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SEDUCED BY ACADEMIA OR ACTING LIKE A FISH 
IN WATER . ASPECTS ON THE SELECTION OF STUDENTS 
TO THE SWEDISH UPPER SECONDARY 
SCHOOLTEACHER PROGRAMME

ABSTRACT

Th is text argue that the notion of divided habitus makes it possible to expand the under-
standing of educational choices and strategies made by the upper secondary schoolteach-
er students. Th e analogue of a distance, gap or tug between habitus and fi eld serve as a fruit-
ful illustration of how educational choices and participations can be more or less 
complicated and full of confl ict, and in the end determine the presence or absence of edu-
cational success. Th e social distance between habitus and the teacher education position 
on the fi eld of higher education tend to aff ect the actual entrance and participation of the 
individual student. A wide distance is more complicated and full of confl ict and failure than 
a narrower one. By combining this to the individual achieved school-resources the selection 
is becoming more complex but also with more consistency.
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1. Setting the Scene

Th e upper secondary schoolteacher programme in Sweden, once dominated by 
students from academic and economic middleclass, has over the last decades, 
shift ed into a programme that seems to attract students from background without 
academic traditions to a higher degree. Th e academic and economic middle-class 
students still appear on the programme not as predominant as they once were. 
Since there exist a well-known correlation between social background and par-
ticipation in higher education1 it is possible to talk about individually inherited 
school-resource that is relevant in how, and to what level of quality, the student 
operate in the fi eld of higher education. A large amount of inherited school-re-
sources increase the ability to do more valuable educational choices and the op-
posite when it comes to the students with limited amount of inherited school-re-
sources. Th e average amount of inherited school-resources has decreased among 
upper secondary schoolteacher students during the last decades2. Th is can indicate 
a fall in the social, economic and cultural value in becoming an upper secondary 
schoolteacher. In the same time the relative number of applicants has fallen to 
a level were almost every applicant is being admitted. Th is development goes on 
despite the almost revolutionary expanded higher education sector during the last 
two decades. One consequence of the falling number of applicants is that the aver-
age grades and SweSAT-results, named achieved school-resources in this context, 
among the applying students have fallen drastically to a level far below the average 
academic student. Despite this, a reasonable number of students with high and 
average grades and SweSAT-results still apply to and participate in the programme. 
Th e shift s in the recruitment pattern have developed a heterogeneous group of 
students both from a perspective of achieved and inherited school-resources3.

It’s important to mention that students with relatively weak achieved school-
resources haven’t by necessity weak inherited school-resources. Th ey are over-
represented though4. Also it’s not taken for granted an absolute correlation between 
low achieved school-resources and future failure in academic education even 

1 P. Bourdieu, J.C. Passeron, Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture, London 1970/1990.
2 E. Bertilsson, Lärarstudenterna: Förändringar i rekryteringen under perioden 1977-2007, ”Prak-

tiske Grunde – Tidsskrift  for kultur- og samfundsvidenskab” 2009, No. 4, pp. 9–42.
3 Ibidem; M. Börjesson, Lärarutbildningarnas plats inom det svenska högskolefältet, ”Praktiske 

Grunde – Tidsskrift  for kultur- og samfundsvidenskab” 2009, No. 4, pp. 43–58.
4 Ibidem.
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though the existence of a relative correlation5. Th is means that there isn’t a predict-
able amount of students that will fail in their ambition to be educated upper sec-
ondary schoolteachers but there is an existing increased possibility that the fre-
quency will boost. Another possible outcome is declined study demands on the 
students since the university have an economic motive to enlarge the student com-
pletion. An educational programme where there is almost no selection at all will 
probably lose the label or aura of uniqueness and exclusivity – a fact that will 
lower the relative status and social position6. Th is, added with a reputation of low 
study demands, will defi nitely decrease the attractiveness among possible students.

Th is text aims to investigate and give examples of how members of how upper 
secondary schoolteacher students relate to their study and to their future vocation 
and how this strengthen or weaken their motives and ambitions to actually stay and 
participate in the teacher programme. Th e main sociological task, in this context, is 
to relate the stories the students are telling to the inherited and achieved school-
resources they are carriers of. A detailed picture of how the heterogeneity is framed 
is then possible to expose. Th e widened recruitment to higher education has prob-
ably widened the social frames for participation in the higher education system, but 
the existence of constraining frames are obvious. Th is is a crucial part in an on-
going process of a more socially diff erentiated higher education sector. When it 
comes to the teacher education programme and especially the upper secondary 
schoolteacher programme it’s drift ing downwards from a social perspective.

2. The notion of Habitus

Th e theoretical notion of habitus is one important tool in the sociology of educa-
tion-toolbox. Habitus, evolved by French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, is a useful 
theoretical component when trying to understand the relation between the amount 
of inherited school-resources and success or failure in the higher educational sys-
tem. Habitus has been described as a lasting, but not permanent, system of social 
dispositions that helps to determinate how the individual act in, think about and 
understand the surrounding social world. It is an, individually or collectively, con-
quered, and not natural, phenomenon, produced and embodied from historical 
experiences but can be changed when new experiences (meaning not permanent-

5 G.R. Pike, J.L. Saupe, Does High-School Matter? An Analysis of Th ree Methods of Predicting 
First-Year Grades, “Research in Higher Education” 2002, Vol. 43, No. 2, pp. 187–207.

6 P. Bourdieu, State Nobility: Elite Schools in the Field of Power, Cambridge (UK) 1989/1996.
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ly determinant) are being made7. An illustrative and quite famous metaphor is that 
habitus makes the individuals act like a fi sh in water in their original social envi-
ronment. Th e surrounding social world is taken for granted in its present appear-
ance8. Another metaphor connotes habitus to a kind of distinctive ball-sense where 
the individual, to diff erent degrees, are able to predict the outcome of alternative 
actions and choices in a specifi c situation or fi eld. In a familiar social environment 
the chances of doing more correct and valuable predictions are higher than in 
a more unfamiliar one9. Th e habitus is inscribed in the biological body that is 
manifested by how the individual speak, stand, gesture and thereby feel and think. 
Habitus is having strong infl uence when the individual is doing certain choices in 
certain directions. Th e individual isn’t always aware of the direction, destination 
and the valuables that those choices become a consequence of10.

3. Habitus and the educational system

Th e education system is one of the most obvious examples where individuals with 
a close social relation to academia can make more valuable educational choices 
than those who lack from these relations. Academic values and behaviour can be 
inherited from parents, siblings or other important social relations that are carri-
ers of experience from higher education (inherited school-resources). In a high-
ly complex and diff erentiated fi eld as the higher education sector the successful 
educational choice made by the individual student can be depending into what 
extent the individual can act like a fi sh in water. Th is argument goes back to the 
actual core of Bourdieu’s sociology of education writings were he argue that the 
possessions of inherited school-resources select students to more prestigious and 
valuable educational choices and pathways. Even if the educational system is sup-
posed to reward those with high amount of achieved school-resources, the real 
outcome depends on the amount of inherited school-resources, in other words 
birth or a new form of nobility11. From this argument the consistency of habitus 

7 P. Bourdieu, Habitus – A Sense of Place [in:] Habitus – A Sense of Place, J. Hillier, E. Rooks-
by (eds.), Hants 2002.

8 P. Bourdieu, L. Waquant, An Invitation to Refl exive Sociology, Cambridge (UK) 1992.
9 P. Bourdieu, Practical Reasons: On the Th eory of Actions, Cambridge (UK) 1994/1998.
10 D. Broady, Sociologi och epistemologi: Om Pierre Bourdieus författarskap och den historiska 

epistemologin, Stockholm 1990.
11 P. Bourdieu, State Nobility: Elite…, op.cit.; P. Bourdieu, J.C. Passeron, Reproduction in Educa-

tion…, op.cit.
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plays an important role in the process of making more or less valuable educa-
tional choices. 

Th is arguing makes habitus interpreted as a very determinant tool to explain 
social selection and inequality reproduction. It is possible to change habitus – it 
sluggish though. One option is to get access and operate in fi elds were inherited 
school-resources are rewarded and embrace the dominant cultural manners in this 
fi eld. Since symbolic violence permeates every aspect of educational action12 the 
option isn’t really based on a conscious strategy to gain valuable school-resources, 
but rather by ambitions that lies behind the education, such as attractive and valu-
able labour-market positions. Th e conviction to avoid certain positions and work 
considered unattractive are another driving force that put the individual on the 
move away from the social heritage. A conviction or ambition like that makes it 
motivated to develop a successful learner-identity based on high ability to meet the 
expectations from school despite the belonging of traditionally low achieving so-
cial categories. Th is outcome of such a development is a high amount of achieved 
school-resources – in other words the particular resources that can result in suc-
cessful strategies in the educational system. Th is isn’t without confl ict though; it’s 
a type of investment with high social, economic and cultural stakes.

4. Habitus in an unfamiliar field

When the objective is to study how individuals from a certain social background 
enter or meet more or less (un)familiar social fi elds, the most obvious fi eld of re-
search would be to study extreme cases meaning a long social distance between 
habitus and fi eld but also the ones that fi t like a fi sh in water. Th at type of study 
makes it possible to understand both conform and deviant examples of these kind 
of social entrances and participations. An individual can be able to perform well 
in a new social environment despite social background but the process to socially 
fi t in oft en comes with anxiety, insecurity and unease13. Sociologist Nicola Ingram 
tries to conceptualize the phenomenon by naming it “a ‘habitus tug’, where confl ict-
ing dispositions struggle for pole position and the individual can at times feel 
pulled in diff erent directions. Th is may create a ‘destabilized habitus’ where the 
individual is not ‘a fi sh in water”. 

12 Ibidem.
13 D. Reay, Beyond Consciousness? Th e Physic Landscape of Social Class, “Sociology” 2005, Vol. 39, 

No. 5, pp. 911–928; N. Ingram, Within School and Beyond the Gate: Th e Complexities of Being Educa-
tionally Successful and Working-Class, 2011 (forthcoming).
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When looking closely at the personal educational biography of successful work-
ing-class higher education students they have, from an early age, deviated from the 
traditional working-class expectations of underachieving in school, and actually 
performed really good in school. Th is can be understood as the development of 
a learner identity in contrast to the social identity14. Th e distance from their own 
social origin is established long before they actually enter academia. Th e struggle 
doesn’t start when the individual physically leaving the social environment behind, 
it start much earlier15. Bourdieu discuss this kind of confl ict in terms of a divided 
habitus16. Sociologist Diane Reay describing it as an “out of habitus” experience or 
“out of fi eld” experience. Th e habitus is put under constant negotiation between 
the old and the new social situation – a situation where the individual is caught 
in-between social expectations17. One major diff erence between the individuals 
that do act like a fi sh in water and those who doesn’t is becoming obvious when 
studying these phenomenon: the level of consciousness. Th e ones with more dis-
tance between fi eld and habitus are more conscious in relation to their social drift  
than those with little distance18. An individual with a wide distance between social 
background and the new fi eld he or she is entering can therefore be expected to be 
more conscious of what constraining and liberating forces that aff ect the choice of 
education and future vocation. 

Th is particular study is not using the extreme and dramatic vertical social tran-
sition referred to above. Th is subject rather handle the opposite, meaning quite 
small social drift s or narrow distance between habitus and the new social fi eld that 
the students are about to entry. In a society where almost half of an age cohort 
enter higher education, a student without academic experience from home that 
apply for a low-status educational programme close to home, can’t be considered 
revolutionary from an objective point of view. Still the students, in some of the 
cases, must face a fi eld unfamiliar to them, an event that forces them to take unfa-
miliar action, live their lives under unfamiliar circumstances and in the end re-
value the social world they consider familiar. In the same time they don’t isolate 

14 D. Reay, G. Crozier, J. Clayton, ‘Strangers in Paradise’ Working-class Students in Elite Universi-
ties, “Sociology” 2009, Vol. 43, No. 6, pp. 1103–1121.

15 N. Ingram, Within School and Beyond…, op.cit.
16 P. Bourdieu, Sketch for a Self-Analysis, Cambridge (UK) 2004/2007; P. Bourdieu, Th e Weight of 

the World: Social Suff ering in Contemporary Society, Stanford (CA) 1993/1999; D. Reay, From the 
Th eory of Practice to Practice of Th eory: Working with Bourdieu in Research in Higher Education Choice 
[in:] Cultural Analysis and Bourdieu’s Legacy: Settling Accounts and Developing Alternatives, E. Silva, 
A. Warde (eds.), Oxford 2010.

17 Ibidem.
18 Ibidem.
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themselves from their original social environment. Th is is, from a subjective point 
of view, oft en a revolutionary step to take and an everyday life that take time to 
adjust. A wider step seems to be unlikely and considered unrealistic if you ask 
many of the students – it isn’t inside the horizon of options. Inside the horizon the, 
more or less, well-known, but known, choices are.

5. A brief genealogy of the education and vocation

Th e empirical core of this text is based on the stories the students are telling. Th ese 
stories are highly infl uenced both by their own school experiences but also from 
a more diff use picture of what the teacher education and teacher vocation is all 
about. To better understand this picture a brief overview of the social genealogy 
of upper secondary schoolteacher education and vocation is helpful.

When investigating the formation and the transformation of the upper second-
ary schoolteacher education and vocation it becomes obvious that it can be under-
stood and explained as a struggle for social closure, professional and social status 
and exclusivity based on achieved resources but in reality based on inherited re-
sources. Grammar school, a fundamental ancestor to upper secondary school, were 
established and reformed by the modern bourgeoisie in the mid-1850s in order to 
both erase social privileges based on ancient nobility but also to shut out lower 
classes from prestigious professions linked to societal power. Access was based on 
possession of both economic and cultural capital, women weren’t initially allowed 
and the unspoken object was to educate the future elite, an elite recruited from the 
upper social layer of society. Th e teachers were academically educated, oft en hold-
ers of a PhD, rather theoretically subject-oriented than vocational and practical 
and highly ranked in the social hierarchy in society19. When society were devel-
oped in democratic direction and the dominant political agenda major issue was 
to abolish social an economic inequality, they became a strict conservative profes-
sional group struggling to keep grammar school exclusive and permeated by elit-
ism – a mission doomed to fail and fi nally buried in the early 1960s when upper 
secondary school were established, an institution both for theoretical and practical 

19 U. Johansson, C. Florin, “Where the Glorious Laurels Grow…” Swedish Grammar Schools as 
Means of Social Mobility and Social Reproduction, “History of Education” 1993, Vol. 22, No. 2, pp. 147–
162; E. Larsson, Det svenska utbildningssystemets födelse: Olika perspektiv på den svenska läroverksut-
bildningens utveckling under 1800-talet, “Sociology of Education and Culture Reports” 2006, No. 38.
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study and as a replacement for grammar school20. Th e upper secondary school-
teacher education were still separated from education of elementary schoolteach-
ers and pre-schoolteachers but in 1977 all teacher education were included inside 
academia and in 2001 one common part of the programme became compulsory 
for every teacher students despite direction. Th is reform is about to be abandoned 
in autumn 2011. 

To what extent the traditions and ideals based on the former social exclusivity 
is erased is hard to say, but a major objective of the vocational representatives in 
the teacher union the recent years has been attempts to reconstitute the lost profes-
sional status. Th ese attempts can, to some degree, be interpreted as pathways back 
to the “heydays” of upper secondary schoolteacher profession when exclusiveness 
and elitism were in sole control. A diff erentiated teacher education and a limited 
access to the programme and to the possibilities to practice the vocation without 
adequate education have been welcomed from vocational representatives. So have 
also the taken actions for a reinforced academic and theoretic connection to the 
programme objectives been. Th e positive attitude to these reforms can be illustra-
tive or at least indicate that the traditional ideal of what an upper secondary 
schoolteacher is considered to be isn’t dead or uninteresting. Whether these re-
forms have increasing eff ect on the professional status isn’t obvious21. Neither is 
the attraction to become an upper secondary schoolteacher.

6. Method and sample

Th is text is mainly based on empirical material collected from the students at the 
teacher programme at Linnaeus University in Sweden in autumn 2007 and spring 
2009. Ten students were interviewed twice: the fi rst occasion during their fi rst 
semester and the second occasion during their fourth semester (in the middle of 
the programme). No intention of getting a representative sample was made, how-
ever some strategic considerations were made about the sample. Th e demands were 
representation from both gender and from a wide range of upper secondary school 
grades (good-medium-bad). Th e sample includes fi ve male and fi ve female (40%– 
–60% in the total population of future upper secondary schoolteachers) and 

20 U. Johansson, Normalitet, kön och klass: Liv och lärande i  svenska läroverk 1927–1960, 
Tavelsjö 2000. 

21 N. Stenlås, Teachers and the State: Th e Teaching Profession between Autonomy and Public Re-
form Ideologies in Sweden 1989-2009 [in:] Utbildningens sociala och kulturella historia. Meddelanden 
från den fj ärde nordiska utbildningshistoriska konferensen, E. Larsson, J. Westberg (eds.), Uppsala 2010.
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a range in grades from 19,5 (max 20) to 10,1 (10 is minimum for entry require-
ments). Consideration to social background or any other socioeconomic aspects 
wasn’t made and the sample turned out to be two students raised in full academic 
background (both parents with academic background), two with semi-academic 
background (one parent with academic background) and six students without 
academic background. A very small and informative survey with the whole popu-
lation (62 individuals) was also conducted. 

Th e interviews are best described as semi-structured with some infl uence from 
life-historical interviews22. An biographically structured interview-guide were used 
which means that the students were quite free to talk even if the guide structured 
the issues the students were talking about. One student refused to be interviewed 
the second occasion (no actual motive were given) and therefore 19 interviews are 
included in the total sample. Between the interviews two students has dropped out 
permanently and three has, for diff erent reasons, temporary left  the programme 
(but returned). One has, temporary or not, left  academia. Th e students are planned 
to be interviewed a third occasion in their last semester (autumn 2011). 

In this particular text voices and stories from all ten students aren’t presented. 
Th is limitation is simply motivated by the limited space. Th e chosen ones are cho-
sen from being good examples of what the text wants to show. Th ey do represent 
both genders, a wide range of achieved school-resources and diff erent social back-
grounds though. To draw general conclusions from a sample like this isn’t possible 
(whether all students or some students in this sample are presented) but a widened 
understanding of how educational choices are carried out from individuals with 
diff erences in achieved and inherited school-resources – a task identical to the 
main objective of this text. 

7. The Academic Seduction

Even if some of the interviewed students are brought up by parents with experience 
from academia all students enter academia as formally beginners. Th e academia is 
able to infl uence them in certain ways but the impressionability probably diff ers. 
Siri and Mikaela are two examples of how academia can seduce and how voca-
tional ambitions in this process are weakened. Th eir diff erent social background 
can explain their diff erent outcomes though. 

22 D. Bertaux, Biography and Society: Life History Approach in the Social Sciences, Beverly 
Hills 1983.
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Siri’s both parents hold high societal positions based on academic exams and her big 
brother study on a high prestigious educational programme in a high prestigious 
Swedish university. Her grades from upper secondary school are very good. She stands 
out from the traditional Linnaeus university student and especially from the tradi-
tional Linnaeus university teacher student. Her learning disabilities combined with 
her deep interest in music keep her out from the prestigious education her grades quite 
easily could have given her access to. Th e teacher education is initially considered to 
be a possibility to work with her aesthetic interest. In the second interview her dreams 
of becoming a teacher must compete with ambitions based in academic experiences. 
Th e latter is highly supplemented by her mother.

Siri: Well, I’ve been talking to my dear mother too, because I’ve noticed that I re-
ally love to study and learn me stuff  so she came up with the idea: ‘You haven’t 
though of study more in some way?’ and I actually have done that. (…) It should 
had been interesting to do research about this [a project about music-learning for 
people with learning disabilities]… because I’m really interested in helping children 
with learning disabilities how to read, but there isn’t that much in accordance to 
music, how you could work with children with learning disabilities there.

(…) 
I don’t want to work as a teacher full-time. It would be much more interesting 

to try to do something, not a research-project, but something like that. I would have 
loved it just because I love to learn me stuff . It’s so much fun.

An academic career is becoming interesting and considered a realistic alternative 
when Siri is doing her academic experiences. Later in the interview she actually ex-
press her academic preferences over her vocational preferences (exemplifi ed by her 
bad experiences when practicing as teacher). Despite the limitations of her learning 
disability the academia and the relation to academia opens up professional and social 
possibilities that are considered much more desirable than the vocation of teaching. 
Th e ambition to become a teacher is weakened by the experience from academia. 
Despite these doubts she isn’t dropping out from the programme. She can identify 
alternative careers if she is able to take the exam – a fact that gives her subjective 
value and motivation to become a teacher. 

Mikaela comes from a family without academic traditions. Her father works in the 
local industry and her mother with unskilled work in municipal social service. She 
has an older brother in industrial work. Aft er graduating from upper secondary 
school with relative poor grades she is tired of school and get temporary jobs in gar-
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dening, social service and industry and it takes about a year to fi gure out that she 
really wants to go back to school. Her grades and her conviction not to abandon her 
home-village don’t give her a broad range of educational options. Linnaeus University 
is the only geographical option and the teacher education is an educational programme 
that leads to a well-defi ned vocation. It’s possible to practice the vocation without leav-
ing home and her grades are high enough to get admitted. Despite these strong motives 
she lacks from one thing: she don’t know if she wants to be a teacher at all. Th is inse-
curity is strengthened when she is doing her practice and she fi gure out that she is not 
able to master the actual vocational practice and she isn’t able to master the demands 
from academia. Th e academia itself is very attractive but her practical and theoretical 
experiences makes her drop out from the teacher education but not drop out from 
academia. She is eventually admitted to another, low prestigious, academic voca-
tional programme. An academic career is out of the question because she doesn’t think 
she got enough skills. She is motivating her drop out like this:

Mikaela: I think it’s very interesting, but then there is this practice… Or actually the 
actual pedagogy… Or it is the actual teaching-thing that I don’t…

(…)
Even how much you keep on trying they don’t get really interested and most of 

the time they think it’s really boring. Especially with subjects like history and Swed-
ish it’s quite diffi  cult. I consider myself not being enough in that way… I probably 
give up too easy to do this.

Further in the interview Mikaela describing examples of how she and her supervisor 
get tricked by the pupils and that she can recognize herself in the pupils. She doesn’t 
want to confront and work with younger versions of herself. Mikaela is a good exam-
ple of the widened participation to higher education and she could have been a good 
example of a typical teacher student but she lacks from some crucial parts. Her way 
into academia is almost forced by bad experiences from the labour market supplied 
to people without higher education in the geographical region she origin from and 
wants to stay in. Th e teacher education serves as an entrance into academia but not 
as an educational point of no return. Between the fi rst and the second interview she 
actually leave her home-village and move to Växjö (campus). Her last words in the 
second interview are really hopeful and at the same time really distanced from a so-
cial origin where education plays a minor role:

Mikaela: I can actually fi gure to study all of life if I could aff ord it. If I could do that 
I probably would have done that. Th ere are so much interesting to study.
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Th e, in this context, most interesting similarities about these two students is that 
both really enjoy learning things and consider academia as the right and legit place 
to do that. Th ey academia seems to have a seductive impact on their way of describ-
ing their everyday life as students. Positive experiences from academia and nega-
tive experiences from teacher practice weaken their ambitions to become teachers 
and strengthen their ambitions to “learn stuff ”. Th ey are choosing diff erent strate-
gies to do that though. Siri stays in the programme quite convinced that teaching 
isn’t her future full-time occupation and that other options will occur both inside 
(work with highly motivated pupils in special aesthetic oriented schools) and out-
side (inside academia) the vocation. Th is conviction, cherished by her mother, will 
give her the proper vocational satisfaction and the motivation to fi nish her educa-
tion. Mikaela consider the time and money spent on academic study to valuable 
to jeopardize and therefore seek an alternative education, instrumental enough, 
from a labour-market perspective, to spend money and time on. She expresses 
sadness when realizing that she can’t study forever and eventually must leave aca-
demia. Strategies to stay in academia are considered unrealistic. 

Where Siri comes from the academia is so legit that the actual higher educa-
tional study is enough to be considered valuable. Th e range of options what an 
academic exam can end up in is relative wide despite the fact that a teacher-exam 
can be quite predictable when it comes to labour-market destination. Siri isn’t very 
typical at Linnaeus University but her learning disability explains her position at 
a low prestigious programme at a low prestigious university. Her academic mid-
dleclass habitus is an explanatory factor in her thought-out wide range of possible 
educational outcomes and strategies. She isn’t adapting her academic middleclass 
habitus to the social and educational environment she are a part of when studying 
at the teacher programme at Linnaeus University. Instead she identify a wider 
spectra of alternatives of what her future teacher exam can end up in – not out-
spoken, but anyway more prestigious than the actual position of “only” becoming 
and being an upper secondary schoolteacher. Research has shown that middle-
class students don’t adapt very much to working-class behaviour when studying or 
living in working-class environments23 and that middle-class students at low pres-
tige education programmes, seek strategies to increase status and prestige in their 
education and their future vocation24.

23 D. Reay, S.  Hollingworth, K. Williams, G. Crozier, F. Jamieson, D. James, P. Beedell, 
‘A Darker Shade of Pale’: Whiteness, the Middle Classes and Multi-ethnic Inner City Schooling, “Sociol-
ogy” 2007, Vol. 41, No. 6, pp. 1041–1060; D. Reay, From the Th eory…, op.cit.

24 J. Steensen, Veje og udveje – En komparativ analyse af to grupper lärerstuderende I Danmark 
och USA, Viborg 2008.
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Th is story can be put in relation to the also academically seduced Mikaela. Th e 
academia isn’t, in the beginning, a legit and obvious choice to her – it comes as 
a consequence of escaping from unskilled work. She really enjoy being a student 
but the instrumental part is far too important to ignore or to jeopardize and there-
fore aff ect her educational choices. In the interview she isn’t expressing any desire 
to reach a social position higher than her parents but her main desire is to get 
enough credentials to get a job that is more attractive than the unskilled jobs that 
she already got experience from. Th e origin of this instrumental way of looking 
into what academia can end up in can probably be found in a more narrow horizon 
of possible outcomes of what an academic exam can lead to. A teacher-exam leads 
to working as a teacher – no alternatives given. Th e disability of identifying wider 
alternatives from the teacher education (in comparison to Siri) can be explained 
by the lack of academic traditions and experiences, in other words based in habitus. 
Her habitus clash with academia though when she fails to manage the initial re-
quirements. Her lack of academic traditions and her insecurity in the ambition of 
becoming a teacher in combination with her weak achieved resources requires 
a long time to adapt to the life inside academia. It takes time to leave home, quit 
her day-job and establish new social relations inside the world of academia. Th e 
teacher education serves as a gatekeeper into academia but not as a fi nal goal. New 
educational experiences off er her tools to construct new educational strategies and 
eventually drop out from the teacher education. She isn’t leaving academia though 
since she is seduced by it. 

8. The Fish in Water

In contrast to the examples above there are several examples of students that actu-
ally are strengthen in their vocational choice and referring to experiences from 
practice and from academia. Erik is one example of this. Louise is another. Th eir 
stories are quite diff erent though. 

Erik is brought up in a family where he describes his father, a holder of an academic 
exam, as very infl uential when educational choices is made by Erik and his sister. Th e 
mother, without experiences from academia, seems to play a role in the periphery 
when it comes to educational choice. His own experiences as pupil has two opposing 
characters: fi rst from classmates without discipline in compulsory school where he 
considers himself not fi tting in and second: from upper secondary school where peo-
ple like himself (ambitious and with hard disciplinary demands) becomes his new 
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classmates. His upper secondary school grades are relatively bad though. Erik also got 
experiences from the military that he consider important in his strategies to master 
the classroom work. Th e choice of military duty was also under infl uence from his 
father. His way into the teacher programme goes partly by his older sister that is an 
educated teacher and partly by his great interest in the subject (social science). He 
considers the bad teacher as a person without ability to keep up the discipline in the 
classroom and without knowledge in subject. What he considers consequences of his 
ability and ambition to keep up the discipline is when he receives the respect he is 
looking for and demand. Th en he really can enjoy the job he has chosen. He exempli-
fi es from his practice experiences:

Erik: And you really felt good when you noticed it when you sat at your desk and 
pupils came knocking on the door and wanted to speak to me. It really felt like I’m 
a teacher. Th ey wanted to ask questions about something before me testing them. 
You really felt “teacher-ish” then. It was really good to take that role. I really enjoyed 
my time there. It was so much fun. 

(…) 
Aft er a while I was surprised of how fun it could be to sit there and correct tests 

and being disturbed by pupils that wanted to ask questions and by going to the 
teacher’ staff  room and grab a cup of coff ee and talk to other teachers. And to join 
colleagues in staff -meetings, parent-teacher-meetings and pupils saying hello or just 
chat with them in the hallway. You really get into it. It was amazing.

Erik expresses his satisfaction in being in the actual social position in relation to 
pupils and other teachers and not by necessity the actual work. Respect from pupils 
can be traced in the kind of respect he shows to his father (experience) and maybe 
also from his military experiences (which he consider important to his ability to 
master the work). Social relations familiar to him and effi  cient strategies to master 
the work is keeping him safe from doubts about his educational choice. Th e lack of 
obvious identifi ed instrumental value in the education he fi nd unnecessary. Th e trust 
in what academia represent and do prevent him from complaining. Th e experiences 
and the strategies to master diffi  culties strengthen him in his educational choice.

Th e professional conviction isn’t that obvious in the case of Louise. She is brought up 
in the countryside in a family without any academic traditions. Her personal school-
history is full of successful experiences and she expresses a very dedicated ambition 
in school. Her grades are very good (19,8 from a maximum of 20) and her ambition 
is, initially, to be admitted to a very prestigious educational programme on a very 



229Seduced by Academia or Acting Like a Fish in Water 

prestigious university. She fails doing that (despite her fantastic grades they aren’t 
enough) and instead applies for the teacher education programme at Linnaeus Uni-
versity, the university closest to home. Her motives to do that is that she can’t fi gure 
out what she wants to become but she is convinced that she must become something. 
Th e vocation of teaching is easy to defi ne and quite recognizable. During the fi rst 
interview she is full of doubts about her educational choice. She is a little bit more 
convinced during the second interview but more from an expression interpreted as 
reconciliation.

Louise: I think that the teacher education programme always has been a possible 
option that I been thinking of it as an interesting and fun vocation that fi t me. Th en 
I think there are a lot of circumstances, that I didn’t found something else that would 
fi t me better.

(…)
I been thinking that way ‘Do I really wanna be a teacher?’ but I’ve never been 

thinking about dropping out. (…) I’ve never thinking about dropping out because 
there isn’t any realistic alternatives (…) What are my alternatives? Th is is much 
better than sitting in an offi  ce or working on a company. Th en the social part of the 
work is gone if you sit in front of a computer all day.

Th e achieved resources held by Louise is giving her a broad range of educational op-
portunities, a fact that makes it interesting that she is choosing a rather low-prestig-
ious programme on a university outside the absolute elite higher education institu-
tions. Her social background and gender makes her very representative according to 
the untraditional teacher student though. She is, like always when being in school, 
performing very well. Th is “good school-girl”-behaviour are described as socially in-
ternalized since a long time ago and just keep on working in the educational context, 
despite her doubtful attitude towards the teacher education. In the second interview 
she seems to have reconciled herself to her educational destiny by motives like she’s 
out of options. Th e teacher education becomes the next-best or the only possible thing 
to do and this reconciliation strengthen her ambition and motivation to become 
a teacher.

In the case of Erik the actual teacher position in relation to other positions satisfy 
his vocational requirements. Th e organisation and relations of authority he expe-
rienced in the military and maybe also from his father, he fi nd himself attracted to 
and fi nd it in his future vocational practice, a fact that make him feel like fi tting in. 
He is getting a social position based on academia that diff er him from most of his 
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compulsory-school classmates that he, to some extent, fi nd almost social and cul-
tural despicable. Academic study is important and hard to avoid when it comes to 
his social background. It is possible that it isn’t an actual choice, something natural 
in the social environment he origin from. Th e teacher education can be claimed 
being a typical choice in relation to his social background (mother without experi-
ences from higher education, father with a low-prestigious higher education-exam 
and a  sister with an exam from teacher education). Neither his inherited or 
achieved school-resources qualify him to and particular high prestigious educa-
tional programme. His habitus is really “a fi sh in water” when attending the teach-
er education at Linnaeus University. He can get enough academic credentials and 
avoid the social travel downwards. Exam as an upper secondary school teacher is 
also considered good enough in relation to other teacher-groups – positioned 
lower in the social hierarchy. 

Th e satisfaction of choosing the teacher education in the case of Louise goes with 
the ability and the necessity to become at least something in the sense of academic 
degree. Th is need or urge go back in time when she is internalizing a successful 
learner-identity that dispose her to become something else than the social position 
of her working-class parents. When she can’t reach the vocation of her dreams, she 
turns to the next-best or the only thing: the teacher education. Th e vocation of 
teaching in the upper secondary school is a safe choice from a perspective of social 
position and labour market and it isn’t a low prestigious choice in relation to other 
teacher-groups. Louise, with ambitions to invest in a responsible way, chooses to 
invest her educational opportunities in a safe programme and vocation. Th e option 
not to apply for higher education isn’t an outspoken choice and is probably consid-
ered unrealistic. When she fails to be admitted to her education and work of her 
childhood dream, her range of other options is quite narrow. Th e teacher vocation 
is recognizable, safe, located close to home and in the centre of her horizon of 
choices – a situation possible to explain by her habitus. Slowly she comes to terms 
with her choice and her destiny but lack from the euphoria that Erik is a spokesman 
of. Her habit to be ambitious in her study making her academic work quite easy 
since the requirements aren’t considered especially hard. Th e teacher education is 
a proper way out from the failure of not being admitted to the educational pro-
gramme of her dreams and to a proper and acceptable social position.
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9. Conclusive arguments

When the students making their entrance into the teacher education programme 
the considerations of actually becoming an upper secondary school teacher is more 
or less doubtful. Th is isn’t controversial or unexpected in any way. Neither is that 
the experiences in academia and in teacher practice is aff ecting the student ambi-
tion and motivation to abandon or precede the programme, no matter what their 
social background or achieved resources are. Th e sociologically interest is how, 
meaning the actual content in how they are aff ected and what social explanations 
that can be linked to this. To understand this it is necessary to imagine what the 
upper secondary schoolteacher once was and what it has become because this, 
sometimes contradictionary, pictures plays a crucial part in how the programme 
is chosen. Th e educational and vocational heritage has developed to a position that 
in some ways can be described as almost socially schizophrenic – on one hand 
highly academic and prestigious and on the other hand practical and with a de-
creasing status and position on the fi eld of higher education. Th is development has 
an important impact on the selection of students on the teacher education pro-
gramme since it tends to form a heterogeneous group of students.

Th is text argue that the notion of divided habitus makes it possible to expand 
the understanding of educational choices and strategies made by the upper sec-
ondary schoolteacher students. Th e analogue of a distance, gap or tug between 
habitus and fi eld serve as a fruitful illustration of how educational choices and 
participations can be more or less complicated and full of confl ict, and in the end 
determine the presence or absence of educational success. Th e social distance be-
tween habitus and the teacher education position on the fi eld of higher education 
tend to aff ect the actual entrance and participation of the individual student. 
A wide distance is more complicated and full of confl ict and failure than a nar-
rower one. By combining this to the individual achieved school-resources the se-
lection is becoming more complex but also with more consistency. A high amount 
of achieved school-resources can narrow the gap between habitus and the social 
position of teacher education programme. On the other hand it can also open up 
possibilities for the student to reach a social position higher than the upper second-
ary schoolteacher position. States like that can put the student in doubt and weak-
en the ambitions to precede the programme, but also initiate the student to redefi ne 
the education and the future vocation. Tendencies of fi tting in or standing out is 
not only unmasked but also explained from these perspectives.

Th e presented examples from the empirical material demonstrate two students 
that are strengthened and two students that are weakened in their ambitions to 
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become upper secondary school teachers. Th e weakened students are both seduced 
by academia and repelled by teacher practice but handle it in diff erent ways. Th e 
one (Mikaela) with both relative weak achieved and inherited school-resources 
and is dropping out since she can’t manage either the academic or the practice 
requirements. Th e distance between her abilities and ambitions on one hand and 
her social and meritocratic dispositions on the other disqualify her to become an 
upper secondary school teacher. Academia is too seductive though, so she keeps 
on searching for more individually attractive and possible educational choices 
inside academia and eventually fi nds a programme socially positioned even so-
cially lower than the upper secondary schoolteacher position. Despite her weak 
achieved school-resources and her weak inherited school-resources she is con-
vinced that she doesn’t want to return to the unskilled job she already experienced 
and that the rest of her family represents. Th e other (Siri) has defi nitely achieved 
school-resources enough to manage the teacher education. Her habitus making 
her exposed to the academic values and contents that she is confronted by at the 
university and becomes academically seduced. Th is academic seduction is a strong 
competitor in her vocational ambitions. Th e distance between her, more and more 
conscious, academic options and the vocational practice off ered by the teacher 
education and vocation is widened when she is confronted by the academic values 
she is familiar from back home. Her habitus and her achieved school-resources 
select her to a social position higher than the teacher education programme, but 
her learning disorder also limits her possibilities for complex theoretical study. Her 
strategy to overcome this confl ict is by redefi ning and widening what the upper 
secondary schoolteacher can be. Siri is probably becoming a teacher in the end but 
her strategies to be academically satisfi ed in her vocational practice are already 
under construction.

Th e two students that are strengthened in their ambitions to become upper 
secondary schoolteachers can also be explained from a habitus perspective and 
their achieved school-resources. Erik lack from achieved school-resources limits 
his educational choices. His social background is keeping him out from unskilled 
work though – something he detests. Th e teacher education fi t him really good 
since there isn’t any particular distance between his habitus and the educational 
and vocational social position of upper secondary schoolteachers. Th e actual prac-
tice and position really satisfi es his work ambitions and are without any particular 
confl ict. He can act like a “fi sh in water”. Louise, on he other hand, has a wide range 
of educational options but chose the teacher education despite the relatively low 
social position. Th is can be explained by two factors: the fi rst is her early develop-
ment of a successful learner-identity that keeps her ambition and ability up no 
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matter what educational context she is confronted by. Th ese ambitions are rooted 
in a strong desire to be admitted to a very prestigious educational programme. Th e 
other factor is her need or urge to become something. Her strong learner-identity 
does select her to higher education despite her lack of academic traditions and 
values from home. When she can’t reach the vocation of her dreams she chooses 
a safe vocational education close to home. Her social position doesn’t off er her 
a wide horizon of educational options despite her highly achieved school-resourc-
es. Th e teacher education is a reasonable choice when she isn’t admitted to the 
education of her dreams – it is inside the horizon of options, but she isn’t able to 
act like a “fi sh in water” to the same extent as Erik but defi nitely able to fi t in. Her 
high achieved resources select her to become the most prestigious teacher: upper 
secondary schoolteacher.

Th e weakened students have habitus in combination with achieved resources 
that distance and orientate them away from the teacher education. Th e distance or 
discrepancy doesn’t select them to become teachers from a traditional defi nition. 
Th e divided habitus can be said far too divided. Th e strengthened students have 
habitus that fi t into the social heterogeneity in the upper secondary schoolteacher 
education. Despite a widened participation there are socially based limitations of 
who and who’s not going to succeed in the programme. Despite a social and mer-
itocratic heterogeneity there are limits and constrains of what kind of students that 
are selected to the programme. Th e heterogeneity is also a creator of diff erences of 
what the educational programme and the future vocation are supposed to be de-
fi ned as.
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