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Abstract
This article examines, whether contemporary teaching culture and the teaching profession are
being transformed as a result of demands for evaluation and visibility, and what the
consequences of this may be. We identify dominant education policy discourses that impact
teachers and teaching, following which we show how the concept of „quality assurance‟ has
shaped contemporary evaluation demands. The paper then argues that we must challenge
existing worries that evaluation initiatives have instrumental and mechanical consequences
for teaching practices. Inspired by existing research and building upon empirical studies of
Danish educational practices (upper secondary schools and universities), we show that
indirect, so-called performance paradoxes may occur. This is because the effort to make one
thing visible often renders other aspects difficult to access. From these considerations, we
discuss which impact evaluation and visibility demands may have on the teacher profession
and teaching culture. The article only points out tendencies, wherefore, we argue the need for
more knowledge about how various evaluation demands impact teaching practices.
Keywords: Governance, Evaluation, Self-management, Visibility, Teacher Profession,
Teaching Culture, Discourse Analysis, Pseudo Realities
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1. Introduction
Ends: We want the best education system in the world. We want everybody to get an
education. We want an inclusive education culture. We want the students learn more, faster,
and longer.
Means: Upskill teachers. The teaching must be evidence-based. The teachers must evaluate
their teaching and student learning. The teachers must document and visibilize what they do,
how they do it, and why they do it.
Precondition: The right evaluation culture!
In Denmark, there is a constant, demand for ends and means as described above (Hjort 2012;
Hjort & Raae 2011). At present, and in extension, focus is therefore upon improving our
education system and upskilling our teachers. Almost every head master, teacher, and
educational researcher is engaged in educational development and quality assurance. This is
because it has been suggested that the right evaluation culture will automatically lead to
educational improvement as well as better teachers. The emphasis upon quality assurance
may however be explained by a widespread sense that the nations competitiveness is at stake
and depends on the skills, competencies, and knowledge bestowed upon the younger
generations, (The Danish Government 2006). There is a huge focus on teachers in this regard
and in extension a consensus has appeared “that teacher quality is one of the most, if not the
most, significant factor in students‟ achievement and educational improvement”
(Cochran-Smith 2004 p. 3). That is why many efforts in Denmark, as in the rest of the world,
are taken to improve the quality of teaching (Apple 2001; Ball 2008; Biesta 2011; Lindblad &
Popkewitz 2004).
Perhaps emphasis on improving the quality of teaching is not new. What is a novelty,
however, is that institutions and teachers are ascribed new subjectivities and areas of
responsibility in the process of quality assurance. It is up to the individual schools and
teachers to enable observer access and be able to judge the quality of teaching. Schools and
teachers are not only expected to provide quality teaching, they are also expected to
„visibilize‟ and document how they contribute to the required level of teaching. In this regard,
evaluation seems to be the primary technology (Rose 1999) in improving teaching quality!
Nowadays, it is not an easy task to refuse to evaluate or to be evaluated. High expectations
are attached to evaluation.
In spite of wide spread assumptions about the ease of evaluation, it is in fact a very difficult
task. In this article we will focus on how and why evaluation is less than a straightforward
issue. In extension, we claim that this issue of better education is not merely a question of
identifying the „right‟ evaluation culture as some researchers argue (Ekholm, Mortimore,
David-Evans, Laukkanen & Valijarvi 2004).
The present article applies a discourse analytical approach. Within this epistemological
paradigm we are not interested in what the right evaluation culture is or could be. Rather, we
are interested in the discourses that seem to be attached to a contemporary understanding of
successful evaluation. Based on data gathered in Danish upper-secondary schools and
149

www.macrothink.org/jpag

Journal of Public Administration and Governance
ISSN 2161-7104
2013, Vol. 3, No. 3

universities1 we show how these discourses impact practices. At the same time we point out
what consequences evaluation and visibility demands have for teachers and teaching culture.
The question we seek to answer is: What characterizes the new evaluation demands and what
consequences do they have for contemporary teaching culture and the teaching profession?
First we introduce the discourse analytical approach and explain how it leads to a particular
analytical frame. We then focus on the transnational lines, tendencies, and discourses that
seem to construct a growing need for educational evaluation. In extension of this we
demonstrate how the concept of „quality assurance‟ is central to understanding the
contemporary desire for evaluation. Thirdly, we illustrate how this desire leads to the rise of a
particularly form of evaluation and how different meanings, assumptions and rationalities are
attached to it at different times, in different contexts, and in different situations. Fourthly, we
point out how such demands seem to transform the teaching culture and profession. Fifthly,
we argue that evaluation can blur the actual state of affairs and create „pseudo realities‟,
because evaluation is handled strategically. Finally, the article discusses the consequences of
the above-mentioned transformation.
2. Discourse analysis – an epistemological frame
In this article we are interested in the impact of dominant discourses upon the contemporary
teaching profession and culture. We are not only interested in what the nature and character
of these discourses are, but also how they affect something or somebody. Let us start by
pointing out what discourses do in general.
The concept discourse has numerous meanings and a host of applications as it is employed
within different theories and subject areas. In the following, we draw on Michel Foucault, but
also Nikolas Rose‟s (1999) and Mitchell Dean‟s (2010) Foucault-inspired governmentality
studies. Discourses influence what we can speak about, how we may speak about it, and what
is excluded (Foucault 1990). Within different discourse regimes we find various assumptions,
logics, and rationalities, which organize individual and collective conduct, attitudes,
meanings, and practices (Foucault 1997b). Dominant discourses allow certain ways of
thinking and acting to be considered correct, good, and acceptable, while others are viewed as
incorrect, bad, or unacceptable (Foucault 1997a). Here, we must not forget the close relation
between knowledge and power that influences how individuals are able to position
themselves and, in return are positioned by others (Foucault 1980; Foucault 1991).
Using a discourse analytical perspective, we are not able to grasp the world as it is, the „pure
essence‟ of the world. We abandon the idea, that our experience or language might mirror the
way reality actually is (Rorty 1980). We can only talk about constructions of the world.
This does not mean, however, that we cannot grade these constructions. Some constructions
are better or worse than others. Inspired by Foucault, we claim that better or worse
constructions cannot be settled once for all, but depend on contemporary knowledge regimes
and the historical a priori, which influences how we think, act, and judge.
We are always regulated by the society we live in (Foucault 1990) and are not – with a
1

Classroom observations and interviews in upper secondary schools plus questionnaire survey and interviews
with university teachers (see Rüsselbæk Hansen 2012; Keiding & Hansen 2012).
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Freudian term – „masters of our own house‟ (Freud 1916). This regulation „creates‟ blind
spots. There are things and premises that are so obvious that we rarely question and
problematize them (Rose 1999). However, as the Danish professor of philosophy Lars-Henrik
Schmidt says: “There is no such thing as free thought – but you can relate more or less freely
to your premises (Schmidt 2011 p.10). Based on these considerations, we ask, which form of
common sense knowledge and premises shape contemporary evaluation demands and how
these establish a special kind of „social order‟ with particularly consequences.
3. Contemporary educational policy trends
In this section we focus on contemporary trends, which dominate Danish as well as
international educational contexts. Inspired by neoliberal thoughts and ideas, we are currently
witnessing new need in educational policies. A need to assure and secure quality in the
education system. In Denmark as well in the rest of the world, many new educational agendas
have appeared since the late 20th century (Hood 1991). Inspired by New Public Management,
a New Public Governance discourse has also come about (Greve & Hodge 2010). Within this
„economic‟ administration discourse, emphasis is more on cultural changes and less on
structural changes within the educational system (Ejler, Seiding, Bojsen, Nielsen &
Ludvigsen 2008).
The supremacy of economics in educational policy is closely related to the evaluation of
evidence based best practice examples (Berkel, Aa, & Gestel 2010, Ball 2008). Here,
evaluation is: “a central component of a resultant new regime of scrutiny, which defrays
political responsibility and replaces it with the „virtuous circle of evaluation, evidence,
performance‟. This „turn to evidence‟ is a new mode of political regulation, and evaluation is
part of a wider logic of decentralized control. Evaluation, in this context, relies on an
instrumental rationality based on technical evidence” (Taylor 2005 p.5). This form for
„rational‟ evaluation allows politicians to ask: what is worth spending more money on, and
what is not? Politicians assume that this form of evaluation grants them access to the
educational system and the teacher profession as a field of knowledge. Hereby, they can
acquire knowledge about inputs (decisions, the use of technologies and financial aspects),
processes (what is going on in teaching), outputs (the number of lessons the students are
offered), outcomes (performativity, number of students who complete the education, and
number of students who drop out on the way), and effects (the „work-readiness‟ of students
and the student employability) (Henrich 2007; Vedung 2009).
In Denmark, politicians are very interested in summative teaching results, but also formative
teaching aspects. Why is this the case? The answer seems to be that we all: leaders,
politicians, researchers, and practitioners, must learn from summative and formative
evaluations, in order to have a starting point for making informed decisions on what produces
quality. It is hard to be against this wish for new and improved quality. However, quality to
whom and when? Who has the power and ability to determine what is quality and what is not?
How does evaluation informed decisions increase quality and/or produce quality? What
evaluation information will be produced and how? Such questions will be examined in the
next section.
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4. Contemporary evaluation and visibility discourses
Evaluation is the mantra today. We are currently witnessing an ongoing and growing
prevalence and exchange of new evaluation demands, new evaluation models, and new
evaluation practices in schools. In Denmark, evaluation has become a management
technology of vital importance. The purpose of evaluation is to identify, whether a given
context is under development, to explain why this is the case or not, and on this basis to make
informed decisions about opportunities for improvement. Evaluations are considered a major
factor in formulating concise policies and political programs. By measuring performance,
evaluation is supposed to help governments and public administration enforce decisions in an
efficient manner. Evaluation is seen as a „correcting device of society‟ (Stame 2006).
Evaluation takes many forms. In the New Public Governance-sphere, the dominant form may
be characterised according to its purpose, which is to highlight the processes that move in the
right direction and not to document cause-reason-relations. Systematic data gathering is
meant to give indicators of progress, development, and/or goal achievement in proportion to
allocated resources. The visibilization aspect is of crucial importance (Vedung 2010;
Krogstrup 2011). In the data collection process, all members of the public sector are involved,
i.e. each leader, teacher, and student in the educational system. A comprehensive set of data
must be collected. The collected data must include self-observation (i.e. teaching intentions
and planning) besides observation of that which is dealt with, so to speak (i.e. marks,
drop-out rate, student satisfaction).
At least three closely-knit discourses permeate these evaluation tendencies:
First, we find a comparison and assessment discourse focusing on the performance of
students, teachers, and institutions: “The performances of individual subjects or organisations
serve as measures of productivity or output, or displays of „quality, or „moments‟ of
promotion or inspection. These performances stand for, encapsulate or represent the worth,
quality or value of an individual or organisation within a field of judgement” (Ball 2008 p.49).
Here, it is interesting to ask oneself, which aspects of a teacher‟s performance can be
measured. This is interesting in view of the risk, that: “what can be measured will come to
determinate the concept of quality” (Schmidt 1999 p.245).
Second, we find a decentralisation and institution accountability discourse. Taking the New
Public Management or Governance focus on market demands (i.e. free hold) as an outset,
each Danish upper-secondary school and university is assigned increased responsibility. Here
a new kind of „regulation-from-a-distance‟ appears (Qvortrup & Rüsselbæk Hansen 2012a) strategies of indirect regulation. This has lead to the Danish Universities in 2003 and the
Danish upper-secondary schools in 2007 being turned into self-governing institutions.
Budgets now depend on the number of enrolled students, the number of graduating students,
and on the „right‟ evaluations. As self-governing institutions, universities and upper
secondary schools are assigned increased responsibility for their self-management, but at the
same time the state controls whether the institutions live up to their responsibilities and if
they show accountability. The educational institutions are responsible for their activities and
results (Qvortrup & Rüsselbæk Hansen 2012a). Hence, we have to do with a control system
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placing itself in the field between the political system and the educational system. We see a
special kind of individualization tendency in relation to the institutions self-management and
self-accountability (Biesta 2011). A tendency that may create a blind spot facing the social
matters and conditions which influence the institutions and teachers in question.
In the third discourse – a discourse of transparency – we find a conception that, by bringing
about transparency and by enhancing the free choice of the individual, is able to solve: “the
political problem of „public doubt‟: Governments need (politically) to demonstrate that they
are taking public services seriously (since publics continue to want services) and that they can
„deliver‟ services, standards, quality or improvement (promises may vary), while trying not to
be directly responsible” (Clarke 2003 p.7). The discourse appears as both taking and
disclaiming responsibility - centralized decentralization. The assumption seems to be attached
to a logic that stems from rational choice theory. Citizens are provided knowledge about
institutional matters and are made into consumers, who are able to decide which teaching
institution is best (Taylor 2005).
The increasing use of evaluation is filled with tension however. This influences the possibility
of succeeding (Schmit 1995; Perrin 1998, Perrin 1999; Van Thiel & Leeuw 2002; Pidd 2005;
Qvortrup & Rüsselbæk Hansen 2012b). Often, tension originates from the fact that
evaluations are not neutral and objective technical mechanisms. They contribute to a certain
evaluation practice. The tensions and resulting consequences are, however, not always
immediately perceptible; they do not necessarily show up directly in the context of evaluation,
but on other levels. For instance when evaluation results or products gain the status of
exclusive knowledge or documentation and determine the onward course of events (Qvortrup
& Rüsselbæk Hansen 2012a), subsequently repressing other equally valid perspectives.
It varies according to three dimensions: the fact dimension, the temporal dimension, and the
social dimension. In each single event, the three dimensions appear in combination, but can
be deconstructed analytically (Luhmann, 1995 p.86). This can be illustrated by the utterances,
„What did she say?‟, „When did she say this?‟, and, „Who said this?‟, which emphasizes the
fact, the temporal, and social dimensions respectively. An event offers certain positions, i.e.
potential social relations and identities. These positions are offered in a given situation. There
– in continuation of the above-mentioned factors – you cannot grasp the substance of a given
evaluation practice out of context.
5. An evaluation culture
As mentioned above, the OECD report from May 2005 concludes that an evaluation culture
is missing in the Danish schools (Ekholm, Mortimore, David-Evans, Laukkanen & Valijarvi
2004). This is an insuperable barrier for quality. This announcement was followed by great
political interest in building up such a culture (Local Government Denmark2 2005; Nielsen
2009; Dahler-Larsen 2006). However, the concept „evaluation culture‟ is intangible.
Dahler-Larsen (2006) refers to it by saying that it must standardise and level out differences
2

Denmark is divided into five regions and 98 municipalities. Even it is voluntary to be a member of Local
Government Denmark (LGDK), all 98 municipalities are members (for more information see
http://www.kl.dk/English/).
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between evaluation practices. We see similar claims in the OECD report, where evaluation
culture is linked to clear national objectives and test systems (Ekholm, Mortimore,
David-Evans, Laukkanen & Valijarvi 2004 p.71). This tendency can also be found in the
CEPOS report from 2006 (CEPOS 2006).3
Clear structures and objectives seem to be a prerequisite for a sufficient evaluation culture.
What these structures and objectives consist in and of is less clear. We are here dealing with
vague and indefinite formulations: informal norms, values, habits, and practices
(Dahler-Larsen 2006 p.91). These cannot be „set up‟, but must occur progressively as a
negotiation in a cultural cross-roads and between various cultures: school culture, teacher
culture, teaching culture, teacher college culture, etc. (Dahler-Larsen 2006 p.86).
Furthermore, the evaluation culture is closely related to a concept of evaluation capacity,
which in itself contains several dimensions such as human competencies and attitudes,
organizational structures and processes, management support and resources (Dahler-Larsen
2006). These are also difficult to define. The concept of evaluation culture not only thus
seems complex, but is hyper complex: The concept contains several meaning components,
which affect, disturb, and change each other. However, they remain connected and exhibit an
irrefutable link (Fink 1988 p. 22). When looking for instructions, an evaluation culture is
characterised by having a preference for data, which means, that we are informed and guided
from these data (Dahler-Larsen 2006 p.75). We do not make decisions substantiated only in
ideology, tradition, and belief, but learn from experience of experiments. The approach is
open in seeking to try out different suggestions (ibid. p.75-76). Here, the concept of
evaluation culture takes form as a necessary reduction of contingency from contingent
evaluation situations that will never become non-contingent. The right evaluation strategy
and method can never be found, but a strategy and method have to be chosen, with different –
positive and negative consequences as a result. This can explain the on-going and vague
attempts to define and explain the concept. No single and univocal definition exists.
The succeeding sections look at empirical examples that serve as a topicalization of the way
evaluation and evaluation culture is implemented. In extension, we focus on „the reality‟ that
the evaluation initiatives construct.
6. Transformations of teaching culture and teacher profession
On-going research – including our own – has focused on how evaluation initiatives affect
teaching culture and profession. What happens when teachers are forced not only a) to do
their work, but must also b) make their efforts visible to other, such that it can c) become the
subject of assessment and learning? The number of variables in a teaching situation makes
it impossible or at best very troublesome to solve the two later tasks (Berliner 2002). Katrin
Hjort points out that it doubles the teacher‟s work (Hjort 2012). Elsewhere we have argued,
that you cannot talk about doubling as Hjort does, since a) will not remain a), when it is
coupled with b) and c) (Qvortrup & Rüsselbæk Hansen 2012b). The work a) is to a certain
3

CEPOS (Center for Political Studies) was founded in 2004 and is an independent Danish think tank promoting a
society based on freedom, responsibility, private initiative and limited government (for more information see
http://www.cepos.dk/english).
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degree changed or transformed during the process of making visible and assessing.
In fieldwork, we have observed that transformations cannot be understood as direct
cause-relationships owing to evaluation initiatives. This observation stems from an
experience at the conference: Culture and Learning at University of Southern Denmark, 30th
November 2011. We gave a talk about contemporary evaluation demands and the way these
are met. We then discussed how these demands are sometimes counter-productive for schools,
teachers, and students. When something is made visible, other things are often elided or
receive less attention. This caused a discussion between an upper-secondary school teacher
and a local government representative. The teacher told us that these consequences were
well-known and that the teachers acted strategically, because they are aware of how important
it is to present evaluation results that look good so the institution and the teachers not will get
in „bad standing‟: „We know that what we document and evaluate has nothing to do with
what is actually going on in reality. But we make it look as if it has‟. This suggests that we
must challenge existing ideas about the outcome of evaluation, because it can make good
sense to evaluate in a special way.
Evaluation initiatives do not automatically make teachers substitute reflections on teaching
practice and professional judgment with methods and unreflected „teaching to the test‟
(Andersen 2010; Rømer 2012). The teacher profession cannot renounce allegiance to the
professional reason and judgment, which is a key aspect of the profession (Schmidt 1999;
Luhmann 2006). As illustrated, we do not think that the teacher profession will become a
rational, mechanical and instrumental affair due to the evaluation demands. However, we see
indicators, that the knowledge base from which teachers justify their choices do not remain
unaffected. Teachers continue to practice their professional judgment, but this judgment does
not itself seem unaffected. Let us provide an example. Based on 116 university teachers‟
choice of teaching content, Keiding and Hansen (2012) show that university teachers do not
take their students (prerequisites and future values) into consideration when selecting content.
They suggest that new teachers at the university in question read Biggs & Tang (2011) at the
postgraduate teacher training course. Here didactical reflections and recommendations are
disconnected from the participants (Keiding & Hansen 2012). We suggest another possible
reason, namely that a new initiative of the university‟s quality assurance strategy, requires
detailed teaching plans that must be handed in for approval by the Academic study board 5
months before the subsequent semester for evaluation. This means that the teachers cannot
take student (prerequisites and future value) into consideration when choosing content. The
knowledge base from which teachers make their choices has been transformed because of
quality assurance initiatives.
7. Construction of ‘pseudo realities’
Regarding the epistemological issues articulated earlier, the „real practice‟ will never be the
„evaluated practice‟ and vice versa (Foucault 1990). In continuation of the above-mentioned,
however, we can fear that increasing pressure on teachers and schools to produce „right‟
evaluations, results in the construction of „pseudo realities‟, which do not necessarily have
anything to do with what is going on in practice. Therefore, we should not be blind to the fact
that schools and teachers may have a particular interest in giving us „pseudo information‟ of
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what is going on.
Still, we must be aware that not all teachers evaluate and change their teaching even if they
must (Rüsselbæk Hansen 2011) and it is not an easy task getting teachers to evaluate and
change their teaching practice: “ they must first be dissatisfied with their exiting beliefs in
some way; second, they must find the alternatives both intelligible and useful in extending
their understanding to new situations; third, they must figure out some way to connect the
new beliefs with their earlier conceptions” (Prawat 1992 p. 357).
Our fieldwork shows, however, that if and when changes and transformations take place, it
may have several consequences. Let us give an example from classroom observations in a
Danish upper-secondary school.4 In this class, there exists a general discourse among the
students that the teacher knows what is right and what is wrong. Such a discourse sets the
ground for the teacher‟s evaluation practice and places constraints on student answers
considered relevant. What the teacher can do better was not a theme in the evaluation. Instead,
much of the evaluation concerned what the students could do better. At no point during the
evaluation process were the teacher‟s actions problematized by the students. This made sense
because the students assumed that the teacher knew what was right/wrong. What does this
observation tell us? It tells that even if something is going wrong in the class, the students
will not blame the teacher, but only themselves. Obvious, this is problematic. Not to question
the teacher may contribute to the status quo. This example shows that evaluation will not
always provide the „right‟, helpful or even relevant information. This means that we must
handle the information we get very carefully. We need to take into consideration, how
information is generated and on what basis.
8. Concluding remarks
In this article we have pointed out educational discourses and tendencies, which produce an
increasing need for evaluation of educational matters. It has been argued that the right
evaluation culture in the Danish educational system will not necessarily produce and lead to
increased quality of teaching, instead it can do the opposite.
It is a common assumption that evaluation can provide politicians with valuable information
about the educational system. The assumption is that politicians attain insight into practices
and are then be able to hold schools and teachers accountable and responsible for good or bad
performances (Ball 2008; Biesta 2011).
As we have argued that it is not without consequences when insisting upon an evaluation and
visibility culture. Our point is that evaluation is not always reliable and may not have
anything to do with the „real‟ practice, but are often strategically „pseudo‟ constructions of a
„wished‟ practice. There is no linearity and causality between evaluation and practice, but
neither they are undisturbed by each other or completely arbitrary or random (Luhmann
2006).
Who does what, how, and why are questions that must be asked over and over again, just as
4

These data stem from a researching project about social inclusion and exclusion in a Danish upper-secondary
school (see Rüsselbæk Hansen 2012).
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questions as who does what, to whom, and with what consequences must. Despite the fact
that evaluations always construct a sort of „pseudo reality‟ it does not mean that some
constructions cannot be more accurate than others. Nevertheless, it is not always strategically
wise to present „accurate‟ evaluations. Sometimes it can be unwise or even stupid to do so.
In this article it has not been our intention to reject evaluation as a fruitful and helpful
practice technology (Dean 2010; Rose 1999). Research has shown that evaluation is crucial to
good teaching (Hattie 2012, s. 41; 17-18). Instead, we have argued that the limits and risks,
which are attached to evaluation, must be recognized, because much is at stake for the
schools and the teachers. That is why we find it problematic if evaluation data is assumed to
represent the real „practice‟ and thereby attains its own ontological life (Popkewitz 2009). We
also wanted to problematize sceptical assumptions based on the idea that evaluation seems to
create an instrumental and mechanical teaching culture where the teachers act as if:
“education is like a complex automobile engine: if only we make the right adjustments – in
teaching, in learning, in assessment – it will hum, and transport us to our destination, the
promised land of high test scores” (Pinar 2004 p. 1). We do not see such a tendency. Teachers
always make decisions based on their judgements in the specific situation and context. From
our perspective it set limits for how mechanical the teacher profession can be. It does not
mean that evaluation demands and discourses do not influence teacher judgements and
teaching practices (Foucault 1997b).
We need more knowledge about the possibilities and limitations of different evaluation
models, and about the performance paradoxes we see in practice. We need knowledge about
the complex situations that we see in practice. This knowledge can be used for a better
definition of the situation and for choosing the aspects that is or can be handled with a given
evaluation strategy and model (Luhmann 2006: 171). This knowledge will make it possible to
make informed decisions about evaluation strategies and models and their consequences.
Furthermore, we need new and updated research based, reflection programmes that teachers
can use when planning, improving, and evaluating their teaching practice (Luhmann 2002;
Qvortrup & Wiberg 2013). These programmes have to take into account the tension between
politics and practice that today‟s teaching is marked by.
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