coun-
tries with different models of educational governance.
Moreover, the cross-national variation in the items of the
scale satisfaction with classroom autonomy was quite
limited. For example, regarding selecting teaching meth-
ods, the average was 96.7% in high-stakes accountability
countries, 94.3% in low-stakes accountability countries,
and 95.9% in countries with uneven accountability.
When asked about assessing students’ learning, an aver-
age of 93.2% (high-stakes), 94% (low-stakes), and 93.3%
(uneven) of teachers agreed, respectively. Regarding dis-
ciplining students, the averages were 88.7% (high-stakes),
92.7% (low-stakes), and 92.3% (uneven). Regarding the
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amount of homework, the averages were 87.7% (high-
stakes), 91.4% (low-stakes), and 93.9% (uneven).

The item determining course content displays the
widest range of scores. For example, more than 95%
of teachers reported that they had control in this area
in Norway and Sweden, while only 47% of teachers in
Portugal made the same claim. The averages for
determining course content were 85.9% for high-
stakes accountability countries, 85.4% for low-stakes
accountability countries, and 74.8% for countries
with uneven accountability.

Therefore, the results indicate that teachers™ percep-
tions of their autonomy at the classroom level are quite
similar in the selected countries. However, even though
teachers may perceive extended individual autonomy
through the freedom to choose the contents, methods,
assessments, and procedures for students’ behaviour, this
perception does not necessarily imply that they can
decide on which professional development activities to
undertake or how the school is run.

Norway

Focusing on the country cases, Norwegian teachers
reported being satisfied with their individual auton-
omy at the classroom level, as seen here:

I experience that I have a lot of autonomy.
I experience that they trust that I am a professional.
I experience that the competence goals are open and
very much is left to the teacher. It is a starting point.
The curriculum does not control my method. I choose
it completely myself, more or less research-based,
I think. Sometimes experience-based, on what has
gone well before, but I experience that my freedom is
big. I have a lot.

This teacher talked about autonomy in terms of being
able to choose the methods of her teaching based on
the competence goals of the curriculum. As shown in
Figure 2, Norwegian teachers expressed satisfaction
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Low-stakes Uneven
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Figure 2. Teachers’ satisfaction with classroom autonomy by country — TALIS 2018. Percentage of lower secondary education
teachers who agree or strongly agree with the following statements about teachers’ satisfaction with classroom autonomy.



with determining course content (96.3%) and select-
ing teaching methods (98%). Further, the Norwegian
informants reported that they used national tests as
a tool to map students’ learning needs and adapt their
teaching, as in the following:

It works for me as a way to map how they are, so that
I can use the results in the teaching or in a dialog with
the students. And, if the results are very bad, this can
put pressure on the leadership in relation to addi-
tional resources to raise those who need in the
classroom.

The statement above indicates that the teaching work
is shaped by national tests. At the same time, teachers
can shape the conditions of their work (such as get-
ting additional resources) by resorting to the national
tests’ results. This finding points to the exercise of
individual teacher autonomy regarding planning,
instruction, and use of resources. Conversely, indivi-
dual teacher autonomy may also be contrived by
education authorities. For example, informants
reported that they did not have the autonomy to
decide on the use of digital tools in the classroom,
as seen below:

There was no one who talked to teachers about the use
of iPads; it was just “now it’s coming in, done.” Many
teachers like the iPad and they use it a lot, and there
are many who see the downsides of it, but no matter
what, nobody asked me and talked to me first, so we
do not like this so well.

Another informant explained that he was not allowed
to choose which professional development activities
to undertake. The decisions regarding these activities
came from the municipal education authority and
were passed on to teachers by the school leadership,
as described in the following:

There are directives at the county level, among other
things, the digitalization pressure. It pushes me a bit
since the county wants to have control over this (...)
and the developmental work in the school will always
be influencing me as well. Now we spend a lot of time
talking about coaching, which will be influencing my
teaching.

In summary, the results indicate that Norwegian tea-
chers are satisfied with their classroom autonomy,
which is in line with TALIS 2018 data. However,
they do perceive control over their work as a result
of the implementation of accountability measures.

Brazil

Like their Norwegian counterparts, Brazilian teachers
reported being satisfied with their individual auton-
omy at the classroom level, as this informant
explained:

I have limited autonomy within what the government
structures. So, I have the content that is planned and
that I have to pass, and I have to account for that
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content to be applied at school. Now inside my class-
room, I have extended autonomy to use what I want,
prepare my lessons as I want, and use the resources
I want. That is fine. So, this is interesting, I like it, this
autonomy of methods, that I can diversify a lot of
what I have to pass. I do not need to just stay on the
blackboard and chalk.

Brazilian teachers discussed autonomy within limits;
in other words, they expressed that they can choose
the topics to teach that are within the scope of the
curriculum. They also perceived having freedom to
select teaching methods. Figure 2 indicates that
Brazilian teachers expressed satisfaction with their
control over determining course content (94.3%)
and selecting teaching methods (96.3%). Further,
some informants explained how they were expected
to use the digital platform implemented by the
Department of Education:

So, there are the results, and then, for example, they
ask me to make a timeline with the skills and compe-
tences according to this here. So, here on top of the
results, I plan the activities that I want to develop with
them, focusing on the skills that I need to deepen with
them, right?

The informants explained that the Department of
Education expects them to use the digital platform
with test results to plan and develop teaching strate-
gies, thus indicating the influence of policy instru-
ments on their teaching practices. Moreover, teachers
talked about the need to constantly report on teach-
ing plans and strategies to the school leadership, as
one informant explained:

The school leadership is very concerned with admin-
istrative work. If the supervisor comes and looks at
our diary, and the date of the lecture is missing
(laughing). Having or not the date does not improve
the teaching work. I have to make lesson plans with
the skills and competencies to develop with the stu-
dents and deliver them to the leadership. But this plan
is not meant for the leadership to provide me with
some help (...) She has to hand this paper over to the
supervisor ... .

The statement above points to strong control over
teachers’ work, constraining their individual auton-
omy. In summary, the results indicate that Brazilian
teachers are also satisfied with their classroom auton-
omy, which is aligned with TALIS 2018 data.
However, they do perceive strong forms of external
control over their work, which can be related to
a high-stakes accountability system.

Collegial teacher autonomy

This section presents the quantitative and qualitative
results related to the dimension of collegial teacher
autonomy.
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TALIS 2018

Figure 3 below shows teachers’ perceptions of their
professional collaboration in lessons among teachers
in the selected countries. The scores refer to the
percentage of lower secondary education teachers
who reported engaging at least once a month in the
following items: teaching jointly as a team in the
same class, providing feedback to other teachers
about their practice, engaging in joint activities across
different classes and age groups (e.g. projects), and
participating in collaborative professional learning.

The results show that countries with low-stakes
accountability had higher scores in the item teach
jointly as a team in comparison with countries with
other models of educational governance. For this
item, the averages were 25.5% (high-stakes), 38.2%
(low-stakes), and 29.3% (uneven). Austria (63%) and
Japan (58.3%) had the highest scores on this item,
together with Italy (62.3%), which is classified as
a country with uneven accountability measures.

Regarding providing feedback, 8.24% (high-stakes)
, 10.5% (low-stakes), and 11.3% (uneven) of teachers
reported engaging at least once a month in this type
of activity. The question of engaging in joint activities
had quite low scores of 12.3% (high-stakes), 10.8%
(low-stakes), and 15.8% (uneven), respectively.

Comparatively, collaborative professional learning
was higher in countries with high-stakes accountabil-
ity than in countries with other educational govern-
ance models. The scores in this item were 27.5%
(high-stakes), 18.1% (low-stakes), and 14% (uneven).
New Zealand (44.2%) and Sweden (43.7%) showed
the highest scores in this item in comparison with
other countries.

One important observation to make is that profes-
sional collaboration may facilitate collegial autonomy,
but they are not synonymous. The fact that teachers
collaborate does not necessarily mean that they are
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doing so by their own choice or that this collabora-
tion concerns topics related to decision-making at the
school level. Professional collaboration can very well
be a form of contrived collegiality, focusing on instru-
mental implementation of school leadership dictates
(Hargreaves, 1994; Hargreaves & Dawe, 1990), as can
be the case in high-stakes accountability countries.
The next sections focus on the country cases to
explore the relationship between professional colla-
boration and collegial teacher autonomy.

Norway

Regarding the possibility for the exercise of collegial
teacher autonomy, the Norwegian informants
reported that the school leadership organized tea-
chers” work and facilitated meetings by school grade
and subject, so teachers could take part in weekly
meetings to discuss and plan pedagogical activities
together. Collegial work can both constrain and
enable teachers’ individual autonomy, as one infor-
mant explained:

In this school, students have five weeks to work with
a theme. This applies to all subjects. This thematic
work puts some guidelines for what you should do that
I am not completely used to (laughs). And, then,
I have another teacher colleague to relate to, but this
is very good because we have opportunities to work
together and share teaching plans and ideas. So,
next year I am considering taking up more elabora-
tion of these themes because they should be as relevant
as possible.

Teachers, especially younger teachers, described their
experience of collegial work as positive because it
allows them to plan and share practices, as described
above. According to the TALIS 2018 data, 43.5% of
Norwegian teachers reported engaging often in colla-
borative  activities in  schools, which is
a comparatively high score in relation to other
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Figure 3. Teachers’ perceptions of their professional collaboration by country — TALIS 2018. Percentage of lower secondary
education teachers who report engaging at least once a month with the following statements about teachers’ perceptions of

their professional collaboration.



countries (Figure 3). However, this number still
represents less than 50% of the Norwegian lower
secondary teachers.

In summary, the data about Norway shows that
collegial work does not necessarily mean collegial
autonomy since teachers do not report that this
increases their decision-making at the school level.
However, the Norwegian informants perceive that
professional collaboration can both constrain and
promote their individual teacher autonomy. The
positive sides of professional collaboration are per-
ceived mainly by the younger informants.

Brazil

Regarding the possibility for the exercise of collegial
autonomy, the Brazilian informants reported that
school meetings are mainly used to pass on orders
from the educational authority, as seen here:

These meetings are not used for pedagogical work.
They are used to complaining about students, to pas-
sing on messages, and then the teacher is already tired
of going there. (...) So, it is often a place of complain-
ing about students, of grievances, and it is not used
pedagogically. For example, for pedagogical purposes,
you could study a text, have a dialogue with your
colleagues, exchange experiences, make partnerships,
and engage in interdisciplinary work. I often use the
school corridor, the time I arrive, the break time, to
talk to my colleagues.

Complementarily, TALIS 2018 data (Figure 3) shows
that only 26.7% of the Brazilian teachers reported that
they engage often in collaborative activities in
schools. The Brazilian informants perceived collective
meetings as not meant for professional collaboration.
Instead, they reported that these meetings are
initiated by the school leadership to implement exter-
nal mandates, which can indicate a contrived
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collegiality (Hargreaves, 1994; Hargreaves & Dawe,
1990). As a result, not all collaborative activities ben-
efit teachers’ work (cf. Dias, 2018).

Professional teacher autonomy

The following section presents the study’s results
related to the dimension of professional teacher
autonomy.

TALIS 2018

In the following, this article presents teachers’ percep-
tions of their social value and policy influence in the
selected countries, which can give some indications of
their perceived professional teacher autonomy.

Figure 4 shows the percentage of lower secondary
education teachers who agreed or strongly agreed
with the following statements about teachers’ percep-
tions of their social value and policy influence: tea-
chers’ views are valued by policymakers in this
country, teachers can influence educational policy in
this country, and teachers are valued by the media in
this country.

Regarding teachers’ views being valued by policy-
makers, the averages were 12.4% (high-stakes), 17%
(low-stakes), and 12.7% (uneven). Low-stakes
accountability countries showed a small comparative
advantage in this item in comparison with countries
with other educational governance models.

Low-stakes accountability countries also showed
comparatively higher scores to the statement asses-
sing whether teachers are valued by the media. The
averages in this item were 19.3% (high-stakes), 21%
(low-stakes), and 15.3% (uneven). Finland (49.6%)
and the Netherlands (32.8%) showed the highest
scores in this item, together with the USA (35.1%),
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Figure 4. Teachers' perceptions of their social value and policy influence by country — TALIS 2018. Percentage of lower
secondary education teachers who agree or strongly agree with the following statements about teachers’ perceptions of their

social value and policy influence.
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which is classified as a high-stakes accountability
country.

Regarding teachers’ perceptions that they can
influence educational policy, 28.4% (high-stakes),
21% (low-stakes), and 33.7% (uneven) reported that
they agreed or strongly agreed with this statement.
The comparatively higher scores of countries with
uneven accountability may relate to the role of tea-
chers’ unions as combative and participative in edu-
cational debates in these countries (cf. Verger et al,,
2019). The next sections address these different items
of the scale in the country cases.

Norway

In addition to the opportunities for professional col-
laboration, Norway is known for an active teachers’
unionism that has resisted accountability measures by
promoting discourses related to teacher autonomy,
research-based practice, and professional develop-
ment as core features of teacher professionalism
(Mausethagen & Granlund, 2012; Nerland &
Karseth, 2015). One informant stated:

I am a member of the teacher union. We have two
representatives here, and they do a fantastic job, very
good job. When there are important issues to bring
up, we have meetings where we talk. They organize
the meeting, and we talk and discuss things. These
meetings are very informative and good. I really think
they do a good job and fight for us so that we have
good working relations. So, I am quite happy with
them.

The Norwegian informants knew who their union
representatives at school were, and some of them
described situations where they asked their interme-
diation to solve workload and salary issues. This
finding could indicate that the Norwegian teachers
perceive being able to decide on the framing of their
work at the policy level through their engagement
with teachers’ unions. However, the interview guide
did not include applicable questions to discuss tea-
chers’ perceptions of their value by policymakers and
the media. These two aspects can affect teachers’
perceptions of their professional autonomy (e.g. Erss
et al.,, 2016).

However, TALIS 2018 data (Figure 4) showed
relatively low scores for Norwegian teachers’ percep-
tions of being valued by policymakers (23.9%) and
influencing educational policy (24.1%). One possible
explanation is that the central state in Norway is
responsible for curriculum design and implementa-
tion, national tests, and examinations, assuming
a powerful position in the definition of policy instru-
ments that frame the teaching profession, which may
affect teachers’ views of their capacity to influence
policy. Further studies are needed to explore these
findings regarding professional teacher autonomy.

Brazil

Regarding the role of teachers’ unions in influencing
the framings of the teaching work through policy, the
Brazilian informants expressed distrust in their pro-
fessional organizations. They also reported that they
do not actively engage in teachers’ unions. One infor-
mant stated:

I do not participate in union meetings. I cannot do it
because my workload is very intense. I am affiliated,
but I do not participate. (...) So, I do not see big
changes. The union is not strong (...) the union goes
on a salary strike, but it is not able to bring the class
together. Its claims are hardly met. Sometimes there
are some gains, such as salary increases, but these are
not great achievements in the improvement of educa-
tion. The union’s participation in the school is very
small. I do not even know who the school’s union
representative is.

This statement may indicate that teachers perceive
a restricted professional autonomy in which they are
not able to act as a professional group to decide on the
framings of their work at the policy level. As explained
in the section on Norway, the qualitative data does not
give elements to discuss teachers’ perceptions of their
value by policymakers and the media.

Despite the lack of qualitative data, TALIS 2018
data showed that only 6.8% of the Brazilian teachers
reported that policymakers value them. However,
59.1% reported that they can influence educational
policy (Figure 4). This finding may indicate that
teachers perceive that they can act individually at
the classroom level to influence policy. Alternatively,
they may perceive that this is the only space for
resistance left to them. These hypotheses could be
explored in further studies.

Discussion

This article asked whether a high degree of educa-
tional accountability correlates with a low degree of
teacher perceived autonomy and, conversely, whether
a low degree of educational accountability correlates
with a high degree of teacher perceived autonomy. It
explored the hypothesis that teachers in countries
with strong large-scale accountability instruments
report low perceived autonomy, and vice versa.

The quantitative results based on the TALIS 2018
data challenged this hypothesis. Teachers are gener-
ally satisfied with their classroom autonomy
(Figure 2). However, as presented earlier, far fewer
teachers report engaging in professional collaboration
(Figure 3), which could give them possibilities for
exercising collegial teacher autonomy. The percentage
of teachers who report influencing educational policy
and being valued by policymakers and the media is
even lower (Figure 4). Teachers’ perceptions of their
value and policy influence can affect teachers’



perceptions of their professional autonomy (cf. Erss
et al, 2016). Having presented the quantitative
results, it might be productive to gain a deeper insight
into how teacher autonomy unfolds in the two coun-
try contexts.

While Brazil can be placed within a high-stakes
accountability system because of the use of eco-
nomic incentives related to student performance
data (Lennert da Silva & Molstad, 2020), Norway
is characterized by a low-stakes accountability sys-
tem due to a lack of such incentives (Mausethagen,
2013; Verger et al.,, 2019; Wermke & Proitz, 2019).
However, despite differences in models of educa-
tional governance, Brazilian and Norwegian tea-
chers are satisfied with their classroom autonomy.
The Brazilian informants perceive having autonomy
in terms of being able to choose the teaching meth-
ods based on the competences and skills of the
prescribed curriculum. The Norwegian teachers
also perceive having autonomy in the same domains
as their Brazilian counterparts.

However, these responses do not mean that neither
group of teachers perceives a lack of control being exer-
cised over their work in the classrooms. For example,
Norwegian teachers talk about the imposition of digital
tools in the development of their teaching practices and
the inability to choose which professional development
activities to undertake in the professional developmental
domain. The Brazilian informants describe the pressure
to use test results and to write teaching plans and strate-
gies to improve students’ performance data, which can be
linked to economic incentives for schools and teachers
that achieve performance targets. This article argues that
Brazilian teachers are held more individually accountable
for improving students” outcomes than their Norwegian
counterparts because of the system of economic incen-
tives related to students” performance, which is charac-
teristic of high-stakes accountability countries (Verger
et al., 2019; Wermke & Proitz, 2019).

Moreover, the qualitative data describes particularities
regarding the other levels of teacher autonomy. In
Norway, teachers describe school leadership as playing
a key role in promoting collegial work, which could allow
for collegial teacher autonomy. However, the Norwegian
informants do not talk about professional collaboration
enabling collective decision-making at the school level.
In comparison, the Brazilian informants describe the
school leadership using staff meetings to implement
external dictates.

Regarding the connections between teacher colla-
boration and collegial autonomy, contrived collegial-
ity means an instrumental form of collaboration
mandated by the school leadership with the aim of
implementing agendas determined by others
(Hargreaves, 1994; Hargreaves & Dawe, 1990), while
extended collegial autonomy can be professional col-
laboration emanating from the subjective needs of the
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teachers who themselves set the agenda and partici-
pate in decision-making (Elo & Nygren-Landgirds,
2020; Frostenson, 2015; Kelchtermans, 2006).

However, the qualitative data about professional col-
laboration in the country cases does not indicate that
teachers perceive having collegial teacher autonomy. In
the Brazilian case, contrived collegiality is hardly a sign of
collegial teacher autonomy, whereas in the Norwegian
case, professional collaboration facilitated by the school
leadership does not imply that teachers perceive being
able to collectively decide on different topics of their
work within the school setting.

Regarding professional teacher autonomy, the
Norwegian informants describe the role of teachers’
unions as supportive of their rights, which can indi-
cate that they perceive being able to influence deci-
sion-making at the policy level through their
participation in teachers’ unions. However, TALIS
2018 data shows relatively low scores for Norwegian
teachers’ perceptions of being valued by policymakers
(23.9%) and influencing educational policy (24.1%).
Further studies are needed to explore these findings.
Comparatively, Brazilian teachers perceive teachers’
unions as not defending their rights and beliefs,
which can give some indication of teachers’ percep-
tions of restricted professional autonomy. TALIS
2018 data shows that only 6.8% of the Brazilian
teachers report that policymakers value them.
However, 59.1% report that they can influence edu-
cational policy. These contradictory findings could be
explored in further studies.

In summary, even though teachers are satisfied
with their autonomy at the classroom level, reporting
a relative freedom to choose the contents and meth-
ods of their teaching, these findings do not necessa-
rily imply that they perceive having extended collegial
and professional teacher autonomy (Frostenson,
2015). Accordingly, the TALIS 2018 data shows
quite low scores in items that can indicate possibili-
ties for collegial and professional teacher autonomy.

This study shows that no clear pattern exists
between teacher perceived autonomy and models of
educational governance. Hence, the study’s hypoth-
esis that teachers in countries with strong account-
ability instruments report low perceived autonomy
and vice versa cannot be verified.

Concluding remarks

By employing quantitative and qualitative data, this
article has contributed to the understanding of tea-
cher autonomy through the eyes of the teachers
across different models of educational governance.
As such, the quantitative data enables an examination
of teachers’ perceptions of their autonomy from
a high-level perspective encompassing several coun-
tries. Complementarily, the qualitative data privileges
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the detailed description of teachers’ contexts and
perceptions of their autonomy in two countries, high-
lighting country differences. In this regard, this paper
hopes to have contributed to the teacher autonomy
debate by using theoretical and methodological tools
that allow for comparisons of the multiple levels of
teacher autonomy in different country contexts.

However, it is important to mention that teacher
autonomy is a multidimensional and complex phe-
nomenon. Therefore, TALIS 2018 scales and teachers’
interviews have captured only a few aspects of it,
specifically in the cases of collegial and professional
teacher autonomy, where the research instruments
were not able to capture the multiple aspects of
each level (Frostenson, 2015). This is a significant
validity-related question that shows the limitations
of the data and points to possibilities for further
research.

In addition, this paper has not addressed the
domains of teachers’” work (e.g. educational, social)
since it was not possible to fit such a level of detail in
the scope of this paper. Recent studies on teacher
autonomy have combined the levels and domains of
teacher autonomy, and some of them also use TALIS
data (e.g. Salokangas & Wermke, 2020; Wermke
et al., 2019; Wermke & Salokangas, 2021).

This article also calls attention to the fact that
teacher autonomy was measured for the first time in
TALIS 2018. In this regard, it would be useful to
follow the development of teacher autonomy in
future editions of the TALIS. Moreover, by pairing
TALIS 2018 data with interview data, this paper goes
into granular detail that either dataset on its own
could not do. As such, this study sets an example
for future studies on teacher autonomy as a potential
methodological approach for comparing different
country contexts.
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