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Andreas Westerberg

This chapter documents and analyses the feelings teachers 
have about ongoing developments at their school. Photographs 
taken in the fall of 2012 by seven teachers at Kaplanskolan, 
an upper secondary school in Skellefteå, serve as the starting 
point. The study also includes short interviews with each pho-
tographer.6 

Kaplanskolan is currently undergoing a period of major 
change. At the time of the study, the teachers were aware that 
the school would likely be closed within three years and shift 
operations, roughly seventy teachers and 750 students, to two 
other schools, a plan that was finally confirmed by the munici-
pal council in the spring of 2013. When challenged to consider 
and express themselves about the dramatic changes ahead, the 
author hoped to unravel how the teachers felt about the im-
pact this process would have on their own work and where 
they thought the future would ultimately lead. Each teacher in-
volved was tasked with taking photographs on school premises 
that directly or indirectly represented their respective responses 
to following questions:

What should the teachers leave behind when they be-
gin work at their next school?

What should the teachers bring with them to their new 
workplace?

6 The study includes the following interviews and photographs: Informant A, 
interview 2012-10-25; informant B, interview 2012-10-26 (Figure 5); infor-
mant C, interview 2012-10-30; informant D, interview 2012-10-31 (Figure 1); 
informant E, interview 2012-10-31 (Figure 4); informant F, interview 2012-11-
09 (Figure 2) and informant G, interview 2012-10-25 (Figure 3).
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The Value of the Visual
The question of whether there is any specific point in using 
visual material to document and analyse change in the man-
ner undertaken herein has several answers. First of all, it is a 
straightforward method of documentation – photography is 
“information intensive.” A picture is taken in a moment, but 
can be discussed and interpreted for hours. This can also be 
a weakness in the material. It is wide open to interpretation 
and there is no guarantee that you will see the same thing the 
photographer did. Secondly, the material is used as a memory 
trigger. In the short interviews, the informants used the pictures 
to formulate what they wanted to say. The interviewer can also 
ask questions about what he sees and find out whether this is 
relevant from the point of view of the informant. This makes 
the pictures a research tool. Thirdly, the pictures are a form of 
presentation. The whole study included fifty-eight pictures, five 
of which are featured in this paper. Others are mentioned in the 
text, but all of them are included in the analysis. To make an 
intelligible presentation of this corpus, the picture act as enligh-
tening examples of what is typical or particularly interesting in 
the material. 

Figure 1. The language studio. 
Photo: Informant D (2012).
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In Figure 1, you see the language studio at Kaplanskolan. What 
do you find in this picture? Sparse furnishing? Discipline? 
Structured test situations? The photographer was thinking 
about how technological equipment can help the students over-
come their shyness in speaking a new language.7 This in turn 
begs an intriguing question. Is a true or correct interpretation 
of a photograph possible? Does Figure 1 represent what I see, 
what the photographer intended, or something else altogether? 

Of course we can believe the photographer. The teacher 
wants to make functioning technology available to support the 
learning experience, no matter the disciplinary stance of the pic-
ture. On the other hand, one could argue that the structured 
arrangement of this classroom signals values that are present 
though not actively supported by the teacher. One critical inter-
pretation of Figure 1 might be that teachers are willing to ignore 
ideas about discipline and order that nevertheless are in certain 
situations necessary to achieving their classroom goals.

This analysis of Figure 1 proves that photographs could serve 
as source material. To an ethnographer or a historian, source 
material is there to be interpreted. In the article “On Visualis-
ing Past Classrooms,” Ian Grosvenor presents some fundamental 
elements in interpreting pictures. First of all, you should bear 
in mind that photos are constructions and not objective rep-
resentations of reality. Secondly, when the picture is taken out 
of its context, much information is lost. You cannot see what 
happened just before or right after the snapshot. It is a frozen 
sliver of time, and you cannot see which conditions are persistent 
and which are not. Finally, interpretation depends on theoretical 
models. You need a theory in order to make an analysis. Gros-
venor concludes that this means that a picture could have value 
to historical or ethnographic research, but not in any unprob-
lematic sense. Like any source material, it has to be analysed and 
criticised.8 

In this essay, the pictures are interpreted in two ways, in com-
parison with the interviews, making the material classifiable ac-
cording to theme, and in discussing the emergent themes in ac-
cordance with relevant research.

7 Informant D, interview 2012-10-31.
8 Grosvenor (1999), 86–88.
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Ethics
Using visual material from a school environment in research 
calls for certain ethical considerations, starting with the con-
tent. No individual identities should be recognisable in the pho-
tos. One could argue that a school is the kind of space where 
there is no harm done if associated with research. But since the 
material is collected in order to represent values   and ideals, 
bringing individuals into the pictures risks associating them 
with the valuation. To be frank, it cannot be helped if this hap-
pens regardless, when a picture shows a place or an artefact po-
werfully associated with a specific person in the local context. 

The material is presented in a contextualised manner, wit-
hout personal references. This means that the picture is presen-
ted within the context of local school practice, as articulated 
by the informants and scientific literature. This means that the 
focus is on what is universal and theoretically interesting, not 
the personal and particular. It also means that all individual in-
formation on the informants is removed from the presentation.

Finally, the material is collected in a structured manner and 
under informed consent. It is made clear before the beginning 
of the survey how the material will be used, what the purpose 
of the use is and that confidentiality and anonymity will be 
respected.

Results: Artefacts Representing Attitudes

Technology in education appears as an artefact and a discourse 
around it. Cuisenaire rods are simple marked pieces of wood but 
the discourse which surrounds them, and organizes their use, plac-
es them within the category of a `mathematical learning tool’.9

Most of the pictures in this study are fully intelligible in their 
own right. They show doors, rooms, stuffed birds or musical 
instruments. But their concrete content does not really reflect 
the intention of the photographers. The vast majority of pic-
tures taken represent something else or something more than 
what is shown. The quote above by Martin Lawn and Gros-

9 Martin Lawn and Ian Grosvenor, Materialities of Schooling: Design, Techno-
logy, Objects, Routines (Oxford 2005), 8.
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venor stands as a diagnostic mirror of these pictures. When it 
comes to technology, they say that the surrounding discourse 
organises their use. The pictures from Kaplanskolan widen that 
statement to including inventory, too. 

Figure 2. The glass door cupboards. 
Photo: Informant F (2012).

In Figure 2, you can see a long row of cupboards with glass 
doors. The photographer has taken this picture as an example 
of what to leave behind. The glass door cupboard could be a 
way of displaying important material in a safe manner. But the 
photographer denies that interpretation by saying that this is a 
picture of seeing but not touching. The photographer also says: 

Our school is filled with stuff. Old, odd or just misplaced stuff. 
This often gives an impression of school living in the past. I want 
us to leave this behind. We shouldn’t keep things on shelves and in 
cupboards that just stand there.10 

10 Informant F, interview 2012-11-09.
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Teacher-Centric Practice Dreams
Debate on how schools should be organised and where school-
ing should lead to includes numerous, disparate perspectives. 
If you isolate just one, school turns out to be something very 
different than if you maintain a multi-perspective approach. 
This becomes clear when reading The School I’d Like by Cath-
erine Burke and Ian Grosvenor.11 Here, for example, the reader 
becomes familiar with many child- and pupil-centric ideals. 
Asked what he wanted his school to be like, nine-year-old Joe 
from Clacton-on-Sea answered:

I would like my school to be a giant toblerone shape building 
with two huge 5 storey cylinders stuck to it…The classrooms will 
be circular (so there won’t be a naughty corner!) with desks that 
sit next to each other…There will be hundreds and thousands of 
books on the wooden bookcase. There will be two doors, one lead-
ing to the playground.12

Figure 3. The good office. 
Photo: Informant G (2012).

When teachers photograph their school, a similar phenomenon 
occurs. Their pictures show what the teachers hope will be a 

11 Catherine Burke and Ian Grosvenor, The School I’d Like: Children and 
Young People’s Reflections on an Education for the 21st Century (London 
2003).
12 Ibid., 23.
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future narrative, in which their workroom becomes their home 
base, from which they can sit at a common table to meet col-
leagues, then shift to library, pupils at work in halls and cor-
ridors, and the world outside the school. In Figure 3, informant 
G points out that it is the atmosphere among colleagues that 
makes this a good office. The room in itself could be designed 
in a more adequate manner, but its role as social and practi-
cal anchor is distinct.13 It is interesting to see that this school 
narrative ignores elements like classrooms, tests and lectures, 
motifs that from the students’ point of view lie in the hands of 
the teacher. 

Certain critical perspectives surface in this teacher-centric 
view of school. Structural defects of the organisation, like un-
realistic scheduling, inadequate booking systems and lack of 
technical equipment are mentioned. Another critique concerns 
teachers’ professionalism. On one hand, school management is 
criticised for not listening to arguments and ideas from the pro-
fessionals. On the other, one of the informants aims criticism at 
the teachers. This informant sheds light on cracks in the pro-
fessional face of collegial discourse. The relaxed atmosphere 
round the coffee or lunch table engenders the risk of personali-
sing professional matters. 

Basic Conditions of Pedagogical Work
Figure 4 shows a door with a code 
lock. The photographer says that: 

[each] class has a key code to their 
classroom, making it possible to 
use the classroom whenever they 
want. The intention of this system 
is good, but the practice is bad and 
should be abandoned. Classrooms 
have turned into cafeterias or com-
puter gaming halls.14 

This system of home classrooms 
touches on some inner features of schooling. As mentioned 
above, when the teachers at this school present what they 

13 Informant G, interview 2012-10-25.
14 Informant E, interview 2012-10-31.

Figure 4. Code locked door. 
Photo: Informant E (2012).
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would like, they fail to mention the classrooms. While we can-
not determine why, one reason may be that teachers cannot 
dispose of the classrooms on their own. They tend to be either 
in the hands of the pupils or in a diffuse no man’s land. 

An architectural perspective can add some constructive in-
put. In their article, “An Architectural View of the Classroom,” 
Alexander Koutamatis and Yolanda Majewski-Steijns intro-
duce the term spatial affordance to discuss some basic con-
ditions of pedagogical work.15 They indicate that every space 
has its implicit potential. If a classroom is intended for instruc-
tion, it is easily designed and furnished to serve that purpose. 
The problem arises when adding new functions to a space. If a 
classroom is intended for individual study, instruction and lei-
sure, the question arises as to which purpose should inform its 
design. Since the spatial affordance of an empty square room 
is immense, the teacher must make a greater effort in commu-
nicating the intention of a specific lesson to his or her students. 
Koutamatis and Majewskij-Steijn are not attempting to pre-
serve traditional classroom environments, but rather emphasise 
the necessity to make practical adjustments with open eyes and 
take questions of spatial affordance seriously. 

The informants in the study clearly show an appreciation 
of spaces and places with well-defined uses. While not desiring 
places with very specific affordances, they surely appreciate 
places like the library and the school cafeteria, where the users 
all agree that some activities are appropriate and others are 
not. In the case of the classrooms, they can be understood as 
constructed with an overload of purpose and diffuse distribu-
tion of power. The rectangular shape of the classroom signals 
instruction and the windows to the corridor say that it is reaso-
nable to shift focus from time to time. Contemporary ideas on 
pedagogy emphasise dialogue and individual study, and code 
locks on doors implies both that this could be an exclusive 
place for those who intend to learn, but also a place governed 
by any student for any reason. 

15 Alexander Koutamatis and Yolanda Majewskii-Steijns, ”An Architectural 
View of the Classroom,” in Sjaak Braster, Ian Grosvenor and Maria del Mar 
del Pozo Andrés (eds.), The Black Box of Schooling: A Cultural History of the 
Classroom (Brussels 2011), 215.
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Figure 5. Worn-down classroom. 
Photo: Informant B (2012).

Topologies of Place and Teaching

Sure you can say that this is a completely casual approach… Why 
do we teach in such a way that some students choose to sit at the 
back and destroy, in order to endure? …A school that neglects its 
premises in this way tells its students: -We don’t care! Your work 
is not important to us…16

This comment on Figure 5 from informant B emphasises why 
some places and spaces are used in a particular way. Many in-
formants have taken pictures of littering, traces of vandalism or 
just worn-down environments. What informant B says is that 
there is a connection between how spaces and places are valued 
and how the activities performed in these environments are va-
lued. B also implies that both insiders and outsiders create and 
are affected by these values.

This reasoning can be related to Jane McGregor’s reflec-
tions on place topologies.17 Her article focuses on teachers’ 
workplaces, but the same analytical model could be used for 
studying other connections between the social and the mate-

16 Informant B, interview 2012-10-26.
17 Jane McGregor, ”Making Spaces: Teacher Workplace Topologies,” Peda-
gogy, Culture & Society, 11 (3), 2003, 353–377.
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rial. McGregor suggests that we should regard places and 
spaces in school as procedural entities that become what they 
are through continuous, ongoing practice. For her, places are 
space-time processes, not enclosed geographical units.18 

One possible interpretation of the photos in this survey is 
that the informants want to show topologies that function in 
a constructive manner and ignore those that do not. Two clear 
examples are several photos of casual but adequate group-study 
environments in the library, and the unofficial smoking zone, to 
which students flock on a daily basis, even though it is forbidden 
to smoke on the school premises. None of these places “work” 
in their own right. What matters is that their function persists.

Conclusion
The purpose of this essay has been to give an idea of   the di-
rection in which teachers at Kaplanskolan hope the prevalent 
process of change will lead. We can conclude that the answer 
goes back to the school as workplace. They want the school 
to be designed as a workplace, which while fulfilling the needs 
of the students supports the teachers’ ability to properly carry 
out their work. The term place topology is used to describe the 
kind of place teachers like to work in with their students. In 
these places, architecture, furnishings and practice together de-
fine what is proper behaviour and relevant work. The teachers 
want to bring places that work in a constructive manner like 
that with them to their next school. On the other hand, the 
classroom is a problem. It is not that teachers do not want 
classrooms in the future, but they want to have a greater influ-
ence on why, how and when classrooms should be used. This 
is an example of how basic pedagogical issues form a funda-
mental condition of how teachers reason about what should be 
included and what should be left behind. 

The teachers are not exclusively teaching-oriented in their 
thoughts. The study shows how teachers appreciate the school 
as a workplace. Many photos and interviews reveal both posi-
tive and negative thoughts on the present environment. Much 
of what is raised is connected to colleagues’ behaviour toward 

18 Ibid., 368–370.
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each other. Friendship, collegiality and professional collabora-
tion should be preserved in the future, too. What should be left 
behind is coffee break gossip about individual students. 

The material in this study is very concrete. One might have 
thought that the task would lead to detailed wish lists about 
what ought to be taken to the next school and what should 
be abandoned. This did not happen. The pictures are very dis-
tinct, but the photographers’ own comments indicate that they 
stand for something more than what they show. In this way, 
it was very useful to start with visual material in this investi-
gation. The approach links the bookshelves in the hallway to 
the teachers’ thoughts on teaching and learning. Finally, we 
note that our initial expectations were indeed confirmed. The 
teachers’ ideas about how the school should develop were evi-
dent in this work. When they were challenged to think about 
what should be preserved and what should be left behind, they 
also indicated the direction they hoped the future would take.


